
Tutudesk IMPACT STUDY





Kommunity Group Projects (KGP), together with the Queo Consultancy, has conducted independent academic and field 
research to identify the impact of a Tutudesk. 

Sponsored by AusAid, the academic aspect of the study looked at the key articles focusing on handwriting and overall 
learning experience. The field research involved a survey of 426 teachers at 52 schools, representing over 16,000 students 
who had all been using a Tutudesk for at least 24 months.

The research has focussed on four key areas: 

• handwriting
• learner experience 
• homework
• classroom situation
• Improve teachers ability to teach

Starting with handwriting, it is clear that the ability to write is a fundamental indicator of an individual’s ability to achieve. 
This is true both at school, where 31-60% of the time is spent writing, and in adult life, where functional literacy is a key 
factor that will be tested by potential employers. 

The research shows that a flat, stable, writing surface is a basic requirement for learning this fundamental skill.

Building on this, once a child knows how to write they can switch more of their focus towards the content of their writing 
rather than the mechanical act of writing. This is referred to as automaticity of writing. If a child fails to develop 
automaticity, not only will the quality of their work be worse, but they are also likely to be slower, fall behind on their 
academic work and have low self-esteem and behavioural issues as a consequence. 

Having established that a writing surface plays a significant role in the quality of a child’s education it is important to 
consider the African context. Across the continent many students are learning whilst seating outside, under a tree or in 
overcrowded classrooms where there isn’t enough space for traditional desks. 

This highlights the need for an alternative option. In addition, long term academic research suggests that different activities 
suit different classroom layouts. Flexibility to move children around can improve academic achievement. 

A Tutudesk provides this flexibility, since a child can use it whether they are sitting on the ground or on a chair, and they can 
quickly and efficiently pick it up and move to a different position in the classroom as the teacher requires.

Finally, a fundamental part of a child’s education is homework, where a child has the opportunity to practice what they have 
been taught during their lessons or prepare for the next day. Therefore, when ensuring that children have the necessary 
educational infrastructure, the need for a writing surface in the child’s home must also be considered. Typically, our 
experience indicates that a lack of infrastructure at school is mirrored at home.
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Competence in handwriting is generally described in terms of legibility and speed (Volman, 
Schendel and Jongmans, 2006). Handwriting requires well-integrated movements of different 
body-parts; the delicate movements of the fingers must be coordinated with fixation and 
release at wrist and elbow and simultaneously the shoulders and trunk must be stabilised 
(Ziviani, as cited in Tseng & Cermak, 1993, p920). 

“When a child has to 
struggle to write on the 
ground or while trying 
to balance an unstable 
book on their lap both 
legibility and speed are 
severely affected.”

“Failure to achieve handwriting 
as a competency during school 
age years often has far-
reaching negative effects on 
both academic success and 
self-esteem”. 

Feder, 2007

Research has indicated that tension, or pressure, is an 
important factor that affects handwriting 
performance. Herrick and Otto (as cited in Tseng, et 
al., 1993) identified three measures of pressure, which 
include the pressure of the fingers on the barrel of the 
pen, the pen on the writing surface, as well as the 
hand resting on the writing surface.  This clearly 
highlights the importance of the writing surface. 
When a child has to struggle to write on the ground 
(bent forward with an awkward writing style) or while 
trying to balance an unstable book on their lap both 
legibility and speed are severely affected. 

Kirsch & Guthrie, (1977, p489) stated that 
literacy is: "the ability to read, write, and 
compute on or above the minimal level of 
competence needed for meeting the 
requirements of adult level.” It is paramount 
for survival in our society today, making 
reading and writing skills the cornerstones of a 
successful education. Feder (2007, p 312) 
argues that “Failure to achieve handwriting as a 
competency during school age years often has 
far-reaching negative effects on both academic 
success and self-esteem”. 

Furthermore, research by Sassoon and colleagues (as cited in Medwell, et al., 2008) 
indicates that, given the fine motor skills involved in handwriting, the fluency and clarity is 
dependent on learning  efficient movements early in a child’s writing experience, 
considering that ineffective motor habits are hard to change. Therefore it is critical to 
consider the earlier years of primary school to form a solid basis for future composition 
processes. 

Literacy and Handwriting

The development of writing ability is considered a necessary ingredient in a child’s success at 
school. Feder (2007) says that children spend an average of 31-60% of their school day 
performing writing as well as other fine motor tasks and therefore difficulties in this area can 
detrimentally affect a child’s academic achievement. In addition to this, Feder (2007) states 
that illegible handwriting can cause barriers for the accomplishment of other higher order 
skills such as spelling and story composition. 
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Figure 1 below highlights the findings and indications of the Tutudesk 2012 Impact Study: Handwriting

From this study it is evident that the Tutudesk, a flat, stable writing surface, has a significant 
positive effect on handwriting, which will facilitate the building of the learner’s confidence 
and self-esteem. 

Also, writing is a key component of the functional literacy of a learner and will be a significant 
factor in the individual’s ability to hold a job in the future.

The research also highlighted that the provision of a writing surface is particularly important 
during the early years of primary school and this is reflected in the Tutudesk distribution to 
date, with approximately 80% of all Tutudesks having been distributed to primary schools.
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“A lack of automaticity in writing 
can seriously affect young 
children’s ability to express ideas 
in text”
Berninger & Swanson; Graham; De La 
Paz & Graham, as cited in Medwell, et 
al., p39

“Some children have 
slower and thus less 
automatic 
handwriting skills 
due to barriers 
which could include 
a lack of a writing 
surface.”

Berninger & Swanson; Graham; De La Paz & Graham, as cited in Medwell, et al., p39
When a child is developing their writing skills, the mechanical act requires a high level of 
conscious attention. Over time the writing process becomes more automated and frees up 
more cognitive resources to focus on the content of the writing (Sassoon, as cited in Tucha, 
Tucha and Lange, 2008). This is referred to as developing automaticity. While this is being 
developed there is a trade-off between concentration on learning and concentration on 
writing (Levin; McHale & Cermak, as cited in Tseng, et al., 1993, p919). 

When children have slower and thus less 
automatic handwriting skills, due to barriers 
which could include a lack of a writing surface, 
both the fluency and the quality of the writing is 
impacted. “A lack of automaticity in [writing] can 
seriously affect young children’s ability to 
express ideas in text” (Berninger & Swanson; 
Graham; De La Paz & Graham, as cited in 
Medwell, et al., p39). 

Beyond concentration, handwriting problems can lead to a 
number of other issues. Medwell, et al. (2008) comment that 
handwriting difficulties are generally coupled with motivational 
difficulties and Feder (2007) warns that students with 
handwriting problems typically have difficulty in keeping up 
with the volume of written work. This may detrimentally affect 
academic progress, which in turn leads to lowered self-esteem 
and behavioural issues. Feder (2007) continues to say that 
students’ intelligence or capabilities are often seen to be 
reflected in handwriting and students with poor handwriting 
commonly receive lower marks. 

Figure 2 below highlights the findings and indications of the Tutudesk 2012 Impact Study: Learner Experience
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A key component of a child’s education is homework. It provides the opportunity for the 
student to study in their own time, perhaps to test their knowledge of the skills they have 
been taught during the day in class or to prepare for a new topic in the next lesson. A review 
by researchers at Duke University of more than 60 research studies on homework between 
1987 and 2003 showed that, within limits, there is a positive interaction between the 
amount of homework which is done and student achievement. 

“...the family may have only one 
table, if any, that has to serve for 
all needs within the family unit. 
This can make it challenging for 
the student to find an 
opportunity to use the table.”

Most rural learners live under very poor 
conditions at home, where the family may have 
only one table, if any, that has to serve for all 
needs within the family unit. This can make it 
challenging for the student to find an 
opportunity to use the table. As within the 
classroom environment, the lack of a writing 
surface leads to similar challenges for the 
student and can hinder their educational 
performance.

When designing the Tutudesk the need for the provision of a writing surface at home was 
also a key consideration. As such, the Tutudesk is lightweight, weighing less than 1kg, and has 
a built in handle, making it very easy for the child to carry to and from school.  The 
proprietary blend of base material further ensures longevity.

Figure 3 below highlights the findings and indications of the Tutudesk 2012 Impact Study: Homework
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When considering the layout of the classroom it is important to take into account the 
situation across much of Africa today. Most countries are facing a severe shortage of 
classrooms and so many students are taught whilst sitting outside under a tree and those 
who are in classrooms often suffer from issues of overcrowding. Having already highlighted 
the importance of a writing surface for a child’s education, it is now crucial to recognise that 
a suitable writing surface solution needs to work in the environment facing African children 
today, i.e. both inside and outside the classroom, when children are seated on the floor or on 
chairs. 

In addition, when considering the layout of a classroom, 
the notion that a teacher standing in front of a class of 
children (seated at traditional school desks) is the best 
method of learning, should be reconsidered. Kennedy 
(2010, p21) posits that flexibility in approaches is 
necessary, considering that some learners respond 
better to hands-on experiences, more informal settings 
or small-group interactions with fellow learners. 

“Many students are taught 
whilst sitting outside under a 
tree and those who are in 
classrooms often suffer from 
issues of overcrowding.”

This is supported by Pace and Price (2005) who point out that seating arrangements and 
related variables such as classroom position and so forth, have shown to impact on 
educational interactions. 

Therefore schools should obtain classroom furnishings that facilitate teachers to make more 
spontaneous changes to the classroom environment, allowing the nature of a task to dictate 
the required seating arrangements. 

Figure 4 below highlights the findings and indications of the Tutudesk 2012 Impact Study: Teachers Ability to Teach
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The Tutudesk provides a child with their own writing surface. 
It is designed to work whether the learners are seated on the 
floor or on chairs; each child simply places the Tutudesk on 
their lap.

A Tutudesk for every child has three key impacts:

• The children have their own personal space to work in, 
which can help with concentration. 

• Tutudesk enables the teacher to ask the children to 
move around the classroom, simply carrying their 
Tutudesk with them, to sit in rows, pairs or circles 
depending on the nature of the activity. 

• The Tutudesk becomes the child’s personal possession 
and this may be the first new ‘anything’ that the child 
has ever owned (A significant human dignity issue).

Figure 5 below highlights the findings and indications of the Tutudesk 2012 Impact Study: Classroom Situation

“...seating 
arrangements and 
related variables 
such as classroom 
position and so 
forth, have shown to 
impact on 
educational 
interactions.”

Price (2005)

Furthermore, a number of studies have shown that where it is 
not possible to rearrange the classroom there can be more 
problems with behavioural issues. Daniels (as cited in 
Wannarka, et al., 2008) argues that the physical arrangement of 
the classroom can be a key factor in either encouraging 
desirable behaviour, such as attentive students, or encouraging 
student’s misbehaviour, which wastes time, therefore reducing 
the time available for teaching.
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“Marks are higher because of improved handwriting” T Mbily, Teacher Grade 3

“As a learning aid, the information on the Tutudesk is always within reach” M Santu, 
Teacher Grade 5

“The greatest benefit is making individual teaching much easier” Rachel, Teacher, Grade 5

“Classroom learning has changed by creating more individual space” Lebo, Teacher, Grade 3

“The learners are doing their homework, now that they have something to write on” M 
Kubeka, Teacher, Grade 4

“It was so much help, it even improved our time management” Tumi, Teacher, Grade 6

“They all come to school because there are no shortages of desks” Miss Molokome, Teacher, 
Grade 7

“My brother uses my Tutudesk at home when the table is being used” Lindiwe, Learner, 
Grade 5

“Teaching is easier as the classrooms are no longer overcrowded” Mabhena, Teacher, Grade 5

“It has helped me so much because I didn’t have a table at home to write on” Nikitha, 
Learner, Grade 4

“As a learning aid, the children can now properly copy what they see” Mr Mzezewna, 
Teacher, Grade 4

“We used to use broken tables, now it is easy to write” Lesedi, Learner, Grade 6

“When doing homework, I am able to see the letters on the Tutudesk. It’s easier to make 
the words” Bonang, Learner, Grade 6

“The benefits I have seen are greater comfort, legible writing and improved 
mathematics from the tables on the Tutudesk; especially in the foundational phase”
Matlala, Teacher, Grade 3

“It’s easy to carry” Simon, Learner, Grade 2

“... in our overcrowded classrooms, the learners are able to write without being 
disturbed... the children learn responsibility through looking after their Tutudesk ” Mrs 
Lugdi, Teacher, Grade 7

“The times table on these Tutudesks is very much helpful in maths” Miss Mafela, Teacher, 
Grade5

“Tutudesks have taught the learners to be responsible” Miss Molokome, Teacher, Grade 6

“I have improved my writing and drawing skills” Yolisa, Learner, Grade 7

“...it was difficult and crowded, now you can take your Tutudesk and have your own 
space” Yolanda, Learner, Grade 7

“My siblings use my Tutudesk to do their homework” Zintle, Learner, Grade 7

“My mother also uses it at home to practice her writing” Thuli, Learner, Grade 7

Post-Intervention quotes from Tutudesk Beneficiaries*

* Independent Research Study During 2012  conducted in South Africa
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Handwriting Strongly agree Agree Neither agree 
or disagree Disagree Strongly disagree 

Handwriting of the learners is easier to read 18% 62% 14% 5% 2%

The appearance of the learners writing is neat and more organised 19% 52% 17% 10% 2%

The learners handwriting is even and flowing 12% 55% 20% 11% 2%

The handwriting of the learners has improved 17% 52% 20% 9% 1%

I reward or encourage learners for neat handwriting 26% 57% 11% 5% 0%

Classroom Situation

Classes are more organised 22% 57% 13% 5% 2%

Discipline in the classroom has improved 16% 54% 19% 8% 3%

Classroom organisation is easier 20% 56% 16% 6% 1%

Tutudesks improve the overall classroom experience for my learners 22% 54% 18% 6% 0%

Tutudesks improve the overall classroom experience for myself as a teacher 21% 52% 15% 9% 2%

Work & Homework 

The learners are able to write more during a lesson (ie. faster) 15% 57% 16% 9% 3%

Homework quality has improved 16% 49% 23% 9% 2%

Delivery of homework assignments by the learners has improved 17% 48% 23% 9% 2%

Learner Experience

The learner is concentrating better 14% 55% 22% 9% 2%

The learner has an improved, longer attention span 14% 47% 27% 10% 2%

The learner is more motivated 20% 56% 16% 8% 1%

The learner sits comfortably when using their Tutudesk 24% 52% 13% 8% 3%

Learners use the imprinted educational information on their Tutudesks 20% 57% 16% 6% 1%

The learners are using their Tutudesks at home 23% 41% 17% 14% 4%

Tutudesks make learning easier for learners 23% 54% 16% 6% 2%

Tutudesks assist in improving my ability to teach learners 
more effectively, for the following reasons:

Learners are more organised in class, and I am therefore more easily able to 
interact with them as a group as well as individually

21% 59% 14% 4% 1%

Learners work is easier to read, and therefore assists my ability to mark and 
comment on

20% 54% 17% 8% 1%

Each learner has their own work space/work zone, provided by their 
Tutudesk 

25% 55% 11% 7% 2%

Learners are concentrating better by being more organised in the classroom 
and having their own workspace/ work zone 

22% 52% 19% 7% 1%

Tutudesks- have overall - improved the learning experience in my classes 20% 57% 16% 6% 1%
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South Africa

United Kingdom

Email:
info@tutudesk.org


