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The COVID-19 pandemic hit New York earlier than most states and forced  
New York’s schools to take on the extraordinary challenge of quickly shifting to 
remote learning formats. Recent national data show student performance dropped 
significantly in 2022 from 2019, with New York experiencing even greater declines 
than the nation in fourth grade math and reading. New York’s largest drops were 
in fourth grade math, with declines in average test scores that were double any 
other drops in the past 20 years. The results underscore the need for school 
districts to swiftly invest significant resources in helping students that are most in 
need to make up for learning loss, while pandemic relief funds for education are 
still available.

New York’s Fourth Grade Declines Were Greater 
Than the Nation
The National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), which is administered 
by the U.S. Department of Education’s National Center for Education Statistics 
(NCES), is the largest nationally representative assessment of student academic 
performance. Unlike individual state assessments, the NAEP is the only common 
measure of student achievement that allows for direct comparisons among states 
and is often referred to as “the nation’s report card.”1

In recent years, the NAEP was administered every two years to grades four, 
eight and twelve; results for grades four and eight were released in October 
2022, three years after the 2019 results. The NAEP reports average scale 
scores in each subject and percentages of students performing at each of the 
NAEP achievement levels: “Below Basic,” “Basic,” “Proficient,” and “Advanced.”2 
Proficient students are those that demonstrate solid competency over the subject 
matter. This report examines changes to average scale scores and proficiency 
rates (including proficient and advanced students) from 2019 to 2022.

As shown in Figure 1, average scale scores declined nationally in fourth and 
eighth grade math and reading. NCES Commissioner Peggy G. Carr stated,  
“The results show the profound toll on student learning during the pandemic, as 
the size and scope of the declines are the largest ever in mathematics.”3 Based 
on historic trends in NAEP scoring patterns, McKinsey & Company projected it 
could take decades to return to pre-pandemic levels of academic performance.4

New York’s average scale scores remained steady for eighth grade reading, but 
declined in eighth grade math, and fourth grade reading and math. Comparatively, 
New York’s losses in fourth grade math and reading average scale scores were 
double the national average and exceeded 45 other states in math and 38 other 
states in reading.
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New York’s fourth grade average math scores dropped 10 points, double any 
other decline in the past 20 years. Based on these results, McKinsey estimated 
New York’s fourth grade math learning loss is equivalent to 30 weeks of learning 
delays — nearly an entire school year.5 Relative to other states, New York’s drop 
was so pronounced that its rank in fourth grade math fell from 40th to 46th in the 
nation. 

FIGURE 1 
Change in NAEP Average Scale Scores, New York and the US, 2019 and 2022

Sources: NAEP Data Explorer; OSC analysis

Fourth Grade Learning Loss Among Demographic 
Groups in New York
Focusing on scores in fourth grade math — the subject for which New York 
experienced the most concerning drops — average scale scores declined across 
all racial and ethnic groups. As shown in Figure 2, proficiency rates declined 8 
percentage points from 2019 for White students, 6 points for Hispanic students 
and 3 points for Black students.6 Declines were steepest for Asian and Pacific 
Islander fourth graders, for whom math proficiency declined 14 percentage 
points.7 In 2022, proficiency rates were 55 percent for Asian students, 39 percent 
for White students, 15 percent for Hispanic students, and 14 percent for Black 
students. From 2019 to 2022, achievement gaps in proficiency rates between 
White students and Black or Hispanic students in New York generally remained 
steady or even closed slightly.

https://www.nationsreportcard.gov/ndecore/xplore/nde
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FIGURE 2 
Fourth Grade Math, Percentage of New York Students Proficient on NAEP, 2019 and 2022

Note: Includes students scoring “proficient” and “advanced.”
Sources: NAEP Data Explorer; OSC analysis

https://www.nationsreportcard.gov/ndecore/xplore/nde
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Female fourth grade students suffered higher losses in math than their male 
counterparts.8 Female proficiency rates dropped 11 percentage points from  
34 percent to 23 percent, double any drop seen over the past 20 years.

FIGURE 3 
Fourth Grade Math, Percentage of New York Students Proficient by Gender, 2019 and 2022

Note: Includes students scoring “proficient” and “advanced.”
Sources: NAEP Data Explorer; OSC analysis

Fourth grade math proficiency rates declined 6 percentage points for 
economically disadvantaged students, dropping from 24 percent to 18 percent.9 
The proficiency rate dropped 1 percentage point for English language learners but 
rose by 1 percentage point for students with disabilities, two other demographic 
groups considered to be disadvantaged academically. Average scale scores for 
these three groups all dropped: 9 points for economically disadvantaged students, 
7 points for English language learners and 6 points for students with disabilities.

The achievement gaps in proficiency rates for all three of these groups narrowed 
in 2022. For economically disadvantaged students, the gap narrowed slightly 
from 30 to 28 percentage points. For students with disabilities, the gap closed by 
11 points from 2019, showing a 22 point gap in 2022; and for English language 
learners, the gap narrowed 8 points to a 23 point gap.

https://www.nationsreportcard.gov/ndecore/xplore/nde
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FIGURE 4 
Fourth Grade Math, Percentage of New York Student Proficient by Status, 2019 and 2022

Note: Includes students scoring “proficient” and “advanced.”
Sources: NAEP Data Explorer; OSC analysis 

Federal Funding and the Plan to Address Impacts  
of COVID-19
In remarks released at the same time as the 2022 NAEP scores, U.S. Secretary 
of Education Miguel Cardona recognized the unprecedented severity of the drops 
in achievement: “A once-in-a-generation virus upended our country in so many 
ways — and our students cannot be the ones who sacrifice most in the long run. 
We must treat the task of catching our children up in reading and math with the 
urgency this moment demands.” 10

Concerns about the pandemic’s potential impact on education were clear early 
on and resulted in three rounds of short-term emergency funding for schools 
to address the impact of the pandemic. As shown in Figure 5, New York was 
allocated over $15 billion in emergency education aid aimed at elementary and 
secondary schools to address the impact of the pandemic.

https://www.nationsreportcard.gov/ndecore/xplore/nde


6

FIGURE 5 
New York State Allocations of Federal Pandemic Relief for Education 
(in millions)

 
Coronavirus Aid, Relief, 
and Economic Security 

(CARES) Act

Coronavirus Response 
and Relief Supplemental 

Appropriations Act 
(CRRSA)

American Rescue  
Plan Act (ARP)

Elementary and Secondary School  
Emergency Relief (ESSER) $1,037.0 $4,002.4 $8,995.3

Governor’s Emergency Education  
Relief (GEER) $164.3 $322.9  

IDEA Special Education   $184.1

Emergency Assistance to Non-Public  
Schools (ARP)   $252.5

ESSER Homeless Children and Youth (ARP)   $58.9

Smaller CARES Act Programs $38.0   

Total $1,239.3 $4,325.3 $9,490.8

Source: U.S. Department of Education

ESSER Funding for New York
Fourteen billion dollars of the emergency funding for schools for New York 
was provided by the Elementary and Secondary School Emergency Relief 
Fund (ESSER).11 Based on the most recent data from the Office of the State 
Comptroller’s COVID-19 Relief Program Tracker through January 31, New York’s 
school districts have spent roughly 40 percent of these federal funds. The balance 
of these funds must be obligated by September 2024.

The first round of ESSER provided roughly $1 billion under the Coronavirus 
Aid, Relief, and Economic Security (CARES) Act, and has mostly been spent. 
The second round (ESSER II) was passed in December 2020, as part of the 
Coronavirus Response and Relief Supplemental Appropriations Act (CRRSA). 
Eligible uses included addressing learning loss and preparing schools for 
reopening. New York received just over $4 billion in ESSER II funding.

In March 2021, the federal government enacted the American Rescue Plan Act 
(ARP) and along with it the most significant round of education funding (ESSER 
III), which distributed $9 billion to New York. To receive the funding, the ARP 
required states to submit a plan for how ESSER III funds would be used to 
safely re-open schools and recover from the pandemic. New York’s ARP Plan 
was approved in August 2021.12 The ARP also required states to make sure that 
school districts provided plans for how they were spending their ESSER III funds. 
The State Education Department (NYSED) administered this process and has 
made each district’s approved spending plan publicly available.

https://www.osc.state.ny.us/reports/covid-relief-program-tracker
https://oese.ed.gov/files/2021/08/New-York-ARP-ESSER-State-Plan-Final.pdf
http://www.nysed.gov/federal-education-covid-response-funding/arp-lea-plans
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Under the ARP, states are required to distribute 90 percent of the funds directly 
to school districts. Of the remaining 10 percent, states must reserve at least 
5 percent of the ESSER III allocation to address the academic impact of lost 
instructional time. Districts are required to reserve at least 20 percent of the funds 
they receive for this purpose as well.13

While each district plan addresses learning loss, the lack of systematic 
aggregation of the individual spending plans and significant latitude in ESSER 
III reporting requirements make it difficult to ascertain the exact amounts that 
districts plan to devote toward learning loss, the most common strategies, or best 
practices. A report by the Office of the State Comptroller indicates allocations 
toward learning loss among the “Big Five” school districts varied from a low of 
20 percent in New York City and Rochester to a high of 44 percent in Yonkers.14 
Districts’ strategies include intensive tutoring, extended school-day programs, 
new staff recruitment including teachers, and additional mental health counselors 
for students.15

The State’s Plan identifies academic recovery as a top priority and has invested 
in summer learning and expanding afterschool programs to high-need school 
districts. NYSED also stated it will support and monitor districts’ progress and has 
implemented a pilot program providing students with an individualized education 
plan to identify and respond to students’ individual recovery needs.16

In terms of overall spending, state-level data published by the U.S. Department 
of Education show that New York’s school districts have spent less than 10 
percent of ESSER III funding as of November 30, 2022, suggesting there may be 
significant opportunities to use NAEP data to reassess spending plans.17

Federal Pandemic Relief Funding Is Ending
In the upcoming State Fiscal Year (SFY) 2023-24, if the Governor’s budget 
proposal is accepted, there will be $42.1 billion in combined State and federal 
education aid available. As shown in Figure 6, by SFY 2025-26, that total is 
projected to decline, as the balance of federal pandemic relief funds must be 
obligated by September 2024. This could be problematic if a significant portion of 
the pandemic relief funds to address learning loss is left unspent or is dedicated 
to programs with recurring expenses, or if significant progress in academic 
recovery has not occurred.

https://osc.state.ny.us/files/reports/osdc/pdf/report-12-2023.pdf
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FIGURE 6  
State and Federal Education Aid, SFY 2022-23 — SFY 2025-26 
(in millions)

Source: Division of the Budget, 2024 New York State Executive Budget Financial Plan, pg. 59 & 113 

Looking Ahead
Nearly three years after the pandemic arrived, it is clear that COVID’s disruption 
had severe learning consequences for millions of students. Districts are still 
facing new and unique challenges in their recovery and have reported several 
roadblocks to prudent spending of pandemic aid, such as budgeting concerns 
when the aid runs out, staffing shortages and supply-chain delays.18

The recent NAEP test results highlight one of many ways New York State was 
hit especially hard by the pandemic and underscore that effective use of the 
short-term federal aid to address learning loss and achievement gaps is even 
more crucial for New York State’s recovery. NYSED should provide guidance 
to districts in best practices for effective spending of the funds, as well as ways 
to track the impact of these investments. Districts should use this time to review 
their current plans and make any necessary amendments to ensure funds are 
being invested in evidence-based practices targeted to the students most in 
need. These decisions will play an important role in avoiding negative long-term 
consequences for students and assisting New York State’s overall recovery from 
the pandemic.
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