
The Bigger Picture: Key Trends 
in America’s Changing 
Education Landscape

Welcome! As folks are joining, please 
drop in the chat:

1. Organization / district / where you 
work

2. What’s one thing that’s giving you 
hope? (broad or personal)
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A library of instruments for 
education research and school 

improvement

A new model for informed 
decision-making in education

The trusted source for emerging 
education research

Better measures lead to better evidence 
creation. EdInstruments is an online 

library of measurement tools and 
guidance resources to support data 
collection in schools and districts.

Education leaders need relevant, 
actionable research insights to tackle 

challenges in  the field. EdResearch for 
Action synthesizes years of research into 

concise summaries, making it easy for 
decision-makers to access and apply 

evidence.

Timely access to research drives progress 
in education. EdWorkingPapers is a 

platform for prompt and open 
dissemination of high-quality studies, 
strengthening connections within the 
research community and empowering 
policymakers with essential evidence. 

Find your instrument Find your guidance Find the latest papers

New: Policy & 
Practice Briefs

https://edworkingpapers.com/policy-practice-series
https://edworkingpapers.com/policy-practice-series


Review Board 
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Puzzling Over Declining Academic 
Achievement

James H. Wyckoff*

EdWorkingPaper 25-1197

* Kay Valley provided great research assistance. Brendan Bartanen, Hamp Lankford, Andrew Rice, Jim 
Soland & Sarah Turner provided valuable feedback. Also, thanks to participants at the EdPolicyWorks’ 
Policy Lab for helpful suggestions.



Puzzling Over Declining Academic Achievement
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Where we are headed
▪ Very large declines since 

about 2007, on the heels 
of large improvements

▪ Substantial variation 
across states

▪ Diagnosis of causes not 
clear but several likely 
suspects

▪ Implications for education 
research & policy
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  Not just low-achieving students

 1992-2013 2013-2019 2019-2024
Test 10th 50th 90th 10th 50th 90th 10th 50th 90th 
Math 8th 0.43 0.42 0.40 -0.17 -0.09 0.07 -0.30 -0.23 -0.14
Reading 8th 0.21 0.11 0.12 -0.27 -0.08 0.00 -0.24 -0.13 -0.06

Changes in NAEP Scores Across Time by Percentile, Subject and 
Grade (SD)



Learning losses are larger & began earlier than understood

Two-thirds of the 
decline that occurred 
from 2013 to 2024 is 
attributable to forces 
predating the 
pandemic.
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Post Pandemic 
Actual change = 0.30 SD
Predicted =         0.14 SD
% Predicted =     47%





Not a quirk of NAEP

SEDA test scores 
correlated with NAEP at 
0.82 to 0.94
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* OECD includes: Australia, Austria, 
Belgium, Chile, Czech Republic, 
Denmark, Finland, Germany, Hungary, 
Iceland, Italy, Japan, Lithuania, 
Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway, 
Poland, Sweden, Turkey, England



 Likely Suspects

● Great Recession

● Waning NCLB school accountability

● State policy innovation 

● Smart phones and social media

● Changing composition of students 

● Common Core
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None of these by 
themselves fits the 
structure of declining 
achievement.



Implications

● The pandemic induced meaningful learning loss

● A singular focus on this has distracted researchers and policymakers from the 

important longstanding achievement decline

● Much more can be done by researchers to better understand causes of declines

● Even so, state and local policymakers can partner with researchers to 

implement proven interventions to increase student achievement 
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Thanks
wyckoff@virginia.edu
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Bonus Slides



 What’s the right counterfactual? 
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 Not just low achievers

Actual Minus Predicted* Achievement by Subject, Grade & Percentile 
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 4th Math 4th Reading 8th Math 8th Reading
10th Percentile -0.57 -0.37 -0.38 -0.24
50th Percentile -0.36 -0.06 -0.28 -0.03
90th Percentile -0.16 0.03 -0.12 0.10

* Note: Predicted based on linear project of 1990-2009 values. Values reported in standard 
deviation units



 Mississippi substantially outpaced the national average in reading… 
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…and math.

21



22

School Enrollment Patterns 
Five Years After the Pandemic

Abigail Francis, Joshua Goodman (Boston University)

EdWorkingPaper 25-1233



Motivation

● The Covid-19 pandemic drastically disrupted the functioning of U.S. public schools.

● In fall 2020:
○ U.S. public school enrollment declined by 3% in fall 2020, the biggest annual drop since WWII. 

○ Homeschooling jumped (low income families), private schooling jumped (high income families).

● In fall 2021:
○ Only 21 percent of those who left for private schools in fall 2020 had returned by fall 2021.

○ While 50 percent of those who left for homeschooling had returned. 

● “Pandemic-driven public school enrollment declines may persist, and moreso among high 

income families.”

● We look 5 years out from pandemic’s onset (data from MA’s Education-to-Career Research 

and Data Hub).
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Local public school enrollment

● There are 4.2% fewer 
local public school 
students vs. fall 2019, or 
1.9% below trend.

● MA has lost almost 
17,000 local public 
school students. 
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Private school enrollment

● Rapid pre-pandemic 
decline has leveled off – 
now 15.6% above trend.

● MA gained nearly 
11,000 private school 
students. 
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Home school enrollment

● Massive initial 
post-pandemic spike 
only partly declined; 
now 50% above trend.

● MA gained nearly 4,000 
home school students. 
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Heterogeneity by district income

● Richest districts are source of the majority of local public school losses.
● High income (top 20%) districts are down 5.7%, have lost nearly 10,000 students.
● Middle/low income (bottom 80%) are down 1%, have lost nearly 7,000 students.
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Heterogeneity by student race/ethnicity

● White enrollment is 
down 3% | Asian 
enrollment is down 8% 
(no signs of recovery 
vs. trend)

● Hispanic and Black 
enrollments have more 
than fully recovered.
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Heterogeneity by grade level

● Pre-K/K enrollment has nearly 
recovered; grades 1-4 have 
more than recovered.

● High school enrollment never 
dropped much and is on trend.

● Enrollment losses are heavily 
concentrated in middle grades 
(~21,000 students).
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Discussion

● Five years post-pandemic, MA public 
schools have experienced sustained 
enrollment declines.

● 2% of local public school students have 
left, while private/home school 
enrollments have grown. 

● Shifts are concentrated among
○ High-income districts
○ White & Asian families (also in US-wide data)
○ Middle grades students (also in US-wide data)
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● The pandemic catalyzed 
fundamental changes in how 
families evaluate schooling 
options, rather than merely 
creating temporary disruptions. 

● Politically, the sustained exodus 
of higher-income families from 
public schools may reduce 
political support for public 
education.



31

Thank you!
Questions/comments:

edecjosh@bu.edu
abbyf@bu.edu 

mailto:edecjosh@bu.edu
mailto:abbyf@bu.edu
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Q&A
Moderated by EdWorkingPapers Review 

Board Member Susanna Loeb



Thank you!

Take a quick feedback survey! 
Please help us serve this 

community better. 
https://tinyurl.com/4kw6y2pz
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https://tinyurl.com/4kw6y2pz


NEW: Policy & Practice Briefs
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