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Key Takeaways

To address lingering pressures in the aftermath of the pandemic, California public schools received record
funding, largely bolstered by nearly $60 billion in federal and state one-time stimulus funds. Our
comprehensive look at the allocation and uses of these federal and state educational recovery funds
reveals several key findings:

» Learning losses were significant and occurred across districts and students in all demographic groups.
In 2022, test scores were back at or below 2016 levels in nearly all grades after several years of growth
pre-pandemic. Compared to 2019, proficiency fell more sharply in math (9 percentage points) than in ELA
(6 percentage points).

» Districts with the highest shares of low-income and high-need students received the greatest influx of
new funding. Funding allocations were also higher for districts with lower test scores. However, because
learning losses were large in most districts, the relationship between learning losses and funding is
weaker.

» Over time, the focus of spending shifted from health and technology to learning recovery. Early
expenditures targeted technology and health/safety needs, while more recent spending has shifted
towards extended learning time, interventions to accelerate student progress, and mental/social-emotional
health supports.

» One-time spending sparked potentially innovative education practices. Case-studies of individual
districts highlight how funding from federal and state agencies aided in the return to in-person teaching
and ramped up efforts that may lift student learning and well-being.

The unprecedented level of funding from federal and state sources helped schools stay open and
implement programs to help students recover. With more effective outreach and technical assistance,
districts can implement evidence-based strategies, streamline funding sources, and better target
distribution of funds in the future.

For their part, policymakers will need to avoid further complicating and constraining district
choices—especially as federal stimulus funds expire—as well as balance whether to target future funding to
address pandemic-induced losses or longstanding gaps. Leveraging funds to create lasting changes will be
key to delivering on the promise of an effective and equitable educational recovery.

Introduction

Prior to the onset of COVID-19, many students were not meeting state standards in English or math, with
high-need student groups (i.e., low-income, English Learners (ELs), foster/homeless youth) and students of
color often farthest below these standards. Nearly all analyses of student outcomes during the pandemic
and the first year of pandemic recovery indicate that the percentage of students meeting state standards
has fallen, gaps among student groups have increased, and student mental health has declined.

As of June 2023, $60 billion in one-time funding will have been allocated towards education recovery for
prekindergarten through 12th grade, roughly evenly divided between federal (47%, or $28.4 billion) and
state (53%, or $32.0 billion) sources. This is a substantial investment relative to earlier education spending
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levels: in 2018—19, the year before the pandemic, the sum of all local, state, and federal dollars totaled $101.7
billion.

Funding for recovery has largely been allocated to districts based on their shares of low-income students,
which is a proxy for student need and is the main way the state’s school funding formula (Local Control
Funding Formula, or LCFF) directs funds towards high-need districts and students. However, this allocation
does not necessarily mirror student need as measured by learning loss—instead, funding is distributed to
places with lower achievement levels. Nor does it ensure that spending is directed to the most productive
uses for student recovery.

This report studies how recovery funding targets student need—defined in a number of ways—as well as if
districts’ spending decisions will promote sustained recovery even after federal and state recovery funding
ends. The report also examines how the influx of funding may be providing enterprising districts with
opportunities to capitalize on innovations that began during the pandemic.

We provide the first comprehensive statewide look at funding allocations and spending decisions for both
federal and state stimulus programs. Over the coming years, educational recovery from the disruptions of
the COVID-19 pandemic will require sustained investments in effective learning strategies. The quantitative
and qualitative analyses in this report provide new insights for California policymakers and set the stage for
our continued work to examine the ongoing stimulus spending and its association with improved student
outcomes.

The Recovery Context in California

To understand how recovery efforts were unfolding and if recovery included innovation—especially novel
practices to address systemic inequities—we conducted case studies in three California school districts
(Milpitas, Lindsay, and SoCal, an anonymized district).1 We held three rounds of interviews over 16 months,
interviewing district leaders, school principals, and teacher leaders. Our case studies appear as text boxes
throughout this report that provide insights into how districts emerged from this unprecedented era.

Many California schools cautiously attempted to reopen, then suffered from recurring shutdowns, bouts of
illness among students and teachers, and death inside many families. We met many educators who
reopened their classrooms under dreadful and uncertain conditions.” Still, by fall 2021 district leaders were
redoubling efforts to stay open, buoyed by rising vaccination rates in California. Most students returned to
in-person classrooms during the 2021-22 year in and around periodic closures and quarantines.

Conditions did evolve in two promising ways. First, unprecedented levels of federal and state aid began
flowing to local districts in 2020, resulting in increased per pupil funding levels for each of our case study
districts, whose per pupil funding ranged from approximately $13,000 to $24,000 (see Technical Appendix
Figure E1).

1. This qualitative study of how decision-making occurs inside districts is expanding to nine districts with additional research funding
from the Institute for Educational Sciences.
2. Our three case study districts all reopened for in-person instruction in April 2021.
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Second, COVID-19 necessitated adaptation and innovation. Educators pursued novel teaching practices
during remote instruction, better organizing instruction with digital technologies, and arranging more time in
small groups to serve children with high needs or with disabilities. Teachers and principals told us they have
built stronger relationships with parents, sharing online tools to clarify weekly assignments, build trust, and
promote careful monitoring of homework.

Interviews for Case Studies

Interviews began (remotely) in spring 2021, one year after the nationwide closure of schools and shift to online
instruction, and then continued with a mix of remote and in-person visits to districts and schools. While the
three districts should not be thought of as representative of the state, they range in location, urban/suburban/
rural context, size (4,000 to approximately 25,000 students), share of students eligible for free and reduced-
price meals (29% to 89%) and share of students that are English Learners (20% to 37%) (Technical Appendix
Table E1).

We describe how we selected our three districts in Technical Appendix E and provide the interview protocol
there. Our working paper (Fuller et al. 2023) provides a full discussion of the findings. Several innovations are
tied to basic reforms detected in survey data, especially differing ways of increasing instructional time. In
addition, the qualitative inquiry reveals a variety of innovations aimed at addressing learning loss and
narrowing long-running disparities in student achievement.

The Need for Learning Recovery in California

In the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic, the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) revealed a
sharp drop in reading and math scores for fourth and eighth graders at the national level. California fourth
and eighth graders experienced similar losses in math; however, reading proficiency remained statistically
the same as before the pandemic (National Center for Education Statistics 2022).

Math was a tougher subject for students during the pandemic, although younger grades showed steep
declines in the reading portion of California’s Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium (SBAC)

tests.? Elementary students may be regaining the ground they lost at a faster pace than older students, but
K-12 students are still years away from a full recovery. Meanwhile, students in middle school either made
slower progress recovering from learning loss or remained stagnant (Tadayon 2022).

The losses were larger in higher-poverty schools than in lower-poverty schools as the pandemic worsened
an already inequitable system for under-resourced populations (Kuhfield, Soland, Lewis, and Morton 2022;
Jones and Willis 2022).

Whether or not schools’ reopening status impacted test scores is also unclear (Starr, Prunty, Herrera, and
Ugo 2022). Generally, within states, achievement losses were larger in districts that spent more time in
remote instruction during 2020-21 (Fahle et al. 2022). However, the relationship between school closures

3. Students in California lost four months of learning in math compared to only one month (-0.12 standard deviations (SDs)) in reading
between 2019 and 2022 (Fahle et al. 2022). A national study found that average fall 2021 math test scores in grades 3 through 8
were 0.20-0.27 SDs lower relative to same-grade peers in fall 2019 while reading test scores were only 0.09-0.18 SDs lower
(Kuhfield, Soland, Lewis, and Morton 2022).
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and achievement is not perfect; other factors may have contributed to the disparate impacts of the
pandemic, such as socioeconomic conditions, COVID-19 infection and death rates, unemployment and
economic factors, and broadband access (Fahle et al. 2022). For example, California remained in remote
instruction for much longer than other states—yet losses in reading proficiency were smaller and losses in
math proficiency were similar to states that moved to in-person instruction earlier, like Florida and Texas
(National Center for Education Statistics 2022).

Mental Health and Education Recovery

Schools play an important role in assessing students’ mental health and providing behavioral health care. Prior
to the pandemic, 58 percent of adolescents who used mental health services received them in an educational
setting (Mustala and Cha 2022). Self-reports of persistent feelings of sadness or hopelessness among
students increased during the pandemic, although these rates were rising before the pandemic (CDC 2023).
Similarly, there are recent increases in percent of high schoolers who seriously considered suicide, who made
a suicide plan, attempted suicide, or sustained injuries in a suicide attempt, but those rates had also been
ticking up since at least 2011 (CDC 2023).

The pandemic also significantly impacted teachers’ mental health. Teachers in the United States are
experiencing higher rates of depression, burnout, and stress as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, according
to a survey by the RAND Corporation (Steiner et al. 2022). While mental health is not necessarily the cause,
teacher turnover has increased by 4 percentage points since before the pandemic (Diliberti and Schwartz
2023).

Losses in English and Math Proficiency Are Significant

California school children are less likely to be proficient in English Language Arts (ELA) and math than they
were before the pandemic, with levels of proficiency not seen since 2016 (Figure 1). Compared to 2019,
proficiency fell more sharply in math (9 percentage points) than in ELA (6 percentage points). Below, we

examine the need for recovery by grade level, demographic group, and district type.4

4. Examining proficiency changes is one of, if not the most common approach when looking at test scores. A weakness of this more
common approach is that it shows changes in the share of students on either side of a cutpoint but does not incorporate changes in
achievement for students far above or below the cutpoint. Still, the percent proficient conveys valuable information about whether
students are meeting standards.
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Figure 1
Proficiency levels in 2022 reverted to 2016 levels in ELA and math
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SOURCE: Smarter Balanced Assessments (SBAC), California Department of Education, 2022.
NOTE: The SBAC was not administered in 2020 and we exclude 2021 because the SBAC was optional.

Average test scores fell below 2016 levels in nearly all grades

Historically, student scores on state standardized tests generally have improved each year for each grade
level. To truly understand test score declines associated with the pandemic, we need to measure them
relative to the expected improvement.5 Using test score data from 2015-2019, we project 2022 test scores,
and compare those projections to actual 2022 scores.

For ELA, 2022 scores in all grades fell short of what we would have expected had the positive trends from
2015-19 continued (Figure 2 and Figure 3). In lower grades, 2022 test scores fell back to levels not seen
since 2015 or 2016.

5. In Figures 2 and 3, we show for each grade the estimated trend across the pre-pandemic years, which is generally positive for
each grade and for both math and ELA scores.
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Figure 2
2022 ELA test scores by grade dropped below the trends established in 2015-2019
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SOURCE: Smarter Balanced Assessments, California Department of Education, 2022.

NOTES: The SBAC was not administered in 2020 and was optional in 2021. Solid lines depict linear trend in achievement, by grade,
estimated using pre-pandemic data (2015-2019). Those dates are used to project 2022 achievement and are depicted with dashed

lines. The dotin 2022 is the observed mean scale score.

For math, the losses are much more severe (Figure 3). For example, 2022 scores in each grade typically fell

below the lowest mean test score since Smarter Balanced (SBAC) testing began in 2015.°

6. The actual learning losses are even larger than a comparison of 2019 and 2022 indicates, because of the long period of steady

test score growth that implies that without the pandemic, test scores in 2022 would have been higher than in 2019.
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Figure 3
2022 math test scores by grade dropped well below the trends established in
2015-2019
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SOURCE: Smarter Balanced Assessments, California Department of Education, 2022.

NOTES: The SBAC was not administered in 2020 and was optional in 2021. Solid lines depict linear trend in achievement, by grade,
estimated using pre-pandemic data (2015-2019). Those dates are used to project 2022 achievement and are depicted with dashed
lines. The dotin 2022 is the observed mean scale score.

Older students experienced greater grade-level loss

To understand learning recovery needs in terms of years of learning, we transform mean test scores from
2022 into grade equivalents based on 2019 grades and test scores. For example, if 2022 grade 6 students
scored at a grade 5.5 equivalent, it signals that students were about 0.5 of a year behind where grade 6

students were in 2019.7

In 2022, ELA scores were generally 0.2 to 0.6 grades behind 2019 (Table 1). Learning loss in math in 2022
was far greater, especially in grades 8 and 11. The most alarming result is for 11th graders, who performed at
2.4 grade levels below where 11th graders did before the pandemic.8 (See Technical Appendix A for details
on how we estimated learning loss in 2019 grade equivalents and related figures.)

7. Technical Appendix A explains the steps we took to translate 2022 test scores into the equivalent grade level based on 2019 test
scores. If we had instead measured grade equivalents based on the projected test scores in 2022 from the trend lines in Figures 2
and 3, the predicted learning loss would have been even larger.

8. Because students are tested in grade 8 and 11, but not intervening grades, our estimates for grade equivalent of grade 11 students
is a rough approximation.
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Losses occurred across demographic groups

Among demographic groups, both low- and non-low income students saw losses of under one grade in

ELA.° Again, losses were much larger in math, especially in the upper grades—and non-low income
students in the 11th grade lost larger grade equivalents than low-income students (see Table 1).

All racial/ethnic groups10 saw major losses in math—typically one-quarter to a full grade equivalent loss in
elementary school, but more than one grade equivalent loss in middle and high school. Asian and Filipino
students experienced the smallest losses in math, while Latino students, Black students, white students, and
students in the “other” group experienced the largest losses.

Table 1
2022 grade level losses were dramatic in math

Grade Grade Grade Grade Grade Grade Grade
3 4 5 6 7 8 1

All -0.44 -0.46 -0.82 -0.88 -1.25 -1.69 -2.43
!'OW' -0.6 -0.61 -1.0 -1.13 -1.56 -2.0 -2.32
income
Non-
low -0.3 -0.34 -0.62 -0.73 -1.14 -1.59 -3.26
income
Latino -0.34 -0.26 -0.28 -0.48 -0.29 -0.99 -0.26
White -0.23 -0.25 -0.5 -0.62 -0.94 -1.42 -2.46
Asian -0.16 -0.21 -0.38 -0.36 -0.48 -0.63 -1.22
Black -0.62 -0.62 -1.0 -1.28 -1.53 -2.0 -2.0
Filipino -0.15 -0.18 -0.41 -0.42 -0.76 -1.29 -1.85
Other -0.43 -0.41 -0.71 -0.76 -1.13 -1.78 -2.72

SOURCE: Smarter Balanced Assessments, California Department of Education, 2022.

NOTES: Cells display amount of grade level loss by grade level and demographic group. The losses are estimated relative to
average test scores for the given group and grade in 2019. See Technical Appendix A for detail. Low-income refers to students who
qualify for free or reduced priced meals.

9. Students who qualify for free and reduced price meals are defined as low-income. Non-low income students do not qualify for
free and reduced price meals.

10. We calculated grade equivalents defined for each racial/ethnic group separately. (Otherwise, some groups would be at a grade
equivalent, based on all students, well above grade 12 and others at a grade equivalent well below grade 2.)
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For ELA, most demographic groups dropped between one-quarter and three-quarters of a grade equivalent
in each grade. The notable exceptions were Asian and Filipino students, who in some middle and high
school grades rose above the test scores observed for the same group in 2019. (For ELA see Appendix
Table A1)

Proficiency fell most for districts with the most EL, Latino students

Because funding for recovery is directed to districts, not to demographic groups, we return to comparing
student proficiency—this time by district characteristics. In districts with high shares of Latino students, math
proficiency fell by 7.1 percentage points, while in those with lower shares, math fell by 4.4 percentage points
(Figure 4). Proficiency also fell notably in districts with higher shares of English Learner students and high-
need students.

Figure 4
Districts with high shares of Latino students saw the largest drop in math proficiency

M 1st quartile W 4th quartile

10

9
=
® 8
=
E.g 6
38 5
e 4
Nl
SE 3
o
@ 2
o

1

0

FRPM High need Black Latino White

SOURCE: Smarter Balanced Assessments, California Department of Education, 2022.

NOTE: Decline in proficiency by percentage points is calculated between 2018-2019 and 2021-22 scores: FRPM refers to Free and
Reduced Price Meals, EL is short for English Learner, and High Need refers to the share of students that are EL, FRPM-eligible, or
homeless/foster youth.

For ELA, proficiency dropped approximately 4.5 percentage points in districts with higher shares of Latino
students compared to 3.9 percentage points in districts with lower shares. However, districts with high
shares of white students had the largest drop in ELA proficiency (4.7 percentage points)—but these districts
had the highest rate of ELA proficiency both before and after the pandemic—in 2019 and in 2022 (55.4%
and 50.6%, respectively). Additionally, regarding urbanicity, school districts located in towns" experienced
the greatest decline in both math and ELA (4.9 percentage points and 6.4 percentage points, respectively).

11. Based on the National Center for Education Statistics definition of a town.
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Prioritizing Health and Safety

Our interviews with school and district leaders revealed that funding from federal and state agencies helped
improve safety conditions, making the return to in-person teaching possible. Leaders in all three districts
shifted attention to the emotional well-being of students, and educators concentrated on teaching to
“essential standards” as the return of state testing loomed.

District leaders kept returning to the basic safety of students, families, and staff during the 2021-22 school
year. As our site visits began, we discovered that administrators remained preoccupied with safety
conditions—setting up testing stations, distributing masks, and corralling students through hallways and
playgrounds to minimize social contact.

Even when jump-starting in-person instruction, district administrators and principals helped to sustain testing
stations for families, spent days engaged in contact tracing, and scrambled to keep classrooms open when
teachers fell ill. In short, recovery focused on learning stalled, given the exigencies of public health.

Hiring for long-term flexibility

All three districts participating in our study moved to hire additional classified staff—classroom aides,
counselors and therapists, and playground supervisors—relieving burdens felt by teachers and opening time
during the regular school day for in-service training on novel pedagogical practices.

Two districts hired certified teachers and instructional specialists, budget managers girding themselves to face
long-term costs of hiring permanent staff positions. Districts also contracted out services, especially after-
school or extended day programs, due to labor shortages and hoping to avoid long-term financial obligations.

Targeting Federal Dollars for Student Recovery

As part of a larger response to combat the COVID-19 pandemic across the country, the federal government
distributed billions of dollars through several stimulus packages to California. Much of this federal funding
was geared towards helping California’s K-12 education system adapt to a new learning format and
mitigating the harm on students’ quality of education.

The first federal and state grants to support education during the pandemic began in March 2020. In the list
below, the vast majority of the funds are allocated based on some measure of student need (e.g., Title I12,

LCFFB, counts of homeless students). And not all descriptions suggest a COVID-19 recovery purpose. For
example, the Arts, Music, and Instructional Materials Block Grant can be used to support COVID-19 recovery,
despite its description. Below, we describe several federal and state programs that we examine in this
report.

» The Coronavirus Relief Funds (CRF) provided money to districts to mitigate the impact of school closures
($4.4 billion).

» The Elementary and Secondary School Emergency Relief Fund (ESSER I) came as part of the CARES Act

12. Title | distributes funds to local education agencies based on the numbers and percentages of children from low-income families.

13. Under LCFF, high-need is defined as low-income, English Learner, and/or foster youth.
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($1.6 billion). Some funding from the CARES act gave direct aid to school districts and was partially
allocated based on Title 1.

» The Governor’'s Emergency Education Relief Fund (GEER I) provided direct aid to districts but was
allocated based on the governor’s discretion ($355 million).

» GEER Il ($341 million) and ESSER Il ($6.7 billion) were allocated using the same method as the original
packages.

» ESSER lIl ($15 billion), part of the American Rescue Plan (ARP) Act, focused funding on learning recovery.

To receive ESSER lIl funding, districts were required to submit an expenditure plan outlining how they
would use the funds before receiving them.

» The state’s Expanded Learning Opportunity Grant (ELO-G, $4.6 billion from September 2020 to September
2024) provided funding for learning recovery, and was allocated based on counts of homeless students,

ADA, and the LCFF formula. Districts were required to develop plans to receive the funds.

Figure 5 illustrates the source, size, and starting date of funding sources directed towards education
recovery. Technical Appendix Table B1 describes the intended purpose, amount, spending period, and
allocation method of these funds.

Figure 5
Major funding for education recovery came from federal and state sources
Major stimulus from the past two years

Expiration Year
@ 2028 @ 2027 @2026 2024
® 2023 2022 2021 @ No expiration

$18 BN
$16 BN
ESSERII
$14 BN
$12 BN Learning Recovery
Emergency Fund
$10 BN
$8 BN
$6 BN ccspp- ELO-G Arts, Music, and
Instructional Materials
$aBN | CRF
Effective Educator
$2 BN ESSERI Block Grant Pkt Goldenstate
GF Path P
$BN L GEERI @ CEERI selrs @ "7 TOTeme | cRrs
Jan-20 Jul-20 Feb-21 Aug-21 Mar-22 Oct-22

SOURCE: California Department of Education; authors’ calculations.

NOTE: Excludes programs under $250 million. Because the Learning Loss Mitigation Fund includes CRF, GEER |, and General Fund

dollars it is not reported separately here.
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How Much Funding Did Districts Get and How Did They Allocate It?

Between each of the stimulus packages, the federal government distributed $28.4 billion in one-time
allocations to California. Of that total, we have a detailed accounting for $26.7 billion (94%) of this funding
via quarterly expenditure reports from the California Department of Education.” This report includes
expenditures through the end of March 2023; as we discuss below, nearly two-thirds of the allocated
funding has been spent.

Most of these stimulus dollars were distributed from the state to districts and schools via their Title 1
allocations, providing greater allocations to districts serving larger populations of low-income students. But
this was not always the case. Notably, some state programs—including ELO-G and Learning Loss Mitigation
Fund (LLMF)—included both state and federal dollars and were not distributed using Title 1 allocations.
Roughly 45 percent of ELO-G funding was from federal sources, and the allocations were proportional to
the share of high-need students as defined by the state’s funding formula (low-income, English Learner, and
foster youth).

For the LLMF—which includes federal funds from GEER |, CRF, and the state’s General Fund (GF)—the state
distributed funds to districts via multiple mechanisms:

» A portion of CRF funding and of GEER | were allocated to districts based on the number of students
between the ages of 3 and 22 in special education courses.

» Another portion of CRF was allocated based on the proportion of supplemental and concentration funding
allocations via the LCFF.

» GF dollars and the last portion of CRF were distributed to districts based on the proportion of statewide
LCFF entitlement.

» Finally, roughly half of GEER Il funds were allocated in the same manner as GEER |, with the remaining

portion allocated through the Emergency Assistance to Non-public Schools (EANS) program.15

Districts can use stimulus funding in a myriad of ways including addressing learning loss, purchasing

education technology, and investing in mental health services for students and staff."® Specific spending
requirements vary from program to program.

Total funding across programs reflects districts’ low-income student shares

On average, California districts received the following amounts per student in state and federal funding
(Figure 6):

» $276 per student from the ESSER | fund ($1.6 billion total);
» $1,207 per student from the ESSER Il fund ($6.7 billion total);

» $2,642 per student from the ESSER Il fund ($15 billion total) on average; and

14. Expenditure reports are publicly available for ESSER |, ESSER Il, ESSER Ill, GEER |, GEER II, the Coronavirus Relief Fund (CRF), and
GF (CARES).

15. California Department of Education is responsible for the administration of EANS funding.

16. The California Department of Education provides a useful summary of stimulus programs and allowable uses.
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» $854 per pupil from CRF.

The other stimulus funds provided less than $100 per pupil on average to districts in California.

Importantly, the average total allocation per pupil varied widely across districts. Districts in the 10th
percentile—the bottom 10 percent of districts in terms of stimulus funding—received $1,107 per student,
while districts in the 90th percentile received $8,155, or approximately seven times more funding per pupil.
Districts in the 90th percentile also received over twice as much funding per pupil than the median district
($3,488).

Figure 6
A large portion of federal funding stems from ESSER IlI
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SOURCES: Quarterly Expenditure Reports; California Department of Education; authors’ calculations.
NOTES: Figure displays the average allocation per pupil to districts by each stimulus fund. Enroliment data is from the 2021-22
school year. Charter schools that report expenditures independently from a district’s general fund are excluded.

Figure 7 reports the average amount of stimulus funds allocated by quartile and district characteristics. As
expected, a high correlation exists between the average allocation per pupil and the share of high-need
students a district serves. Federal stimulus funding was targeted to districts based on Title 1 funding, which
is tied to the size of districts’ low-income student population and is correlated with a district’s high-need
student share.

The fourth quartile—or districts serving the largest share of high-need students—received roughly four times
the funding per pupil as a district in the first quartile. Schools with high shares of Latino students, or
students of color more generally, also tend to serve larger populations of high-need students than schools
with large shares of white students. District size also relates somewhat to allocations, with the smallest
districts receiving larger funding amounts per pupil.
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Figure 7
The state and federal governments allocated greater funding to districts with higher
shares of high-need and Latino students
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SOURCES: Quarterly Expenditure Reports; California Department of Education; authors’ calculations.

NOTES: The figure displays the average total allocation per pupil for different district characteristics by quartile of that characteristic.
Each quartile consists of 25 percent of districts. Quartiles are ordered from smallest (first) to largest (fourth). See Technical Appendix
Figure C5 for analogous version weighted by student enrollment. Demographic and enroliment data is from the 2021-22 school
year. Charter schools that report expenditures independently from a district’s general fund are excluded.

More funding went to districts with lower achievement—but not always greater learning loss

The billions of dollars California public schools received in federal stimulus can be thought as having two
primary purposes:

(1) to aid in the return to normal school operations, and

(2) to help accelerate student academic and social-emotional recovery after disruptions that contributed to
learning losses and mental health challenges.

However, the extent of learning losses was not known when the state made decisions for allocating stimulus
funds. Instead, most early funds went to districts based on either the federal Title 1 formula or California’s
LCFF, both of which target districts with higher shares of low-income students—who also tend to have lower
test scores.

These federal relief packages are therefore better structured to reach schools with lower achievement
levels and address underlying achievement gaps rather than reach schools that showed the largest learning
losses on the SBAC between 2019 and 2022.

Overall, the relationship between funding and learning loss is weak (Technical Appendix Figures C2—-C4),
reflecting the fact that many other factors also influenced learning losses, which were felt almost universally
across California’s districts. For example, the average district at the 75th percentile, or the higher range of
learning loss in math (-9 percentage points), received about $425 more per pupil in stimulus funding—to be
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spent over nearly four years—compared to a district at the 25th percentile, or the lower range in learning

loss (-2.5 percentage points).17

However, when we consider test score levels, we find a much stronger relationship with allocated funding
(Technical Appendix Figures C2—C4). In 2022, the state directed more stimulus funding to districts with the
lowest performance on the SBAC. On average, a district where 20 percent of students scored at grade level
in math in 2022 received nearly $4,000 more per student than a district where 60 percent of students

18
scored at or above grade level.

This result is in part a byproduct of the design; as detailed earlier, test scores fell across all student groups,
especially in math. And although losses were larger in the highest-need than in the lowest-need districts
(Figure 4, earlier), the difference was small. In other words, because losses were so large and common
across districts, and funding allocations were based on district demographics before we understood the
degree of learning losses, there is no strong systematic relationship between how much funding a district
received and how large its learning losses were.

Understanding these relationships will be important for policymakers going forward. Most notably, funds
have been distributed in ways that may help address pre-existing achievement gaps: if the funding is used
productively to improve learning and this translates into higher test scores, we should expect larger gains
among the previously lowest-performing districts, which disproportionately enroll low-income, Black, Latino,
and/or English Learner students.

In addition, while we do not attempt to assess the efficacy of funding directly in this report, the small
correlation between funding and losses could be consistent with how early stimulus funds were

spent.19 Moreover, early spending on technology to aid distance learning and health and safety measures to
help safely reopen schools may have mitigated some extent of learning losses.

Moreover, because funding levels are not highly correlated with learning losses, we should be cautious
when assessing the efficacy of stimulus funding and learning recovery programs by examining the share of
districts that have “recovered” to prior test score levels. These relationships can inform expectations about
where recovery may occur fastest if the dollars prove effective. More generally, whether the state should
target funding to alleviate pandemic-induced gaps or longstanding gaps is a key ongoing question for
policymakers.

17. See Technical Appendix Tables C4 and C5 for regression estimates in math and ELA.

18. Controlling for the share of high-need students in a district—one of the main allocation demographics—eliminates the negative
relationship between funding allocations and test score levels (Technical Appendix Tables C4 and C5).

19. In general, the academic literature on school spending finds positive causal effects on academic outcomes (Jackson and
Mackevicius, forthcoming). The correlation between funding allocations and learning losses varies little when we separate funds
between those spent prior to the 2021-22 SBAC exams, and funding that was spent (or to be spent) after the exams. But this is not a
rigorous test of the efficacy of initial stimulus funds, which would need to tease out other pandemic changes that related to both
academic achievement and the demographic factors that drove federal and state stimulus allocations.
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District Spending Reflects Funding Expiration Dates

To date, approximately 63 percent of all stimulus funding has been spent (Figure 8). Because districts
received their first funding allocation in fall 2020, they began utilizing funding to combat difficulties that the
COVID-19 pandemic was causing in the K—12 system.

» Districts spent 18 percent of allocated federal stimulus funding in the 2020-21 school year.

» Districts spent 22 percent of allocated funding in the 2021-22 school year, an increase of approximately $1
billion dollars.

» Another 23 percent was spent in the 2022—-23 school year (through March 2023).

Figure 8

Approximately 63 percent of total allocated stimulus funding has been spent by the first
half of 2023
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SOURCES: Quarterly Expenditure Reports; California Department of Education; authors’ calculations.
NOTE: Figure displays the total share of stimulus funding spent by quarter of the calendar (not fiscal) year from Q3 2020 through

Q2 2023. Charter schools that report expenditures independently from a district’s general fund are excluded. Expenditure data as of
March 31, 2023.

Each federal stimulus fund has a designated period (see Figure 7, earlier) in which districts must spend their
allocated funding, or else they must return the remainder to the federal government. Districts are focusing
on spending down funding from programs with the nearest expiration date (Figure 9).

» By the end of September 2022, funding from ESSER | and from programs in the Learning Loss Mitigation
Fund (LLMF) (GEER I, GF (CARES), and CRF) must have been spent—districts have spent approximately 100
percent of this funding before its expiration date.

» By the end of September 2023, ESSER Il and GEER Il require funds to be spent—82 percent of funding for
ESSER Il and 56 percent for GEER Il has been spent through March 2023.

» By the end of September 2024, ESSER Il funds must be spent—districts have spent 42 percent of the total
amount of these funds through March 2023.
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Figure 9
Share of allocated funding spent per pupil by stimulus funding program
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SOURCES: Quarterly Expenditure Reports; California Department of Education; authors’ calculations.

NOTES: Figure depicts the share of allocated funding spent per pupil by federal funding programs. The dark green portion
represents the average amount a district has spent per pupil per program, while the lighter teal portion shows the remaining amount
per pupil to be spent of allocated stimulus funding. Enroliment data is from the 2021-22 school year. Charter schools that report
expenditures independently from a district’'s general fund are excluded. Expenditure data as of March 31, 2023.

A deeper dive into the share of total funds spent reveals relationships between demographics and the
share spent through March 2023 (Figure 10). Districts in the first quartile, with lower shares of high-need
student populations or Latino student populations, have spent approximately 15 percent more of their

allocated funding than districts in the fourth quartile.

The opposite relationship is true when we examine spending by share of white students; that is, districts
with higher shares of white students have spent more of their funding. There is a weaker correlation
between each quartile of districts based on district size and the proportion of Black students served.

These trends could be driven by the fact that districts serving higher populations of high-need students
received more funding: funding may take longer to spend or be more difficult to spend quickly at a larger

scale.
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Figure 10
Districts with lower shares of high-need or Latino students, and higher shares of white
students, have spent more of their funding

M 1st quartile M 2nd quartile 3rd quartile M 4th quartile

_ 1
=
2
5 08
Q
=
g 06
w
g
8 04
w
[0]
g 02
2
<

0

District size High need Black Latino White

Stimulus program

SOURCES: Quarterly Expenditure Reports; California Department of Education; authors’ calculations.

NOTES: The figure displays the share spent as of January 2023 for different district characteristics by quartile of that characteristic.
Each quartile consists of 25 percent of districts. Quartiles are ordered from smallest (1st) to largest (4th). Demographic and
enrollment data is from the 2021-22 school year. See Technical Appendix Figure C6 for analogous version weighted by enroliment.
Charter schools that report expenditures independently from a district’s general fund are excluded. Expenditure data as of March 31,
2023.

Technology, health/safety, and learning loss were largest spending categories

Across all stimulus programs, there are 40 different categories for classifying the quarterly spending. These
categories include summer learning enrichment, air quality inspection, instructional materials, mental health
services, and community schools. To ease interpretation, we group these expenses into seven distinct

. 20
categories:

» Health, safety, and nutrition: items to protect students and staff from contracting and spreading COVID-19
and enhancing the quality of student nutrition.

» Technology and materials: educational technology devices for students and teachers, as well as
curriculum materials.

» Mental health and socio-emotional learning (SEL): mental health staff including school counselors, as
well as expenditures related to socio-emotional learning training for staff and other general SEL resources
for students.

» Additional time: summer programs, after-school programs, and other programs to increase instructional
minutes.

» School resources and community schools: resources needed to address needs at specific schools;
funding for full-service community schools.

20. See Technical Appendix Table C1 for groupings.
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» Academic interventions/learning loss: student interventions and programs to help students recover from
lost instructional time throughout the pandemic.

. . N . 21 PR, . .
» Other expenditures to maintain operations:” other activities necessary to maintain normal school
operations.

In the 2020-21 school year, districts spent roughly half of their funding on technology and school health and
safety needs (Figure 11). The first year of the pandemic was an adjustment period for districts as they
adapted to virtual instruction during a period of intense school closures. Spending on health, safety, and
nutrition also made up a significant share of spending at that time; it remains a significant but smaller share
of spending in 2022-23 (through March 2023).

At around $220 per student, the average spending on learning loss interventions was consistent in
2020-21and 2021-22, but has surpassed that level in 2022-23, reaching roughly $310 per student
through March 2023. If this pace continues, spending on learning loss will be notably higher than in prior
years. Funding also increased heavily for SEL and mental health services: from roughly $17 per student in
the average district in 2020-21to $110 per student in 2022-23 (through March 2023).22

Figure 11
Most spending went to health and technology early in the pandemic; relatively more
spending went to learning loss and other interventions in the current school year
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SOURCES: Quarterly Expenditure Reports; California Department of Education; authors’ calculations.

NOTES: Figure reports average spent per student across districts (unweighted). See Technical Appendix Table C1 for detail on
aggregation of spending categories. Enroliment data is from the 2021-22 school year. Charter schools that report expenditures
independently from a district’s general fund are excluded. Expenditure data as of March 31, 2023.

21. “Other to maintain” is an expense reporting category for ESSER funding. This can include funding spent to continue the
employment of existing staff.

22. Technical Appendix Tables C2 and C3 report these averages on each category by year, unweighted and weighted by student
enrollment, respectively.
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Over all years and stimulus programs, technology spending has been the largest category, accounting for
roughly 23 percent of stimulus spending in the average district ($778 per student). Academic/learning loss
interventions (22%; $757 per student) and health spending (21%; $709 per student) and) are the next-largest
(:ategories.23 Spending on additional time is the smallest category of spending (4%, $119). As we discuss in
the following section, this spending is in contrast to districts’ ELO-G expenditure plans, for which extended
learning time is a common strategy.

Notably, the fourth-largest category is “other spending necessary to maintain operations,” accounting for
nearly 17 percent of spending ($564 per student).24 While “other” spending accounted for only 3 percent of

spending in 2020-21, it now accounts for roughly 22 percent of spending in the most recent school year.25

23. Per-pupil averages by fiscal year and overall are reported in Technical Appendix Tables C2 (unweighted) and C3 (weighted).
24. Unfortunately, we lack information on the extent to which the “other” category captures spending that is aligned with—or truly
distinct from—these broad spending categories. In future research we intend to use both quantitative and qualitative data from
districts to provide context on what sorts of expenditures districts are grouping into the “other” category.

25. This finding is consistent with the Anderson and Briggs (2022) analysis of quarterly expenditure reports.
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Innovation and a Focus on Essentials

Worries over the loss of learning sparked a variety of instructional innovations: formative assessments of kids’
learning, digital innovations to enliven class sessions, small-group work with disadvantaged pupils. In SoCal
and Milpitas, we repeatedly heard about pulling back to “core standards,” as teachers coped with learning
loss and antsy students returned to in-person classrooms. “We whittled down to essential standards,” one
principal told us. “We said, ‘do not try to focus on everything; put time in to go deep on the vital, essential

9

standards’.

Another principal said his teachers were “moving back to a normal scope of standards,” aided by review of
formative data on student progress during the 2021-22 year. “We are going to work on what’s to be tested [by
the state]”

Districts found more time in teachers’ schedules for small group work with students by contracting out some
activities (described below) and finding adult or peer mentors for students.

Digital led to more contact with parents, new uses of pedagogical tools, and new insights

Schools had more frequent contact with parents as digital tools allowed steady messaging between school
and home and allowed parents easy access to homework assignments and student work. The use of video
conferencing reportedly yielded stronger parent participation for meetings between teachers and families,
along with town halls with large numbers of parents and guardians in at least one district.

Creating lessons online prompted novel uses of fresh video materials, animation, and software that allowed
teachers to see students puzzle through math problems or writing exercises in real time. One district leader
described how digital tools made, “..teaching more interactive, breaking the old pedagogical mode of one
adult talking.”

In one district, leaders pointed to teachers’ sustained use of online check-in tools that allow teachers to
engage with students about their feelings and emotions. Texting with students by teachers became more
common in at least one district.

Formative assessment and digital innovations allow teachers to observe student work in
real time

In mathematics teaching software, programs display for teachers how each student is working through, for
instance, a long division problem. The teacher can quickly coach students who are getting off track or do not
understand the concept. Adaptive learning programs also generate new questions that scaffold up from what
the student already knows, while yielding assessment data for the teacher. In follow-up field visits, we are
hearing that a fair share of these innovations persisted, made easier by digital progress from a variety of
vendors.

We also heard about several organizational innovations that shaped students’ daily instructional experiences.
Several principals and district leaders discussed how small group work expanded with certain populations of
students during the pandemic. Many schools focused on synchronous class time during the mornings, then
reserved afternoons for working in groups of five to eight dual-language students or students with learning
disabilities. When classes returned to normal, and the state reinstituted minimal counts of instructional
minutes, this tended to shrink small group time back to pre-COVID levels.
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Leaders gained control over funding decision-making

District leaders enjoyed wide latitude in how to distribute their new funding, including whether they gave
principals latitude to make key allocation decisions. Management practices driving local budget allocations
varied considerably among districts—especially the extent to which district leaders decentralized discretion to
principals in shaping spending priorities.

In SoCal, more than four-fifths of new ESSER and ELO funding was left to the principal’s discretion (outside of
funding for health and safety). Awarding decision-making authority to school-level leaders complicates how
we assess the efficacy of federal stimulus and new state dollars. It led to a wider variety of allocation patterns
and between-school priorities in decentralized districts.

Strategies and Outcomes for State Spending

To address the impact of lost instructional time, California created the $4.6 billion Expanded Learning
Opportunity Grant (ELO-G) in 2021. At the time of its passage, it was the largest learning recovery grant in
the state’s history, with about 45 percent of funding from the federal government.

Grant allocations for ELO-G are proportional to funding allocated to districts under the state’s funding
formula—which distributes extra funding for low-income, English Learner, and foster youth students—with
the goal of prioritizing students disproportionately impacted by the pandemic. Districts can use these funds
through September 30, 2024.

The California Department of Education (CDE) released general spending guidelines, but it is up to districts
to implement plans that meet local needs. The CDE requires that districts use ELO-G funding to pursue
some combination (but not necessarily all) of seven supplemental and support strategies:

» Strategy 1: Extending instructional learning time. This strategy may include increasing instructional days
or minutes and may include providing seasonal programs in the summer, winter, or between standard
academic terms.

» Strategy 2: Accelerating progress to close learning gaps. This approach includes tutoring or small group
instruction, supplemental programs and materials to accelerate academic proficiency, and professional
learning for educators.

» Strategy 3: Integrated pupil support. This form of support includes providing access to nutritionally
adequate meals, health counseling, and programs to support student social-emotional learning.

» Strategy 4. Community learning hubs. This resource includes efforts to increase student access to
computer devices, high-speed internet, and other technology tools.

» Strategy 5: Supports for credit-deficient students. This endeavor includes providing intervention courses,
summer credit recovery courses, and flexibility to students at risk of not meeting the minimum graduation
requirements.

» Strategy 6: Additional academic services for students. This approach includes using diagnostic,
formative, and summative assessments to evaluate and monitor student learning.
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» Strategy 7: Training for school staff to address students’ academic and social-emotional needs. This
professional development expansion may include direct SEL instruction, integrating SEL into daily
instruction, and implementing restorative practices and trauma-informed instruction.

As a requirement to receive their ELO-G funds, districts must develop and submit their learning recovery
plans in addition to submitting quarterly reports on actual spending (as they do with federal stimulus
dollars). In their plans, they are required to describe:

how students’ needs will be assessed;

how they will provide supplemental instruction and support;

their expenditure plan; and

how the district is coordinating its ELO-G with ESSER to maximize support for students and staff.

A WN -

We downloaded all publicly available ELO-G plans from 820 districts; among those, 791 districts (96%)
reported valid expenditure data. Those 791 districts account for 84 percent of all California districts and

serve 95 percent of the K—12 student population.26

Most Funds Went to Accelerate Student Learning and Extend Instructional Time

Most districts spent their ELO-G on multiple strategies to support recovery. More than 90 percent of districts
used ELO-G to accelerate student learning, and 86 percent used it to provide integrated student support.
Other strategies such as extended instructional learning time, support for credit-deficient students, and
training for school staff, were also implemented in most districts (Figure 12).

26. Districts without ELO-G plans or valid expenditure tables are more likely to be small, rural elementary districts with fewer Latino
students (Technical Appendix D Table 1).
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Figure 12
Vast majorities of districts used ELO-G to accelerate learning and provide integrated
student supports

Accelerating progress through learning supports — 92%
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SOURCE: Authors’ calculations using data from districts’ ELO-G Plans.
NOTE: * Unified and high school districts only. Sample includes 791 districts serving 95 percent of the K—12 student population.

When we look at the planned expenditures, we see that most ELO-G dollars are used to accelerate student
learning and extend instructional learning time (Figure 13). Districts spent nearly a third of ELO-G dollars on
learning supports (such as small group instruction) to accelerate student learning; whereas one-quarter of
ELO-G dollars were used to extend instructional learning time (such as summer programs). Notably, this
differs from the federal stimulus spending discussed in the previous section, for which only 4 percent of
federal funding spent so far has been reported spent on extended learning time.

Even though most districts provided staff training, community learning hubs, and credit recovery supports,
these categories each account for less than 10 percent of the total ELO-G spending. However, this does not
necessarily mean that districts are not implementing those strategies. For example, they may tap into other
funding sources, such as ESSER | and Il to purchase devices, such as computers and hotspots (strategy 4),
or into the Educator Effectiveness Block Grant to provide training for school staff (strategy 7).
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Figure 13

Most dollars from ELO-G went to accelerate learning and extend instructional learning

time
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SOURCE: Authors’ calculations using data from districts’ ELO-G Plans.
NOTE: * Unified and high school districts only. Sample includes 791 districts serving 95 percent of the K—12 student population.

Demographics and geography affected spending

High-poverty districts spent a higher share (31%) of their ELO-G dollars to extend instructional learning time,

compared to low-poverty districts (19%,; Figure 14). Students in high-poverty districts may have lost more

instructional time due to less access to broadband and computer devices during distance learning and to

slower reopening in spring 2021 (Hayes and Gao 2021; Herrera et al. 2022). On the other hand, low-poverty

districts spent a larger percentage on programs to accelerate student learning (36%) and additional

academic services (13%).
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Figure 14
High-poverty districts spent a higher share of ELO-G funds to extend instructional
learning time
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SOURCES: Authors’ calculations using data from districts’ ELO-G Plans; District-level income data from the California Department of
Education.

NOTES: 1. High-poverty districts: at least 75 percent of students are eligible for free/reduced price lunch; Low-poverty districts: less
than 25 percent of students are eligible for free/reduced price lunch. 2. Supports for credit-deficient students apply only to unified
school districts and high school districts. 3. In 59 districts, the shares of the seven strategies add up to >100 percent. This may
happen, for example, when a district spent $500,000 to hire additional instructional supports to provide small group instruction
during summer programs, and the investment is applied to both strategy 1 (extending instructional learning time) and strategy 2
(accelerating progress through learning supports). In this situation, we applied $500,000 to each, and changed their total ELO-G so
the shares add up to 100 percent. Those 59 districts do not seem to differ from other districts in any observable characteristics that
we can measure (e.g., size, student demographics, student needs, urbanicity). Results excluding those 59 districts are virtually
identical. 4. We ran a regression using each strategy % as the dependent variable and district characteristics as independent
variables. % free/reduced price lunch, % English learners, and geographic locations are significant predicators of districts’ spending
on each strategy. The results are included in Table D2 Technical Appendix D.

The geographic locations of districts also reveal interesting differences in spending. Rural districts spent a
lower share of ELO-G to extend instructional learning time (Figure 15). One explanation may be that rural
districts reopened in-person instruction much earlier than urban districts, so students may not have lost as
many instructional hours as those in urban districts. Nationwide, 63 percent of rural schools offered in-
person instruction to all students in January 2021, compared to 35 percent of urban schools (National
Center for Education Statistics 2022). On average, rural districts in California reopened to all grades in early
February 2021, while urban districts fully reopened in early May of that year (Herrera et al. 2022).

Another possibility is that rural districts, which have long struggled to recruit and retain quality teachers, had
trouble keeping up with increased demand for additional or more teachers to staff recovery programs.
About a quarter of rural schools nationwide were understaffed prior to the start of the pandemic, and 70

percent said there were too few candidates applying for open teaching positions for the 2022-23 school
year (National Center for Education Statistics 2022). Therefore, rural districts may have strived to address
learning loss differently as earlier reopening times prompted different spending strategies.
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Figure 15
Urban districts spent more ELO-G funds on extended instructional time and less on
learning acceleration
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SOURCES: Authors’ calculations using data from districts’ ELO-G Plans. High-need student share, low-income student share, Black/
Latino students share, and English learners share are from the California Department of Education’s publicly available data. Urban/
Rural are based on National Center for Education Statistics locale code.

NOTES: 1. Supports for credit deficient students apply only to unified school districts and high school districts. 2. In 59 districts, the
shares of the seven strategies add up to >100 percent. This may happen, for example, when a district spent $500,000 to hire
additional instructional supports to provide small group instruction during summer programs, and the investment is applied to both
strategy 1 (extending instructional learning time) and strategy 2 (accelerating progress through learning supports). In this situation,
we applied $500,000 to each, and changed their total ELO-G so the shares add up to 100 percent. Those 59 districts do not seem
to differ from other districts in any observable characteristics that we can measure (e.g., size, student demographics, student needs,
urbanicity). Results excluding those 59 districts are virtually identical. 3. We ran a regression using each strategy % as the dependent
variable and district characteristics as independent variables. % free/reduced price lunch, % English learners, and geographic
locations are significant predicators of districts’ spending on each strategy. The results are included in Table D2 Technical Appendix
D.
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Constraints and Consequences of State Programs

In our interviews with school and district leaders, we found that top-down initiatives may not always dovetail
with local contexts. Our interviewees identified a few challenges in working with stimulus funding and
programs, from worries over a return to past funding structures to contending with labor shortages in the
education market.

Stimulus program funding comes with restrictions

The district and school leaders shared concerns about returning to a funding structure where the state
designs and regulates a “categorical aid” program, rather than having the flexibility districts enjoy with LCFF.
New state initiatives—such as the ELO-G, Expanded Learning Opportunity Program (ELO-P), universal school
meals—received mixed reviews as local educators worried over the return to program-specific financing newly
shaped by Sacramento policy makers.

District leaders were also weary of the administrative and reporting burdens that come with many of the new
initiatives. For these initiatives, districts were required to submit program plans in addition to following their
normal Local Control Accountability Plan (LCAP) planning processes. For small, rural districts which typically do
not have adequate staffing or capacity, the administrative burden looms large. Several administrators used the
term “plandemic” to refer to the reporting requirements that come with the stimulus dollars. One administrator
said the reporting plans “placed onerous burden on districts” and are “a distraction from real work.”

District leaders welcomed dollars attached to the ELO-P, which provides funding for after-school and summer
enrichment programs for kindergarten through sixth grades for a minimum of nine hours per instructional day.
But superintendents and top deputies remained unsure that a nine-hour school day (instruction and
enrichment) would be the “silver bullet” to address learning recovery, in part because they worry over being

able to hire sufficient staff.27 Educators also believed that those decisions are best handled at the local level,
where the context and educational needs vary from district to district.

Labor shortages can impede program implementation

Severe labor shortages—even for classroom or playground aides—reportedly hampered implementation of
ELO-G, ELO-P, after-school enrichment, and expansion of transitional kindergarten. Nationwide, nearly half of
public schools currently report full- or half-time teaching vacancies, and among schools with at least one
vacancy, 61 percent specifically identified the COVID-19 pandemic as a cause of increased openings (National
Center for Education Statistics 2022).

Statewide data for California is not yet available, but our interviews revealed similar findings. All districts
struggled with staffing shortages including certified staff (e.g., teachers) and classified staff (e.g., instructional
aides). As a result, two districts decided to contract with local nonprofits for enrichment activities rather than
hiring long-term district staff.?® In one district, many students started the 2022-23 school year with substitute

teachers. In several districts, staffing shortages was an issue before the pandemic, but was exacerbated
during COVID-19.

27. ELO-P funds are provided to all TK—6 schools, but the early years of the program prioritize high-need districts, and within those
districts, high-need students.

28. National estimates suggest 20 percent to 30 percent of ESSER funding is paying for contracts, and these include curriculum,
supplies, purchased services, and one-time projects (Aldeman 2023).
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Conclusion and Recommendations

In this report we take a first comprehensive look at allocation and uses of federal and state stimulus funding
for educational recovery. Allocations vary significantly across districts; districts with the highest shares of
low-income and otherwise high-need students have seen the greatest influx of new funding. To date, nearly
two-thirds of allocated federal funds have been spent, and the average district is on pace to have spent
down over 95 percent of funds by fall 2024, when the last federal stimulus fund (ESSER lll) expires.

In 2020-21 and 2021-22, districts spent the lion’s share of federal funding on health and technology
needs—due to the public health emergencies and abrupt shift to distance learning. As the pandemic
evolved, by 2022-23, districts report spending more on interventions to address academic losses, as well
as mental health/SEL programs and programs to increase instructional time. ELO-G expenditure plans
indicate that most ELO-G funding is allocated to extend instructional learning time and implement
interventions to accelerate student progress.

As districts continue to spend stimulus funding and policymakers contemplate ongoing and longer-term
needs for the state’s public school system, key implications emerge from our findings:

Streamlining funding sources could aid districts. Federal and state stimulus funds are numerous, and
though they are flexible, the varying expiration dates and reporting requirements add complexity to district
budget allocations. Ongoing efforts to target new state funds and adjust funding formulas risk adding
further layers of complexity to district budgeting.

But district worries over spending inefficiencies and greater administrative burdens around managing
funding streams raise concerns about a “return” to the pre-LCFF era of categoricals. While some complexity
is unavoidable as the state attempts to target resources to best serve the student populations most in need,
policymakers should be wary of further complicating and constraining district choices, especially as federal
stimulus funds expire.

More effective outreach and technical assistance could help districts implement evidence-based
strategies. Districts welcome additional federal and state funding, but the awareness of allowable uses,
spending categories, and reporting requirements imposes constraints and adds complication, particularly
for smaller districts with less administrative capacity. Deploying funding requires some level of “braiding,” or
weaving together different strands of state and federal funding to sustain programs, but this may be more
difficult for some districts.

State legislation also introduced unintended confusion: in 2021 the state passed the Expanded Learning
Opportunities Grant (ELO-G); in 2022 the state passed the Expanded Learning Opportunities Program (ELO-
P). ELO-P can be used only for after-school and summer school enrichment programs for transitional
kindergarten through sixth grade. ELO-G funding applies to all districts, and the money can be spent on
programs beyond after-school and summer programs.

There was considerable confusion among districts about ELO-G and ELO-P, and some districts appeared to
treat those two programs the same. Policymakers should be more careful naming future programs, and
more effective outreach could help districts make better use of those resources.
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The effectiveness of stimulus dollars on educational recovery needs closer examination. Due to the
underlying formulas for distributing federal and state stimulus dollars, funding allocations do not correlate
highly with the actual level of learning losses at the district level. However, allocations are highly correlated
with underlying achievement levels, with the greatest funding going towards districts that are the lowest-
performing and have the highest-need student populations. While this may suggest that early investments
staved off larger learning losses, understanding the efficacy and impact of stimulus funds will require more
careful study in future work.

Nevertheless, this correlation implies that aggregate measures of test scores over the coming years may
not be a good indicator of whether additional resources provided through stimulus funds were useful,
unless we also consider a district’s pre-pandemic academic achievement. Instead, if these resources are
productive, we may expect to see achievement gaps narrow more quickly than statewide learning losses
recover—which may indeed be a policy goal. As future funding becomes available, policymakers will need
to balance whether to explicitly target funding to districts with the largest learning losses or instead to
address longstanding gaps. A clear framework around what an equitable recovery entails would ensure
funding is targeted with the state’s specific recovery goals in mind.

Better, more consistent data and measurement are necessary to better target and assess educational
recovery policies. Currently, the exact uses of federal and state stimulus funds are only vaguely defined,
which will limit the ability to draw effective insights into which programs and innovations the state should
prioritize over the coming years. In addition, reporting requirements vary across programs and funding
streams, complicating reporting for districts—and complicating efforts by researchers and policymakers to
understand funding allocations. Centralized state efforts to ensure consistent reporting requirements across
programs could ease burdens on districts while allowing for better insights to come from analyses of this
information across districts.

Unprecedented federal and state funding helped schools stay open and implement programs to help
students recover. Leveraging those one-time funds to create long-lasting changes in the education system
remains key to an effective and equitable recovery. And how districts transition from this short-term period
of higher funding to a more sustainable level of future investment will be a critical area of policy concern.

Our future work will document the recovery programs districts have implemented across the state, examine
their associations with student outcomes, and consider how districts are planning to sustain programs after
COVID-19 recovery funding runs out. This work will consider the institutional mediators at play as stimulus
dollars are translated into services, materials, and staffing in the classroom. In the years to come, education
policymakers and researchers must address these factors to understand how policies and programs
influence educational recovery—and how effects may vary by grade, demographics, and initial magnitude of
losses.
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