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made under such federal support. By highlighting
these issues, this Spotlight seeks to inform edu-
cators, policymakers, and stakeholders about the

importance of long-term, equitable funding to sup-
port student outcomes in a post-pandemic context.

Emergency Relief (ESSER) funding comes to an
end. Originally intended to support instructional
continuity and expand access to technology
during the COVID-19 pandemic, ESSER funding
was later used by schools to support learning
recovery efforts, enhance mental health
services, reduce class sizes, and improve digital
infrastructure. As the largest, single federal
investment in K-12 education—totaling nearly
$200 billion—the expiration of these funds raises
critical questions about how schools during the
2025-2026 school year will sustain these key
initiatives, particularly in communities who serve
low-income and/or students of color.

As of Fall 2024, the federal government ended
further allocations of ESSER funds. This decision
comes amid growing evidence that ESSER fund- FOR
ing has played a meaningful role in supporting
student learning recovery, reducing chronic ab-
senteeism, and narrowing achievement gaps in the
aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic (Goldhaber
et al., 2025). Accordingly, this Policy Spotlight
explores the implications of ESSER’s expiration for
the 2025-2026 school year and considers poten-
tial state pathways for sustaining the progress

A CRISIS SCHOOLS WEREN’T PREPARED

The COVID-19 pandemic brought unprecedented
disruption to K-12 education in the United States.
Approximately 50 million students and 3.5 million
teachers suddenly shifted from in-person instruc-
tion to remote learning (National Academy of

Education, 2020). In lllinois, this transition affect-
ed nearly two million students, many of whom
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faced challenges related to access, continuity, and
instructional quality (Walker Burke & Kunichoff,
2020).

While the COVID-19 pandemic was first and fore-
most a public health emergency, it also revealed
significant gaps in school crisis preparedness

(De Voto et al., 2023). Many schools lacked the
infrastructure, training, and resources necessary
to manage the abrupt transition to remote learn-
ing (De Voto & Superfine, 2023). Like most states,
Illinois shifted to virtual instruction shortly after
the pandemic was declared a national emergency
in March 2020. Educators were required to quick-
ly adapt to unfamiliar digital platforms, parents

assumed greater instructional responsibilities at
home, and students faced challenges related to
technology access, academic engagement, and
mental health (lllinois State Board of Education,
2020).

Indeed, the initial effects of the COVID-19 pan-
demic on student learning were significant.
Within a year, national educational outcomes as
measured by the i-Ready assessment—a com-
mon K-12 diagnostic tool—declined to levels not
seen in two decades. This phenomenon has often
been described as “learning loss.” Figure 1 below
illustrates these learning loss patterns nationally
among students in grades 1-6 in math.

Figure 1: National learning loss patterns among grades 1-6 in math (2020-2021)
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By September 2020, school closures across the
country had led to an estimated three months

of learning loss. By May 2021, this figure had
grown to approximately five months. However,
learning loss was not experienced equally. Stu-
dents from historically marginalized communities,
low-income households, and those with limited
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access to digital tools were disproportionate-

ly affected. Figure 2 illustrates these patterns
during the 2020-2021 school year for math and
reading (using i-Ready assessment data) among
Black, Hispanic, and White students, separated by
household income.



Figure 2: Cumulative months of learning loss nationally during 2020-2021 by type of school, grades 1-6, in

math and reading
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These national data indicate that Black and His-
panic students experienced disproportionately
greater learning disruptions. While White stu-
dents were, on average, four months behind in
math and three months behind in reading, Black
and Hispanic students lagged five to six months
behind in both subjects. These disparities were
even more pronounced among students from
households with annual incomes below $25,000,
where learning losses were significantly greater.

lllinois’ recovery has similarly been impacted. As
of 2024, only about one-quarter of K-8 districts
have returned to pre-pandemic performance
levels in math and reading, as measured by the
lllinois Assessment of Readiness (IAR), the state’s
standardized test for grades 3-8 (Barragan Torres
et al,, 2024). Also, just 25% of high school stu-
dents have regained their pre-pandemic reading
scores on the Scholastic Assessment Test (SAT), a
college admissions exam widely used to measure
academic readiness, and only 15% have done so
in math (Cashdollar et al., 2024). Chronic absen-
teeism has also risen by an average of 30%, with
the largest increases observed among historically
marginalized student groups.

The academic impact of the pandemic has
similarly varied across student demograph-

ics. For example, according to IAR data for the
2020-2021 school year, the percentage of stu-
dents not meeting grade-level math standards
increased across all racial and ethnic groups, with
the steepest declines observed among Black and

Hispanic students. For Black students in grades
3-8, 48% did not meet math standards, compared
to 32% in 2019. Among Hispanic students, 33%
did not meet standards, up from 20% in 2019. In
contrast, only 14% of White students fell below
standards—a smaller increase from 10% in 2019.

Despite these challenges in academic perfor-
mance across lllinois and the nation, recent
research suggests that ESSER funding played an
important role in helping to mitigate learning loss.
Evidence-based models indicate that, without this
federal support, student achievement would likely
have declined further (Goldhaber & Falken, 2024).
ESSER funds have also enabled school districts to
maintain essential operations through the 2024-
2025 school year. Beyond academic recovery,
these resources have expanded access to mental
health services and enrichment programs—sup-
ports that are critical to student well-being and
long-term educational outcomes (Johnson et al,,
2024).




THE ESSER FUND

Recognizing the urgent need for intervention in
K-12 education during the pandemic, Congress
passed the ESSER Fund. While its initial goal was
to support instructional continuity and expand
access to technology, it has since evolved into

a fiscal lifeline for supporting learning recovery
initiatives, expanding mental health services, and
reducing class sizes.

Without ongoing ESSER funding, many school
districts could face challenges in maintaining eqg-
uitable access to essential services. For instance,
a 2023 survey by the American Association of
School Administrators (AASA) found that 53%
of district leaders anticipate cutting specialist
staff—e.qg., behavioral health professionals, tutors,

Table 1. ESSER Funding Schedule

CARES
(March 27, 2020)

Criteria

National
Funding Level $13.2B
lllinois Saa——

Funding Level

Availability March 13, 2020 -
Period Sept. 30, 2022
LEA Deadline

to Obligate Funds Sept. 30, 2022

Source: adapted/collected from U.S. Dept. of Education (2025).

and reading specialists—while 51% reported plans
to eliminate summer learning and enrichment
programs. A separate survey by McKinsey also
revealed that 60% of district leaders are con-
cerned their districts will be unable to sustain key
intervention programs and services for students
with the greatest academic needs (Redmond et
al., 2024).

Totaling approximately $190 billion, ESSER funds
were distributed in three waves between March
2020 and March 2021. These funds were primari-
ly allocated to Local Education Agencies (LEAS)
that support school districts, ensuring that 90%
of resources went directly to them. Table 1 out-
lines each successive wave, when funds were
made available/needed to be allocated, as well as
lllinois’ fiscal share.

CRRSA ARP
(Dec. 27, 2020) (March 11, 2021)

$54.3B $122B

$2.3B

March 13, 2020 -
Sept. 30, 2023

March 13, 2020 -
Sept. 30, 2024

Sept. 30, 2023 Sept. 30, 2024



Federal education funding typically makes up
about 10 percent of a state’s education spending.
While most federal funding is provided through
the Elementary and Secondary Education Act
(ESEA)—specifically Title I—by the end of the
2021-2022 school year, ESSER funding accounted
for 12 times the normal federal education spend-
ing. Representing the largest, single federal in-
vestment in K-12 education, this equated to nearly
$3,500 more per student, depending on state/
district (Gordon & Reber, 2022). lllinois received
approximately $7.8 billion across the three waves,
equating to about $4,000 per student (Cashdol-
lar et al., 2024). Since 2020, lllinois districts have
used ESSER funding to fill financial gaps. Each
wave is further discussed below, including its
impact on lllinois.

Wave I: The Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and
Economic Security (CARES) Act.

On March 27, 2020, amid nationwide school
closures and uncertainty about the pandemic’s
duration, President Trump signed the CARES
Act, a $2.2 trillion relief package. Specifically, the
CARES Act allocated $13.2 billion in ESSER funds
to K-12 schools (US Department of Education,
2020). Available through September 30, 2022,
these funds covered a wide range of expenses,
including COVID-19 response, staffing, and school
leadership support. lllinois received $569.5 mil-
lion, including $205.7 million in funds for Chicago
Public Schools (CPS; lllinois State Board of Edu-
cation, 2025).

Wave II: Coronavirus Response and Relief
Supplemental Appropriations (CRRSA) Act.

On December 27, 2020, President Trump signed
the CRRSA Act. The CRRSA Act provided an ad-
ditional $900 billion in pandemic relief, including

$54.3 billion in ESSER funds (Associated Press,
2020). Available through September 2023, these
funds were three times greater than the previous
CARES Act, supporting learning loss recovery,
school reopening, and air quality improvements
nationwide. lllinois received $2.3 billion (lllinois
Education Association, 2021).

Wave Ill: The American Rescue Plan (ARP).

On March 11, 2021, the pandemic had receded,
and fewer school districts remained fully remote.
As part of the $1.9 trillion ARP Act, ESSER Il was
therefore largely aimed at reopening efforts. It
allocated $122 billion for K-12 schools, with 20%
explicitly reserved for learning loss interventions
(Office of Elementary & Secondary Education,
2021D. lllinois received its largest sum, totaling
approximately $5 billion.

HOW HAS ESSER FUNDING HELPED K-12
SCHOOLS NATIONALLY?

Similar to the Paycheck Protection Program (PPP)
loans designed to support businesses, the ESSER
program was intended to serve as a stabilizing
force for schools nationwide during the pandem-
ic, especially high-needs districts. While research
has raised questions about the effectiveness

of PPP loans (Horsley, 2021; Autor et al., 2022),
emerging evidence suggests a more positive
impact from ESSER funding (Goldhaber & Falk-
en, 2024). For example, an additional $1,000 in
per-student ESSER funding has been linked to
increases in math and reading achievement—
though the effect size remains relatively small,
with increases of less than one percent (Dewey et
al.,, 2024). A separate study found similar results
in math, though no significant effect in reading
(Goldhaber & Falken, 2024). Taken together,
ESSER funding contributed to narrowing achieve-
ment gaps between high- and low-poverty dis-
tricts. However, both studies suggest that ESSER
funding alone was not sufficient to fully return
student performance to pre-pandemic levels.

So far, no studies have directly linked specific
types of ESSER spending to changes in student
achievement. However, past research shows most
funds were allocated to facilities upgrades and
staffing (personnel salaries, benefits, and related
staffing supports). For example, many schools
upgraded facilities like HVAC systems, especially



in low-income areas (Cashdollar et al., 2024; Sil-
berstein & Roza, 2024; Brooks & Springer, 2024).
While these upgrades don’t affect learning right
away, some studies have shown that better school
facilities can lead to better academic outcomes
over time (e.g. Jackson & Mackevicius, 2021).

School districts also allocated ESSER funds to
address workforce needs, including increasing
salaries and hiring additional teachers, counsel-
ors, and support staff. One study estimated that
for every $1,000 in ESSER funding, approximately
$206 was invested in staffing—primarily direct-
ed toward classroom teachers (Goldhaber et al.,
2025). However, with no new federal allocations
anticipated, many of these positions may be
jeopardized in the 2025-2026 school year. For
example, facing a $734 million budget shortfall,
Chicago Public Schools (CPS) recently laid off
almost 1,500 employees, including 432 teachers,
311 paraprofessionals, and 677 special education
classroom assistants (Armanini, 2025).

In sum, ESSER funds have served as a significant
source of support for K-12 schools during and
after the pandemic. Research suggests that, with-
out this funding, learning loss likely would have
been more severe (Goldhaber & Falken, 2024).
In addition to supporting academic recovery,
ESSER funding has allowed districts to invest in
infrastructure, student mental health, and staff-
ing. While the overall impact has varied across
districts, ESSER has played a key role in helping
schools stabilize operations and begin address-
ing post-pandemic challenges (Cashdollar et al.,
2024). As such, in the absence of ESSER, finding
sustainable funding solutions for the 2025-2026
academic year remains important.

UNPACKING THE DEBATE: DOES MONEY
MATTER IN K-12?

Although recent evidence suggests that ESSER
funding has helped support school districts and
students nationally, there is still a broader debate
about whether increased funding leads to bet-
ter student outcomes in K-12 education (Sohn

et al.,, 2023). On one hand, studies link higher
per-pupil spending to increased graduation rates,
better adult earnings, and lower poverty—espe-
cially among low-income students (Jackson et
al., 2015). Additional funding is also connected

to higher test scores (Abbott et al., 2019; Baron,
2022; Gigliotti & Sorensen, 2018; Jackson et al.,
2021; Rauscher, 2020), greater postsecondary
enrollment (Baron, 2022; Hyman, 2017; Jackson et
al., 2021), and lower dropout rates (Baron, 2022;
Lee & Polachek, 2014).

On the other hand, others find little or no clear
link between increased spending and improved
achievement (Hanushek, 1997; Sohn et al., 2023).
One likely reason for these mixed results is the
wide variation in how schools allocate their funds,
with the effectiveness of spending playing a
major role. As Baker (2018, p. 3) notes, “The best
evidence shows that money spent wisely has a
significant impact on positive student outcomes.”
Therefore, examining the link between ESSER
funding and improved student outcomes is more
nuanced and likely related to what schools invest-
ed in, for instance, research shows adding staff
(Jackson. 2018) and lowering class sizes (Krueger,
2003) are particularly beneficial.

HOW HAS ESSER FUNDING HELPED K-12
SCHOOLS IN ILLINOIS?

As mentioned, lllinois received a total of $7.8 bil-
lion across the three waves of ESSER funding. In
the early stages of the pandemic, the state began
deploying these resources quickly. Over the past
five years, ESSER funds in lllinois have primarily
been directed toward five focal areas (Cashdollar
et al,, 2024):

« Expanding tutoring and intervention
programs to address learning loss

* Investing in technology and broadband
access for remote learning

* Enhancing mental health and social-
emotional support services

e Hiring additional staff and reducing class
sizes

* Implementing COVID-19 safety protocols
in school buildings

Although no studies have examined these spend-
ing areas independently, recent research has ex-
plored the relationship between student achieve-
ment, increased staffing, and higher per-pupil
funding. In lllinois, IAR reading and math scores
for grades 3-8 have improved following the allo-
cation of ESSER funds. According to the lllinois



Workforce and Education Research Collaborative
(IWERC; Cashdollar et al., 2024), districts that
received the highest increase in per-pupil fund-
ing were also those with the lowest achievement
levels before the pandemic. While these districts

experienced the steepest declines in performance
early on, they have shown faster academic recov-
ery compared to higher-achieving districts. These
trends are illustrated in Figure 3 below.

Figure 3: IAR scores by quartile of district ESSER per-pupil expenditure
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Specifically, districts in the highest quartile of
per-pupil ESSER funding (Quartile 4) started

with the lowest achievement levels and expe-
rienced the steepest declines in performance
between SY19 and SY21. However, these districts
also demonstrated slightly faster recovery rates,
leading to SY19-SY23 gains that were generally in
line with those of districts in other funding quar-
tiles and see Table 3. At present, most schools
are nearing their pre-pandemic IAR performance
levels, with approximately one-quarter exceeding
them. Statewide, Grades 3-8 remains about 6%
below pre-pandemic levels in English Language
Arts and 7% in Math (Barragan Torres et al., 2024).

To further illustrate these findings, IWERC fo-
cused its analysis on CPS. By design, CPS re-
ceived the largest share of ESSER funding in the
state, serving 17% of all lllinois students—nearly
90% of whom are students of color and 71% from
low-income households. Initially, CPS experienced
a decline in English Language Arts (ELA) scores
from SY19 to SY21 that mirrored the statewide
trend, but its decline in math performance

was notably steeper. Despite not yet reaching
pre-pandemic achievement levels, CPS has shown
a more rapid recovery in both reading and math
compared to the state overall. See Figure 4 be-
low.

Figure 4: lllinois and CPS average IAR trends for all students in ELA and Math

IAR ELA, Grades 3-8, All districts vs. CPS
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Lastly, it’'s important to examine student achieve-
ment in relation to the district’s proportion of
spending for school personnel. This is because
recent research has shown that increased ESSER
funding was associated with an increase in math
and reading scores nationally. For lllinois, districts
that spent the most on staff stipends—about 45%
of their ESSER funds—tended to have the highest
test scores before the pandemic on both the IAR
and SAT. In contrast, districts that spent the least
on stipends—around 3% of their funds—had the
second-lowest pre-pandemic achievement.

When looking at student performance from 2019

to 2023, growth patterns on the IAR in reading
and math were similar across districts, regardless
of how much they spent on stipends. However,
SAT results told a different story: the districts
that spent the most on stipends were the only
group to improve their SAT scores in both read-
ing and math from 2022 to 2023, while all other
groups saw declines. As shown in Figure 5, these
high-spending districts also experienced smaller
overall declines in SAT scores from 2019 to 2023
and from 2021 to 2023. For the remaining dis-
tricts, there was no clear link between the amount
spent on stipends and changes in SAT perfor-
mance.

Figure 5: SAT scores by quartile of district proportion of ESSER spending on stipends for school personnel.
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Taken together, these graphs suggest that ESSER
funding was especially impactful for lower-in-
come school districts across lllinois. While high-
er-income districts may have seen more limited
effects, districts with historically lower per-pupil
spending—such as CPS—appeared to benefit
more significantly. Therefore, as ESSER funding
phases out, there is concern that some of the
academic progress made since the pandemic
may be at risk, raising important questions about
educational equity.

A LOOMING FINANCIAL CLIFF

According to ISBE (2025), districts across the
state have spent approximately 98% of their ESS-
ER funds. At present, there are no plans to renew
the ESSER program, and recent proposals by

the Trump Administration to close the U.S. De-
partment of Education (Associated Press, 2025)
could significantly reduce federal education
funding overall. One cost model analysis shows
this combined reduction could reduce student
learning by as much as 40 days of instruction
(Baker, 2025). As a result, the expiration of ESSER
funding presents a significant financial challenge
for many K-12 schools in lllinois, particularly those
serving low-income communities. These schools—
often with higher proportions of students of color
and other historically underserved groups—may
be disproportionately affected. Unlike high-
er-income districts, schools in low-income areas
generally have fewer local resources and less
flexibility to offset the loss of federal support due
to their dependence on property tax revenue.



Given these structural inequities, lower-income,
urban districts such as CPS are in an especial-

ly vulnerable position. As noted, the district is
currently grappling with a projected budget
shortfall of $734 million (Armanini, 2025), with
other urban districts across lllinois also reporting
multi-million dollar deficits (Feurer, 2025). In re-
sponse, CPS recently laid off nearly 1,500 employ-
ees, including 432 teachers, 311 paraprofessionals,
and 677 special education classroom assistants
(Armanini, 2025). As of July 2025, the CPS board
has asked Governor Pritzker to convene a special
session on school funding, though no indications
have been made that it will take place. Taken
together, the full impact of these reductions—par-
ticularly among support staff—on marginalized
students remains uncertain.

However, existing research suggests that in-
creased student-to-teacher ratios are associated
with lower academic outcomes, especially for
students from low-income backgrounds. Notably,
$2.5 billion of the $7.8 billion in Illinois’ ESSER
funding was directed toward instructional staff
salaries (ISBE, 2025), underscoring the critical
role personnel investments have played in sup-

Figure 6. Possible pathways amid ESSER elimination

State-based ESSER
Program
Developing a state-level

program for educational
support and recovery

Rethink local property tax distribution. The most
comprehensive—though politically challeng-
ing—approach would involve reforming lllinois’
school funding structure. lllinois’ school funding
model continues to reflect disparities rooted in
local property wealth (Strand & Mirkay, 2019).
Currently, nearly 60% of K-12 education funding
in the state is derived from local property taxes,

porting recovery. As ESSER funds expire, this will
be a key area to monitor in the upcoming aca-
demic year.

The expiration of ESSER funding also raises im-
portant equity considerations for lllinois school
districts. While research on the link between
school funding and student achievement remains
mixed, evidence suggests that when resources
are directed toward effective strategies—such as
hiring support staff—positive academic outcomes
can follow. Without new sources of funding for
SY2025-2026, many of these positions and in-
terventions may be scaled back (or eliminated),
particularly in schools serving students with the
greatest needs (as evidenced by CPS).

PATHWAYS FORWARD?

[llinois has faced budget challenges in the past
and may face similar circumstances in the future.
(Governor’s Office of Management and Budget,
2025). While these fiscal challenges complicate
pathways forward, three possible options remain
for consideration, fromm most extensive to least.

Exploring new state-level
grant opportunities for
diverse funding needs

Local Property Tax
Distribution
Rethinking how property

taxes are allocated locally
to improve funding equity

compared to a national average of approximately
45%. While the state’s Evidence-Based Funding
(EBF) formula was designed to address these
disparities, it has not fully closed funding gaps
among districts (Smylie, 2024). For example, CPS
receives only about 80% of the funding deemed
necessary for an “adequate” education, while 49
other districts across lllinois operate with less



than 70% of their adequacy targets (Karp, 2025).
As such, additional consideration may be war-
ranted to explore how local tax revenues are dis-
tributed—particularly in ways that better reflect
equity-focused models adopted in other states.

During the pandemic, higher-need districts—often
identified by larger Title | allocations—received
more ESSER funding. With the expiration of that
support, however, many of these same districts
may experience renewed fiscal challenges. Giv-
en that EBF alone has yet to ensure adequate
and equitable funding across all districts, further
action by state policymakers could help address
persistent resource imbalances (Advance lllinois,
2025).

Produce a state-based ESSER funding program.
Evidence suggests that ESSER funding con-
tributed to positive developments in student
learning, including a narrowing of achievement
gaps in some districts. These outcomes reflect
the short-term impact of targeted interventions
supported by federal relief, such as increased
staffing, expanded instructional time, and addi-
tional academic and mental health supports. As
the ESSER funding period comes to a close, state
leaders may consider whether and how to sustain
select programs or personnel that proved bene-
ficial during the recovery period. One potential
approach could involve supplementing the state’s
current education funding model to help mitigate
the fiscal impact of the ESSER funding expiration.

Although lllinois has taken steps to increase its
overall K-12 education budget through mecha-
nisms like the EBF, the scale of federal relief dol-
lars—particularly the flexibility and size of ESSER
allocations—exceeded typical year-to-year state
increases. As a result, some districts, especially
those that relied heavily on ESSER to address
student needs, may face challenges in maintain-
ing lower student-to-teacher ratios, intervention
staff, instructional coaches, or mental health
professionals without additional support. Strate-
gically aligning state-level resources to maintain
or gradually scale down certain high-impact roles
and services could help districts avoid abrupt
disruptions and sustain momentum in post-pan-
demic recovery efforts.

Explore additional state-based grant funding

opportunities. Historically, research indicates that
when district budgets are unable to fully meet
operational demands, school systems often turn
to supplemental grants to address funding gaps
(McGuinn, 2012). Given the financial pressures
many districts may experience as federal pan-
demic relief funds wind down, the state—working
in partnership with ISBE—could consider develop-
ing a targeted supplemental grant program aimed
at supporting operational continuity. Such grants
could be structured to focus on non-capital ex-
penditures that are central to daily school func-
tioning, including teacher salaries, instructional
materials, and student support services such as
counseling, tutoring, or intervention programs.

Importantly, these grants could be designed with
equity considerations at the forefront, prioritiz-
ing districts with higher levels of demonstrated
need—whether based on student demographics,
fiscal capacity, or indicators of academic recov-
ery. This targeted approach would allow districts
to stabilize essential services without necessitat-
ing a broad or permanent increase in statewide
education appropriations. Instead, it would offer
a flexible mechanism for short- to medium-term
support, giving districts time to plan and adjust
to the post-ESSER funding environment while
maintaining critical services that support student
learning and well-being.

CONCLUSION

ESSER funding played a significant role in sup-
porting K-12 schools during the height of the
COVID-19 pandemic and throughout the early
phases of educational recovery. These resources
enabled districts to implement a range of inter-
ventions, from expanded academic support and
mental health services to investments in tech-
nology and staffing. As these temporary funds



are phased out, there is growing concern among
education stakeholders that student achievement
gaps—particularly those affecting students from
low-income backgrounds, English learners, and
students with disabilities—could widen if key sup-

high-impact programs, identifying and applying
for alternative federal or philanthropic funding
streams, and adopting policy measures that
explicitly promote equity in resource distribution
and student outcomes. While some districts may

be able to absorb the loss of ESSER funds with
limited disruption, others—especially those that
relied heavily on federal relief to meet basic oper-
ational and instructional needs (e.g., CPS)—could
face more significant challenges.

ports are not sustained.

Proactive planning at both the state and local
levels may help mitigate these risks and ensure
continuity in essential services. However, the full
extent of the impact may take time to emerge, as
districts work through budget cycles and assess
the effects of reduced funding on staffing, pro-
gramming, and student performance. Ongoing
monitoring and responsive policy adjustments
could be necessary to support districts through
this transition and maintain a focus on long-term
educational recovery.

To help preserve the progress made under ES-
SER, state and local policymakers may wish to
consider a variety of strategies. These could in-
clude reallocating existing resources to prioritize

REFERENCES

Abbott, B., Gallipoli, G., Meghir, C., & Violante, G. L. (2019). Education policy and intergenerational
transfers in equilibrium. Journal of Political Economy, 127(6), 2569-2624.

Advance lllinois. (2025). The state we’re in: 2025 report on public education in Illinois. https://www.
advanceillinois.org/reports/the-state-were-in/

American Association of School Administrators. (August 2023). School District Spending of American
Rescue Plan Funding, Part V. https://www.aasa.org/resources/resource/school-district-spending-of-
american-rescue-plan-funding

Armanini, K. 2025, July 12). Chicago Public Schools lays off 1,458 employees to adjust

for enrollment, programming changes. Chicago Tribune. https://www.chicagotribune.
com/2025/07/11/chicago-public-schools-teacher-layoffs/?lctg=A4A33532F45134196477D27E7D
&utm_email=A4A33532F45134196477D27E7D&utm_source=listrak&utm_medium=email&utm_
term=https%3a%2f%2fwww.chicagotribune.com%2f2025%2f07%2f11%2fchicago

Associated Press. (2020, December 21). Highlights of $900 billion COVID-19 relief, wrap-up bills. AP
News. https://apnews.com/article/

Associated Press. (2025, March 20). Trump education department shutdown. AP News. https://
apnews.com/article/trump-education-department-shutdown-bld25a2elbdcd24cfde8ad8b65509843

Autor, D., Cho, D,, Crane, L. D., Goldar, M,, Lutz, B., Montes, J., ... & Yildirmaz, A. (2022). An evaluation of the
paycheck protection program using administrative payroll microdata. Journal of Public Economics, 211.

Baker, B. D. (2025). How would cutting federal aid to schools affect student achievement?. Albert
Shanker Institute. https://www.shankerinstitute.org/blogtopics/education-spending


https://www.advanceillinois.org/reports/the-state-were-in
https://www.chicagotribune.com/2025/07/11/chicago-public-schools-teacher-layoffs/?lctg=A4A33532F45134196477D27E7D&utm_email=A4A33532F45134196477D27E7D&utm_source=listrak&utm_medium=email&utm_term=https%3a%2f%2fwww.chicagotribune.com%2f2025%2f07%2f11%2fchicago

Baker, B. D. (2018). How money matters for schools (research brief). Palo Alto, CA: Learning Policy
Institute. https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/product/how-money-matters-brief

Baron, E. J. (2022). School spending and student outcomes: Evidence from revenue limit elections in
Wisconsin. American Economic Journal: Economic Policy, 14(1), 1-39.

Barragan Torres, M., Cashdollar, S., & Bates, M. (2024). Descriptive trends in student renewal outcomes
in lllinois: Test scores, enrollment and attendance. lllinois Workforce and Education Research
Collaborative (IWERC). https://dpi.uillinois.edu/applied-research/iwerc/current-projects/learning-
renewal/

Brooks, M., & Springer, M. G. (2024). School facility investments and student outcomes: Evidence from
ESSER funding. Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 46(2), 215-238.

Cashdollar, S., Barragan Torres, M., Bates, M. (2024). Exploring the relationship between lllinois
districts’ ESSER spending and student achievement. lllinois Workforce and Education Research.
https://dpi.uillinois.edu/wp-content/uploads/2024/09/ESSER-achievement_final_11.pdf

De Voto, C., & Superfine, B. M. (2023). The crisis you can’t plan for: K-12 leader responses and
organisational preparedness during COVID-19. School Leadership & Management, 43(4), 369-389.

De Voto, C., Superfine, B. M., & DeWit, M. (2023). Navigating policy and local context in
times of crisis: District and school administrator responses to the COVID-19
pandemic. Educational Administration Quarterly, 59(2), 339-383.

Dewey, D., Fahle, E., Kane, T. J., Reardon, S. F., & Staiger, D. O. (2024). Federal pandemic relief and
academic recovery. Center for Education Policy Research. https://educationrecoveryscorecard.org/
wp-content/uploads/2024/06/June2024ERS-Report.pdf

Dorn, E., Hancock, B., Sarakatsannis, J., & Viruleg, E. (2021). COVID-19 and education: The lingering
effects of unfinished learning. McKinsey & Company. https://www.mckinsey.com

Elementary and Secondary School Emergency Relief Fund. (2023). Fiscal year 2023 annual
performance report. U.S. Department of Education. https://api.covid-relief-data.ed.gov/collection/api/
vl/public/docs/ESSERFiscalYear2023AnnualPerformanceReport.pdf

Feurer, T. (2025, June 28). Chicago Public Schools lays off 161 employees, cuts 209 vacant positions
amid $734 million budget shortfall. CBS Chicago. https://www.cbsnews.com/chicago/news/chicago-
public-schools-lays-off-161-employees-cuts-209-vacant-positions-amid-734-budget-shortfall/

Gigliotti, P., & Sorensen, L. C. (2018). Educational resources and student achievement: Evidence from
the Save Harmless provision in New York State. Economics of Education Review, 66, 167-182.

Goldhaber, D., & Falken, G. (2025). ESSER and student achievement: Assessing the impacts of the
largest one-time federal investment in K-12 schools. Working Paper No. 301-0624. National Center for
Analysis of Longitudinal Data in Education Research (CALDER). https://caldercenter.org/publications/
esser-and-student-achievement-assessing-impacts-largest-one-time-federal-investment

Goldhaber, D., Falken, G., & Theobald, R. (2024). ESSER funding and school system jobs: Evidence
from job posting data. Working Paper No. 297-0424. National Center for Analysis of Longitudinal Data
in Education Research (CALDER). https://caldercenter.org/publications/esser-funding-and-school-
system-jobs-evidence-job-posting-data

Gordon, N., & Reber, S. (2022). Were federal COVID relief funds for schools enough?. Tax Policy and
the Economy, 36(1), 123-157.


https://dpi.uillinois.edu/applied-research/iwerc/current-projects/learning-renewal
https://educationrecoveryscorecard.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/June2024ERS-Report.pdf
https://api.covid-relief-data.ed.gov/collection/api/v1/public/docs/ESSERFiscalYear2023AnnualPerformanceReport.pdf
https://caldercenter.org/publications/esser-and-student-achievement-assessing-impacts-largest-one-time-federal-investment

Governors Office of Management and Budget. (2025). /l/linois economic and fiscal policy report.
Executive Office of the Governor. https://budget.illinois.gov/content/dam/soi/en/web/budget/
documents/economic-and-fiscal-policy-reports/Economic_and_Fiscal_Policy_Report_FY25_
FINAL_11.1.24.pdf

Hanushek, E. A. (1997). Assessing the effects of school resources on student performance: An update.
Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 19(2), 141-164.

Horsley, S. (2021, April 27). Did emergency PPP loans work? Nearly $800 billion later, we still don’t
know. NPR. https://www.npr.org/2021/04/27/990888476/did-emergency-p-p-p-loans-work-nearly-
800-billion-later-we-still-dont-know

Hyman, J. (2017). Does money matter in the long run? Effects of school spending on educational
attainment. American Economic Journal: Economic Policy, 9(4), 256-280.

lllinois Education Association. (2021). /llinois federal emergency aid for public education. National
Education Association. https://www.nea.org/sites/default/files/2021-06/Illinois%20Federal%20
Emergency%20Aid%20for%20Public%20Education.pdf

Illinois State Board of Education. (2020). Intellectual disabilities: Ideas during the pandemic. https://
www.isbe.net/Documents/Intellectual-Disabilities-ldeas-During-Pandemic.pdf

Illinois State Board of Education. (2025). ESSER spending dashboard. https://www.isbe.net/Pages/
ESSER-Spending-Dashboard.aspx

Jackson, C. K. (2018). What do test scores miss? The importance of teacher effects on non-test score
outcomes. Journal of Political Economy, 126(5), 2072-2107.

Jackson, C. K., & Mackevicius, C. (2021). The distribution of school spending impacts (No. w28517).
National Bureau of Economic Research. https://www.nber.org/system/files/working_papers/w28517/
w28517.pdf

Jackson, C. K., Johnson, R. C., & Persico, C. (2015). The effects of school spending on educational
and economic outcomes: Evidence from school finance reforms (No. w20847). National Bureau of
Economic Research. https:/www.nber.org/system/files/working_papers/w20847/w20847.pdf

Jackson, C. K., Wigger, C.,, & Xiong, H. (2021). Do school spending cuts matter? Evidence from the
Great Recession. American Economic Journal: Economic Policy, 13(2), 304-335.

Johnson, L., Smith, R., & Lee, M. (2024). Supporting student well-being: The broader benefits of
ESSER investments in 2024-2025. Education Finance Review, 12(1), 34-50

Karp, S. (2025, July 23). CPS board members ask Pritzker, lawmakers to call special session on school
funding. WBEZChicago. https:/www.wbez.org/education/2025/07/23/cps-board-members-pritzker-
springfield-education-funding-special-session

Krueger, A. B. (2003). Economic considerations and class size. The Economic Journal, 113(485), F34-
F63.

Lee, K. G, & Polachek, S. (2014). Do school budgets matter? The effect of budget referenda on
student performance (No. 8056). IZA Discussion Papers.

Malkus, N. (2021). The $200 billion question: How much of federal COVID-19 relief funding for schools
will go to COVID-19 relief?. American Enterprise Institute. https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED616628.pdf


https://budget.illinois.gov/content/dam/soi/en/web/budget/documents/economic-and-fiscal-policy-reports/Economic_and_Fiscal_Policy_Report_FY25_FINAL_11.1.24.pdf
https://www.nea.org/sites/default/files/2021-06/Illinois%20Federal%20Emergency%20Aid%20for%20Public%20Education.pdf
https://www.isbe.net/Pages/ESSER-Spending-Dashboard.aspx
https://www.nber.org/system/files/working_papers/w28517/w28517.pdf

McGuinn, P. (2012). Stimulating reform: Race to the Top, competitive grants and the Obama education
agenda. Educational Policy, 26(1), 136-159.

Office of Elementary & Secondary Education. (2021). /llinois federal emergency aid for public
education. National Education Association. https:/www.nea.org/sites/default/files/2021-06/
[llinois%20Federal%20Emergency%20Aid%20for%20Public%20Education.pdf

Rauscher, E. (2020). Does money matter more in the country? Education funding reductions and
achievement in Kansas, 2010-2018. AERA Open, 6(4).

Redmond, W., Dorn, E., Shelat, N., & McBride, S. (2024). When the money runs out: K-12 schools brace
for stimulus-free budgets. McKinsey. https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/education/our-insights/
when-the-money-runs-out-k-12-schools-brace-for-stimulus-free-budgets#/

Silberstein, J., & Roza, M. (2024). How districts spent ESSER funds: An analysis of facility upgrades
and infrastructure investments. Education Finance and Policy, 19(3), 412-439.

Sohn, H., Smith, J.,, & Lee, A. (2023). Exploring the relationship between school funding and student
outcomes: A review of recent evidence. Journal of Education Finance, 48(2), 123-145.

Smylie, S. (2024, May 15). /llinois needs to add more funding for schools, report says. Chalkbeat.
https://www.chalkbeat.org/chicago/2024/05/15/illinois-needs-to-add-more-funding-for-schools-
report-says/#:~:text=Due%20to%20inflation%20and%20state,Center%20for%20Tax%20and %20
Budget

Strand, P. J., & Mirkay, N. A. (2019). Racialized Tax Inequity: Wealth, Racism, and the US System of
Taxation. Nw. JL & Soc. Pol'y, 15, 265.

U.S. Department of Education. (2025). What is the education stabilization fund (ESF)?. https://covid-
relief-data.ed.gov/

Walker Burke, A., & Kunichoff, Y. (2020, March 13). /llinois becomes latest state to close
schools statewide due to coronavirus spread. Chalkbeat. https://www.chalkbeat.org/
chicago/2020/3/13/21195980/illinois-becomes-latest-state-to-close-schools-statewide-due-to-
coronavirus-spread/


https://www.nea.org/sites/default/files/2021-06/Illinois%20Federal%20Emergency%20Aid%20for%20Public%20Education.pdf
https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/education/our-insights/when-the-money-runs-out-k-12-schools-brace-for-stimulus-free-budgets#/
https://www.chalkbeat.org/chicago/2024/05/15/illinois-needs-to-add-more-funding-for-schools-report-says/#:~:text=Due%20to%20inflation%20and%20state,Center%20for%20Tax%20and%20Budget
https://www.chalkbeat.org/chicago/2020/3/13/21195980/illinois-becomes-latest-state-to-close-schools-statewide-due-to-coronavirus-spread/

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

The author thanks Ben Superfine and Elizabeth Powers for helpful comments on
earlier drafts. Remaining errors or omissions are the authors’ responsibility.

Publisher’s Note

Any opinions expressed herein are those of the authors and not necessarily those of the
Institute of Government and Public Affairs, the author’s employers, or the University of
lllinois System.

Photographs

Mast - Chicago cityscape - Elena Sivitskaia, stock.adobe.com, lllinois State Capitol Dome - Frame
from video at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=F2wPy7DfXfQ, Capitol Dome at Dusk - Frame from
Adobe Stock video file 187821651, by VIA Films






