
Instructional loss due to 
COVID-19 disruptions
In the fall of 2020, 1.26 million students were assessed with mCLASS. Amplify’s 
review of beginning-of-year data from DIBELS® reveals significant instructional 
loss due to the COVID-19 pandemic. These data are collected by teachers interacting 
directly with students one-on-one, either live or over video.

Increase in children at risk

In the earliest grades, substantially fewer students scored at/above grade level expectations, with 
many more scoring well below, most dramatically in grades 1 and 2, when compared to the previous 
year’s assessment results. Declines in performance from the prior year occurred across grades K–3.

Grade 1 saw the biggest decrease in the percentage of students on track and a corresponding 
increase in the percentage of students needing intensive intervention. The increase from 27% well 
below benchmark in 2019 to 40% in 2020 is nearly a 50% increase in the number of students 
entering that grade at risk.

As a result, a hypothetical school that needed to offer intensive intervention to 100 students in the 
fall of 2019 is faced with making up for the lost instruction for 148 students in 2020. Even small 
increases in the percentage of students well below benchmark—for example, the additional 5% in 
grades 3 to 5—can overtax school resources.
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DIBELS® is a registered trademark of the University of Oregon.



Methodology

This analysis highlights the effects of the COVID-19 disruptions by comparing DIBELS® 
benchmark data from the beginning of the school year 2019–20 and 2020–21 school years. 
Approximately 400,000 students in a matched set of over 1,400 schools in 41 states are 
represented in these analyses.

The schools in the source data are more likely to be in large urban metropolitan areas. 
Demographically, the source schools serve approximately 18% Black/African American, 40% 
Hispanic/Latinx, and 30% White students, compared with 15% Black/African American, 27% 
Hispanic/Latinx, and 47% White students nationally.

It is noteworthy that the number of students assessed in the 2020–21 cohort is similar to the 
number in 2019–20 cohort; as a percent of the prior cohort, the current year’s numbers are 
approximately 90%, which implies an attrition rate of 10%, assuming that enrollment for both 
years was identical. That said, the differences could reflect changes in enrollment, attendance 
issues at time of assessment, and changes in assessment practices (some students, excluded 
here, have received only partial assessments).

Impact for first graders is greatest in phonemic awareness

The chart below shows the typical summer slide for key DIBELS® measures and the additional 
decline experienced by the 2020–21 cohort at the beginning of the year.

The additional loss this year is seen across all critical skill areas, but is most notable in phonemic 
segmentation fluency and letter sound fluency measures—which is not surprising, as phonemic 
awareness is typically emphasized in the latter half of kindergarten.

Phonemic awareness is the single largest predictor of reading difficulty [Good, Simmons, & 
Kame’enui, 2001; Lyon, 1995; Torgesen, 1998, 2004]. If students aren’t on track in grade 1, it has 
a ripple effect on future literacy and academic achievement.

Learning loss: Impact of summer and COVID-19 disruptions
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Methodology

The COVID slide due to lost instructional time in spring 2020 was calculated by tracking 
matched student cohort samples of approximately 75,000 students per grade level from 
one school year to the next: 2018–19 to 2019–20 (to derive typical summer slide prior to 
COVID) and 2019–20 to 2020–21 (to determine additional loss experienced by cohorts who 
experienced COVID disruptions).

Insights for districts 

With nationwide disruptions continuing, districts should think about these challenges and make 
system-wide decisions informed by data for the spring, summer school, and even next fall. 
Students will need intensive support and instruction that they may not have received thus far in 
order to catch up and get back on track.

In a year of lost instruction fueled by the pandemic, it’s 
important to know where your students’ instruction loss is. 
To learn how mCLASS can provide you with valid, reliable 
data on your students, contact mCLASS@amplify.com.


