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COVID-19 negatively impacted millions of K-12 students across the Nation, and students with 
pre-existing education challenges were disproportionately impacted. School closings and 
distance learning/teaching amid the coronavirus crisis resulted in significant learning loss 
for students. Congress has appropriated $180 billion in federal relief funding to assist states 
in reopening schools and addressing the achievement losses for students. Unfortunately, 
states’ spending of these funds has been slow. The U.S. Department of Education has 
provided limited data on how funds have been spent to date and if investments have been 
effective in helping students whose families were hit hard by the pandemic. With the 
absence of accountability for these funds, some districts are using the aid for projects 
unrelated to COVID-19 pandemic relief or to addressing learning loss. The Coronavirus Aid, 
Relief, and Economic Security Act (CARES Act), the Coronavirus Response and Relief 
Supplemental Appropriations Act (CCRSA), and the American Rescue Plan Act (ARP) all 
included significant allocations to states. Some districts have used these federal dollars to 
invest in track and field facilities, bleachers, and artificial turf – expenditures that question 
the wisdom of such robust allocations. In contrast, others have been investing in evidence-
based interventions to help students recover in reading and math. One thing is clear: 
students’ education recovery must be at the center of the decision-making for how to use 
these federal dollars. 
 
 
L E A R N I N G  L O S S  

The term learning loss refers to “any specific or general loss of knowledge and skills or to 
reversals in academic progress, most commonly due to extended gaps or discontinuities in 
a student’s education.” The most common cause of learning loss is missing school. Missing 
school days impedes skill improvement and leads to a reduction in the learning levels of 
students. One Swiss psychologist, Jean Piaget, who is known for his contribution to the field 
of knowledge about how children learn, has explained that students learn through 
assimilating new information to old information. For example, children learn math in stages. 
At each grade level, they build on what they know to learn new math skills. Students are 
assimilating their math skills to the new information. When information is lost (missed 
school days), students have difficulty understanding the new materials because there is no 
prior knowledge to connect. It is like trying to build a house with no foundation. According 
to 2021 research conducted by the National Bureau of Economic Research (NBER), remote 
learning had a negative impact on students’ test scores in English language arts (ELA) and 
math in all 12 states studied. Declines in scores were smaller for students who continued in-
person learning. Passing rates in math declined by 14.2 percentage points on average. The 
math decline was 10.1 percentage points smaller for districts with full in-person learning. The 
scores varied by state. Virginia and California students, for example, had 100 percent virtual 
learning time during the pandemic, and experienced a 32 percent drop in math test scores 
during the 2020-2021 school year compared to the 2018-2019 school year. Wyoming and 
Florida students had the most in-person learning and dropped only 2.3% in English (Halloran 
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et al., 2021). It is critical to understand the learning loss that occurred as a result of the 
pandemic in order to understand how to help students recover.  
 
A 2021 report conducted by Stanford University estimated that student learning loss in 
classrooms across the country ranged from 57 to 183 days in math and from 136 to 232 days 
in reading during the spring of 2020. The 2021 report also documents a decline in learning 
for at-risk students. In 2019, 58 percent of at-risk students were reading at or above their 
grade levels; in spring 2021, just 31 percent were reading at their grade level. Research studies 
have found that children who do not read proficiently by the end of third grade are four times 
more likely to drop out of school than proficient readers. In addition, low literacy levels are 
strongly associated with unemployment, poverty, and crime. According to the National 
Adult Literacy Association, 70 percent of all incarcerated adults cannot read at a 4th-grade 
level.  
 
The research regarding the COVID-19 and long-term impacts on students is alarming. The 
ongoing research on learning loss is already revealing new data as to the impact of learning 
loss over time. A recent study addressed the impact of school closures (internationally) on 
student future earnings. The researchers compared students from the top quartile of income 
distribution with those from the bottom quartile and found that general welfare losses are 
about 0.8 percentage points larger for poor children. In other words, students who 
experienced the longest school closures during the pandemic are predicted to earn less and 
be less likely to go to college (Hanushek & Woessmann, 2020). As the study describes, 
secondary schools in the U.S. were closed for in-person learning for longer periods than 
elementary schools. The researchers created a structural life cycle model along with school 
closure data to estimate the human capital and welfare losses of students. They examined 
the impact of keeping schools open during the summer as a way of compensating for the 
learning losses of students. Researchers found that an additional three months of schooling 
can compensate for more than 1/5th of the welfare losses of children induced by the COVID-
19 school closures. As state leaders are working on plans for use of federal stimulus funds, 
using funds to address learning loss based on these new research findings should be 
considered. 
 
All states are struggling with learning loss. A description of the specific losses in Newark, New 
Jersey, is provided in Figure 1 below. Only 9 percent of students in grades 2-8 met state 
expectations in math, and only 11 percent of students met expectations in reading following 
the 2020 school closures.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11125-021-09544-y#ref-CR5
http://gradelevelreading.net/wp-content/uploads/2012/01/Double-Jeopardy-Report-030812-for-web1.pdf
https://literacymidsouth.wordpress.com/2016/03/16/incarceration-and-low-literacy/
https://literacymidsouth.wordpress.com/2016/03/16/incarceration-and-low-literacy/
https://www.oecd.org/education/The-economic-impacts-of-coronavirus-covid-19-learning-losses.pdf
https://www.pnas.org/content/118/17/e2022376118
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D.C. students are also struggling with significant learning loss. In 2019, 69 percent of students 
grades 2-8 were reading at or above their grade level, but as of spring 2021, that number 
dropped to 51 percent (EmpowerK12, 2021). Additionally, the research focused on percentile 
changes in student scores. Figure 2 below indicates an 8-12 percentile point drop in math 
performance and 3-6 percentile point drops in reading across grades 3-8 in the District of 
Columbia. The research also found evidence of the impact on the achievement of students 
most at-risk. Students in high-poverty schools averaged additional declines of 4-5 percentile 
points compared to low-poverty schools. The pandemic also impacted children ages zero to 
eight, and schools experienced steep declines in enrollment (up to 40 percent for preschool-
age students) and slower academic growth. National testing data shows that academic 
declines for students in grades three to five were larger in magnitude than those for older 
students by 1 to 3 percentile points in reading and 3 to 4 percentile points in math. The 
evidence is clear; school closures impacted students both academically and emotionally. 
Targeted supports are needed to help students recover. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1:  Newark, NJ student learning loss 2019 - 2021 

https://www.empowerk12.org/research-source/covid-impact-achievement-dc
https://www.census.gov/newsroom/press-releases/2021/decline-school-enrollment.html?linkId=100000076275539
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.3102/0013189X20965918
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F E D E R A L  F U N D I N G  

Congress attempted to assist states with addressing the critical aspects of learning loss by 
appropriating emergency COVID-19 relief funds. Table 1 below provides data on how much 
money was allocated for K-12 education system through the three federal bailouts of $180 
billion from March 2020 to March 2021. For perspective, $80 billion was allocated in the 2009 
American Recovery and Reinvestment Act. The most recent of the three COVID-19 spending 
packages—the American Rescue Plan (ARP) Act, allocated approximately $122 billion for K–
12 purposes alone. For perspective, the entire U.S. Department of Education budgets for fiscal 
years 2020 and 2021 were $72.7 billion and $73.6 billion, respectively.  

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
According to the U.S. Department of Education, as of August 31, 2021, state education 
agencies reported spending only $17.2 billion to date. Maine, Maryland, Nevada, Vermont, 
and Virginia have spent less than 5% of the emergency relief funds. With the learning loss, 
these funds must be spent efficiently and effectively. States have until 2024 to make 
spending commitments and the end of 2026 to spend the money. Any money not obligated 
or spent by those dates must be returned to the federal government. Unfortunately, the 

*2009 American Recovery and Reinvestment Act $80 billion 
2020 Cares Act $13.2 billion 
2020 CRRSA $ 54 billion 
2021 America Rescue Plan $122 billion 

Figure 2: D.C. Schools Percentile learning loss for low poverty schools and high poverty schools  
Source:  NWEA, 2021, Learning during COVID-19 Reading and Math Achievement 

https://www2.ed.gov/about/overview/budget/news.html
https://www2.ed.gov/about/overview/budget/news.html
https://www2.ed.gov/about/overview/budget/news.html
https://covid-relief-data.ed.gov/
https://covid-relief-data.ed.gov/
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5f9857f027d55d2170cd92ac/t/61934ad6d24c803afec13834/1637042905631/EK12+Unfinished+Learning+Update+Brief+from+Spring+2020-21.pdf
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enormous influx of funding for education is resulting in the financing of projects that have 
little to do with helping children learn to read. The lack of any tracking methodology to date 
and little guidance being provided from the U.S. Department of Education and local 
education boards has made it difficult for researchers to determine the true cause of the 
slow spending of the stimulus funds. In the absence of a centralized system to track these 
important federal funds, it is impossible to ascertain how much of the funds are being used 
to close the learning gap versus are being spent on facilities and other unrelated 
expenditures.  
 
The influx of the unprecedented amount of federal funds presents a unique opportunity for 
state leadership to use the funds to address learning loss and meet the needs of students. 
States need to engage in thoughtful planning and research to use the funds in ways that will 
help students. Investments in systemwide professional development, reading acceleration, 
and literacy instruction are ways states can sustain growth and make a difference for the 
students.  
 
 
S T A T E  S P E N D I N G  

States did receive some guidance on the appropriate use of federal funds. For instance, local 
education agencies (LEA’s) are required “to implement evidence-based and practitioner-
informed strategies to meet the needs of students related to COVID-19.” The guidance for 
use of evidence-based practices includes details directing states to use funds to 
 

“…create supportive learning environments, exclusionary disciplinary practices such 
as suspension or expulsion, which disproportionately impact students of color (as well 
as students with disabilities, English learners, and LGBTQ+ students), can be replaced 
with restorative justice frameworks that provide non-punitive schoolwide 
frameworks. Additionally, schools could consider implementation of stand-alone 
social-emotional schoolwide initiatives, such as the CASEL School Guide or use of 
curriculums with a strong evidence base, and PBIS. Schools or districts may also 
choose to partner with community-based organizations (CBOs) to expand mental 
health services or to supplement existing school counselor staff. Another resource is 
the Turnaround for Children Toolbox, which provides evidence-based strategies for 
creating school systems, structures, and practices that support students’ holistic 
development and learning. 
 

The inclusion of the term evidence-based practices is not defined within the provided 
guidance; therefore, most ideas may have “evidence” that they work. The goal of the use of 
the emergency relief funds is straightforward, but there is little guidance on how exactly 
funds are to be used, leaving open different interpretations of the best use of the funds. For 
example, in a Whitewater, Wisconsin school district, the board voted to allocate almost 80 
percent of their $2 million from the ESSER grant to build synthetic turf fields for the football 
team. The athletic director argued that he did not think the district would approve a local 
referendum for the football fields. The school board thus chose to spend American taxpayer 
dollars intended to assist with projects related to learning loss and the impact of COVID-19 
on athletic facilities. An Iowa school district spent $100,000 of COVID relief money to 
renovate the weight room and add new floors, and now the Roland Story Community School 
District of 1,000 students has recently reported more students interested in wrestling and 
football. East Lyme School District in Connecticut spent $175,000 to address drainage 
problems on the baseball field. A Pulaski County, Kentucky school district spent $1 million in 

https://www2.ed.gov/documents/coronavirus/lost-instructional-time.pdf
https://www2.ed.gov/documents/coronavirus/lost-instructional-time.pdf
https://apnews.com/article/coronavirus-pandemic-school-funding-sports-5b468b260ebd2593e53f03f9104d9bca
https://www.somerset-kentucky.com/news/local_news/b-pulaski-school-board-approves-application-for-turf-football-fields-b/article_83c1447f-c3ad-57aa-9271-8f1cf45c27a8.html
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COVID relief dollars on resurfacing two outdoor tracks. Greater oversight is needed for the 
use of these federal funds.  
 
States have submitted annual spending plans to the U.S. Department of Education. A 
ProPublica analysis of 16,000 school district reports from March 2020 – September 2020 
found that just over half of the aid funding was categorized as “other” and did not provide 
insight as to how the money was spent. The guidelines provided with the funding 
announcement indicate that states are responsible for developing tracking systems to 
ensure districts are spending the money appropriately. The Georgia education department 
built a dashboard reflecting how much money each district has received and what programs 
were funded. Other states have not offered as much transparency into districts’ spending. 
For example, Indiana has made little information public so far, but it is currently developing 
an online portal.  
 
In March 2021, the Government Accountability Office (GAO) reported that the U.S. 
Department of Education system for tracking data was inadequate. The GAO recommended 
that “[the Department of] Education regularly collect and publicly report information on 
school districts’ financial commitments (obligations), as well as outlays (expenditures), to 
more completely reflect the status of their use of federal COVID-19 relief funds.” In 2020, the 
Department of Education’s Office of Inspector General reported that the “Department 
needed to maintain appropriate oversight to ensure that CARES Act funds were spent 
appropriately and in a timely manner.” In addition, the state auditor in California reported 
that the California Department of Education was inadequately monitoring the $24 billion in 
federal COVID relief funds going to school districts. The auditor recommended that the 
department track district spending more closely and do outreach if they are lagging in their 
spending, and hire more staff for this purpose. Without a systematic tracking mechanism 
and data on student outcomes, it is difficult to determine how the funds were used and if 
the funds fulfilled their intended purpose of assisting with learning loss as a result of the 
pandemic. 
 
 
S C H O O L  E N R O L L M E N T   

Federal education data shows that public school enrollment declined 3 percent compared 
to the previous year. This decline equates to roughly 1.5 million students that have exited the 
U.S. public education system.  

Figure 3 Change in enrollment by State, National Center for Education Statistics, 2021 

https://www.somerset-kentucky.com/news/local_news/b-pulaski-school-board-approves-application-for-turf-football-fields-b/article_83c1447f-c3ad-57aa-9271-8f1cf45c27a8.html
https://api.covid-relief-data.ed.gov/collection/api/v1/public/docs/ESSER_Data_Collection_Final.pdf
https://oese.ed.gov/offices/education-stabilization-fund/elementary-secondary-school-emergency-relief-fund/esser-comprehensive-monitoring-protocols/
https://www.georgiainsights.com/esser-budget.html
https://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/oig/topchallengescaresact.pdf
http://auditor.ca.gov/reports/2021-614/index.html#section4
https://ies.ed.gov/blogs/nces/post/new-data-reveal-public-school-enrollment-decreased-3-percent-in-2020-21-school-year
https://ies.ed.gov/blogs/nces/post/new-data-reveal-public-school-enrollment-decreased-3-percent-in-2020-21-school-year
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d13/tables/dt13_203.20.asp
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It is difficult to determine exactly how many children left public school entirely and which 
students left to go to private school or homeschool. Some data exists providing information 
about homeschooling enrollment increases. In February 2020, 4.5 percent of U.S households 
with school-aged children reported that at least one child was homeschooled. In fall of 2020, 
that rate jumped to 7.3 percent (NBER, 2021) 
 
Figure 4 below shows the percentage of U.S. households with school-aged children who 
have at least one student being homeschooled. The data comes from the U.S. Census, 
Household Pulse Survey. In February 2020, 4.5 percent of U.S. households with school-aged 
children reported that at least one child was homeschooled. This rate jumped to 7.3 percent 
in the fall of 2020.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

E V I D E N C E  -  B A S E D  P R A C T I C E S  

America’s children are at risk of falling behind in their education due to the school closures 
that occurred last year. States need to make investments in evidence-based interventions to 
assist schools in addressing the needs of students. Tutoring programs have been shown to 
help address learning loss and are considered one of the most flexible and potentially 
transformative learning program types available at the PreK-12 levels (Brown University, 
2020). As the 2021 learning loss data continues to become available, some states are using 
the funds within the full scope of the American Rescue Plan appropriation language. Ohio 
Governor Mike DeWine signed an executive order to establish an after-school emergency 
enrichment education savings account using federal COVID relief funds. The program will 
provide care for children ages 6-18 of families with an income level of less than 300 percent 
of the Federal Poverty Level. The funds will help with enrichment activities and tutoring. 
Spending such as the after-school enrichment program helps children recover from the 
learning loss that occurred as a result of the pandemic.  
 
The federal aid is supposed to bring relief to districts, but consideration for how districts will 
transition back to spending less must be considered, as it is not wise to use one-time 
revenues for ongoing expenses. As states are currently working on strategies to address 
student achievement and best ways to spend the stimulus funding, consideration for how 
to sustain investments is critical. Investments in interventions that are associated with 
positive student outcomes will help address the achievement gap. There are many ways 
states can utilize the influx of federal funds to directly help with the learning loss of students. 

Figure 4 Nationwide Changes in Household Rates of Homeschooling including Michigan 

https://www.nber.org/system/files/working_papers/w29262/w29262.pdf
https://www.census.gov/library/stories/2021/03/homeschooling-on-the-rise-during-covid-19-pandemic.html
https://edworkingpapers.org/sites/default/files/ai20-267.pdf
https://edworkingpapers.org/sites/default/files/ai20-267.pdf
https://www.cleveland.com/open/2021/10/gov-mike-dewines-order-sets-up-afterschool-enrichment-savings-account-program.html
https://www.census.gov/library/stories/2021/03/homeschooling-on-the-rise-during-covid-19-pandemic.html
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Reading is a fundamental skill for school achievement (Hulme and Snowling, 2011). To date, 
eighteen states and the District of Columbia have included COVID-19 relief funding to 
support teacher training and instruction in evidence-based approaches to early literacy. 
Additionally, in the past year, four states have passed new laws or enacted regulations that 
mandate teachers be taught and use techniques grounded in the large body of research on 
how children learn to read. 
 
Some districts and schools are working on strategies to address student achievement. 
Arkansas and Tennessee are creating tutoring programs to address learning loss. Kentucky 
is drafting guidance on the most effective tutoring programs and implementing small group 
instructional opportunities for students. North Dakota is introducing free tutoring for math, 
SAT, and Advanced Placement preparation. In all of these initiatives, parent input and 
feedback are critical to understanding the needs of families.  
 
 
G U I D I N G  P R I N C I P L E S  

Educators and state leaders should work together in making decisions regarding the use of 
these emergency federal relief funds. Academic support decisions need to be designed for 
long-term solutions addressing the learning loss of students. The following principles can 
serve as an informational guide to designing state spending plans focused on students first. 
 

• Family engagement is critical to developing family-centric strategies to support 
students. 
 

• Districts should systematically collect feedback from stakeholders and share that 
information publicly, ensuring that it is accessible and responsive to families. 
 

• State leaders should prioritize data in COVID-19 recovery efforts by utilizing new and 
existing data sources to target resources where they are most needed. Using federal 
funds to help improve data systems will help sustain changes over time.  

o In Texas, the Houston Education Research Consortium (HERC) partnered with 
Houston school districts to gather survey data regarding the impact of COVID-
19 on employment, education, and other mental health components. The HERC 
model brings together community resources and research to help districts 
make data driven decisions. 

 
• Building a long term and research driven approach to building a state plan to help 

students is a multistep process and states could easily use the time and funding now 
to get started. 

o States can use existing research to understand the impact of school closures 
on student learning. 

o States can use data to identify what resources are needed the most to help 
address specific needs of students. 

o States can use data to determine what evidence-based strategies are not 
working. 

 
• States, districts, and schools should create transparency on the COVID recovery 

strategy based on data research. Promoting transparency will also help maintain and 
rebuild public trust.  

 

https://www.the74million.org/article/tennessee-goes-all-in-on-tutoring-with-200m-statewide-program-for-150000-kids-who-are-just-below-grade-level-in-english-math/
https://kinder.rice.edu/gulf-coast-coronavirus-community-impact-survey
https://kinder.rice.edu/gulf-coast-coronavirus-community-impact-survey
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C O N C L U S I O N  

The long-term effects of the pandemic will reverberate for decades, affecting education 
outcomes for years to come. The term “disruptive education” has always been used to 
describe innovation and changes that positively impact students. COVID-19 brought new 
meaning to disruptive education but still can be the catalyst for positive changes in 
education. States leaders, parents, policymakers, school administrators, and staff all play a 
critical role in helping students succeed. The historical appropriation of $180 billion to K-12 
education should also come with a historical data collection and accountability model. 
Leaders need to commit to helping this generation of students towards a brighter future. 
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