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Executive Summary

Remote learning has been a mainstay of higher education 
for most of the 21st century, but for K-12, it has been 
anything but mainstream. Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, 
the majority of remote learning in K-12 had been relegated 
to those in homeschooling or used as a blended model in 
classrooms. In fact, prior to March 2019, traditional public 
education viewed remote learning as supplemental and 
little thought was given to the possibility that it would ever 
be the primary method of instructional delivery. Then, in 
the blink of an eye, everything changed. As the pandemic 
hit, schools were shuttered and remote learning not only 
became the primary method of learning, it became the 
only method, a lifeline to students who would otherwise 
face an interruption in learning on a scale never before 
seen. Few school districts were completely prepared to 
make the transition to 100 percent remote learning. Most 
have experienced unexpected challenges along the way, 
including the psychological ramifications of isolation and 
issues relating to digital connectivity. But to a district, 
one challenge is basic to the continuity of learning: To 
learn remotely, every student requires a device that 
functions properly at all times. When learners’ devices stop 
functioning properly, learning stops. Period.

The Hidden Logistical Costs of Device Management 

The laptops, Chromebooks, and tablets essential to any 
successful remote learning program require every school 
district to address four main areas of support: 

• device deployment
• device protection
• device service
• device end-of-life (retirement)

As COVID-19 forced schools to pivot from in-person to 
remote learning, the logistical costs of managing the 

devices necessary for that pivot (e.g., the shipment receipt  
of thousands of devices, unpacking of devices and disposal 
of the mountain of packing materials, application of asset 
tags and protective cases, devices boot-up, specified 
software configuration and, finally, enrollment of the 
devices into the school’s education platform) became 
apparent. And, as soon as all of this was accomplished, it 
became clear that servicing those devices (e.g., screens, 
casings, ports, cameras, speakers, mics, power supplies, 
and keyboards repair) was going to be both a constant 
challenge and significant expense. 
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In this Brief
The COVID-19 crisis has required every school in the US 
to provide remote learning solutions in order to maintain 
educational continuity. The challenges imposed by this 
paradigm shift are plentiful, especially in terms of keeping 
the Chromebooks, laptops, and tablets needed by every 
student in proper working order. As a result, school IT 
departments have been forced to address issues of cost, 
both in terms of human resources, device deployment, 
and device repair, overnight.
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Questions of repair vs. replacement arose as the logistical 
nightmare of retrieving the device, repairing or replacing it, 
and delivering it back to the learner became a reality. And 
still to come, the inevitable end of the device’s functional 
lifespan would require proper disposal or selling it for the 
best value possible. Few, if any districts, were fully prepared 
for the management of a large fleet and the costs involved 
in tackling all of these issues in-house. In Texas, for example, 
the CARES Act provided funding for the purchase of 
devices, but not the adjoining cost of maintenance. 

The reality is this: reactive device management for 
unplanned downtime and associated costs fails to provide 
a return on investment. On the other hand, proactive 
device management, including the logistical cost of device 
maintenance as a planned expense, will deliver a return on 
investment that can be quantified.

Deployment: Real World Example 

Recently, a Midwest US school district needed to supply 
each of their 13,470 students in grades 6 - 12 with new 
Chromebooks. The district’s dozen person IT team initially 
believed they could manage the configuration and 
deployment in-house and began the ordering process. 
However, as soon as the first shipment of one dozen 
pallets of devices arrived, it became apparent that the 
team was not prepared for the magnitude of managing 
of over thirteen thousand devices. Aside from the effort 
required to unpack each device, boot it, configure the 
software, install the screen protector and case , apply asset 
tags and enroll the device in their education platform, the 
packaging refuse alone filled over one hundred dumpsters. 
Plus, it required work in a clean and safe environment 
using CDC and OEM device guidelines for sanitation. With 
each device consuming no less than 90 minutes of their 
team members’ time, multiplying that time by over 13,000 

yielded an astronomical and highly unrealistic number. 
Since the employee cost came to $43.26 per unit, the total 
cost for deployment of 13,470 devices was approximately 
$582,712 before delivery to the student. 

Ultimately, the district’s decision to outsource the effort 
saved the district more than $400,000.

Protection: Real World Examples

A Southeast US school district had not yet completed its 1:1 
transformation when the pandemic hit and the decision 
was made to close schools. Remote learning required 
getting Chromebooks into the hands of their more than 
5,000 students as quickly as possible. They initially expected 
breakage rates to be low, since devices would not leave the 
students’ homes. However, by week four, their internal team 
became inundated with service issues, including cracked 
screens and cases, and missing or damaged power supplies.

In Texas, a large district deployed 30,000 tablets for use 
in grades K-8. They quickly discovered that the cases were 
inadequate, allowing screens to crack at an alarming rate 
and rendering the devices unusable. Since they had not 
purchased an extended warranty or service contract, the 
district lost more than 5,000 devices in a matter of weeks. 
They now seek a protection plan that includes a high-
quality protective case and tempered glass, which they 
believe will address device downtime and its potential 
impact on their students’ ability to learn remotely.

Service: Real World Example

A large southern California district with more than 90 
schools has an 18-person IT staff tasked with supporting 
more than 20 separate projects of various priorities at any 
given time. With over 100,000 devices of varied makes, 
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models, and ages, the team knew that they lacked the 
necessary parts and technical skills to successfully manage 
those devices internally.

The district is now seeking to purchase protection plans, 
which will need to include a protective case for laptops and 
tempered glass screen protectors for tablets. For devices 
under warranty, the protection plan will need to facilitate 
OEM repairs and extend service for up to four years. For 
devices out of warranty, services must be quoted a la carte. 
The district will also require pickup-and-delivery support 
in order to effectively manage such a large pool of devices 
at any given moment. Fundamentally, the right partner/
solution would provide not only cost and times savings but 
peace of mind to an IT department already stretched thin.

End of Life: What to Do

Every device has a finite amount of time before it is rendered 
obsolete. In the case of school-issued devices, the life 
span can be shorter than expected due to wear and tear 
from young users. Laptops, even when refreshed annually, 
are fortunate to last more than three years before even 
reasonably responsible students render them useless. Even 
laptops that manage to avoid service issues are still limited 
to three to four years due to operating system update 
requirements.

When devices are retired, security and privacy issues require 
that they receive an immediate and thorough data-wipe. 
For devices with little physical damage, they may have 
value to other businesses, many of them overseas. And 
since all devices include parts and components that can 
be damaging to the environment if improperly disposed of, 
approaching device end-of-life issues requires eco-friendly 
sensitivities and decisions.

The Solution: Outsourcing, Combined with the Right 
Protection Plan, Saves Money and Ensures that Learning 
Never Stops

Even large districts with robust IT departments are 
overwhelmed by the challenges of maintaining a large 
working fleet of devices, especially in the face of COVID-19. 
The cost in IT hours is prohibitive, and often takes the focus 
away from other high-priority responsibilities, requiring device 
management to be the focal point of the majority of all IT 
activities. The sudden shift to remote learning put an even 
sharper point on the issue, and the importance of having 
100 percent of devices working 100 percent of the time is 
now paramount. In an all-remote environment, a broken or 
malfunctioning device means the learner is removed from  
the learning process. In short, failure is not an option. 

For most if not all districts, outsourcing the entire process—
from Deployment to Protection to Service to End of Life— 
is fiscally sound and keeps the district focus on learning, 
removing the risk of children falling through the cracks of  
a technology obstacle. 

According to studies, outsourcing device maintenance can 
save your district an average of 40 percent in hard costs. 
In addition to IT staff costs, central office functions like 
accounts payable are also greatly reduced, providing further 
cost savings. Outsourcing also assures that your IT team is 
not overburdened, including the need for constant staff 
training on a multitude of brands and models, allowing 
them to maintain focus on other mission-critical issues and 
deliverables. Additionally, outsourcing gives your district 
the ability to scale at a moment’s notice, allowing you to 
be proactive, rather than reactive, in terms of your district’s 
ultimate goal of keeping your students connected to a 
dependable remote learning process and the devices upon 
which that process depends. l

“Properly functioning 
Chromebooks, laptops, and 
tablets are now THE lynchpin 
to every student’s ability to 
learn remotely. Every US school 
district must have a viable 
strategy to configure, deploy, 
and maintain those devices, 
especially if the needs outweigh 
in-house capabilities.”

—Bill Brown
Executive Director, Education Technology Services, 
Greenville County Schools, Greenville, SC
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Underwriter for this Brief:

Staymobile provides outsourced deployment, protection, service, and end-of life solutions for the mobile device 
management needs of the education, enterprise, healthcare, and public sector markets. Its flagship offering, Staymobile 
Protect™, is an industry-leading device protection program designed to meet the needs of all types of schools and 
businesses affordably and efficiently. The company’s unique approach to the device timeline offers manufacturer-agnostic 
solutions to specific client requirements. 

In business for over a decade, Staymobile supports thousands of school districts and businesses and millions of devices via 
a national network of service depots manned by A+ certified technicians. Learn more about how Staymobile can help your 
school or business at www.staymobile.com.


