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Looking Back to Face What Is Ahead:
A research and policy presentation and conversation about teaching and 
learning during the pandemic

Follow the conversation on 
Twitter using #AIRCOVIDSurvey.
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Virtual Meeting/Conference Recording Notice

The American Institutes for Research® (AIR®) allows for the recording of 
audio, visuals, participants, and other information sent, verbalized, or 
utilized during business related meetings. By joining a meeting, you 
automatically consent to such recordings. Any participant who prefers to 
participate via audio only should disable their video camera so only their 
audio will be captured. Video and/or audio recordings of any AIR session 
shall not be transmitted to an external third party without the permission 
of AIR.
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About the National Survey of Public Education’s 
Response to COVID-19

• Purpose: Understand how districts 
across the country experienced 
and adapted to the challenges 
posed by the COVID-19 pandemic.

• First survey in spring 2020

• Second survey in spring 2021
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About the National Survey of Public Education’s 
Response to COVID-19

• Administration: Late January–early April 2021

• Sample: AIR sent the survey to all superintendents of U.S. public school 
districts (about 13,000 districts).

• Response: The final sample included responses from 565 districts.

– Responses from 46 states

– Observed characteristics of the responding districts reflect average 
characteristics of the national district sample.
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What have we learned?

• The results highlight disparities in educational opportunities that may 
have lasting effects on student outcomes and the need to minimize the 
effects of these disparities in the upcoming school year.

– Use of in-person instruction differed widely across districts, especially 
by geographic location and key characteristics of the student 
population.

– Districts with little to no in-person instruction reported more 
difficulties with attendance, enrollment loss, and student 
performance.
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Findings: District Approaches 
to Instruction
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Most districts were neither fully in person nor 
fully remote in winter 2021.
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The prevalence of in-person instruction differed greatly by region, 
highlighting the variation in state and regional guidelines across 
the country.
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Instructional mode also differed significantly by district locale, 
size, racial composition, concentration of English learners, and 
historic achievement.
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Grades K–2 Grades 9–12 

Note. ELs is English learners. * indicates statistical significance at p < 0.05.
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Commentary

Follow the conversation on Twitter using #AIRCOVIDSurvey.
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Findings: Instruction Time, 
Student Attendance, and 
Enrollment Loss

Follow the conversation on Twitter using #AIRCOVIDSurvey.
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Time Spent on Instructional Activities
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Attendance rates were lower in districts that were not 
primarily in person compared to districts providing primarily 
in-person instruction. 

• Differences in attendance by instructional mode were present for all 
grade bands (K–2, 3–5, 6–8, 9–12).

• Differences in attendance by district size, poverty level, racial 
composition, and historic achievement were also present.
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Enrollment loss was greater for districts that were not primarily in 
person. 

• Differences in enrollment loss by instructional 
mode were present for all grade bands.

• Differences in enrollment loss by district size, 
racial composition, poverty level, and 

urbanicity were also present.

“We are concerned about the academic and 
social progress of the primary grade (K–2) 
students who left our district for 
homeschooling, private, or charter options. 
We expect most of them to return to our 
district in the fall of 2021; however, we are 
not aware of their needs at this time.”
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Commentary

Follow the conversation on Twitter using #AIRCOVIDSurvey.
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Findings: Instructional Challenges
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Two out of five district leaders said their teacher covered all the content they 
normally would in fall 2020 compared to fall 2019, with content coverage 
especially challenging for districts that were not primarily in person.

“Teachers were encouraged 
to focus on essential 
learning and skill 
development … and 
focusing on student 
connections and wellness.”
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Concerns about content coverage differed by district characteristics.

Note. ELs is English learners. * indicates statistical significance at p < 0.05.

19



|  A I R . O R G

Districts that were not primarily in person were more likely to 
report a substantial decrease in academic performance compared 
to districts providing primarily in-person instruction.

“We have many more [high school] students who have not passed 
classes and thus did not earn course credits required for graduation.”
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Concerns about decreased academic performance differed by 
district characteristics.

Note. ELs is English learners. * indicates statistical significance at p < 0.05.
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Common challenges cited by districts were related to learning 
and instruction.

• Common challenges:

– Measuring gaps in student learning

– Addressing the needs of students who 
fell behind

• Promising practices:

– Increased formative data collection.

– Redesigned instruction to meet 
student needs.

– Used supplemental programs to bring 
students back up to grade level.

“Using local benchmarks and 
continuous evaluation allows 
teachers and interventionists to 
meet students where they are with 
any potential learning loss…. The 
flexibility to forego state testing in 
favor of more accurate local 
benchmarks and learning targets 
provides teachers the time and 
data needed to help each student 
succeed and meet their goals.”
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New Infographic and Briefs
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Commentary
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Preview of District 
Interview Findings
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Follow the conversation on Twitter using #AIRCOVIDSurvey.
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Word Frequencies Across Interviews
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Quotes
“We can't just say, ‘We can't do anymore.’ … We expect our students to be the best. And 
this is how far we're willing to go to make sure that'll happen.”

“Just because you have all these interventions doesn't mean you should use them all. You 
should use the ones that are giving you the most return on that investment. …I want to 
make sure that if teachers are comfortable using it.” 
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Quotes
“I'm more concerned about the social, emotional issues that are going to come when we 
bring students back than I am about our academic performance. … I need to build those 
supports this summer so that when they do return, they have the relationships.” 

“It was important to staff to see my face and not just get a big, long email because it just 
doesn't ease the fear.” 

“If I had a class that had a problem, I didn't send it out to the entire school, but to that 
class. We actually got rated fairly well by all the different groups on our communication 
strategies.” 
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Questions and Discussion
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