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KEY POINTS 

During the 2020-21 school year, public school enrollment across the state of Missouri 

declined by nearly 30,000 students, representing a 3% decline compared to the 2019-20 

school year’s statewide enrollment. In this brief, we examine enrollment changes for the 

2020-21 school year, highlighting grades and geographic regions experiencing different 

changes. We find: 

• The largest drops in enrollment occurred in pre-Kindergarten and Kindergarten 

grades, with nearly a 20% and 10% drop, respectively. 

• Enrollment in grades 8 through 12 increased from 2020 to 2021. 

• Though all regions statewide experienced enrollment declines from 2019-20 to the 

2020-21 school year, schools in the St. Louis region experienced the greatest drops. 

• While there have been some rebounds in enrollment, Missouri is still below pre-

pandemic levels. 

Introduction 
Following the COVID-19-induced shutdown of 2020, school districts had to 

announce their plans to reopen in the fall of 2020 that would mitigate the spread 

of the Coronavirus in schools and the surrounding community. As schools 

reopened—some fully-distanced and others fully in-person—parents were faced 

with tough decisions on whether to keep their children enrolled in local public 

schools, seek out other schooling options when available, or delay enrollment in 

school entirely. As a result, enrollment in public schools across Missouri and 

nationally experienced significant fluctuations. 
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Figure 1 : Percent Change in Pk-12 Enrollment, Missouri vs. National Trends 



 

In a typical year, 

Missouri’s public schools 

enroll nearly 920,000 

students in pre-

Kindergarten through 12th 

grade. Enrollment numbers 

can vary from year-to-year, 

but rarely by more than 

mere tenths of a percent 

(Figure 1). Enrollment in 

public schools across 

Missouri and nationwide 

saw marked declines in the 

fall of 2020, with Missouri 

experiencing a 3% decline 

in total public school 

enrollment, on par with observed declines nationwide.
1
 While seemingly small, this represents roughly 

28,000 fewer students enrolling in Missouri's public schools. Overall the national average drop in enrollment 

was 3 percent, eighteen states had declines greater than 3 percent—some substantially greater (e.g., 

Mississippi at over 5% enrollment decline).
2
 

In this brief, we describe these enrollment changes in Missouri public schools, examining changes across 

different grade levels and regionally. We conclude with some implications these changes may bring to 

schools. 

Enrollment 

change varied 

by grade level 

and student age 

Enrollment declines 
were steepest 
among the youngest 
grades 

Between 2015 and 

2019, pre-Kindergarten 

enrollment in Missouri 

expanded 3.4% per 

year.
3
 However, during 

the 2020-21 school 

Figure 2 : Trends in Missouri Pre-Kindergarten and Kindergarten Enrollment 

Figure 3 : Trends in Missouri Enrollment by Grade Configuration 



 

year, enrollment in Missouri’s pre-K enrollment declined by 8,020 students, marking a 21% change from the prior 

school year. Additionally, declines in pre-K enrollment accounted for 28% of the total decline in enrollment across 

all grade levels statewide. Similarly, Kindergarten enrollment declined by nearly 6,000 students, representing a 

nearly 10% change from 2019-20 to 2020-21. All told, declines in Missouri’s youngest grades accounted for 

nearly half of the total enrollment declines. While children are eligible to enroll in public kindergarten at age 5, 

parents are not compelled to enroll their children in school until age 7.
4
 Given the observed enrollment declines, it 

seems more Missourians took advantage of the option to wait during the pandemic. 

Compared to national trends, Missouri’s enrollment decline among the youngest students was only marginally 

better. A Chalkbeat report examining enrollment changes found that enrollment declines in Kindergarten 

accounted for 30% of the total enrollment declines.
5
 An analysis from researchers at the University of Virginia 

found that pre-K enrollment fell by 20% nationally, putting Missouri’s decline on par with national trends.
6
  

Enrollment in high school grades increased during the 2020-21 school year 

While Missouri experienced a substantial decline in enrollment for students in the youngest grades, grades 9 

through 12 experienced an increase in student enrollment. In total, just over 2,000 more students enrolled in high 

school across the state of Missouri during the 2020-21 school year. This was a 0.8% increase, which is slightly 

above the reported national average of 0.4% increase.
7
 This trend has continued into the 2021-22 school year; 

an additional 4,400 students enrolled in high school, representing a nearly 2% increase in enrollment, with the 

largest share in the increase occurring in grade 9. 

Enrollment in grades 1 through 8 decreased during the 2020-21 school year 
Across grades 1 through 8, Missouri experienced an overall 3% decline, similar to national trends in similar grade 

levels.
8
 Grade 5 experienced the largest decline, losing over 3,000 students statewide, followed closely by the 



 

nearly 2,900 students lost in grade 6. Grades 1 through 4 lost similar numbers of students, between 2,200 and 

2,900 student each. Grade 8 was the only grade that experienced increased enrollment, as 1,096 students 

enrolled statewide.  

Enrollment decline and subsequent recovery is not uniform statewide 
As we have shown, Missouri’s declines in enrollment in the year following the COVID-19 shutdown was not equal 

across grade levels. Similarly, enrollment change was not uniform statewide (Figure 4). In aggregate, all regions 

across the state experienced significant enrollment declines from the 2019-20 to 2020-21 school year. However, 

even within region, these changes were not consistently negative. Notably, we see clusters of districts in 

Northwestern and Ozarks Regions that experienced increases. Districts in these regions have some of the lowest 

enrollments, making them more sensitive to changes in enrollment increases and declines. Several districts 

across the state experienced enrollment declines of 7% or more. Similarly, some districts experienced enrollment 

increases of 4% or more. Districts in the St. Louis and Northeastern Regions experienced the sharpest declines 

in enrollment (Table 1). The magnitude of these enrollment changes are quite stark, as the average district size 

in the Northeastern region fell by 15 students, while the average district size shrunk by 101 students in the St. 

Louis Region. 

Figure 4 : Changes in Enrollment Across Missouri, 2019-20 to 2020-21 



 

Conclusions & Implications 
Following the substantial decline in enrollment, Missouri has started to see some bounce back. Nearly 7,000 

more students enrolled in Pre-Kindergarten and Kindergarten in 2021-22 as compared to 2020-21. Additionally, 

enrollment in high school grades are the highest they have been since 2014-15. However, there are still close to 

20,000 students who remain missing from the enrollment counts for the 2021-22 school year compared to 2019-

20.  

In this brief, we show that Pre-K and Kindergarten experienced the largest decline in enrollment without making a 

complete recovery in the 2021-22 school year, while grades 9 to 12 experienced a mild increase in enrollment in 

the fall of 2020 and have continued the upward trend into the current school year. These enrollment changes 

have important implications for students and school funding. Missouri’s school funding formula is based on 

Average Daily Attendance, therefore, fewer students enrolling in and attending school may lead to decreases in 

per pupil revenues, particularly with the expiration of federal pandemic aid. This may lead to staffing cuts and 

reduced quality of education for students, similar to what we experienced for several years after the Great 

Recession.
9, 10

 Additionally, these declines and slow recovery for enrollment will have important implications for 

students as well, especially among the youngest students.
11

 Delays in early grade enrollment could have lasting 

impacts on students. Participating in early childhood education, which has been linked with lower likelihood of 

receiving special education, reduced rates of grade retention, higher high-school graduation rates, and better 

adult wages, not only affects our children but also the future of our communities.
12, 13, 14

 As schools and students 

continue to recover from the disruptions and fallout of 2020, it is important there are supports for those students 

who remained through the reopening and their classmates who are now having their first experiences in 

classrooms following a delayed start.  
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