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For more recent data, see the 2024 PACE policy brief "California Test Scores Show Little Improvement After Pandemic."

Last week, the California Department of Education released test scores of all students in Grades 3–8 and 11 for the first time since

before the COVID-19 pandemic. This year’s results represent the first opportunity to understand fully how California students’

learning has been affected by the pandemic and related school closures. The test results show a substantial decline in student

learning in both English language arts/literacy (ELA) and mathematics between the 2018–19 and 2021–22 academic years.

Although these results are not surprising, they are troubling and represent new, important, and actionable information. Since the

pandemic physically closed schools in March 2020, researchers have predicted and then estimated the impact of extended

educational disruptions on student learning  and have consistently shown that student learning is behind where it would have

been in the absence of the pandemic. Researchers have raised concerns about the differential impact on low-income students,

Analytic Notes

Both the COVID-19 pandemic and economic conditions in California have contributed to significant changes in enrollment in

schools across the state. Enrollment dropped by a record 2.6 percent in 2020–21 and an additional almost 2 percent in

2021–22, resulting in a loss of 270,000 students statewide.  Because of the way student test results are reported, these

population changes can present some issues when comparing student performance across time. Rather than tracking the

performance of an individual student, the state tests compare the performance of cohorts over time. This means that if the

cohort composition changes from one year to the next, it can make comparisons difficult.

Overall, the number of students tested decreased by approximately 6 percent from 2019 to 2022 and varied by grade level.

Some grades had larger decreases in the number of students tested; for example, there was a decline of 11.5 percent for

seventh grade. Others saw a lower decrease; for example, the number of 11th-grade students tested decreased the least at

approximately 3 percent. A 6-percent decline in the tested population is completely unprecedented and could mean that we

are comparing the test scores of very different populations from before the pandemic and now. Future research must

investigate student-level growth, as that provides a more accurate analysis of how learning has changed over time.
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students of color, and students learning English for a few reasons. First, students in these groups were more likely to have suffered

economically during the pandemic and to experience illness or even death in their families.  Second, distance learning was very

challenging for students if they didn’t have access to technology or a parent at home to help, or if their parents don’t have a

formal education themselves or don’t speak English.  Finally, these students’ test scores were already lower than students in other

groups, largely because of existing structural inequities that were then exacerbated by the pandemic.

Until this point, however, the data that researchers have been able to analyze have come from either a subset of districts or

outside California. With data for all California students in Grades 3–8 and 11 now available, we can analyze patterns in declines in

student learning to attend to equity and inform service delivery. The Smarter Balanced Summative Assessments are

comprehensive, end-of-year assessments aligned with the Common Core State Standards for ELA and math that measure

progress towards college and career readiness. Because these tests are computer adaptive, they provide precise measurements

across the full range of achievement  and can be used to understand the impact of the pandemic on students more fully. We

share four concerning findings from last week’s release.

 

1

ELA PERFORMANCE IS DOWN IN ALL GRADES BUT IS WORST IN THIRD GRADE, HIGHLIGHTING
SIGNIFICANT CONCERNS FOR EARLY LITERACY DEVELOPMENT

As shown in Figure 1, the percentage of students meeting or exceeding ELA standards has declined for every grade, but the worst

decline is in third grade. For third graders in 2021–22, the proportion of students meeting or exceeding standards declined by 6.4

percentage points (pps), compared with a decline of 2–5 pps for the other tested grades. To contextualize these results, students

in third grade in 2021–22 were in first grade when the pandemic hit, so it is likely that students in this cohort learned remotely for

most to all of their second-grade year and continued to experience pandemic-related disruptions during their third-grade year.
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Figure 1. Percentage of students meeting or exceeding standards in ELA in 2018–19 versus 2021–22, by grade

Note. pp = percentage point

This impact on ELA development in the primary grades is concerning given the importance of literacy for academic development.

A large body of prior research has identified literacy by the third grade as a critical gateway for students’ future academic and life

success.    If students are unable to regain this loss, they may experience delays in other reading-related skill building, making it

difficult to access future academic content and learning.

These results may portend additional literacy impacts on students in younger grades, whose critical preschool and kindergarten

years were disrupted by school closures and distance learning. For example, students in third grade this academic year were in

kindergarten when the pandemic began, and they will be tested for the first time in spring 2023.
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MATH ACHIEVEMENT IS DOWN DRAMATICALLY IN ALL GRADE LEVELS BUT IS WORST IN EIGHTH
GRADE

As shown in Figure 2, the proportion of students meeting or exceeding standards in math declined dramatically in 2021–22 from

2018–19, but eighth-grade students were affected the most. This cohort of students was in fifth grade when the pandemic

started, and their performance overall is 7.4 pps lower than the previously tested cohort. This is important because if students have

gaps in their basic understanding of mathematics in eighth grade, it will be challenging for them to succeed in higher level math

courses in high school, which can limit their access to competitive universities and STEM-focused careers.
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Figure 2. Percentage of students meeting or exceeding standards in math in 2018–19 versus 2021–22, by grade

Note. pp = percentage point
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LOW-INCOME STUDENTS, BLACK STUDENTS AND OTHER STUDENTS OF COLOR, AND ENGLISH
LEARNERS HAVE BEEN SEVERELY AFFECTED

When looking at the impacts of the pandemic and related school disruptions on student achievement, it is critical to investigate

how students in different groups have been affected. As shown in Figures 3 and 4, Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander,

Hispanic/Latino, economically disadvantaged, English learner, Black/African American, and American Indian/Alaska Native students

were already performing at much lower levels than Asian, White, Filipino, and students with more than two races, and they

experienced substantial declines from 2019 (blue dot markers) to 2022 (red circle markers). The arrow sizes show how much the

decrease was for each subgroup between those two testing years; these values are included in Table 1.

The performance of Black students is particularly concerning; in 2021–22, only 15.9 percent of students met or exceeded state

standards in math (a decline of 4.62 pps), and 30.3 percent met or exceeded them in ELA (a 2.86-pp decline). Similarly concerning

is the performance of English learners; in 2021–22 only 9.7 percent of these students met or exceeded state standards in math (a

decline of 2.86 pps), and 12.5 percent did in ELA (a 0.35-pp decline). The graphs and table show the declines for students across

all grades, but grade-level analyses indicate similar trends.

 



Figure 3. Percentage-point change in proportion of students meeting or exceeding math standards from 2018–19 to 2021–22, by

student group

 



Figure 4. Percentage-point change in proportion of students meeting or exceeding ELA standards from 2018–19 to 2021–22, by

student group

 



Table 1. Percentages of students meeting or exceeding ELA (columns 1–3) and math (columns 4–6) standards and differences

between 2018–19 and 2021–22, by student group
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THERE ARE SUBSTANTIAL DIFFERENCES BY DISTRICT THAT MUST BE INVESTIGATED FURTHER

In thinking about these results, state-level analysis goes only so far. We must analyze district- and school-level results to better

understand variation across the state. Some districts and schools have done well at preventing declines from 2019 to 2022.

Further research must aim to identify what they have done and spread those practices elsewhere. Similarly, it is critical to identify

districts where students are doing poorly comparatively. State leaders must then use this information to direct more support to

those districts to help them better serve students and identify their challenges that need to be addressed.

To shed light on this issue, we looked at how student performance has changed between 2018–19 and 2021–22 for districts with

varying levels of student poverty. This is important to investigate because the academic achievement of economically

disadvantaged students has been among the most affected by the pandemic. For example, less than one quarter (21 percent) of

economically disadvantaged students met or exceeded the state’s standard in mathematics in 2021–22, showing a substantial

decline (6.25 pps) from prepandemic measures.

Figures 5 and 6 show that districts with higher percentages of economically disadvantaged students generally experienced larger

declines in test scores.    However, this was not true in all districts serving high percentages of economically disadvantaged

students. In the top right quadrant are districts with high proportions of economically disadvantaged students that saw an increase

in test scores from before the pandemic to the present. There is much to learn from these districts about what works and under

what conditions. The lower right quadrant shows districts that have high proportions of economically disadvantaged students and

had a significant decrease in test scores from before the pandemic to the present. These are districts that need intensive support

and resources to accelerate student learning.
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Figure 5. Relationship between change in ELA scores and proportion of economically disadvantaged students in a district

 



Figure 6. Relationship between change in math scores and proportion of economically disadvantaged students in a district

 

Where Do We Go From Here?
Even before the COVID-19 pandemic, we and many others in the education research community were concerned that California’s

public schools weren’t serving all students well. The state’s education system was highly inequitable and plagued by gaps in

opportunity and access that the pandemic has only widened. Last spring, a coalition of more than 40 California-based

organizations representing families and students, educators and system leaders, research institutes, and civil rights and equity

organizations called for education and policy leaders to reimagine and rebuild California’s schools.    But little progress has been

made during the pandemic, with challenges driven by COVID-19 continuing to vex educators and policymakers, making real

progress seem almost impossible. These test scores should sound a loudly screaming alarm: The task of transforming our schools

can no longer be delayed.

Note: In the original posting of this commentary, figures 3 and 4 were switched. They have been corrected in this version (11

October 2023).
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