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Learning Recovery  
in the COVID Era
There is no single student, real or imagined, who 

represents the lived experiences of all students 

during the coronavirus pandemic. The stories of our 

nation’s children throughout the first 18 months of 

the COVID pandemic are incredibly diverse, almost 

always inspirational, and at times, heartbreaking. 

The same could be said about the experiences 

of our nation’s educators. While acknowledging 

the stressors that students and teachers have 

faced, and the impact those have had on learning, 

this paper explores new opportunities to bring a 

whole-child approach to learning recovery and the 

strategies educators may use to accelerate learning.
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The Impact of School Closures 
on Students
Some children did indeed thrive during the year of remote instruction and social 

distancing. Full-time parental guidance, reliable technology, and resources for 

supplemental educational activities led to deep learning opportunities that propelled  

these students forward. 

Many other children, though, experienced significant barriers that made it difficult to keep 

pace with the expectations for their grade level or content area. Grief and loss were part 

of the national story throughout 2020 and into 2021 and have been all too familiar for 

many children. A complex web of societal and familial factors contributed to huge learning 

hurdles for these students. Some of the factors that have negatively impacted  

the academic, social, and emotional well-being of children include:

• Inadequate internet connectivity 

and/or digital devices

• Increased family financial stress due 

to economic uncertainty or job loss  

•  Family illness 

•  Loss of a family member or friend 

due to COVID-19

• Food insecurity, especially for 

families who rely on free or 

reduced-price meals at school   

 

• Mental health challenges 

exacerbated by prolonged isolation 

•  Fewer contacts with mandated 

reporters, resulting in missed 

opportunities for care 

•  Inadequate special education  

and/or therapeutic services

• Insufficient virtual accommodations 

for unique learning styles

• Parents/caregivers juggling full-time 

work and virtual school monitoring 

To put it plainly, the disruption to in-person schooling made learning really tough last year 

for a lot of kids.  
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A Challenging Year for Teachers, Too
The challenges teachers faced in the 2020–21 school year were present in all levels 

of education from early childhood through the university level. Teaching in the time of 

the COVID-19 pandemic added an overwhelming layer of stress to a profession that is 

already known to be one of the most taxing. Educators tend to be exceptionally driven, 

innovative, and caring. And these very traits pushed them to keep showing up for their 

students, day after day. Even in the face of significant challenges, educators were 

called upon to:   

• Implement public health measures to protect their own 

health and that of their students

•  Find creative solutions to work around the limitations 

of virtual learning 

•  Recognize and respond to the mental health and 

social-emotional needs of their students 

• Increase outreach and engage families, often during 

“off-the-clock” hours 

•  Monitor a subset of students in a virtual setting while 

simultaneously teaching in the brick-and-mortar setting

•  Accommodate instruction to respect the varying 

abilities of students

•  Engage in professional learning to hone their craft 

And they did these things all while trying to focus on curriculum, instruction, and 

positive student relationships. Add to this now the challenge of helping students regain 

lost ground and accelerate learning.

LEARNING RECOVERY IN 2021 AND BEYOND
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SPECIAL NOTE FOR READERS 

Learning Recovery vs. Learning Loss 
Throughout the remainder of this paper, we focus on learning recovery over learning loss. 

This choice is deliberate. 

Many public officials, school districts, and education organizations have appropriately 

used the term learning loss to refer to the gap between where students are currently 

performing and where they “ought” to be performing according to a standardized 

benchmark, such as a norm-referenced assessment (Lorie, 2020). When learning loss is 

understood in this way, it is not so much a reduction, or loss, in existing knowledge as 

it is a difference between the reality and the ideal. For example, a fourth grader who 

scores at a second-grade reading level on a running record exam could be said to have 

two grade levels’ worth of learning loss. When learning loss is used to describe student 

performance in this way, it is a quantitative, data-driven term. 

Therefore, the common understanding of learning loss fails to address the complex 

learning recovery processes that will follow more than a year of interrupted learning and 

does not speak to the means by which a school can accelerate learning. For example, 

what can teachers and families do to help that fourth-grade child make progress in 

reading? How can that child regain solid footing in his literacy skills? Further, the term 

learning loss is deficit-oriented language, meaning it has a demoralizing connotation for 

both teachers and students. 

Certainly, the widespread and long-lasting implications of the COVID-19 pandemic have 

led to real gaps in learning for many children. Learning was disrupted and, in some ways, 

is unfinished. But it was not lost. 

Learning recovery is a term that reflects a strengths-oriented approach to learning 

post COVID-19. The term is associated with the goals of educators and families to 

help students regain solid academic and social-emotional footing, and honors the 

multifaceted solutions schools must explore to meet the needs of their students. 

LEARNING RECOVERY IN 2021 AND BEYOND
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2020 Learning Performance Data  
Questions about the COVID-19 slide, a term akin to summer slide, surfaced over a year 

ago in the summer of 2020, a few months after the pandemic began. Researchers began 

trying to measure the impact of the pandemic on learning, asking such questions as:  

How has interrupted learning time affected math and 
reading performance? 

How do distance learning and hybrid models impact different 
subgroups of students? 

In what ways have masks and social distancing 
requirements impacted social skill development and 
emotional well-being (if at all)? 

How are students with disabilities being uniquely affected  
by the disruption of 2020? 

Declines in Both Math and Reading 
Answers to these questions vary as researchers continue to gather and analyze data 

to give school districts and policymakers a clearer picture. There is a strong consensus 

among education officials, however, that students experienced significant setbacks 

in both math and reading, though declines in math were more significant (Binkley & 

Coronado, 2021). One recent example is the declines reported by the state of Texas,  

one of the first states to release standardized testing data from the spring of 2021  

(Texas Education Agency, 2021). That data showed the following:

• The percentage of students reading at their grade level slid to its lowest levels 

since 2017.

• Math scores dropped to their lowest points since 2013.

• An additional 800,000 students are now performing below grade level in math.

(Binkley & Coronado, 2021)

LEARNING RECOVERY IN 2021 AND BEYOND
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Incomplete Data 
It is also widely recognized that many students were simply “missing” from assessment 

data, meaning they did not participate in the assessments at all. Some districts, such as 

New York City, required families to opt in if they wished to participate in testing, while 

others created shorter exams and tested in fewer subjects. Across the nation, many 

families had the option to forgo testing altogether. This imperfect set of standardized 

test data may skew the perception of the degree of disrupted learning from the past year 

and a half (Binkley, 2021). 

Vulnerable Populations

On the whole, statistics describing the academic and social outcomes of the past year 

and a half have been more ominous for at-risk students, including students of color, and 

students living at or below the poverty line (Binkley & Coronado, 2021). 

Students who spent more time learning in person fared better than those who spent 

most of their time learning virtually, and that held true at the individual student level as 

well as at the district level. For example, the El Paso Independent School District, which 

did not offer in-person instruction until January of 2021, saw 64 percent of its eighth 

graders fall below math benchmark standards compared to just 20 percent in 2019 

(Binkley & Coronado, 2021). Rural districts fared better. 

Learn more at n2y.com 7
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A Strong Need for 
Whole-Child Interventions  
It is important to remember that test scores are just one indicator of the impact of 

COVID-19 on students. Test scores and national averages are important numbers that 

can and should help leaders make critical decisions about curriculum, instruction, and 

learning recovery plans. Assessment scores may show student regression, partial 

understanding of learning objectives, or entire gaps in learning for some 

students. But, regardless of what the numbers show, they do not tell 

the whole story.

Other impacts of lost months of in-person school include the 

missed safety net of mandated reports, free-and-reduced price 

school breakfasts and lunches, and availability of mental health 

professionals such as social workers and school psychologists. 

The evidence-based interventions that accelerate learning and 

promote recovery must address the holistic needs of the child—

academic skills, social-emotional wellness, and physical health.   

Legislative Efforts That  
Address Learning Recovery 
The U.S. Congress passed three important pieces of legislation over the past year and a 

half that support learning recovery. The CARES Act, CRRSA Act, and ARP Act, all signed 

into law between March 2020 and February 2021, provided an enormous financial 

investment into K–12 education. (n2y’s eBook Congressional Funding for America’s 

Schools provides a deep dive into allowable uses of the relief dollars). One major theme 

throughout each of the bills is the importance of developing programs that support 

learning recovery. In fact, local education agencies (LEAs) are required to use at least 

20 percent of their funds on addressing learning loss and learning recovery  

(U.S. Department of Education, 2021).   

 

The evidence-based 
interventions that 

accelerate learning and 
promote recovery must 

address the holistic 
needs of the child.
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Five Reasons to Be Encouraged
What if, instead of lamenting the potential negative impact of the pandemic 

on students’ long-term educational trajectory, leaders and policymakers 

viewed the past 18 months as a catalyst for innovation and transformation? 

Imagine if school systems processed this watershed moment in history as 

a launch toward improved educational structures that value technology, 

inclusivity, equity, and whole-child education—all in the name of learning 

recovery? This vision isn’t simply romantic idealism. There are several 

compelling reasons to believe that public education systems can and will 

emerge from this crisis stronger than before.  

1.   Technology Advancements 

The move to virtual learning through 2020–2021 meant that nearly every 

school district across the country had to ensure student connectivity and 

access to individual devices. Many teachers and students gained proficiency 

across online learning platforms. They worked through technological 

hiccups and explored creative ways to instruct, engage, and assess using 

new and familiar tools. Many schools adopted online learning platforms 

that led to increased family engagement, in part due to the ease with which 

parents could access student performance data. 

To be sure, adjustments to the increased use of technology was far from 

perfect. Access was not, and is still not, equitable across different 

demographic groups. But, school personnel and families across these 

different demographic groups did work hard to improve access to, 

proficiency with, and appreciation for online learning in 2020–21. 

There is reason to believe these efforts will continue into this next year 

and beyond. The technological era we live in is here to stay.

HOW ONLINE 
LEARNING SOLUTIONS 
ENABLE REMOTE 
INSTRUCTION
n2y’s Unique Learning System 

supports individualized teaching 

and learning for measurable growth 

and meaningful independence. 

With this learning solution, 

teachers are able to differentiate 

assignments to individuals and 

small groups of students, collect 

data, monitor their progress, 

provide tailored feedback, and 

communicate with parents about 

specific academic goals. 

LEARNING RECOVERY IN 2021 AND BEYOND
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2.   Increased Support for Public Education 

Public recognition of the essential roles of schools skyrocketed throughout the 

pandemic. Parents everywhere worked tirelessly to guide their children at home  

while managing their own work responsibilities. Their gratitude for the role and skill  

of teachers grew a lot (Vegas & Winthrop, 2020). 

Increased support for, and attention to, public education matters. It matters during 

election cycles and it matters when fundraising for resources that improve school 

and teacher capacity. Right now, innovation is at the center of discussion about 

education. State and local education agencies are making decisions about curriculum, 

restructuring school days, creating after-school and summer learning opportunities, 

and investing in related services such as mental health professionals. There is a real 

and present opportunity to identify and implement strategies that accelerate progress 

for students (Vegas & Winthrop, 2020). 

3.   Improved Family Engagement

In many ways, family engagement improved during the year of distance learning.  

Teachers relied on increased parental involvement to help their students 

(especially younger ones) navigate online learning, and many parents and 

caregivers saw a pressing need to communicate more frequently with 

teachers to understand content, assignments, and progress. Since 

in-person parent-teacher conferences were not an option for 

most of the year, teachers used several methods to engage 

families such as traditional email, school app text messages, 

learning platform messages, and more. Some teachers 

built morale and support by doing such things as 

placing signs in the front yards of their students, like 

“A Beaumont Elementary School student is hard at 

work here!”, or by participating in drive-through 

birthday parties. 

Learn more at n2y.com 10
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4.   Strengthened Community Partnerships

The pandemic roused parts of communities that have not always 

been actively involved in K–12 education. For example, schools 

partnered with local nonprofits, churches, and social service 

agencies to create meal distribution programs that replaced 

the school breakfasts and lunches so many families depend 

on. Schools also worked with community organizations such 

as zoos and museums to create and promote supplemental 

learning activities and virtual field trips. This “community 

schools” model views education as being supported by an 

ecosystem of learning opportunities in and outside of school. 

Schools partner with community organizations, businesses, 

and government agencies to create innovative pedagogies and 

holistic learning opportunities (Vegas & Winthrop, 2020).

5. Federal Funding Opportunities

The enormous federal funding packages of the CARES Act, CRRSA Act, and ARP Act give 

states, LEAs, and individual school leaders considerable latitude to invest in the specific 

needs of their communities. Education leaders are allowed to use the money to invest 

in school infrastructure upgrades, new technology, evidence-based curriculum, targeted 

intervention programs, social-emotional wellness initiatives, mental health services, and 

much more. This historic funding opportunity opens doors for improving public education 

like never before in history. 

LEARNING RECOVERY IN 2021 AND BEYOND
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Within the ARP, about $3 billion is designated for grants under the Individuals with 

Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) for fiscal year 2021. This funding is intended to support 

early intervention and special education services for infants, toddlers, children, and youth 

with disabilities and their families. It will help ensure students and educators can safely 

return to in-person learning environments that support their social-emotional well-being 

and academic success. 

DISTRICTS MAY USE IDEA GRANT MONEY FOR: 

• Providing mental health services for students

• Increasing evidence-based programs, such as intensive tutoring 

and summer enrichment 

• Addressing critical personnel shortages, including special education teachers 

and specialized instructional support personnel

•  Providing services to students who currently have no access 

to special education 

•  Purchasing devices or assistive technology  

to ensure students can learn virtually 

•  Investing in professional 

development to make sure the mode 

of instruction is accessible  

to students with disabilities

Source: District Administration, 2021
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Learning Recovery Strategies for 
Special and General Education Settings
We’ve taken a broad look back at the year and a half of interrupted learning and imagined 

big-picture possibilities for a transformed educational landscape that lies ahead. Exploring 

more specific details about what learning recovery looks like in the classroom in 2021–22 

and beyond involves such questions as: 

How might learning acceleration efforts differ across grade levels? 

In what ways can learning recovery strategies support the general 
education population? 

What additional supports must be in place to serve unique learners 
with disabilities?

Evidence of unfinished learning will be more prevalent in both 

special and general education than ever before. A second grader 

may be able to add and subtract within 20, but struggle to tell 

and write time. He may be able to count to 100, but have 

difficulty counting on from given numbers. A sixth grader 

who has strengths in determining the central idea of a text 

may struggle with higher-order skills such as analyzing an 

author’s purpose or comparing themes across multiple texts. 

She may be able to develop a coherent, five-paragraph essay 

but have difficulty with basic research ideas such as assessing 

the credibility of sources. 

To accelerate learning for these students, schools must think 

beyond traditional remediation efforts. Meaning, the recovery 

effort will require more than assigning subsets of students to online 

intervention programs and assuming the computer will fill in gaps where there 

is evidence of partial learning. Linda Darling-Hammond and Adam Edgerton, senior 

education researchers and writers at the Learning Policy Institute, describe the elements 

school leaders must take into account when developing recovery strategies.
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FIVE KEY ELEMENTS 

1 Positive relationships and attachments are the essential ingredient that catalyzes 

healthy development and learning … and enables resilience from trauma. 

2 Children actively construct knowledge by connecting what they know to what 

they are learning within their cultural contexts. Creating those connections is key 

to learning.

3 Learning is social, emotional, and academic. Children learn best when they feel 

safe, affirmed, and deeply engaged within a supportive community of learners.

4 Learning is enhanced by physical activity, joy, and opportunities 

for self-expression.

5 Students’ perceptions of their own ability influence learning. All children are 

motivated to learn the next set of skills for which they are ready; few are 

motivated by labels that rank them against others or communicate stigma.

Source: Darling-Hammond & Edgerton, 2021

These lessons are rooted in the science of learning and development and are based on 

research on how the brain takes in and processes information. So, to reiterate, what 

works is learning that is relationship-based, in the context of what is already familiar, 

holistic, and affirming. It is not sufficient nor appropriate to rely on ability group tracking 

or “drill-and-kill” reinforcement of isolated skills. Instead, we suggest districts and school 

leaders focus on school-wide and classroom-based learning recovery solutions. 

LEARNING RECOVERY IN 2021 AND BEYOND
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School-wide Learning Recovery Solutions

PRIORITIZE RELATIONSHIPS 

Do this by building time into the school day to create and sustain 

a sense of community, trust, and belonging. For example, 

teachers might have longer homeroom periods or extended 

morning meetings with social-emotional learning  

curriculum to support facilitated class discussions.

PROVIDE OPPORTUNITIES  
FOR PHYSICAL ACTIVITY

Time spent outside playing, exercising, and learning  

is invaluable for healthy brain development.

PROVIDE	PROJECT-BASED	
LEARNING AND OTHER  
INQUIRY TASKS

These encourage students to build upon existing knowledge  

and connect with their real-world environment, making learning  

meaningful and more likely to transfer to long-term memory. 

INVEST IN MENTAL HEALTH SERVICES  
AND PROVIDERS

These professionals can help address trauma and respond to social and  

emotional needs within the student population. 

LEARNING RECOVERY IN 2021 AND BEYOND
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ADMINISTER ONGOING AND MEANINGFUL  
ACADEMIC ASSESSMENTS

Conduct assessments to inform specific adjustments to instruction as part of an effective 

response-to-intervention (RTI) strategy. Benchmark and standardized assessments are 

necessary and important, but not sufficient on their own. School teams must also conduct 

ongoing formative assessments that provide data on particular skills. 

OFFER	HIGH-QUALITY	TUTORING

Partner with community organizations to aid progress toward personalized learning goals. 

Tutoring supports positive relationship development and contributes to positive student 

learning outcomes.

OFFER MENTORSHIP OPPORTUNITIES

Collaborate with team members and older students within the school community, and 

consider programs that promote a blend of academic support and recreation/leisure 

activity. Think about partnering with community organizations for this cause as well.

USE A CULTURALLY RESPONSIVE LENS

Make curriculum choices and adjustments that respect the varied experiences 

and backgrounds of students.

Learn more at n2y.com 16
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CONSIDER MULTIPLE DATA POINTS

Examples include academic assessment scores, student survey results, teacher survey 

results, narrative observation, stakeholder interviews, research, and discipline and 

attendance data.

DEVELOP AN EXTENDED SCHOOL YEAR OR EXTENDED 
SCHOOL DAY

Consider these for offering additional academic and social-emotional support.  

The school day schedule could be temporarily revised to meet the needs of students. 

Please note: it is not advised to replace or reduce extracurriculars, the arts, and/or physical 

education with additional math and reading instruction, except in the infrequent case of short-

term, specific interventions.

ACKNOWLEDGE DIFFERENT WAYS RECOVERY NEEDS 
MAY SHOW UP

Watch for recovery needs across different grades and subjects, and recognize that 

intensive recovery efforts are needed in early grades and among already struggling 

students (Allensworth & Schwartz, 2020).

BUILD STRONG ROUTINES

Routines and consistent, equitable classroom management systems support rhythms and 

schedules that help students feel emotionally safe.

LEARNING RECOVERY IN 2021 AND BEYOND
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Classroom-Based Learning Recovery Solutions

INTRODUCE BLENDED LEARNING MODELS

These allow for increased differentiation to meet the needs of small 

groups of students through online intervention, teacher-led 

instruction, independent exploration, and whole-class learning.

USE	SELF-ASSESSMENT	MEASURES

Measures such as student surveys and individual goal setting 

help build understanding of strengths and weaknesses,  

and increase growth mindset and motivation.

SPIRAL REMEDIATED STANDARDS  
INTO ASSIGNMENTS

Add them into warm-up, classwork, and homework assignments for 

continued exposure to previous learning objectives. For example, offering  

two to five review problems at the end of a math worksheet provides additional  

practice on a prerequisite skill.

ADD	PROJECT-BASED	LEARNING

This type of learning offers multiple entry points for students with diverse academic 

abilities and background knowledge, and increases student connection to the 

learning environment with real-world, meaningful content.

USE HETEROGENEOUS GROUPS DURING 
COLLABORATIVE LEARNING ACTIVITIES

Doing so supports academic and social-emotional development of all students,  

as well as a classroom culture of inclusivity and acceptance.

LEARNING RECOVERY IN 2021 AND BEYOND
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The Importance of a 
Multitiered System of Supports
A multitiered system of supports (MTSS) is an umbrella term that refers to the large 

framework for providing targeted interventions for students who are struggling in 

school. These students may need academic, behavioral or social-emotional, or another 

kind of support, such as help with improving school attendance. Schools who use 

the MTSS framework may call it the MTSS model or the MTSS process, but 

the big picture remains the same: it’s an organized, systematic way to 

target the specific needs of students through tailored interventions. 

Within the MTSS umbrella, educators and related service 

providers include both the response-to-intervention (RTI) 

models and positive behavioral interventions and support 

(PBIS) models. RTI is typically thought to address academic 

concerns and PBIS is typically understood to address 

behavioral challenges. But, MTSS is also broader than both 

RTI and PBIS. It also includes the kinds of support a student 

may need if her family is living in a hotel or shelter, if she is 

struggling with chronic absenteeism, food insecurity, or difficulty 

with transportation to and from school. 

As school leaders continue to make plans to address the holistic 

needs of students in the 2021–22 school year and beyond, it will be 

more important than ever to strengthen their MTSS framework and adopt 

evidence-based interventions that are proven to be effective for kids.  

Doing so will help ensure the needs of all students—those with and without 

disabilities—are met. 
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As school leaders 
continue to to make 
plans to address the 

holistic needs of students 
in the 2021–22 school 
year and beyond, it will 

be more important than 
ever to strengthen their 

MTSS framework.
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Response-to-Intervention  
and Positive Behavioral  
Interventions and Supports 
Response-to-intervention (RTI) and positive behavioral interventions and supports 

(PBIS) are approaches to teaching and learning that support students in need of 

additional assistance. The roots of RTI lie in the field of learning disabilities, 

though it grew in prominence with the 2004 reauthorization of the 

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) (Preston et al., 

2015). When IDEA was reauthorized in 2004, lawmakers allowed 

schools to qualify students for special education services in the 

category of specific learning disability using one of two models: 

the IQ-discrepancy model (previously the only model in place) 

or the RTI model. So, rather than qualifying students only by 

a discrepancy between their cognitive achievement score and 

academic performance data, school teams could also implement a 

series of tiered, evidence-based interventions to address the needs 

of students.  

For example, in the general education setting, a student may have difficulty 

reading on grade level. Though a parent may request an evaluation for special 

education at any time for any reason, a teacher or school team cannot simply move this 

struggling reader to and through the special education eligibility process. Doing so is 

against the law and leads to over-identification of students with disabilities (particularly 

for students of color and students in low-income school communities). Instead, the 

teacher must move through the RTI process to implement evidence-based interventions 

that support this struggling reader in his or her learning. 

LEARNING RECOVERY IN 2021 AND BEYOND
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RTI: A Three-Tiered Model

TIER 1
High-quality classroom instruction for the whole class

Tier 1 of RTI assumes all students receive high-quality classroom instruction, so a 

student’s learning cannot be due to a lack of instruction or poor instruction. Tier 1 is 

for the whole class and should be evidence-based, meaning supported by research that 

verifies the effectiveness of the curriculum and instructional methods. Typically, Tier 1 

instruction works for most students (e.g., 80%) (Ervin, nd) most of the time. Tier 1 of 

PBIS for behavioral support includes classroom management strategies and behavioral 

systems that apply to all children. For example, modeling the desired behavior, 

encouraging/allowing students to take part in developing classroom routines and rules, 

offering specific praise, and using proximity and non-verbal communication to correct 

minor interfering behaviors are all examples of Tier 1 behavioral supports that apply 

to all students. 

TIER 2 
Targeted instruction and evidence-based interventions 

for small groups

Tier 2 targets small groups of students based on the 

academic or behavioral data gathered from different 

types of assessments, including both formative and 

summative assessments. Tier 2 interventions must also be 

evidence-based, and they are intended to meet specific, 

individualized needs of a smaller (e.g., 15%) subset of students. 

Tier 2 interventions are not synonymous with special education 

eligibility or disability. In fact, for most students, the targeted 

intervention is the support they need to recover or accelerate their 

learning and continue with grade-level instruction. 

LEARNING RECOVERY IN 2021 AND BEYOND
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TIER 3 
Intensive interventions and comprehensive evaluations for the individual student

Tier 3 interventions are highly individualized and intensive, and should meet the needs of a 

small subset of students (e.g., 2–7%) (Ervin, nd). A student is served in Tier 3 if the services 

provided in the previous tier are not resulting in significant progress. Tier 3 involves more 

individualized instruction with an increase in progress monitoring.

For example, a child who consistently elopes from (runs out of) the classroom and 

struggles with calling out and other disruptive behaviors during class may require daily 

check-ins in the morning, at lunch time, and in the afternoon with a school psychologist 

or social worker. This child could have a personalized behavioral chart for teachers to 

complete each period of the day, and may be able to earn incentives at designated 

checkpoints throughout the school day for achieving behavioral goals. These kinds of 

supports are considered Tier 3 due to their intensive and personalized nature.  
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Why RTI Is Essential Now in Education 
A robust response-to-intervention strategy is a critical part of any school’s learning 

recovery plan. Without a comprehensive strategy in place to address the layered needs of 

students resuming in-person learning, how can teachers even begin to plan effectively? 

For example, what should teachers do if they discover more than half of their class is 

missing a prerequisite skill necessary for an upcoming learning objective? How might 

grade-level teams be creative with large-scale Tier 2 interventions, such as extended 

learning time through week-long acceleration academies and “double dose” math 

structures (Allensworth & Schwartz, 2020)? How should they plan to help students adjust 

to being back in the building after many months at home and away from their peers? Many 

of them are seeing their best friends and beloved teachers for the first time in months! 

What options do teachers have if a few, or more than a few, students show ongoing signs 

of anxiety, isolation, low self-confidence, or fear?  There are dozens more similar scenarios 

that will become very real questions for teachers this fall and beyond.

The RTI Action Network, a program of the National Center for Learning Disabilities, is a 

valuable resource for schools looking to tweak or overhaul their existing RTI framework. 

The site offers several resources for building support among key stakeholders, developing 

a plan, implementing the plan, and evaluating and refining the implementation. RTI Action 

Network also offers several free resources that school teams can consult, such as the 

Beliefs Survey to help school leaders identify perceptions of staff about effectiveness and 

importance of targeted intervention, and an Implementation Checklist to help teams stay 

organized with data collection. 

While many districts already have strong RTI models in place, every system will do well 

to examine and refine its model to be sure it reflects the multifaceted learning recovery 

strategies needed for so many students following this pandemic. More students than ever 

before are presenting academic and/or behavioral needs. And yet, more than ever before, 

there is a pressing need to think more broadly than the labels that limit and track students. 

Single assessment scores don’t tell the whole story. Teams need to be ready to respond 

with interventions that are proven to be effective and that address the whole needs of 

the child. 
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Learning Recovery in the  
Special Education Setting 
Many students with disabilities experienced additional challenges as a result of the 

interrupted learning routines. Some did not have access to their dedicated aide to 

support their learning or behavioral needs because public health requirements prohibited 

close interactions with members outside of one’s household. Other students struggled 

to adjust to new ways of engaging with teachers and service providers—raising a 

virtual hand and sharing one’s thoughts in the chat feature of an online room 

takes significant practice, especially for younger students. Still other 

students (and their parents) found speech or occupational therapy to be 

less effective in the virtual setting. Most special education experts, 

including researchers from Vanderbilt University’s Peabody College 

of Education and Human Development, note that students with 

disabilities have been disproportionately affected by the pandemic 

(Curran, 2021). 

Students with disabilities have historically been at a greater risk for 

regression during extended breaks from school. One such example 

is summer break, which is a key reason that Extended School Year, or 

ESY, exists as a service on the individualized education program (IEP).  

While summer break is a common example of when ESY services  

are delivered, these services can be delivered year-round based upon  

student need as determined by the IEP team. 

 

Universal design  
suggests planning 

solutions that meet the 
needs of the greatest 
number of students. 

LEARNING RECOVERY IN 2021 AND BEYOND

https://www.n2y.com/


Learn more at n2y.com 25

This risk for regression was heightened over the course of 2020 and 2021 due to 

the interruption of in-person learning as services on the IEP transitioned to remote 

delivery. As such, learning recovery and learning acceleration efforts are especially 

important for these students. All or nearly all of the recommendations for school-wide 

and classroom-based learning recovery strategies are applicable to and effective for 

students with disabilities. 

As school districts and local school leaders weigh various curriculums and resources 

to support learning recovery and acceleration efforts, they would be wise to adhere 

to the principle of universal design for learning (UDL). Universal design suggests 

planning solutions that meet the needs of the greatest number of students.  

An example in architecture, where universal design for learning has its roots, is the 

idea of the elevator. The elevator is necessary for persons with mobility limitations, 

such as those who use wheelchairs. Yet, the elevator is also helpful and often 

necessary for all people. It is a more efficient way to travel up 15 flights of stairs, 

particularly if carrying suitcases. In a school setting, universal design for learning 

means planning curriculum and instruction that supports and optimizes the learning 

needs of all students—those with and without disabilities. 
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What’s Next? 
More than ever before, the essential role that teachers and schools play in the health 

and well-being of a community’s children is being recognized and appreciated 

by parents, community leaders, and policymakers. So, now is the time to 

identify, invest in, and implement strong learning recovery programs, 

to let go of what has historically been unhelpful to students, and 

choose interventions and resources that work, including:

• Social-emotional learning initiatives and school based 

mental health services 

•  Relationship-based academic and behavioral 

interventions, such as high-quality tutoring 

and mentoring 

• Whole-child initiatives, including those that address  

the physical and social-emotional well-being of students 

• Evidence-based academic interventions that can be tailored  

to individuals and small groups of students 

• Multiple sources of data to determine next steps for struggling students

• Project-based learning opportunities with multiple entry points to invite 

diverse groups of learners to make meaningful connections to their  

real-world environment

•  Frequent, specific formative assessments to help inform instruction  

(alongside benchmark and standardized assessments)

The passion and commitment that so many educators hold for their work and their 

students is nothing short of heroic—and this was never more evident than during the 

pandemic. What better way to honor the resilience of our children and the tireless 

dedication of educators than to support them with the interventions and resources  

that truly focus on learning recovery?
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Start the Learning Recovery with n2y’s Help
n2y’s Total Solution answers the question so many school leaders have been 
asking themselves: How can we meet the greatest number of students where 
they are with differentiated learning? With the Total Solution, educators save 
time, improve student outcomes, and demonstrate efficacy across settings 
with data-driven, interactive programs. 

All of these solutions integrate seamlessly with one another and free educators to focus on teaching and cultivating 

positive student relationships while driving positive learning outcomes and measurable growth. n2y’s Total Solution 

empowers the entire educator team while ensuring compliance and fidelity at every level.
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Efficiently manage student behavior and 

use collected data to determine and 

deliver proactive strategies.

Connect students to the current events that 

shape their world while meeting literacy 

standards and strengthening reading, writing, 

speaking, and communication skills. 

Deliver research-proven, age-appropriate, 

interactive day-to-day instruction for ELA/

reading, math, science and social studies, 

and transition.
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Now IEP teams can collaborate like never 

before to create personalized, data-driven 

roadmaps through time-saving task 

automation, timely prompts, step-by-step 

support, and access to current student data. 

PROFESSIONAL LEARNING

All solutions are supported by best-in-class professional learning that can 

be personalized and delivered online or on site.

For more information, visit n2y.com/total-solution.

Extend learning into independent 

practice with over 150 standards-aligned 

games and activities for building student 

confidence, independence, and pride. 

Communicate freely with students and 

promote their self-expression using the 

consistent language of industry-leading 

embedded symbol supports.
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ABOUT n2y

n2y is changing the lives of special education administrators and teachers, therapists 

and paraprofessionals, and all the students they serve. Their award-winning 

Total Solution is designed specifically to address the needs of the whole child 

and help unique learners master their state’s extended standards from any learning 

environment. Multiple research-based, integrated solutions empower educators to 

teach and students to achieve. Differentiated, standards-based academic instruction, 

enhanced by proactive behavior management plus powerful and collaborative 

assessment, data, reporting and compliance tools supports the IEP process. For 

more information on this award-winning solution, visit n2y.com and join them on 

Facebook and Twitter.
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to implement teaching strategies designed to help 
students cope and engage in learning.
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