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ESSER Funding & Sustainability: Key Takeaways 

Every child deserves a quality education — one that recognizes their unique needs and provides them the resources they need to reach their full potential. At the same time, we can’t forget the impact of school closures and disruptions on students’ learning and mental health during the pandemic. Here are some key takeaways:

· The COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated already existing inequities, disproportionately affecting students of color, students from low-income backgrounds, students with disabilities, students experiencing homelessness, and English learners.

· Students in high-poverty schools operating fully remotely in 2020-2021 lost more than 22 weeks of academic instruction.

· According to the most recent NAEP (National Assessment of Educational Progress) report, math performance fell for the first time in history and reading scores saw the biggest drop in 30 years.

· There are strong indications from both testing and non-testing data that the nation’s 5 million English learners have been among the most disproportionately affected groups of students.

· There was a 14% decrease in the enrollment of students experiencing homelessness during the 2020-2021 school year, a rate four times higher than the 3% decrease in enrollment seen among all students.

· While students from all backgrounds experienced chronic absenteeism during the pandemic years, the greatest impact has been at schools serving more students from low-income backgrounds. In schools where 3 out of 4 of students qualify for free or reduced-priced meals, chronic absenteeism almost tripled, from 25% to 69%, between the 2017-18 and 2021-22 school years.

· There was a 51% increase over one year in suspected suicide attempts among girls 12-17 years old.

The federal government invested nearly $190 billion through ESSER (Elementary and Secondary Emergency Relief) funding in K-12 education to meet students’ academic needs and provide social-emotional support during the pandemic, with a specific focus on the resulting learning loss — as well as to help address systemic inequities exacerbated by the pandemic. 

In March 2020, school districts received a bulk of the ESSER funding, and district leaders had the authority to prioritize how these pandemic relief funds were spent. While this emergency, one-time funding was intended to primarily address the impact of the pandemic on student learning during this unprecedented time, districts used ESSER funds to help address a wide range of student needs. This included tutoring and summer learning programs, mental health supports, upgrading facilities, technology, and activities to re-engage students and their families. 
ESSER funding will end in September 2024.  
While these funds were always intended to be a one-time investment to address urgent pandemic-related needs, most states and districts have not analyzed which of these investments they may need to continue to avoid an even greater backsliding in student performance. So, as these federal funds come to their expected end, districts across the country — in urban, rural, and suburban and communities of color — will face a steep “fiscal cliff.” The average district has relied on ESSER funding to support roughly 8% of its budget in recent years, but for some low-income districts, these funds supported between 16-18% of their pre-pandemic budget. So, the loss of these funds will hit low-income school districts the hardest: 
Districts in more affluent areas received just over $1,000 per student, while urban, rural, and suburban high-poverty districts received more than $6,000 per student. District leaders could be forced to close schools, lay off teachers and staff, end student support services, including transportation, or stop providing academic recovery strategies that are producing promising results. Such cuts could be especially devastating for students attending schools in high-poverty districts and districts with the largest percentage of students of color.  
State leaders need to support recovery efforts, particularly in urban, rural, and suburban high-need districts, by addressing funding inequities within their states and for specific student groups. 
Before the pandemic, across the country, districts with the highest proportion of students of color on average received substantially less state and local revenue than districts with the fewest students of color, and high-poverty districts received less state and local revenue than low-poverty districts. The districts with the most English learners receive 14% less state and local revenue, compared with districts with the fewest English learners. Less than 1 in 5 school districts received dedicated federal funding to identify and support students experiencing homelessness, compared to over 50% of school districts under pandemic-related ARP-HCY homeless funding. Districts that predominantly serve students of color and high-poverty districts will face steep fiscal cliffs when ESSER funding ends. State leaders can proactively support such urban, rural, and suburban high-need districts by addressing state education funding inequities in their state. ESSER funding may have temporarily reduced the funding gaps that existed between high-need and low-need districts within states during the pandemic, but that is ending and no students should have to suffer when that happens. 
If state leaders work to address funding inequities in education, they can help sustain COVID-19 recovery efforts in rural, urban, and suburban high-need districts, beyond ESSER funding.  
State funding could be allocated equitably if state leaders ensured that the state education funding system had three key features:
1. School districts serving students of color, more students from low-income backgrounds, English learners, and students experiencing homelessness should not lose funding.
 
2. Low-wealth districts should be provided more — not equal — funding. 

3. Students most affected by school closures and the pandemic continue to receive the academic and mental health supports they need for accelerated learning, healing, and improved student outcomes. 















NOTE: The U.S. Department of Education data on total ESSER funding received by each state and district, how those funds were spent, and how much funding remains can be found here. Data on state allocations of ESSER funding allocated to students experiencing homelessness may be found here. State plans for the funding can be found here. 

