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A s the United States approaches the end of 

one of the most unique and challenging 

school years in history, student resiliency 

has been tested in unprecedented ways, 

and educators are bracing themselves for the long-

term impact. 

In the Spring of 2020, 43 states ordered their schools 

to close due to the Coronavirus-19 pandemic. Policy 

changes were quickly put into place nationwide to 

mobilize a mass, radical, simultaneous transition of 

all students to home learning. Much of the structure 

schools had provided to this point collapsed.  

Education wasn’t the only domain affected by 

the global shutdown. Everything changed almost 

overnight: Daily activities, employment (whether it still 

existed or what format it existed in), entertainment, 

interaction with friends and family—even something 

as mundane as leaving the house—was different. Life 

began to take on an almost surreal quality and the 

scope of these changes created a disequilibrium that 

has reverberated across the nation. 

This disequilibrium has particularly affected students 

who were succeeding in the traditional environment, 

but who lack sufficient resiliency either in themselves 

or in their support networks to recalibrate quickly 

to their new reality and continue to focus on their 

education when their social support network has 

been removed. This can be because of the stress 

of their families facing potential unemployment (or 

actual income loss) that dominates their home lives 

or because their lives have been transformed in other 

ways beyond recognition. 

Across the nation, school districts implemented 

commendable innovations such as outfitting school 

buses with wifi hotspots and using the existing 

transportation infrastructure to deliver and pick 

up packets and school lunches. Additionally, some 

districts loaned laptops to students and worked to 

ensure internet access.

Nevertheless, neither teachers, administrators, 

nor students were prepared for this shift, and the 

changes have not been seamless. According to NBC, 

students say their stress levels have increased 56.4% 

since before the pandemic: “While just over half of 

all students surveyed said they were more stressed 

about school in 2020 than they had been previously, 

the issue was more pronounced among remote 

students.” 

These increased stressors, including the lack of 

connection with trusted adults resulting from 

students being suddenly thrust into a remote 

learning environment, are linked to an alarming lack 

of student engagement and participation, even as 

schools across the country have reopened their doors 

to in-person attendance. 

As researchers and educators seek to understand 
student experience of pandemic learning in 
hopes of curtailing the impending second wave 
of the dropout epidemic for a new superclass of 
at-risk students, this report offers an early look 
at struggling students’ self-identified barriers 
to engagement during the 2020-21 school year, 
and what these barriers—related to academic 
performance, academic resources, and social 
emotional factors—can reveal to educators about 
students’ needs as we contemplate building our 
post-pandemic learning environments.  

The pandemic, with its accompanying consequences, has created 

A NEW CLASS OF AT-RISK STUDENTS.
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The Attendance Crisis

Polls conducted early in the pandemic found 47% of 

students had not attended their online courses. In Los 

Angeles alone, during the first two weeks of school 

closures, roughly 15,000 high school students did not 

participate in any online learning. For the remaining 

students, about 25% of them had inconsistent, 

scattered attendance. The New Mexico Public 

Education Department (NM PED) launched a massive 

mobilization effort among multiple state partners to 

locate 12,000 students between November 2020 and 

April 2021. As of April 2021, all but 2,200 students 

were accounted for.  

 

Gwen Perea Warniment, a co-author of this paper and 

New Mexico’s Deputy Secretary of Teaching, Learning 

and Assessment, who oversaw the ENGAGE New 

Mexico program, said:   

This collaborative effort is about more than simply 
locating New Mexican students. It’s not enough for 
us to know where the children are, we also want 
to be sure they’re engaged in learning—that they 
are enrolled in and have access to a quality school 
experience. We knew that for many students and 
their families, going from a structured classroom 
setting to learning from home was going to be a 
very big challenge. It makes perfect sense that some 
families needed help during this transition and, with 
the extension of this program, we are excited to be 
able to provide this help to anyone who needs it.

Arguably, the most pressing challenge is how to 

solve for student participation—or, more specifically, 

student non-participation—in not only the remote 

learning environment but also beyond it. Students 

are facing the long-term consequences of more than 

a year of sustained education interruption, which are 

devastating to the student, the community, and the 

state. 

Attendance Recovery 

Four states, New Mexico, Arkansas, South Carolina, 

and Michigan, along with Los Angeles USD and 

individual districts across the country, partnered with 

Graduation Alliance for the 2020-21 school year to 

develop and launch an attendance recovery program 

called ENGAGE.   

Graduation Alliance (GA) has been actively partnering 

with school districts across the country for more than 

a decade using a well-structured, remote learning, 

dropout recovery program. More than just online 

content, GA’s offering serves vulnerable students 

with a comprehensive menu of academic,and 

social supports designed to foster critical resiliency. 

Once schools started reporting missing students, 

Graduation Alliance shifted gears to bring this proven 

structure to attendance recovery, applying known 

principles for at-risk student engagement, and 

deploying resources both quickly and at scale.

The foundational principles of the attendance 

recovery program include: 

1. Persistent, consistent, and systematic outreach 

    to disengaged and struggling students and families. 

2. A triage approach to understanding each individual 

    student’s barriers to engagement. 

3. Ongoing coaching support using a differentiated 

    treatment strategy based on students’ 

    identified barriers. 

THE LONG-TERM CONSEQUENCES 
of student non-participation are devastating to the student, 
the community, and the state.
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District participation in the program was voluntary. 

New Mexico, Arkansas, South Carolina, and Michigan 

engaged Graduation Alliance to deploy its resources 

on behalf of any schools/districts wishing to 

participate. 

Schools referred students who had completely 

disengaged or who were irregularly participating/

chronically absent or who were in jeopardy of failing 

one or more of their courses. Additional criteria 

were added for various states, such as students 

who qualified for Tier 3 intervention under New 

Mexico’s new Attendance for Success Act. In the 

case of LAUSD, additional support was provided for 

students participating in the district’s alternative 

high schools.

According to Dr. Ivy Pfeffer, a co-author of this paper 

and Deputy Commissioner with the Division of 

Elementary and Secondary Education in Arkansas:

Returning to school last fall in Arkansas was never 
a question of “if we return” but rather “how do we 
return” safely and with minimal disruption. Overall, 
we have been very successful. However, we know 
that there are some students who have been more 
negatively impacted than others. In Arkansas, 
teachers have reported virtual and hybrid students 
to be at higher levels of risk for not achieving 
academically and struggling socially/emotionally. 
The ENGAGE Arkansas program provided outreach, 
coaching and connections for these students 
to provide another layer of support during the 
pandemic. We credit the program with helping 
to improve the percentage of students who have 
returned to in-person learning over the course of the 
year and for also helping us to identify areas of need 
for students who may already be at risk. 
 
Outreach Strategy
The ENGAGE attendance recovery program 
outreach team used a multi-modal outreach 
strategy, including phone, email, text message, 
social media, and US mail to reach out to students 
and their families. Where data allowed for it, and 

in consultation with the state departments of 
education, a culturally and linguistically-responsive 
approach to outreach to special populations, 
including Hispanic families with language barriers 
and Native American families, was implemented. 

When the outreach team was able to make contact 
with students and/or their parents or guardians, 
they explained the program and offered them the 
opportunity to opt in to ongoing coaching support 
through the end of the school year.

The two-fold goal of the support team was first to 
commit the student to re-engaging with the district’s 
continuous learning programming and second to 
provide the social emotional and academic 
support—specifically in the form of being paired with 
an academic coach—necessary to foster resiliency, 
keeping the student engaged and on track through 
the end of the school year. In addition to coaching, 
and when appropriate, the support team referred 
students and families to state and local resources 
related to public health initiatives, mental health 
support, and workforce support. 

Triage Approach 

Students who opted in to coaching were asked a 
series of questions to help the outreach counselor 
assign the students to the appropriate intervention 
support level. This triage approach allowed the 
team to quickly ascertain the level of support a 
student was likely to need. The assignment level 
was reviewed by the support team lead and revised, 
if necessary, before assigning the student to an 
academic coach for ongoing support. It was through 
this process that students self-identified barriers to 
participation and the data set discussed in this paper 
was developed.

The following sections outline the methodology, 
eligibility, sample size, key findings and implications, 
and recommendations for moving forward after the 
2020-21 school year.
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METHODOLOGY
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An important component of the triage approach to the attendance recovery program (mentioned above) 

was to have students describe their barriers to engagement, which allowed the attendance recovery 

team to streamline the data collection process from districts and made it possible for coaches to align 

with students and families quickly on areas of self-identified need for greatest impact.

Graduation Alliance collected data about student-identified barriers to pandemic learning, including questions 

about academic performance, academic resources, and social emotional factors (between the beginning of school 

closures in 2020 and April 2021), from approximately 37,662 students and their families via both phone interviews 

and an online self-registration form. The questions requested either “yes” or “no” responses.  The tables below 

showcase the questions asked and the categories they align to.
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Order 
Questions 
Were Asked

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

Social 
Emotional 
Factors

Academic 
Resources

Academic 
Performance

Questions Asked (Grades K-5)

Will we be working directly with the 
student’s parent?

Does your family need help with how to 
talk to the teachers or ask for support with 
homework?

Do you know how to contact your student’s 
teacher? 

Do you know how to access your student’s 
school assignments? 

Do you have access to a computer?

Do you have access to the internet?

Does your student struggle with learning 
how to use a computer for learning? 

Do you think your child needs extra 
support in reading or math? 

Are you currently in foster care? 

Are you currently McKinney-Vento eligible? 
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Order 
Questions 
Were Asked

Social 
Emotional 
Factors

Academic 
Resources

Academic 
PerformanceQuestions Asked (Grades 6-12)

Do you have any courses where your grade 
is below a C?

Do you find your current courses difficult? 

Do you have access to a computer?

Do you have access to the internet?

Do you know how to contact your teacher? 

Do you know how to access your school 
assignments?

Do you have a career or education plan 
after graduation? 

Do you currently have an adult checking on 
your progress?

Are you currently in foster care? 

Do you have other commitments  outside 
of school? 

Are you responsible for taking care of 
siblings or helping other children with their 
schooling?

Are you currently McKinney-Vento eligible?

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

Eligibility

The students who were eligible for attendance recovery were almost all referred to the program by participating 
districts and fell into the following categories: 

• completely disengaged
• chronically absent
• academically at risk and/or 
• learned about the program independently and requested support 

Sample Size

Our sample size includes 37,662 K-12 students and their families across New Mexico, Arkansas, South Carolina, 
Michigan, and 9-12 students in Los Angeles USD, all of whom opted in to participate in the state’s attendance 
recovery program and work with an academic coach throughout the school year. 
 
Average percentages across grades are weighted by participation totals. Data presented here is aggregated across 
all regions and grade levels unless otherwise specified.



FINDINGS
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Although an indicator of student risk, 

inconsistent attendance is a result of 

academic and social emotional barriers 

rather than a root cause of vulnerability. 

Therefore, it behooves us to examine the underlying 

reasons students stop participating. 

Summary of Significant Findings 

The following significant findings emerged from our 

data collection: 

• 15% of students in grades 6-12 lacked adult 

  supervision, and 14% of students had sibling care 

  responsibilities. 

• 50% of students in grades K-5 reported not knowing 

  how to use technology for learning. 

• 90% of families of students in grades K-5 identified 

  the need for additional support in reading and math. 

• Between 5-7% of students in grades K-12 responded 

  “yes” when asked if the McKinney-Vento definition 

  (read aloud) applied to them. 

Students in grades 6-12 without 
adult supervision

Findings

Structure and connectedness were challenges for 

students across the board. Instead of having schools 

define the structure as families were accustomed 

to in face-to-face learning, families—and in some 

cases, the students themselves—had to learn how to 

navigate the new learning environment and create 

and sustain the structures and relational support 

necessary to succeed. 

Fifteen percent of students in grades 6-12 answered 

no to the question: “Do You Currently Have an Adult 

Checking on Your Progress?”

Families — and in some cases, the students 
themselves — had to learn how to navigate 
the new learning environment and create 
and sustain the structures and connections 
necessary to succeed.
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6-12: Do you currently have an adult checking 
          on your progress?

Yes 85%

15%No

0 25% 50% 75% 100%



In some states, this number was as high as 21% for 12th graders who said they do not have an adult checking on 

their progress. 

Students in Grades 6-12 With Sibling Care Responsibilities

Findings

The results about whether or not students have an adult checking on their progress correlate to our findings about 
whether or not students in grades 6-12 have sibling care responsibilities: Fourteen percent of students in grades 
6-12 responded yes to the question, “Are you responsible for taking care of siblings or helping other children with 
their schooling?”

As many as 20% of 12th-grade students reported sibling care responsibilities. 

Sibling care responsibilities can threaten resiliency by increasing non-school responsibilities, reducing time for 
engagement, and contributing to poor academic performance for both the older students and the younger students 
in their care. The ramifications on younger sibling academic performance will be addressed in the next three 
sections.
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12th Graders who responded “No” to having an adult currently checking on progress

25%

20%

15%

10%

5%

0%

12th Graders with sibling care responsibilities

Region 1

25%

20%

15%

10%

5%

0%
Region 2 Region 3 Region 4 Average Percentage 

(Weighted)

20%

12%

17%

11%

16%

Region 1 Region 2 Region 3 Region 4 Average Percentage 
(Weighted)



Implications

Opportunity Gap

Students from low-income, single parent homes have 

been disproportionately negatively affected by the 

pandemic. This is an equity issue—an opportunity 

gap. The opportunity gap is widening because of the 

pandemic’s effect on the economy. 

There has long been a significant pocket of teens 

(according to data from the 2008-12 American 

Community Survey, nearly a third of teenage 

dropouts) who leave school in order to work. Teen 

family responsibilities have been amplified by the 

pandemic. 

The economic forecast increases the likelihood 

that teens who have dropped out of school to work 

will not be able to leave their jobs and return to 

school any time soon. At a time when economic 

survival dictates immediate income, connecting their 

education to a better financial future may seem like 

a luxury these teenagers cannot afford. This is a 

resiliency issue requiring multiple supports in order 

for students to prioritize education while continuing 

to meet their family responsibilities. Addressing 

this catch-22 is one of the many challenges facing 

educators and policy makers. 

Students in Grades K-5 Who Don’t 
Know How to Use Technology for 
Learning 

Findings 

Although 93% of students in kindergarten through 

fifth grade stated they have access to a computer and 

90% of students have internet access, 50% of all of the 

students we surveyed reported having difficulty using 

the computer for learning. For the first time, in many 

cases, students are being asked to use technology to 

create rather than to consume content. 

Students from low-income, single parent homes 

HAVE BEEN DISPROPORTIONATELY 
NEGATIVELY AFFECTED BY THE PANDEMIC.

At a time when economic 
survival dictates immediate 
income, connecting their 
education to a better financial 
future may seem like a luxury 
these teenagers cannot afford.
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Implications

In addition to literacy and numeracy skill challenges, 

school districts are now contending with low levels of 

digital literacy. Pre-literate children are being asked to 

keyboard and do homework using a computer. Using 

technology for learning is particularly challenging 

for the early grades. There are big issues including 

frustration, pre-literacy, and discomfort with the 

technology, such as using a mouse or trackpad 

instead of a touchscreen. For students who are 

relying on older siblings and grandparents for tech 

support and guidance, these obstacles may be 

insurmountable.

These families are navigating challenges unrelated to 

academic ability—beyond curricular requirements—

in the form of social and emotional barriers that 

threaten to overwhelm everything else. Families 

and students in the pandemic and post-pandemic 

world require a brand of relational support that 

falls somewhere in its own category, among the 

supports provided by teachers, counselors, and 

paraprofessionals. This relational support does not 

replace the existing network of caring adults—it 

supplements it and fills gaps where they manifest. 

This is exactly the type of advocacy the academic 

coaches in the attendance recovery program stepped 

in to supply.

Providing computers and hotspots is just step one 

in closing the digital divide. Schools also need to 

address disparities in computer literacy, so that 

students who are unaccustomed to using computers 

regularly are not left behind.
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K-5: Do you have access to a computer?

K-5: Does your student struggle with learning how to use the computer for learning?

K-5: Do you have access to the internet?

100%

75%

50%

25%

NO YES
0% 7% 10%

50%

93% 90%

50%



Students in Grades K-12 Who 
Responded “Yes” to McKinney-Vento 
Question

Findings 

We saw an increase from Spring 2020 to Fall 2020 in 

student/family affirmative responses to the question 

about their housing stability. Anecdotally, we believe 

there are two possible reasons for the change. First, 

it is possible the number of students who met the 

McKinney-Vento definition of homelessness actually 

increased. Second, in Fall 2020, we began reading 

respondents the following definition of homelessness. 

Are you—because of economic hardship—currently: 

• Sharing a home or apartment (e.g., living 

   with family members or friends)

• Living in a motel, trailer park, car, or campground

• Staying at a shelter, or 

• Staying at a place not typically intended for sleeping 

   (e.g., city park, bus station).

The methodology for this question changed as we 

recognized some of the outcomes of economic 

hardship caused by the pandemic and changes 

in employment. We read students and families this 

definition and asked them, “Does this apply to you?” 

with the intent to deliver this data to schools for 

appropriate follow up.  

In the Spring, 1% of respondents answered 

affirmatively about being homeless. After the 

definition was read to students in the Fall, the 

percentage jumped to an average of 7% of students 

grades K-5 and 5% among students in grades 6-12.

Students in Grades K-5 Who Need 
Additional Support with Reading and 
Math

Findings

Student challenges and frustrations with using 

computers to learn correlate to our next finding: 

An average of 90% of parents across the board for 

participating states and all grade levels stated they 

think their child needs extra support in reading or 

math (see chart below). 

Implications 

This data is linked to the responses above about lack 

of structure and connectedness for students who 

are responsible for younger siblings. There are also 

consequences for younger students, particularly in 

the core subject areas of literacy and numeracy. How 

do we bolster young learners who have only their 

siblings for support?

Research shows ages 6 to 10 are critical years for 

reading proficiency, and the ages for learning math 

are even younger. This makes the predictions for 

COVID slide even more dire and makes the need for 

interventions more urgent. 
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K-5: Do you think your student needs extra support 
        in reading or math?

Yes 90%

0 25% 50% 75% 100%



Implications

The McKinney-Vento finding is linked to the economic implications discussed above for families whose 

employment has changed or completely vanished during the epidemic, necessitating teens drop out of school 

in order to help support their families. 

The ramifications of McKinney-Vento eligibility for younger children are reflected in the discussion above 

about both technology (academic resources) and reading and math (academic performance) and have been 

exacerbated by the pandemic: Crowded housing conditions, food insecurity, lack of bandwidth and privacy to 

focus on school work, and anxiety caused by economic uncertainty all contribute to the COVID slide and an 

attack on student resiliency in immeasurable ways. 

The implications of these findings underline the necessity of including social and emotional supports for 

students moving forward. 
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10%

YES

( K-5 ) ( 6-12 )

YES

9%

8%

7%

6%

5%

4%

3%

2%

1%

0%

Are you currently McKinney-Vento eligible?

7%

5%



QUESTION BY QUESTION
FINDINGS AND IMPLICATIONS 
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Will we be working directly with the 
student’s parent?

Findings

Eighty-six percent of families said a student’s parents 

would be working directly with Attendance Recovery 

Program staff. This number is consistent with the 

other findings regarding adult supervision of students 

and sibling-care responsibilities in Grades 6-12 

discussed above. 

Implications

We have addressed the ramifications of siblings (and grandparents) providing childcare above in Significant 

Findings. 

The next three questions yielded interesting results for students in grades K-5.
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K-5: Will we be working directly with the student’s 
        parent?

Yes 86%

14%No

0 25% 50% 75% 100%

Do you know how to contact your student’s teacher? 

Do you know how to access your student’s school assignments? 

Does your family need help with how to talk to the teachers or ask for support 
with homework?

Findings

Grades K-5

Although a large percentage (93%) of the families of K-5 students reported knowing how to contact their student’s 

teacher and how to access their student’s assignments (87%), the number of families who reported feeling 

comfortable asking teachers for academic support was significantly lower (69%).



Grades 6-12

Just as with grades K-5, a strong percentage (86%) of 

students in grades 6-12 knew how to contact their 

teachers and access assignments, but for the 14% 

who did not, not knowing how to access the teacher 

could represent a full-stop barrier. 
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NO YES

100%

75%

50%

25%

K-5: Do you know how to contact 
the student’s teacher?

K-5: Do you know how to contact 
the student’s assignments?

K-5: Does your family need help 
with how to talk to the teachers 

or ask for support with homework?

0%

6-12: Do you know how to contact your teacher 
          and access assignments?

Yes 86%

14%No

0 25% 50% 75% 100%

Implications

Grades K-5

This barrier is likely related to students’ overall 

resiliency rather than to lacking the external tools 

required to be successful (as we saw above with the 

questions about technology), which is a common 

occurrence when students are separated from the 

non-verbal cues of teacher accessibility. Under 

pandemic learning conditions, students and families 

must be able to articulate questions fully rather than 

engaging in dialogue wherein the teachers are able 

to support the students while diagnosing students’ 

questions. 

Grades 6-12

These results support the ongoing discussion in 

this paper suggesting that simply having access 

to resources is not enough to overcome resiliency 

challenges. Some of the changes that may be 

facilitated as a result of pandemic learning may be 

teachers reorienting themselves to student cues 

and proactively reaching out to students who show 

symptoms of struggling in order to anticipate their 

challenges. Additionally, as stated previously, we are 

seeing that some of the supports needed for this 

new, emerging superclass of at-risk students fall 

somewhere between teacher, guidance counselor, 

paraprofessional, and parent: The role of the 

academic coach has been specifically designed to 

bridge this support gap. 
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Does your student have access to a computer? Do you have access to the 
internet?

Findings

Seven percent of K-5 students do not have access to a computer, and 10% of K-5 students do not have internet 

access. Similarly, only 4% of 6-12 students did not have access to a computer, and fewer than 10% of the 6-12 

students did not have internet access (7%).

Implications

We learned anecdotally in the Fall that even though students and their families may have answered yes to the 

questions of whether they had a computer or access to the internet, there may be tangential factors the questions 

do not address. 

For example, in some cases, students had computers, but no power cords. Or they had access to the internet, 

but no passwords. These issues are fairly simple to resolve. However, these problems created a full stop for the 

students. 

If these problems are not solved, and solved quickly, these relatively minor issues result in complete 

disengagement: Students quit before they have even started. For students who are not inherently resilient, even 

small obstacles can become insurmountable roadblocks to success with remote learning. 

K-5: Do you have access to the internet?K-5: Do you have access to a computer?

Grades 6-12:  Do you have access to the internet?Grades 6-12: Do you have access to a computer?

Simply having access to resources is not enough to overcome 
resiliency challenges.

NO

100%

75%

50%

25%

0% 7% 10% 7%
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Grades 6-12 Questions

The findings from the next three questions are correlated very closely with each other, with students’ academic 

resiliency, and how confident students feel in their ability to succeed at their school work. 

Do you have any courses where your grade is below a C?

Findings 

Eighty-eight percent of students in grades 6-12 reported having a course with a grade below a C. 

We see in the disaggregated chart below a lower percentage of older students reporting grades below a C than 

their younger counterparts.

Do you find your current courses difficult? 

Findings 

Again, we discovered a high percentage of students across all grades from 6-12 find their courses difficult: 

Between 87% and 91%.  
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6-12: Do you have any courses where your grade is below a C? YES

The high incidence of students who are failing at least one course has 
alarming implications for whether students are on-track for graduation.



Do you have a career or education 
plan after graduation? 

Findings 

Sixty-three percent of students in grades 6-12 

reported having a career or education plan in place 

for how to proceed after graduation.

students are to high school graduation the more 

important having these plans becomes. 

Implications

Even though the percentages for students in 

11th and 12th grade who have a post-graduation 

career or education plan are higher than for the 

younger grades, we would hope to see even higher 

percentages of the older students in possession 

of a post-graduation plan. Having a plan for after 

graduation suggests high school completion is the 

goal. And having a goal is an important component of 

resiliency. 

Our findings show a correlation between a post-

graduation plan and resiliency, as indicated in the 

chart below. Among 9th graders who responded, 

only 36% had a plan for after graduation, and 89% 

reported grades below a C. Comparatively, 61% of 

12th graders had post-graduation plans in place and 

82% had grades below a C. They are also the lowest 

percentage of students who reported finding their 

current courses difficult (87% of 12th graders versus 

92% of 8th graders). These findings indicate students 

need supports in order to see the relevance and 

meaning in the extraordinary effort it takes to make 

school successful work right now. 

For students in grades 9-12, we’ve disaggregated 

the findings in the chart below. As the chart below 

shows, the percentage of 11th and 12th graders (53% 

and 61% respectively) who have career or education 

plans for after graduation is almost twice as high as 

the percentage for students in 6th through 8th grade 

(22%, 26%, and 29% respectively), which is both what 

we would expect and hope to see because the closer 
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6-12: Do you have a career or education plan 
          after graduation?
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Do you have other commitments outside of school? 

Findings 

An initial look at the findings would suggest a high percentage (82%) of 6-12 students do not have commitments 

outside of school.

However, it is worth looking at the results on a more granular level (see chart). The number of students who have 

outside commitments jumps from 7% for 6th graders to 42% for 12th graders. This tells quite a different story from 

the aggregated average, which would suggest that only 18% of students in grades 6-12 have commitments outside 

of school. 
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Implications

This is another question warranting some follow up, because we cannot determine from these responses what 
activities are competing with academic performance for student attention.

We must provide a variety of flexible programs to ensure we reach students where they are and provide for their 
continued engagement in education as the next school year approaches. But as we’ve seen clearly over the past 
year, simply providing a username and password is not a successful strategy for these at-risk students. Access to 
technology does not ensure students have access to the academic resources and social emotional supports they 
need to prioritize education and create the structures of accountability for daily progress so necessary for success 
in an online environment. 
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Is your student currently in foster care?

Findings

Only 1% of families across all grades responded with students in foster care. A more concerted effort to provide 
outreach and support for this known vulnerable population by partnering across agencies would likely yield more 
participation by foster youth.

Implications

Just as with the McKinney-Vento question, children in foster care are at higher risk for poor academic performance 
and are more likely to drop out of school. Both of these risk factors appear to be imminently tied to resiliency and 
social and emotional factors rather than actual learning potential or academic ability. Arguably, we are reaching only 
a fraction of this vulnerable population and should consider ways to intentionally extend the range of additional 
supports for young people who are wards of the state.



RECOMMENDATIONS FOR EDUCATORS 
AND POLICY MAKERS
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G iven nearly all students had access to technological resources, the discussion in the Significant Findings 

section becomes particularly relevant as we see two themes emerging from our data: First, lack of 

structure and connectedness often cause simple obstacles to become unsurmountable barriers 

for students who are already vulnerable and stressed. This has important ramifications for student 

academic success. Second, life has gotten even more complex for students during the pandemic. We cannot 

disregard the role of social and emotional support for our young people both now and in the future. 

We found when working with students and their families during the 2020-21 school year that barriers to student 

success fell into three primary categories: academic performance, academic resources, and social and emotional 

factors. Particularly for high school students and emerging readers, disruptions to academic performance will 

require a combination of academic resources and social and emotional supports in order for students to regain 

credits, build a solid foundation of literacy and numeracy skills, and resume a trajectory toward success, regardless 

of future learning modality. Whether students continue their education online, face to face, or a combination of 

the two, learnings from our examination of student self-identified barriers revealed that having access to academic 

resources alone are not sufficient for the success of vulnerable populations: they require relational support, as well. 

A Superclass of At-Risk Students

In light of the seemingly unconquerable obstacles the nation’s schools have faced during the 2020-21 school 

year, it is easy to see why educators are feeling overwhelmed. Additionally, concerns about the sheer volume of 

students who have either become at risk of failing / dropping out, or have grown to be more at risk during this time, 

have educators preparing to support students through potentially years of academic recovery. This is a daunting 

proposition for an educational system overburdened with vulnerable learners before the pandemic even started 

(Bridgeland, DiIulio Jr., & Morison, 2006). 

As schools prepare for post-pandemic operations, we now have more students than ever who fall into one of three 

categories: 

1.   Students who find remote learning really works for them.

2.   Students who know they need face-to-face learning for the best academic outcomes. 

3.   Students who have opted out of the school system because they have not been able to balance competing 

      economic priorities and family responsibilities with education.

However, the attendance recovery program and the findings from surveying students and families about their 

own experiences support the discussion threaded throughout this paper. The pandemic has amplified previously 

existing issues: We now have a superclass of at-risk students. There are significant opportunities here to learn from 

self-identified student barriers and how to provide the support these students need to become successful. 

Social and emotional factors seems to be the category in which 
most students need bolstering.
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Based on our learnings from the attendance recovery program, the authors have set forth the following 

recommendations: 

1. Student Outreach and Engagement 

In the traditional education model, when students don’t “show up,” it’s a sign the student needs more support. They 

need an adult who is tenacious and caring in their outreach and able to help students navigate the challenges they 

face, which seem insurmountable. The need for support does not change in a remote education environment, but 

the scale of the need and the method of outreach does.

This engagement must be multi-modal (e.g., phone, text, social media, US mail, etc.) and it must be multi-

generational (e.g., parents, grandparents, students, and emergency contacts). 

Reaching and motivating students and parents will often be the most difficult part of engagement, but it can and 

must be done now, before it is too late.

2. Ongoing Human Support and The Role of Coaches for At-Risk Students

Human support paired with flexibility and accountability is the key to student engagement and success. What 

is currently missing for many students in America, particularly low income students who may need additional 

resources to replace the traditional school support structures, is a coaching/mentoring role. The academic coach 

acts as the connective tissue between students/families and teachers/administrators in the following ways: 

Removing barriers to engagement. 

The Academic Coach takes care of transactional tasks like technology questions or other process questions, 

simultaneously removing barriers to student engagement and allowing teachers to focus on teaching and learning. 

An Academic Coach can help students and families address the previously mentioned obstacles such as lack of 

computer power cords or loss of internet passwords, acting as a liaison between students/families and school 

districts. 

Academic Coaches can help students overcome obstacles, foster resilience and confidence, and teach students to 

view problems as challenges worth persevering through rather than barriers.

Monitoring Students’ pace and progress across courses. 

Middle and high school students typically have five or six teachers, all of whom see only what the student does (or 

doesn’t do) in their own class. The Academic Coach looks across classes for attendance, participation, performance 

risk indicators, and warning signs and intervenes quickly to get students back on track.
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Helping students adapt to the new learning environment. 

Academic Coaches work with students to build learning strategies, including where to work, how to manage 

competing priorities and schedule conflicts, and how to build resiliency, to name a few.

Final Thoughts 

Our findings and implications throughout this paper have repeatedly revealed that additional layers of social and 

emotional supports are imperative for helping students build the resiliency necessary to overcome barriers to 

learning in the post-pandemic landscape. These supports must continue when classes resume in the brick-and-

mortar environment—these needs are not learning-modality dependent.

As we consider credit recovery systems, which typically rely on computer-based instruction for these at-risk youth, 

we must also ask how we’re going to help them become more successful this time. Whether that’s considering 

curriculum designed for at-risk students, pairing students with tutors or coaches who are more proactive in their 

intervention approach (and less intimidating because they do not have an evaluative function), or ensuring students 

who don’t have at-home supervision have an added layer of support or structure, the second time around needs to 

look and feel different for these students.

With an increasing number of students entering the at-risk student superclass, students with more complex needs 

are in jeopardy of permanently disengaging from their education. In the changing education landscape, more 

children need adjustments to traditional models both of learning and support. The children who have opted out of 

our school systems or struggled to succeed during these fast-changing and incredibly challenging times require our 

best efforts, our creativity, and our dedication. Their futures—and ours—depend on it.

The key to mitigating the coming wave of dropouts is a short-term approach 
to deploying additional layers of human support at scale for vulnerable 
populations who are learning remotely. What should that look like?

Whether it’s considering curriculum designed for at-risk students, 

pairing students with tutors or coaches who are more proactive 

in their intervention approach (and less intimidating because they 

do not have an evaluative function), or ensuring students who 

don’t have at-home supervision have an added layer of support or 

structure, the second time around needs to look and feel different 

for these students.
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