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covid-19’s impact on student 
achievement and academic growth in dc

students have lost 4 months of learning in math and 1 month of learning in 
reading.
at-risk students have lost 5 months of learning in math and 4 months of 
learning in reading.
achievement gaps are growing in dc, and at-risk students are falling 
significantly behind.
dc covid learning slides are similar to national covid learning slides.
the spring covid slide was not as dire as predicted in the spring.
evidence of further slide, particularly for math, was seen during the extended 
fall assessment window.
students who are typically lower performing or attend schools that serve 
higher percentages of at-risk students were more likely to be missing from 
the fall data.

The COVID-19 pandemic created significant challenges and disruptions to the typical school experience for District 
of Columbia students and their peers across the country. Most DC students remain in a distance learning posture 
since the pandemic erupted in mid-March 2020. For DC’s most vulnerable students, access to food and essentials 
has been a challenge. Students reported to EmpowerK12 in the DC Student Well-Being Survey that conditions 
related to the pandemic increased the financial burden on their family and a significant portion reported losing an 
adult or family member they care about since the start of the pandemic.

Learning from home required educators to transition in-person content to lessons conducted via paper packets, 
web video, and other online tools once students were provided with a device and good internet connection  — 
significant challenges in themselves. Many teachers juggled the responsibility of teaching their students, while 
simultaneously supporting their own children’s “new normal” for school and life. 

It is no surprise that many of students have slipped academically in the months since the start of the pandemic. 
This study shows that DC students have lost 4 months of learning in math and 1 month of learning in reading. 
Achievement gaps are growing in DC, and at-risk students are falling significantly behind. At-risk students have lost 
5 months of learning in math and 4 months of learning in reading.
On the positive side, the dire predictions of learning loss from this spring, counted in half to full numbers of years, 
did not pan out. Students gained knowledge this spring and summer. However, those gains significantly lagged 
typical gains during traditional in-person school. For our students most at risk of academic failure, their academic 
gains slowed even further compared to their more privileged peers.

Our city education leaders and policymakers sit in an unenviable position of navigating another tough budget year 
with the pressing realization that DC’s most vulnerable students across all grade levels are falling behind. 

This study provides valuable data for the DC community to utilize when designing creative solutions to improve 
hybrid learning and accelerate the academic and social-emotional recovery of students. This study is the second 
in a series of reports to provide DC education stakeholders with data to spur equitable action.
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This study highlights the COVID-19 academic slide for DC students. The dataset includes more than 
30,000 students in DC Public Schools (DCPS) and DC charter schools with fall academic baseline data. 

We thank Education Forward DC and the DC Charter School Alliance for funding this report. We also appreciate the 
guidance and national data provided for use by NWEA. Thank you to DC Public Schools and Capital City, Center City, 
Cesar Chavez, DC International, Digital Pioneers, E.L. Haynes, Friendship, Monument, Mundo Verde, Perry Street Prep, 
Rocketship DC, and Statesmen Public Charter Schools for providing data. 
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EmpowerK12, a DC educational data nonprofit, believes that schools and educators can provide a 
high-quality education to all students when equipped with timely, valid, and reliable data to make the 
best possible decisions.

We work with policymakers, system leaders, school leaders, educators, students, and families to boldly accelerate 
learning by providing stakeholders with high-quality data systems, robust strategic analysis, and an equity-oriented, 
collaborative improvement mindset.

EmpowerK12’s COVID-19 impact work includes:
•	 The DC Student Well-Being Survey, taken by 2,500 students in grades 3-12 
•	 Educator Continuous Improvement Network (ECIN) with teachers from DC Public Schools, Friendship Public Charter 

School and Eagle Academy Public Charter School to improve outcomes for students with disabilities during this 
hybrid learning year.  
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study context how covid-19
has impacted dc education

brief history of dc achievement prior to the pandemic

Schools in both DC Public Schools and the charter 
sector have improved academic outcomes for 
all student groups over time.  The percentage of 
District students meeting or exceeding expectations 
on the annual Partnership for Assessment of 
College and Career Readiness (PARCC) exam has 
improved from 24.8% (2015) to 37.1% (2019) 
in English language arts (ELA) and 22.1% to 
30.5% over the same timeframe in math. These 
improvements have outpaced other states in the 
PARCC consortium. DC’s students who are at-risk 
have improved more than national peers from 
wealthier families. Still, at the rate of improvement 
pre-COVID, DC at-risk students will not close the 
socioeconomic gap until 2053. The pandemic 
threatens to roll back the progress DC’s most 
vulnerable students have made. 

what happened with dc schools when
pandemic reached the us in march

The spring 2020 school closures and stay-at-home orders in response to the coronavirus outbreak brought 
unprecedented changes in the District during the 2019-20 school year.  With little time to prepare, schools shifted 
to distance learning, adopting new models and learning tools. As learning largely moved to a virtual space, existing 
differences in achievement, language fluency, and ability, as well as inequalities in technology, internet access, 
income, and other resources were exacerbated. This sparked worry about achievement gaps and social-emotional 
well-being, in addition to health and financial concerns related to the pandemic. Distance learning and the response 
to school closures largely continues in the fall of 2020.

There was a lot of variation in how D.C.’s education community – including students, parents, and teachers – 
experienced distance learning. Parents reported varying levels of interactions with teachers and other school 
personnel, access to technology, and socialization among students. These differences existed across schools, but also 
within schools and even by child or class.

To understand fall baseline assessment data and the changes in outcomes illuminated 
by this report, we must understand the recent student achievement and growth in the 
District, as well as the toll the pandemic has taken on economic and social-emotional 
welfare of DC’s students and families.  
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77% OF DC 
STUDENTS ARE 
CONCERNED THAT 
THEIR FAMILY WILL 
BE EXPOSED TO 
COVID-19. 

45% REPORT THAT 
THEIR FAMILY’S 
FINANCIAL 
SITUATION HAS 
BECOME SOMEWHAT 
OR SIGNIFICANTLY 
MORE STRESSFUL 
DUE TO THE 
PANDEMIC.

summary of pandemic impacts in the district to date

The COVID-19 pandemic has had vast impacts across all facets of our society. To understand 
how the pandemic has affected academic growth, we must acknowledge the other health 
and wellness, and financial impacts in the District, as they both directly and indirectly impact 
students and families, their wellbeing, and their ability to access high-quality education. 

student well-being1

• Students reported anxiety related to the pandemic. 77% of students are concerned
that their family will be exposed to COVID-19 and 45% report that their family’s
financial situation has become somewhat or significantly more stressful.

• Students who attend schools that serve a majority at-risk student population were
less likely to report that they have a friend at school and that they feel loved.

impacts on students’ families2

According to PAVE’s Back to School Survey, families reported the following challenges:
• Managing their children’s education at home (71%);
• Not having enough food at home (35%); and
• Job or income instability (45%).

covid-19 education impacts from the
dmv region and national studies

Newly released data on this marking period’s grades from Washington-area school districts shows significant drops in 
academic performance among the area’s most vulnerable students and provides further evidence that these students are 
affected most significantly by online school.3  In Northern Virginia, Fairfax County Public Schools reported an 83 percent 
increase in the percentage of students who earned at least two F’s and noted that the largest increases were among 
students with disabilities, English-language learners, and Hispanic students. While Arlington Public Schools is seeing 
only slight drops in literacy, the drops are steep for students of color and even steeper for English-language learners. In 
first grade, the percentage of English-language learners meeting the literacy benchmark in the Phonological Awareness 
Literacy Screening fell from 46 percent last year to 20 percent this year. Similarly, in second grade, that percentage fell 
from roughly 74 percent last year to 44 percent this year. 

Meanwhile, Maryland’s largest school district, Montgomery County, has reported that failing grades in both math and 
English have increased as much as six-fold among low-income students of color.4 For example, 24 percent of low-income 
Hispanic students failed math this marking period, compared to 4 percent last fall. Moreover, students with limited 
English proficiency and students in special education are also seeing dramatic increases in failure rates in the county. 
While 8 percent of students with limited English proficiency failed the first marking period in ninth-grade math last fall, 
that number rose to nearly 45 percent this fall. For students in special education in sixth-grade English, the failure rate 
rose by more than 100% from less than 5 percent last fall, to 10 percent this fall. 

1 EmpowerK12 (2020) COVID-19’s Impact on Student Well-Being
2 DC Parents Amplifying Voices in Education (2020) Parent Coronavirus Impact Survey
3 Washington Post (2020) Virginia schools plan gradual reopening as evidence of online learning gap piles up
4 Washington Post (2020) Montgomery County schools report big spike in failing grades
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covid-19 education impacts from national studies

In June 2020, a study by McKinsey & Company estimated the potential damaging effect of COVID 19-related 
school closures on learning for low-income, Black, and Hispanic students, and on the U.S. economy.5  They 
estimate that if schools reopen by January 2021, students who remained enrolled could lose 3-4 months of 
learning if they receive average remote instruction, 7-11 months with lower-quality remote instruction, and 12 
to 14 months if they do not receive any instruction at all. The study also emphasizes that learning loss will likely 
be the most significant among low-income, Black and Hispanic students. They predict that while the average 
student may lose 6.8 months of learning compared with typical in-classroom learning, Black students may lose 
10.3 months, Hispanic students may lose 9.2 months, and low-income students may lose more than a year of 
learning. They estimate existing achievement gaps will grow by 15 to 20 percent. 

COVID-19 closures will also likely lead to an increase in high-school drop-out rates in addition to an increase in 
learning loss, and these effects will likely be felt long-term, according to McKinsey. They estimate that due to 
COVID-19 related learning losses alone, the average K-12 student may lose between $61,000 and $82,000 in 
lifetime earnings, or the equivalent of a full year of work. Furthermore, they predict this loss in earnings will 
be even greater for Black and Hispanic students. They estimate that white students would earn $1,348 a year 
less over a 40-year working lifetime, while Black students will lose $2,186 a year and Hispanic students will 
lose $1,809 a year. Altogether, K-12 students are expected to lose $110 billion in annual earnings due to COVID 
19-related school closures, with $98.8 billion of that due to loss of learning and $11.2 billion due to the increase
in high-school dropouts.

In December 2020, McKinsey & Co. released an updated study estimating that the shift to remote school in 
the spring set white students back by 1-3 months in math, while students of color lost 3-5 months.6  If schools 
remain closed through June, they predict white students will lose 7-8 months of math and students of color 
will lose 11-12 months. Alternatively, if schools reopen in January, they predict white students will have lost 4-5 
months of learning in math while students of color will have lost 6-7 months. To counteract this serious loss of 
learning, McKinsey suggests a dramatic intervention is needed to get students back on track, and they estimate 
the cost of doing so. To scale up high-intensity tutoring to cover half of all US students, they estimate it would 
cost $66 billion, or $2,500 per student. To implement “vacation academies” over the summer to instruct small 
groups, they estimate it would cost $42 billion, or $1,600 per student. 

5

5 McKinsey & Co. (2020) COVID-19 and student learning in the United States: The hurt could last a lifetime
6 Washington Post (2020) New data finds unequal gaps in learning during remote school
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dc covid academic slide
analysis methodology

Using data from more than 30,000 students in grades K-10 from public schools across the District that completed the NWEA 
MAP Growth, i-Ready Diagnostic, or DIBELS Text Reading and Comprehension (TRC) assessments in fall 2020, we examined four 
primary research questions:

how did students perform this fall relative to a typical year?

how has student growth changed since schools shifted to distance learning
due to the pandemic in march 2020?

how does fall 2020 achievement in grades 3-8 compare to prior years?

do results different between grade bands and student demographic groups?

As with many things in education, there are multiple ways to cut-and-slice the data with different metrics that have 
different nuanced interpretations addressing the central research questions. We focus on the following metric types: 

percent of typical fall-to-fall growth met This analysis focuses on students who completed the same
assessment in fall 2019 (pre-COVID) and fall 2020. Both NWEA MAP and i-Ready provide students with a nationally-normed 
“expected growth” value based on how they performed the prior fall. Normally, the average DC student earns as much growth as 
expected, attaining 100% of the growth target. We analyze how that annual growth is different in fall 2020, and then translate those 
differences into months of instructional based on a 10-month academic year.

on-track for parcc proficiency We examine the percent of sample students whose fall scores put them on-track to
earning PARCC proficiency this spring. Students completing both computer-adaptive assessments for which we collected data and 
earning a score placing them in the top two performance quintiles (60-99th percentile) have, historically, been very reflective of 
actual PARCC proficiency percentages.

percent of students multiple grade levels behind The i-Ready Diagnostic provides schools with grade level 
equivalency information, and Curriculum Associate’s , the test provider, produced a fall 2020 initial findings report that focused on 
the percent of students whose score indicated that they were two or more grade levels behind their peers based on their enrolled 
grade.

average national percentile rank changes NWEA, the test vendor for the MAP growth assessment, also 
produced an initial findings report from nearly 4 million assessments completed this fall. Their researchers focused on change in 
average percentile rank from last year to this year. Essentially, the NWEA team compares how fall scores would have ranked in the 
pre-COVID 2019-20 school year. We also analyze these changes in percentile rank for key DC student groups and offer comparisons 
with the national COVID slide data from NWEA.

early literacy proficiency The Text Reading Comprehension assessment, a teacher-administered assessment where 
students read-aloud while educators follow along and score students based on a rubric, was administered to 5,100 students in 
grades K-2 this fall. TRC provides data by proficiency level.

This fall’s test administration window was unlike any other with nearly all students completing baseline assessments independently 
from home or from a distance with a teacher also online via zoom. Very few students in our sample completed their assessment 
in-person at school. Given the uniqueness of testing from home, we rigorously analyze test participation data as well as test 
characteristic data provided by vendors, including length of time taken and rapid guessing rates throughout the assessment. Our 
goal was to identify and narrow the sample down to a group of students whose test characteristics were reflective of a validity and 
reliable administration like most of the regular in-person tests taken at school.

For most analyses, we focus on “cohort” analyses of students who had reliable test characteristics this fall and had test data from 
fall or winter of last year. Key charts and graphs from this report focus on the cohort students, unless otherwise noted. Additional 
charts in the appendix provide data from all test-takers from last fall and from this fall.
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about the study
sample and participation

In October, we talked with Local Education Agency (LEA) 
and school leaders about analyzing fall leveled reading 
data for lower elementary school students and computer 
adaptive assessments for upper elementary, middle, and high 
school students. Schools in both sectors were challenged 
by the administration of baseline assessments in a remote 
posture. A few schools brought students into buildings using 
proper safety protocol to check-in on how they were doing 
academically and social-emotionally. Other schools utilized 
different academic baseline tools that students completed 
from home, some were the same assessments for the same 
grade levels as prior years, allowing for possible year-over-year 
comparisons. However, many schools chose tools that were 
new given the novel school context this year, and therefore 
did not have strong comparative data to collect from prior to 
the pandemic.

We received historical and fall 2020 assessment data for more than 30,000 students from DC Public 
Schools and 11 public charter school networks from across the District, representing nearly half of the 
students who typically participate in these types of assessments. The sample’s demographics by race, 
disability status, and at-risk status closely mirror the citywide student population. We also analyzed 
assessment participation rates to determine 
whether selection bias (on which students 
took the assessment) was present. While 
most students regardless of demographic 
status participated in fall assessments 
at schools that administered them, 
approximately 25 percent of students are 
missing. Schools serving a larger population 
of students classified as at-risk (students 
whose families receive SNAP or TANF 
benefits, are homeless, in the foster care 
system, or are overage for their grade in high 
school) were likely to have lower participation 
rates. 
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about the assessments utilized in this report

Computer-adaptive assessments have been utilized by DCPS and DC public charter schools for many years as a 
tool to baseline student knowledge as they return from the summer break. The tests allow educators to better 
understand their students’ skills regardless of their actual grade level. While these tests have traditionally been 
administered in school settings, they are also assessments most easily adapted to remote learning delivery.

More than 19,000 students in grades 3-8 completed either the MAP Growth or i-Ready diagnostic this fall. We 
have more computer-adaptive math data than reading. Of those, the analysis sample of students with typical 
test administration characteristics includes 59% of the completed assessments.

This section contains information about the three assessments that we received from schools in both sectors: 
NWEA Measures of Academic Progress (MAP), i-Ready Diagnostic, and Text Reading Comprehension (TRC).

newa measures of academic progress (map) measures what students know and what 
they’re ready to learn next. By dynamically adjusting to each student’s performance, MAP Growth creates a 
personalized assessment experience that accurately measures performance — whether a student performs on, 
above, or below grade level. MAP Growth reveals how much growth has occurred between testing events and, 
when combined with norms, shows projected proficiency.7

i-ready diagnostic (i-ready) is an adaptive assessment designed to provide teachers with
actionable insight into student needs. It offers a complete picture of student performance and growth. By
adapting to student responses and assessing a broad range of skills — including skills above and below a
student’s chronological grade — the i‑Ready Diagnostic pinpoints student ability level, identifies the specific
skills students need to learn to accelerate their growth, and charts a personalized learning path for each
student.8

text reading comprehension (trc) measures reading comprehension through a couple of
different activities. The student reads the book to the educator. While the student reads the book, the educator 
follows along on an app. Any mistakes by the students are coded using the app like substituting a different 
word, pronouncing the word incorrectly, not knowing the word, only saying a portion of the word, or skipping 
over a word and not reading it.

After the student reads the story, they are asked to answer oral comprehension questions. For beginning 
readers (book levels A-D), students are asked to retell the story.  Specifically, they are told to retell the 
beginning, middle, and end.  They are not asked specific oral comprehension questions. For pre-readers, 
students are asked a series of questions regarding print concepts and reading behaviors before moving on to 
reading Level A books. These questions usually require students to make predictions, summarize the beginning, 
middle, or end of the story, clarify which character was associated with a specific action, and give an opinion 
as to why a certain event happened in the story (to show reasoning and interpretation.) Student data is then 
translated by the app into a proficiency determination.

 7 NWEA (2020) MAP Growth Fact Sheet
8 Curriculum Associates (2020) Get to Know i-Ready Assessment
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impact of remote administration
on student test characteristics

Teachers faced several challenges when virtually administering assessments. They found it difficult to administer 
assessments with increased distractions in students’ homes and often also needed to mitigate the additional 
support that some students received from family members. As with distance learning more broadly, students 
and teachers struggled with connectivity issues and both groups had to navigate through virtual programs 
that were, at times, unfamiliar to them. Special education teachers faced an additional challenge of replicating 
accommodations, if possible and with fidelity, that students require for testing.

We analyzed test-taking characteristics from MAP and i-Ready to see how these administration challenges might 
have impacted the data to help narrow the student sample to students whose test scores were more likely to 
represent accurate portrayals of their skills. Both computer-adaptive assessments provide data on test duration 
and on the amount of rapid guessing. Students this fall tended to take a significantly longer to complete tests 
from home. The two charts below show the differences in fall testing time this year compared to last year. 
Twenty-five percent of students took more than 30 minutes longer than they typically take to complete the test. 
In the four prior falls, the median test duration was 58 minutes, while this year was a statistically significantly 
higher median of 72 minutes (p<0.01).

Students who take more time typically demonstrate better than average growth. In the four falls prior to 2020, students 
who took 30 minutes longer than normal had fall-to-fall growth percentiles 13% higher than those taking the typical 
amount of time. However, fall 2020, 
students who took much longer than 
normal showed growth rates 41% 
higher than students who took the 
typical amount of time. This data 
suggests some of the anecdotal stories 
about students obtaining additional 
support while taking the test at 
home were accurate. The fall-to-fall 
growth data by duration category (see 
appendix) for grades K-2 is particularly 
anomalous compared to prior years, 
so this study focuses on grades 3-8 for 
MAP and i-Ready. 

9



MAP and i-Ready also report on student rapid 
guessing, a proxy for engagement and effort. The 
MAP test reports rapid guessing rates as numbers, 
and i-Ready provides a specific “rush flag” in their 
raw data. The next charts show how rapid guessing 
this fall compared to prior falls by assessment. For 
both MAP and i-Ready, the percentage of students 
with rush flags or higher than normal rapid 
guessing increased this fall compared to last year.

While most students appear to have test characteristics indicative of a good 
test administration, we narrow the COVID slide analysis sample of students to 
those whose time taken was not substantially higher or lower than typical and 
who did not receive a rush flag or rapid guessing rate more than one standard 
deviation higher than average. 
Graphs and charts for all tested students regardless of test characteristics can be found in the appendix. 

about the student sample

Figure 3. Fall 2020 Study Sample Information for MAP Growth and i-Ready Diagnostic
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NWEA MAP has the more robust set 
of national norms available for an 
assessment aligned to the Common 
Core. For most assessments, percentiles 
are awarded by season, regardless 
of when in the season students took 
the test. MAP, on the other hand, can 
provide a national percentile ranking 
for students based on the instructional 
week they took the test. For example, 
a 5th grade student scoring a 476 is 
placed at the 57th percentile if they took 
the fall test September 1 or if they took 
it October 15. For MAP, a 5th grader 
scoring a 212 would be considered the 
58th percentile on September 1 and 
54th percentile on October 15.

With assessment windows lasting longer this fall, the MAP assessment may provide more accurate data on the 
COVID slide. Yet, both assessments’ national norms are very comparable, so we look at results from both tests 
together and separate. In the next sections of this report, we analyze data by assessment type (computer adaptive 
and leveled reading), provide an aggregate look on the impact of the pandemic on student proficiency and growth, 
and offer data-driven, research-based suggestions for recovery goals and priorities for the District.
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the “covid slide” impact
on students grades 3-8

the impact of covid slide in months of instruction

The computer adaptive assessments provide for each student their expected fall-to-fall growth in terms of scale 
score points. These expectations are set by finding the average growth for students in the same grade starting 
with the same baseline score. For example, a 6th grade student starting at 395 in the fall as a 5th grader is 
expected to make 10 points of growth on the i-Ready math test by fall of their 6th grade year. We can analyze the 
aggregate percent of typical growth met this fall 
to find out how many instructional months (out 
of 10 instructional months in the school year) 
students did not attain compared to normal.

Students in grades 3-8 this fall lost 4 months of 
math instruction and 1 month of ELA/reading 
instruction. Last year, students in those grades 
typically retain all 10 months in ELA/reading and 
math learning gains when assessed in the fall.

The impact of COVID-19 on academic slide this year 
was not spread evenly across student groups. At-risk 
student lost an additional month of math instruction 
compared to their not at-risk peers, and they fell 
about one-third of a year behind in reading. While 
COVID slide occurred at varying degrees in math for 
all students, the reading slide is more acute east of 
the Anacostia river. Students who attend schools 
in Wards 7 and 8 retained 5 months of reading 
instruction, while students west of the river appear to 
have gained ground.
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proficiency as of this fall

Both MAP and i-Ready results are predictive of PARCC outcomes. The tests offer similar rigor 
and are aligned to the Common Core standards like the PARCC. Based on the strong correlation 
between results, we find that the threshold for PARCC 4+ proficiency (students meeting or exceeding 
expectations) is about the 60th percentile on both assessments. We first look at how the data changes 
the percent of students on-track to meeting PARCC proficiency standards, and later, we examine how 
our spring predictive model fared this fall and update EmpowerK12’s spring proficiency predictions.

For students who completed MAP or i-Ready test this fall and last fall, these charts show the percent 
of students who are at or above the 60th percentile and were on track for PARCC proficiency when 
they completed their fall baseline assessment. The middle school reading sample overall is higher 
performing than the District overall. Changes in percent of on-track for proficiency mirror the 
larger drops in average percentile for math and little to no change for ELA/reading. The changes in 
proficiency were not evenly spread across student groups. 
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difference in average percentiles from prior assessment periods

NWEA’s recent national brief on COVID slide focused on how average student achievement percentiles 
changed from fall 2019 to fall 2020, utilizing a set of national norms established before the pandemic. 
This metric provides another way to see how student groups’ achievement has slid compared to a 
normal school year and compared to a national dataset. If a student group has an average percentile 
ranking of 45 from fall 2019, then that group outperformed 45% of students nationwide in the same 
grade on average. An average percentile of 40 in fall 2020 means that students outperform 40% of 
students in the same grade pre-COVID. Students in grades 3-8 with similar test characteristics this fall as 
last fall (guess rate and duration) dropped 3-5 percentage points in math and stayed about the same in 
reading.

Achievement percentile drops differed across student groups in the District. Students of color, classified as at-risk, 
or who were previously lower-achieving students tended to have the largest drops in achievement percentile. A 
positive data point that stands out in the fall-to-fall percentile changes is the increase in average percentile for 
students with disabilities in reading. However, the sample size for this student group is small, and the same trend is 
not evident in the leveled reading data.
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comparing differences in average percentiles with national data

We compared DC students who took the NWEA MAP assessment the last two falls to compare how DC student 
percentiles matched up with national norms. The first two charts below compare DC “not at-risk” students with the 
overall national averages reported by NWEA since those two students are most demographically similar, and the 
second two charts compare national FRPL (free or reduced-price lunch) students with “at-risk” students in the District. 

For DC’s not at-risk students, there was no COVID slide in reading compared to the small slide for students nationally, 
and their small math slide was also not as large as the national math slide. For at-risk students, the results were 
different. DC’s lowest-income at-risk students start, achievement-wise, a few average percentile points behind 
students on free or reduced-price meals nationally. However, their COVID slide was similar. This is a positive result as 
the national FRPL data includes a significant percentage of students who do not qualify for SNAP or TANF benefits in 
their state. 

percent of students multiple grade levels behind

Curriculum Associate’s i-Ready Diagnostic assessment provides 
schools with information about how many students are about one 
grade level behind and how many are two or more grade levels 
behind. Their fall COVID update report focused on this data point. 
We focus only on i-Ready math for this analysis as the sample for 
math includes both DCPS and public charter schools. DCPS does 
not use i-Ready as their reading baseline assessment, so the ELA 
data only includes a few charter schools (see appendix). DC’s 
“not at-risk” student population is more reflective of national 
demographics, and nationwide Curriculum Associates reported a 
six percentage point increase in percent of students two or more 
grade levels behind, same as DC not at-risk.

Their report also provided data for math by family income 
status and grade. The average increase in percent of students 
two or more grade levels behind in math for families who 
make less than $50,000 per year (the reported category 
closest to DC at-risk status thresholds) was 7%, similar to the 
DC at-risk student increase of 8%.
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student growth during the extended fall testing window

Recall that the MAP Growth assessment provides schools with expected growth for students based on which 
instructional week in the fall they took the test. The further into the school year a student completes the test, 
the more fall-to-fall growth they are expected to make. While in previous years the average growth percentile for 
students did not really move by week over the course of the 2-3 week testing window, we find a downward trend 
in fall-to-fall math growth percentiles during this year’s 6-week testing window. 

For math, the downward slopes held regardless of at-risk status or prior achievement levels. For ELA/reading, 
previously lower achieving students appear to be sliding, while higher performing students are keeping pace with 
pre-COVID trends. The data shows that students this fall are gaining some skills and knowledge while distance 
learning, but the pace of academic growth is slower than pre-COVID in-person learning.
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how did students fare compared to
dire spring covid impact predictions?

NWEA and EmpowerK12 both released papers this past spring to predict the possible impact of the 
COVID-19 pandemic on student achievement and growth. MAP focused on changes in scale score, while 
we focused on changes to proficiency rates. 

Using NWEA’s model, we looked at typical and predicted MAP scale score changes from January 15 to 
October 1 (both dates were very close to the median test date for DC students from the Winter 2019-20 
and Fall 2020-21 administrations). The chart below shows that DC students in the sample made math 
gains lower than pre-COVID typical growth, but higher than NWEA’s COVID slide predictive model, and 
average ELA/reading gains were close to normal years.

The sample had fewer previously lower-performing students than expected based on participation rates, 
and similarly lower-achieving students’ COVID slide was larger than higher performing peers. Therefore, 
the positive differences for actual growth of the sample compared to NWEA’s model are likely higher than 
the entire DC population average. There is still good news in that students were able to retain and gain 
some new information while distance learning, based on NWEA’s study.
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summary of key points from map
and i-ready assessments

here are our key takeaways from the computer-adaptive 
diagnostic data:
students experienced academic slide compared to pre-covid years in 
math since the start of the pandemic until the fall administration
window, falling approximately five months or half an academic year 
behind where they would typically be this fall.

the impact on ela/reading was much less significant with students 
demonstrating 90% of typical growth in reading and only one month 
behind whether they typically perform in the fall.

there is some evidence in the fall assessment data that students are
continuing to slide compare to normal academic growth trends pre-
covid. paired with our knowledge of student engagement trends at 
empowerk12 partner schools cross-sector and across the district, we 
expect a winter update to show similar slide. additional discussion 
on future expectations for academic growth and achievement as well
as possible short- and long-term goals for recovery can be found in 
another section of this report.
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early literacy proficiency
slide grades k-2

This fall, educators at 72 DCPS and six public charter schools administered the TRC (Text Reading 
Comprehension) assessment to students in kindergarten through second grade. TRC assesses beginning readers 
skills and comprehension, and it provides grade level proficiency determinations for students in kindergarten 
through 5th grade. The COVID slide in reading appears to be more substantial for lower elementary students in 
kindergarten through second grade, particularly at-risk students. 

Overall, for students with a valid TRC 
assessment from this fall and last fall, more 
than one in four previously proficient lower 
elementary students have dropped below 
the TRC proficiency bar since last year. The 
impact on young children’s literacy skills is 
seen more acute for at-risk students, who saw 
a 16 percentage point decrease in percent 
of students demonstrating proficiency, while 
“not at-risk” students saw a 14 percentage 
point gain in the percent of students above 
proficient from fall 2019 to fall 2020.

Literacy skills by the end of third grade 
matter. “For low-income children in 
particular, a ‘readiness gap’ fuels much 
of what has become known as the 
achievement gap…an acute readiness 
gap often begins at birth, continues 
growing until school entry, and leads to 
an achievement gap that persists through 
each subsequent year of schooling.”9

Drops in early literacy proficiency were 
more likely to occur for at-risk students 
who live east of the river, signaling yet 
another way in which the COVID-19 
pandemic has disproportionately 
impacted low-income families of 
color residing in East of the Anacostia 
neighborhoods.

 9Fiester (2010) Early Warning! Why Reading by the End of Third Grade Matters.
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predicting spring parcc
achievement rates in math and ela

Most of the 2019-20 school year prior to the expected spring PARCC administration operated like a traditional 
school year. Then, in mid-March, the pandemic changed everything, and the spring PARCC administration was 
called off. Utilizing historical data as a strong foundation for a predictive model and attendance plus fall and winter 
assessment data from 2019-20, we calculated likely spring PARCC proficiency outcomes for every student in the 
sample. 

Our spring COVID slide predictive model10 , which was an ensemble model combining the NWEA COVID summer 
slide model, data from the impacts of hurricanes Harvey and Katrina, and the impact of chronic absenteeism in 
the District, was close to predicting actual academic slide for the sample of students this fall. In math, the model 
predicted the percent of students on-track for PARCC proficiency to drop to 25%, one point higher than the actual 
24%, and in reading, the model over-projects the COVID slide with 36% predicted and 41% actual. 

We utilized the fall data to refine the PARCC predictive model and reran the data for predicted PARCC proficiency 
this spring in grades 3-8 should students have the opportunity to complete the assessment. The predictive 
values utilize adjusted weighted averages of the fall sample data to be more reflective of the entire DC student 
population. We also apply the model to three different scenarios: one where students return in-person by 
February with improved distance learning instruction in the second quarter, one where students are mostly 
remote the whole year and distance learning improves, and another where students remain distance learning and 
the virtual instruction does not improve.

ELA/reading projected proficiencies for the spring may seem lower than the overall student fall COVID slide data 
from fall suggests. However, given the under-representation of lower performing student groups in the sample, 
the adjusted DC “all students” proficiency in reading is likely to drop at least 14 percentage points unless the 
situation changes. In-person instruction is more likely to have a large influence on math over reading based on 
national and local data. 

In the creation of the likely proficiency ranges above, we considered different possible factors that could improve 
proficiency. These include both policy and practice strategies like the return of in-person school by February and 
improvement of distance learning for DC’s most vulnerable populations. We also considered a full remote year and 
if the fall slide continues throughout the year. When modeling them out, we find a pretty broad range of possible 
proficiency values.
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recommendations for 
recovery goals and next steps

Now is the time to think boldly. It is time to end racial and socioeconomic 
outcome gaps for kids by the end of this decade, once and for all. 
By outcome gaps, EmpowerK12 does not mean an exclusive reference to math and reading achievement gaps. 
We care about social-emotional well-being, science, history, high school graduation, post-secondary educational 
attainment, and preparedness for life and career. Our thoughts on bold achievement and growth goals, both by 
the end of this decade and in the next three years of education recovery:

close the math and ela achievement gaps by 2030 
DC at-risk students close national achievement gap on NAEP with their not-economically disadvantaged peers by the 
2030 administration. To accomplish this, DC will need to cut current gaps in half by 2024 to be on pace for full closure by 
the start of the next decade. The next section provides additional detail on interim targets and activities that may help 
meet this goal. Math achievement has taken a toll this past year. Yet, research suggests math skills can be the quickest to 
improve with quality instruction and tutoring.

students convey that they have a joy for learning and 
teachers a joy for teaching   
This year has been incredibly challenging for teachers, students, and families. For many, but not all, the joy for learning and 
teaching has been sapped by the pandemic and distance learning. As we move into in-person education, schools should 
first focus on rebuilding relationships between and among families, teachers, and students and then on how fun it is to 
learn together. Common student and teacher surveys can help track progress and illuminate bright spots that schools can 
learn from.

monitor multi-disciplinary progress in science and 
social studies as well

The DC State Board of Education is poised to adopt new social studies standards. From our perspective, this year has 
emphasized the need to ensure all students have a proficient understanding of history and government. We assess student 
knowledge of science (also very important as this year shows) once elementary, middle, and high school. We should do 
the same for social studies.

foster a collaborative, data-driven continuous improvement 
mindset among school leaders and educators 
Improvement science is a unique approach to continuous improvement utilized by the manufacturing and medical fields to 
rapidly improve outcomes. The process involves teams of individuals across different units (i.e. different hospitals, parts of 
the assembly line, or roles in the organization) identifying a common aim. Then, each person collects robust ground-level 
data to analyze in rapid, iterative cycles and figure out what strategies produce positive results. Together, as a network, 
the individuals share what works and what does not work in order to propagate improvement with efficiency. Networks of 
educators trying out and learning new strategies of infusing hybrid learning into accelerated improvement will be key to 
meeting goals for students.
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improvement science helps me improve by...
“Giv[ing] me the opportunity to implement new strategies, reflect 
on those strategies and make the necessary changes.” 
– ELEMENTARY SCHOOL TEACHER, EAGLE ACADEMY PUBLIC CHARTER SCHOOL

“Engaging with other teachers from other schools on how they 
are challenging scholars and giving strategies to better their 
instruction. I love we were able to discuss what we were working on 
and having them give feedback/advice.” 
– MIDDLE SCHOOL TEACHER, FRIENDSHIP PUBLIC CHARTER SCHOOL

“Keep[ing] me on my toes about data collection!!”
- ELEMENTARY SCHOOL TEACHER, DC PUBLIC SCHOOLS

recommendations for
future follow-up study

This fall baseline assessment data analysis provides many important answers to key 
COVID impact questions, while also generating a myriad of new questions to ponder. 

why is the academic slide in math so much larger?
Results clearly show a greater impact on math compared to reading, but in the District and across the nation 
this is a continuation of a steady trend. Students consistently experience larger learning loss compared to ELA 
when faced with time off from school no matter the circumstances (i.e. summer break, chronic absenteeism, 
natural disasters). Often this is just an accepted fact, but we must identify and address the root cause of 
the differences in student outcomes between math and ELA across the District to ensure swift recovery and 
retention of math skills.

is the quality of distance learning has improved throughout the
pandemic?  Although that cannot be determined by this study, this could be investigated further by
conducting a follow-up study using the data found here and forthcoming data in school’s winter test results. 
Additionally, this analysis only focused on test scores and data from the most recent years. Conducting similar 
analyses with other measures of academic progress and from other time periods could further clarify what is 
happening to our students.

why were some subgroups with historically lower achievement less
affected by covid-19 than their peers?  At the beginning of the pandemic, many
stakeholders were concerned that vulnerable populations would be more negatively impacted by virtual 
learning. However, our analysis showed that students with disabilities in ELA and at-risk students in math 
achievement was not more affected compared to their peers. How were we able to prevent slides with these 
groups from occurring?
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covid academic slide
analysis appendices

additional assessment sample data

percent of students demographics of sample tested students in grades 3-8 by subject

participation rates for sample schools in grades 3-8 by subject 
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participation rates for sample schools in grades K-8 by grade level

demographics of sample leveled reading students in grades k-2

leveled reading participation rates for sample schools in grades k-2
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additional test characterisitics data

test duration by school year, grade band, and subject

percent of students by time taken category and fall year

test duration by school year, grade band, and prior performance quintile
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rush/guess flag rate by school year, grade band, and subject

rush/guess flag rate by school year, grade band, and prior performance quintile

additional assessment data for all
tested students and “reliable students”
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average percentile change from fall 2019 to fall 2020

average percentile change from winter 2019 to fall 2020

additional assessment data for all
tested students and “reliable students”
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average percentile change from winter 2019 to fall 2020 by grade level

average percentile change from winter 2019 to fall 2020 by 
special ed support level (blank = no iep)
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average percentile change from winter 2019 to fall 2020 by homeless status

average percentile change from winter 2019 to fall 2020 by gender
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average percentile change from winter 2019 to fall 2020 by race/gender

trc leveled reading proficiency by race, river loaction, and year
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