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KEY FINDINGS
•	 The typical classroom was academically diverse well before the pandemic, with students spanning 

a wide range of achievement levels.

•	 After the pandemic, the overall academic diversity of classrooms (e.g., the share of students who 
are on- and off track for grade-level proficiency) looks largely similar to prior years.

•	 Slightly more students in each classroom are off track, but those who are off track are now further 
from grade-level proficiency, increasing the instructional demands to accelerate learning.

Classrooms routinely include students with very different academic needs. In a single elementary school 
classroom, teachers are expected to support students who are far below grade level, those who are on track, 
and others who are already advanced. Meeting this wide range of needs is the everyday reality of teaching. 

While academic diversity is widely acknowledged, it is rarely described in concrete terms. Conversations 
about differentiated instruction often rely on broad statements about “meeting students where they 
are,” without clarifying what that actually looks like inside the typical classroom. How many students are 
struggling to reach grade-level proficiency? How many are on track? How wide is the range of instructional 
need teachers are managing at the same time? 

These questions matter even more in the wake of COVID-19. Research has shown that pandemic-related 
school disruptions disproportionately affected lower-achieving students, widening the differences in 
achievement between low- and high-achieving students across the country. However, less is known about 
how those losses translate into instructional conditions for a teacher in a classroom. Were lower-achieving 
students more negatively impacted than high-achieving students in the same classroom, increasing the need 
for differentiation? Or did the pandemic impact low- and high-achievers in the same classroom similarly, 
resulting in greater needs to accelerate learning without increasing the need to differentiate?

In this brief, we use MAP® Growth™ test scores and classroom roster data to examine the academic diversity 
in elementary school classrooms before and after the COVID-19 pandemic. Statistical measures of variability 

Glossary
Academic diversity: Spread of student achievement levels within a classroom

Grade-level proficiency: Mastery of academic standards/skills expected for a given grade 
level as defined by a student’s state (typically measured through the state’s summative end-of-
year assessment) 

On track for proficiency: A measure of whether a student is likely to score at or above the 
proficient level on the end-of-year assessment based on MAP Growth linking studies

“Typical” classroom: In this study, we use “typical” to refer to the average classroom within 
our sample

Differentiated instruction: the process of identifying students’ individual learning strengths/
needs and adapting lessons to match them

https://www.chalkbeat.org/2025/01/29/naep-reading-scores-decline-and-struggling-students-fall-behind/
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show that achievement distributions widened after the pandemic, particularly at the lower end.1 However, 
these measures can be difficult to interpret in instructional terms. In this brief, we focus instead on classroom 
composition and distance to proficiency to better reflect the conditions teachers experience in practice. 
We ask three practical questions: What did academic diversity look like in a typical classroom prior to the 
pandemic? How did it change after the pandemic? And what do those changes mean for the instructional 
demands teachers face today?

The typical elementary classroom was academically 
diverse even prior to the pandemic. 
We begin by establishing a baseline: what academic diversity looked like in an average elementary 
classroom before the pandemic. Figure 1 illustrates the academic composition of a typical fifth-grade2 math 
classroom in fall 2019. We group students by whether they were off track, on track, or advanced relative to 

grade-level proficiency expectations.3 

Figure 1. Even before the pandemic, fewer than half of students in a typical 
elementary math classroom were on track for proficiency

O� track for 
proficiency (65%)

On track for 
proficiency (23%)

On track for 
advanced (13%)

Typical fifth-grade math class: fall 2019

Note. This visualization shows the number of students in each category in a typical 20-student classroom. 
Estimates are rounded to ensure integer number of students.

In the average fifth-grade classroom, the majority of students in a classroom was off track to be proficient 
by the end of the year. Only about a quarter were on track for proficiency and even fewer were on track for 
advanced. In other words, even before COVID-19, teachers were routinely supporting students who were 
starting the year at very different points along the path to proficiency. 

These patterns are not unique to fifth grade or math. We see similar ranges of achievement in third- and 
fourth-grade classrooms and in reading (figures presented in the technical appendix), underscoring that 
academic diversity was a defining feature of elementary classrooms across grades and subjects prior to the 
COVID-19 pandemic. 

1	 In the technical appendix, we also present additional metrics of academic diversity, including (a) the average distance between 
the 10th and 90th percentile RIT score within the classroom and (b) the percentage of students in the average classroom within 
achievement quintiles defined by the 2025 MAP Growth norms.

2	 Results for other grades and for reading are presented in the technical appendix.

3	 As described in further detail in the technical appendix, we classify students as off track for proficiency, on track for 
proficiency, or on track for advanced based on (a) students’ fall MAP Growth test scores and (b) the default proficiency cut 
scores from the MAP Growth linking studies.

https://www.nwea.org/resource-center/white-paper/88182/MAP-Growth-Norms_NWEA_Technical-Manual.pdf/
https://www.nwea.org/uploads/Generic-MAP-Growth-Default-Cut-Scores_EOG.pdf
https://www.nwea.org/uploads/Generic-MAP-Growth-Default-Cut-Scores_EOG.pdf
https://connection.nwea.org/s/article/Linking-studies-published-and-planned?language=en_US
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After the pandemic, academic diversity has not 
substantially shifted, but slightly more students are 
off track for grade-level proficiency.
Research on the academic impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic consistently shows that achievement losses 
were not evenly distributed. Across multiple assessments, we see that students who entered the pandemic 
already behind experienced larger declines, while higher-achieving students saw smaller drops, or in some 
cases, made gains during the pandemic. Given these patterns, one might expect classrooms themselves to 
become substantially more academically diverse after the pandemic. 

Figure 1 showed the academic composition of a typical classroom before the pandemic. Figure 2 places that 
same baseline (fall 2019) alongside a postpandemic classroom (fall 2024) to show how composition changed 
over time. While the overall range of instructional needs remains wide in both periods, the distribution across 
proficiency categories shifted modestly after the pandemic. 

Figure 2. The share of students off track for proficiency increased modestly 
after the pandemic
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Note. This visualization shows the number of students in each category in a typical 20-student classroom. 
Estimates are rounded to ensure integer number of students.

In 2024, the share of students who are off track for proficiency is about seven percent higher than it was 
in 2019 (a difference of a single student on average in a 20-student class). Over the same period, the share 
of students on track for advanced remained largely unchanged. In other words, the pandemic did not 
fundamentally change the distribution of students across proficiency categories within classrooms, but it did 
increase the proportion of students who are further from grade-level proficiency. Even modest percentage 
shifts like this matter instructionally because they increase the number of students who need accelerated 
growth within an already diverse classroom.

These patterns help reconcile two realities educators have been grappling with: classrooms did not suddenly 
become heterogeneous after COVID-19, but more students entered already diverse classrooms needing 
additional support to catch up. 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/01623532241301079
https://cdn.bfldr.com/LS6J0F7/at/cvqpgvm9s9j72jrngj4r3n9/ca-sosl-tech-report-2025.pdf
https://www.the74million.org/article/new-naep-scores-dash-hope-of-post-covid-learning-recovery/
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The instructional distance to proficiency has 
increased for off track students. 
Although the share of students who are off track for proficiency increased only modestly after the pandemic, 
the depth of need among those students grew. In practical terms, students who started the year behind now 
need to make more accelerated progress to reach grade-level proficiency. 

Figure 3 shows how much growth off track students would need in a single school year to reach proficiency, 
relative to their expected growth rate. Before the pandemic, the average off-track student often needed to 
grow at roughly twice the expected rate to catch up within a year. By fall 2024, that required growth rate 
increased further, particularly in the upper elementary grades. For example, a student in fall 2019 in fifth-
grade math would have had to grow two and a half times their expected fall-spring growth rate in order to 
reach proficiency. In fall 2024, the growth rate is now 2.7 times the expected growth rate.

Figure 3. Off track students now need more accelerated growth to 
reach proficiency

2.35

2.40

2.45

2.50

2.55

2.60

2.65

2.70

Fall 2019 Fall 2024

Ye
ar

s 
of

 ty
pi

ca
l g

ro
w

th

Distance to proficiency for off-track students 
in fifth-grade math

Note. This figure shows the expected fall-spring growth for an average off-track student benchmarked 
against the fall-spring growth needed for that off-track student to reach proficiency. For more details on the 
calculation, please see the technical appendix.
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Conclusions
Elementary classrooms were academically diverse well before the COVID-19 pandemic. Teachers have long 
been expected to support students who begin the year at very different points along the path to proficiency, 
making differentiated instruction a routine part of instruction rather than an exceptional strategy.

What changed after the pandemic was not just how many students were behind but how far behind they 
were. Even modest increases in the share of students who are off track translated into greater instructional 
demands because more students now require accelerated growth to reach grade-level proficiency. This 
increased distance helps explain why teaching feels harder, even when the overall distribution of on- and off 
-track students has not shifted greatly during the pandemic.

These findings suggest that recovery efforts focused solely on returning to prepandemic routines may fall 
short. When more students require accelerated growth at the same time, teachers need structures, time, and 
supports that go beyond business-as-usual instruction. Yet it is not clear that professional learning systems 
and teacher preparation programs have evolved to match this shift. When more students require sustained 
acceleration at the same time, teachers need support structures that reflect that reality. They should not be 
expected to manage these demands alone.
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