
COVID-19 pandemic timeline and U.S. education: How did students experience the COVID-19 pandemic?
This chart summarizes how the COVID-19 pandemic impacted the public education system between school years 2019–20 
through 2024–25. The chart includes information on pandemic milestones, status of in-person and remote learning,  
and Elementary and Secondary School Emergency Relief (ESSER) funds.

Status of  
in-person,  
hybrid, and 
remote  
learning

Elementary 
and Secondary 
School 
Emergency 
Relief (ESSER) 
funds

COVID-19  
Pandemic 
Timeline

Almost all states ordered 
or recommended schools 
to close for the rest of the 
academic year, after initial 
closures at the pandemic 
onset.

Schools quickly shifted into 
remote learning.

March 2020: 
COVID-19 national 
emergency declared.              

May 2020: 
U.S. recorded death toll 
surpasses 100,000.

March 2020: 
ESSER I via CARES Act 
($13.2 billion)

During fall 2020, most 
K-12 students experienced
virtual and/or hybrid
learning.                                         

By March 2021, most 
students experienced 
traditional, in-person 
learning. But hybrid 
learning remained for 
nearly 30% of students 
through the 2020–2021 
school year.

December 2020: 
ESSER II funds via CRRSA 
($54.3 billion)      

March 2021: 
ESSER III via ARP 
($122 billion)    

At the start of fall 2021, 
almost all schools offered 
full-time, in-person learning.

Schools across the country 
experienced temporary 
closures due to COVID-19 
infection spikes related to 
the Delta (fall 2021) and 
Omicron (winter 2022) 
variants.

Most schools back to 
status quo, with some 
procedures for health 
precautions. 

Schools back  
to status quo,  
in-person learning.

Status quo, in-person 
learning.

Schools back  
to status quo,  
in-person learning.

Spring 2025: 
ESSER funds 
deadline, except 
for individual 
project-specific 
extensions 
approved by the 
U.S. Department  
of Education.

December 2020: 
COVID-19 vaccinations 
begin.

March 2021:  
More than 100 million 
vaccine doses administered 
in the U.S.

December 2021: 
CDC shortens recommended 
isolation period to 5 days.

May 2022:  
U.S. recorded death toll 
surpasses 1 million.

May 2023: 
COVID-19 national 
emergency ends.
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PREPARING FOR EDUCATIONAL DISRUPTIONS Lessons from the COVID-19 pandemic 

The Research on Education Strategies to Advance Recovery and Turnaround (RESTART) Network focuses on identifying and disseminating evidence-based strategies aligned with the needs of policymakers, leaders and educators 
who are serving and supporting accelerated student recovery efforts. This resource was developed with support from the Institute of Education Sciences (Grant R305X220009) and the Gates Foundation.

The COVID-19 pandemic national emergency began in March 2020, during the 2019–20 school year.
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COVID-19 pandemic timeline and U.S. education: How did student outcomes change across the pandemic stages?
This chart summarizes how student outcomes changed across the COVID-19 pandemic, including school year 2018-19 as a 
pre-pandemic baseline. The chart includes information on absenteeism, high school graduation rates, and student 
performance in math and reading. 

High school  
graduation rate†

NAEP Math 4th grade‡ 
(% at or above proficient)

NAEP Reading 4th grade‡ 
(% at or above proficient)

NAEP Math 8th grade‡ 
(% at or above proficient)

NAEP Reading 8th grade‡ 
(% at or above proficient)

NAEP Math 12h grade‡ 
(% at or above proficient)

NAEP Reading 12th grade‡ 
(% at or above proficient)

Public K-12 enrollment

Percent students 
chronically absent

49.4 million

13.3%*

86.5%

48.7 million^

23.5%

39%

31%

28%

30%

22%

35%

50.8 million

15.1%

85.8%

41%

35%

34%

34%

24%

37%

48.2 million^49.4 million

18.9%*

86.1%

49.6 million

28.5%

86.6%

36%

33%

26%

31%

49.0 million^

25.4%

^ = Public K-12 enrollment for SY 2022-2023 and SY 2023-2024 are projections based on historical data through fall 2021. 
* = Absenteeism data collected during acute COVID-19 crisis may not be reliable.
† = The averaged freshman graduation rate (AFGR) is only available for years where the number of high school graduates is estimated by the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES).
‡ = The National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) for 4th and 8th graders was conducted in 2019, 2022, and 2024. NAEP for 12th graders was conducted in 2019 and 2024.
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SY 2021–22 was the high point in chronic 
absenteeism during this period, with 28.5% 
of students chronically absent. This rate 
was nearly double chronic absenteeism in 
SY 2018-19.

After the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, 12th 
graders first took the NAEP math and reading 
assessments in early 2024. Student proficiency 
rates were lower than in 2019.

After the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic,  
4th and 8th graders first took the NAEP math 
and reading assessments in early 2022. 
Student proficiency rates were lower than 
4th and 8th grade proficiency in 2019.
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The COVID-19 pandemic national emergency began in March 2020, during the 2019–20 school year.
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