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Strategies to Solve UNFINISHED LEARNING
WHEN THE PANDEMIC FORCED SCHOOLS ACROSS THE COUNTRY TO CLOSE THEIR DOORS IN MARCH 2020,
many district and school leaders worked quickly to plan for and address students’ “unfinished learning.”1 How
would they support students who had been exposed to content, but had not yet had a chance to master it?
A recent study indicated that students, on average, could experience up to five to nine months of unfinished
learning by the end of June 2021. But it will be sometime before we know the true amount of unfinished learning
caused by schools closing their doors.
What is certain, however, is that as the nation continues to battle this pandemic and at-home learning continues,
there will be a need to help students, especially the nation’s most vulnerable students, complete unfinished
learning for weeks, months, and even years to come. The lack of adequate time for districts to prepare for sudden
shutdowns as well as the lack of resources for many districts, especially those that are chronically underfunded, to
adjust to virtual learning has exacerbated inequities for Black, Latino, and Native students and students from lowincome backgrounds.
For example, a national survey of school leaders revealed that students in high-poverty districts were expected to
spend far less time on instructional activities during virtual learning than were their peers in low-poverty districts.
More specifically, 24% of leaders in high-poverty districts compared to just 12% in low-poverty districts said that
distance learning for elementary school students primarily involved content review rather than teaching new material.
Families, especially in communities with more students from low-income backgrounds, more English learners, and
more students of color, also face many obstacles to participating in distance learning opportunities, for reasons
ranging from inadequate access to technology to competing responsibilities such as jobs or childcare that limit the
time available to focus on learning. It is most important to note that these inequities are not limited to the current
crisis; they are longstanding.
Moving forward, educators will need to administer high-quality assessments to determine where learning must be
accelerated and provide high-quality instruction to ensure students have the opportunity to reach high standards.
Students will need access to opportunities, supports, and strong and supportive relationships. And targeted actions
from school and district leaders and policymakers are required to ensure stretched budgets do not result in policies
and practices that harm the students who face the most injustices.
The degree of unfinished learning caused by the pandemic will differ by student, subject, and grade — affecting math
more than reading, younger grades more than older, and students already lacking adequate supports more than others.
Research supports two ways schools can give students the opportunities and supports they need to complete unfinished
learning: targeted intensive tutoring and expanded learning time. The Education Trust and MDRC designed the
following briefs to help leaders make decisions on how to implement these strategies and where to invest resources,
especially in ways that best support the country’s most underserved students. We also highlight research-based
interventions to build and maintain strong relationships: without strong relationships and connections between
students and school staff, educators cannot catch students up. Finally, when evidence exists, we highlight the tradeoffs
between effectiveness, affordability, and feasibility when implementing a strategy in different ways.
As we navigate these unprecedented times, it will be even more important that investments are made to grow the
evidence base and evaluate the effectiveness of programs used to accelerate learning.
1.The Education Trust uses the term “unfinished learning,” as opposed to “learning loss” or “learning gaps,” to describe material that should have presented to students,
but has not yet been mastered. The idea that learning is not complete better reflects the reality that all students can learn and “gaps” can be closed with equitable
opportunities, materials, assessments, and high-quality instruction. With this phrasing, our goal is to redirect any focus on “fixing students” toward a focus on systemic
changes to meet the needs of students.
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Targeted Intensive
TUTORING
AS THE NATION CONTINUES TO BATTLE THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC AND AT-HOME LEARNING CONTINUES,
there will be a need to help students, especially the nation’s most vulnerable students, complete unfinished
learning for weeks, months, and even years to come.1 Research shows targeted intensive tutoring can help
historically underserved students to catch-up to meet high standards. District leaders should follow the
research and invest in evidence-based methods to support students to get back on track.
Targeted intensive tutoring, often referred to as high-dosage tutoring, consists of having the same tutor to
work over an extended period of time (e.g., all year, every school day) on academic skills, such as math or
reading. In the most effective versions, an individual tutor works with one or two students at a time, using a
skill-building curriculum closely aligned with the math or reading curriculum used throughout the school and
targeted to the student’s academic needs.

WHAT DO WE KNOW ABOUT WHAT WORKS?
District and school leaders considering implementing targeted intensive tutoring as a strategy to help students
catch-up will have to make important decisions about hiring, staffing, and training. They also will need to
make decisions around grouping, scheduling, and the curriculum. With each decision, district and school
leaders will have to balance what the evidence says is most effective with what is most feasible given
resource constraints and local context.
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HOW EFFECTIVE IS INTENSIVE TUTORING?
We looked at the research to help leaders navigate complicated decisions.2 The chart below shows how
implementing various features of intensive tutoring impact its effectiveness.
Features

More
Effective

Less
Effective

Tutors

Certified teachers

Student:
Tutor Ratio

1-2: 1

3-4:1

Curriculum

Skill-building
curriculum

Homework
help

Training and
Supervision

Pre-service & ongoing
training & supervision

Pre-service training
& a single additional
supplemental training

Location

During the school day
complementing the
regular class

During the school
day substituting for
the regular class

How often &
How Long

All year, every school day
for an hour

Target
Population

Younger
students

Paraprofessionals

Trained
volunteers

Pre-service
training only

Peers

No training
After school/
out of school
Partial
year
Older
students

CRITICAL QUESTIONS FOR LEADERS:
Which students benefit most?
Targeted intensive tutoring is effective for all students, but research shows that younger students benefit the
most. The research also shows:
•

Targeted intensive tutoring is very effective for pre-K and kindergarteners, since a month of teaching advances
a child’s learning so much at that age.3

•

Although younger children make the most gains, targeted intensive tutoring can also be effective for
middle and high school students.4

•

At its most effective, targeted intensive tutoring can double the amount of learning students typically
gain during the school year. 5
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Who should take on tutoring responsibilities?
The most effective tutors are teachers or those with the most experience and training. The research also shows:
•

Tutors with more experience or training in teaching or working with young people are the most effective.6

•

Paraprofessionals (non-teachers who are hired, often full time, and trained for the job) are almost 85%
as effective as teachers, while being less expensive.7 AmeriCorps members can have a positive impact
on students’ attendance and academic outcomes, when they are well trained and use an asset-based model
to focus on students’ social-emotional development, academics, and creating an inclusive environment.8

•

In general, volunteers are half as effective as paraprofessionals.9 However, volunteers also are the
least expensive tutors.

•

Volunteer attendance can especially be an issue for volunteering college students.10

How many students should be placed with a tutor at a time?
Research shows that two students per tutor is the most efficient and effective way to accelerate learning. Also, it
shows no more than four students should be placed with a tutor at a time. The research also shows:
•

One student per tutor allows for individualized instruction, but Match Corps, for example, found that the
tutor’s time can be used more efficiently by placing two students with a tutor at a time. 11

•

When there are more students who need individualized tutoring than there are tutors, some schools have
placed three or four students with a single tutor. However, without specialized training, it can be more
challenging to effectively and positively manage behavior with groups of three to four students.12

•

Therefore, it is even more important to ensure tutors with larger groups have high-quality, positive
classroom management training.

What kind of training and materials should schools provide?
The curriculum used during intensive targeted tutoring should be aligned to the curriculum used throughout the
school. Tutors who are less familiar with the curriculum should receive ongoing training and support from more
experienced educators. As always, the curriculum and instructional materials must be aligned to high standards,
appropriately challenging for students’ grade level, and be culturally sustaining.13 The research shows:
•

All tutors should be trained to appropriately adjust the lesson to match a student’s level of
understanding and be trained to use materials in culturally sustaining ways.14

•

Tutors who are less familiar with teaching and who have less training can benefit from more specific
directions like a highly structured curriculum, which can help them effectively present material.15

•

Tutors who are not teachers and who have received the least amount of training should be adequately
supported by more experienced educators.16

•

All tutors should receive pre-service training that covers the goals of the curriculum, strategies for managing
individual or small tutoring sessions, as well as instructions around key program features and guidelines.
Training should also ensure that tutors build relationships with students and setting high
expectations early on.17
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•

It also is helpful to provide tutors who are teachers some training on the specific goals of the curriculum.18

•

Throughout the course of tutoring programs, ongoing training and individual coaching should be used
to strengthen tutors’ curriculum delivery.19

When should educators tutor students?
Intensive targeted tutoring may require adjusting the school day schedule. Educators should tutor students during
block of times when students do not have core classes like math or reading. But it is important for students to
engage in elective courses and have an adequate break or lunch period – students who perceive tutoring as a
punishment may disengage. The research shows:
•

Tutoring done outside the school day is about two-thirds as effective as that held during the typical
school day.20

•

School-day pull-out programs are less effective than if the tutoring is in addition to the regular math
or reading class.

•

If the tutoring sessions are after school (and thus voluntary), attendance may be strong for elementary
school students (because it is serves as childcare for the parent), but attendance is more
challenging for older students.21

How often should students have tutoring sessions?
Students should receive tutoring frequently and regularly throughout the school year. All students who have not yet
mastered math and reading standards should receive intensive targeted tutoring. Research also shows:
•

Providing more tutoring sessions positively increases impact.22

Resources are limited. Which subject should tutors prioritize?
All students who have not yet mastered math and reading standards should receive intensive targeted tutoring. But
schools without the resources to provide tutoring in math and reading should consider prioritizing providing intensive
targeted tutoring in math. This is because students are more likely to experience more unfinished learning in math. It
is also worth noting that successful completion of high school math courses increases earnings for students of color.
Research also shows:
•

Students in grades 2-12 benefit most from tutors who focus on math, although reading tutoring
also has positive effects. impact of reading tutoring is greatest for students in pre-K to first grade.23

•

Intensive tutoring in math helped high school students to improve grades in other courses too.24

•

Little is known about the effectiveness of intensive tutoring in the virtual setting, however, a research study
found that a virtual tutoring program that offered 30-45 minutes of tutoring a week improved literacy.25
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PROMISING PRACTICES
New York City High Dosage Tutoring Middle School Pilot in Reading
In New York City, 1,700 students across 60 public schools participated in a randomized experiment to test the
effectiveness of intensive tutoring. Middle school students who were identified as readers in need of support
were put into groups of four and received 45 to 60 minutes of daily tutoring with a trained and supervised
paraprofessional educator. The tutors used a tailored reading curriculum centered on high-interest chapter books
(fiction and non-fiction) that were appropriate for the students’ reading level. After attending an average of 67 days
of tutoring, students gained an additional month or two worth of learning in reading. Although the program has
positive effects, it is costly ($2,500 per participant).26

Saga
During the course of this program, two students met with one tutor during a one-hour daily tutoring session
as part of their regular class schedule. Tutoring sessions split instructional time evenly between reviewing
foundational skills based on the unfinished learning of individual students and working through the content of
the students’ current math classes. These tutoring sessions occurred during the typical school day and replaced
either a second period of math or an elective course. A recent study found that the program doubled, or even
tripled, how much math students learned in a year and that the benefits for students persisted at least one or
two years after tutoring.27

Reading Partners
Reading Partners is a one-on-one tutoring program to help students in kindergarten through fourth grade who have
been identified as experiencing two years of unfinished learning in reading. Over the last two decades, the program
has expanded to serve over 60,000 students in 400 schools in 80 districts. Trained volunteers and AmeriCorps
members tutor struggling readers in elementary schools serving students from low-income backgrounds. Tutors are
trained on curriculum, trauma informed responses, and anti-bias practices before meeting with students. Students
are placed with an individual tutor twice a week for 45 minutes each session. Each reading partner volunteer tutor
receives a scripted curriculum and ongoing support from a more experienced tutor.
Reading Partners assesses student progress three times during the school year and surveys teachers twice each
year to ensure high-quality instruction. Evaluations show that these tutoring sessions added an additional one and
a half to two months of growth in literacy. Studies also show that this program may be particularly effective for the
lowest achieving students, as the students that started the program in the lowest quartile experienced double the
impact. Reading Partners charges schools $320 per student. The school provides in-kind resources (primarily space)
of about $390 per student. Although the program has faced challenges such as attendance of tutors and retention of
students, it has been shown to have a positive impact.28
While students are learning from home, Reading Partners has continued tutoring in a virtual setting. The program
has also increased outreach to communities and families by incorporating virtual home visits, texting literacy tips,
and providing literacy workshops for caregivers.
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Targeted Reading Intervention
Targeted Reading Intervention (TRI) is a one-to-one tutoring model to support early readers, especially in rural
schools. Classroom teachers work individually with developing readers in kindergarten and first grade for
15 minutes each day, focusing on oral language, decoding, writing, comprehension, vocabulary, and fluency
skills. Research shows that the program has a significant positive impact on students’ phonological awareness
and vocabulary. University-based instructional coaches use webcam technology to train and provide ongoing
support to teachers, highlighting how training could be delivered electronically while learning is remote and
for isolated, rural communities.29

Number Rockets
Number Rockets is a tutoring intervention for first graders experiencing unfinished learning in math. Students are
placed in groups of 2-3 students, three times a week for 40-minute sessions during the school day (30 minutes
of scripted instruction and 10 minutes of practice) for 17 weeks. These sessions do not replace but supplement
students’ core math classes. In preparation for tutoring sessions, tutors receive one day of training that typically
costs schools and districts $1,500 per tutor and an additional two-hour training after that. Tutor training workshops
include program information, an overview of background research and theory, trainer modeling, practice, and
observations. The evaluation of this program has found it to be very effective for students who have yet to master
math concepts. It is important to note that most of the tutors during this evaluation period held a teaching certificate
(66%), and even more (77%) of the tutors were retired or substitute teachers.30

7

MARCH 2021

ENDNOTES
1. T he term “unfinished learning” is used to more positively describe the
content that should have been covered but has not yet been mastered. The
Education Trust uses this term to highlight the need for a mindset shift –all
students can learn and “gaps” can be closed with equitable opportunities,
materials, assessments and high-quality instruction. Instead of focusing on
negatives like “lost learning” and “gaps,” this term aims to highlight the
continued need for growth and systemic changes.
2. T he brief heavily uses the findings of a very recent meta-analysis of all
high quality evaluations of tutoring programs: Nickow, Andre, Philip
Oreopoulos, and Vincent Quan. “The impressive effects of tutoring on prek12 learning: A systematic review and meta-analysis of the experimental
evidence.” NBER Working Paper w27476 (2020). This study allows us to
discuss the relative effectiveness of different practices. If not otherwise
noted, findings have been pulled from this comprehensive study.
3. N
 ickow, et al., 2020; Bloom, Howard S., Carolyn J. Hill, Alison Rebeck
Black, and Mark W. Lipsey. “Performance trajectories and performance
gaps as achievement effect-size benchmarks for educational
interventions.” Journal of Research on Educational Effectiveness 1, no. 4
(2008): 289-328.

11. A
 nder, et. al, 2016.
12. G
 arcia, Ivonne, Jean Baldwin Grossman, Carla Herrera, Marissa
Strassberger, Michelle Dixon, and Leigh Linden. “Aiming Higher:
Assessing Higher Achievement’s Out-of-School Expansion Efforts.” MDRC
(2020).
13. G
 arcia, et al., 2020.
14. G
 arcia, et al., 2020; Redd, Zakia, Christopher Boccanfuso, Karen Walker,
Daniel Princiotta, Dylan Knewstub, and Kristin Moore. “Expanding time
for learning both inside and outside the classroom: A review of the
evidence base.” Child Trends (2012).
15. R itter, Gary W., Joshua H. Barnett, George S. Denny, and Ginger R.
Albin. “The effectiveness of volunteer tutoring programs for elementary
and middle school students: A meta-analysis.” Review of Educational
Research 79, no. 1 (2009): 3-38; Jacob, Robin, Catherine Armstrong, and
Jacklyn Willard. “Mobilizing volunteer tutors to improve student literacy:
Implementation, impacts, and costs of the Reading Partners Program.”
MDRC (2015).

4. N
 ickow, et al., 2020; Fryer Jr, R. G., & Howard-Noveck, M. (2020). Highdosage tutoring and reading achievement: Evidence from New York City.
Journal of Labor Economics, 38(2), 421-452; Kraft, Matthew A. (2015)
How to Make Additional Time Matter: Integrating Individualized Tutorials
into an Extended Day, Education Finance and Policy, MIT Press, 10:1,
81-116; Roseanna Ander, Jonathan Guryan, and Jens Ludwig (2016)
Improving Academic Outcomes for Disadvantaged Students: Scaling Up
Individualized Tutorials, the Hamilton Project, The Brookings Institution,
March 2016.

16. G
 rossman, Jean Baldwin, Furano, Kathryn (2002) Making the Most of
Volunteers, Philadelphia PA: Public/Private Ventures Brief; Garcia et al.,
2020.

5. A
 nder, Roseanna, Jonathan Guryan, and Jens Ludwig. “Improving
academic outcomes for disadvantaged students: Scaling up individualized
tutorials.” Washington DC: The Brookings Institution (2016).

19. G
 arcia et al., 2020.

6. Nickow, et al., 2020.
7. Nickow, et al., 2020.
8. B alfanz, Robert, and Vaughn Byrnes. “Connecting Social-Emotional
Development, Academic Achievement, and On-track Outcomes.” (2020).
The Everyone Graduates Center. John Hopkins University School of
Education.

17. G
 arcia et al., 2020; Roehlkepartain, E. C., Kent Pekel, A. K. Syvertsen,
Jenna Sethi, T. K. Sullivan, and P. C. Scales. “Relationships first: Creating
connections that help young people thrive.” Minneapolis, MN: Search
Institute (2017): 1-20.
18. G
 arcia et al., 2020.

20. N
 ickow et al., 2020. This finding may be due to the use of certified
teachers during school day tutoring sessions.
21. G
 rossman, J.B., Marilyn Price, Veronica Fellerath, Linda Jucovy, Laurie
Kotloff, Rebecca Raley and Karen Walker (2002) Multiple Choices
After School: Findings from the Extended-Service Schools Initiative,
Philadelphia PA: Public/Private Ventures Report.

9. Nickow, et al., 2020.
10. G
 rossman, Jean Baldwin, and Kathryn Furano. “Making the most of
volunteers.” Law and contemporary problems 62, no. 4 (1999): 199-218.;
Herrera, Carla, Jean Baldwin Grossman, Tina J. Kauh, and Jennifer
McMaken. Mentoring in schools: An impact study of Big Brothers Big
Sisters school-based mentoring. Child development 82, no. 1 (2011):
346-361.

8

MARCH 2021

22. Nickow, et al., 2020.
23. Nickow, et al., 2020.
24. C ook, Philip J., Kenneth Dodge, George Farkas, Roland G. Fryer,
Jonathan Guryan, Jens Ludwig, Susan Mayer, Harold Pollack, and
Laurence Steinberg. “Not too late: Improving academic outcomes for
disadvantaged youth.” Institute for Policy Research Northwestern
University Working Paper WP-15 1 (2015).
25. W
 ijekumar, K., Meyer, B., & Lei, P. (2012). Large-scale randomized
controlled trial with 4th graders using intelligent tutoring of the structure
strategy to improve nonfiction reading comprehension. Educational
Technology Research & Development, 60(6), 987-1013. https://eric.
ed.gov/?id=EJ986753.
26. F ryer Jr, R. G., & Howard-Noveck, M. (2020). High-dosage tutoring and
reading achievement: Evidence from New York City. Journal of Labor
Economics, 38(2), 421-452.

29. A
 mendum, S. J., Vernon-Feagans, L., & Ginsberg, M. C. (2011). The
Effectiveness of a Technologically Facilitated Classroom-Based Early
Reading Intervention: The Targeted Reading Intervention. The Elementary
School Journal, 112(1), 107–131. http://doi.org/10.1086/660684; Somers,
M. A., Corrin, W., Sepanik, S., Salinger, T., Levin, J., Zmach, C., & Wong,
E. (2010). The Enhanced Reading Opportunities Study final report: The
impact of supplemental literacy courses for struggling ninth-grade
readers. NCEE 2010-4021. National Center for Education Evaluation
and Regional Assistance; Vernon-Feagans, L., Kainz, K., Hedrick, A.,
Ginsberg, M., & Amendum, S. (2013). Live webcam coaching to help
early elementary classroom teachers provide effective literacy instruction
for struggling readers: The Targeted Reading Intervention. Journal of
Educational Psychology, 105, 1175-1187.
30. G
 ersten, R., Rolfhus, E., Clarke, B., Decker, L. E., Wilkins, C., & Dimino,
J. (2015). Intervention for First Graders With Limited Number Knowledge
Large-Scale Replication of a Randomized Controlled Trial. American
Educational Research Journal, 52(3), 516-546.

27. G
 uryan, Jonathan, Jens Ludwig, Monica P. Bhatt, Philip J. Cook, Jonathan
M.V. Davis, Kenneth Dodge, George Farkas, Roland G. Fryer Jr, Susan
Mayer, Harold Pollack and Laurence Steinberg. Not too late: Improving
Academic Outcomes Among Adolescents. Working Paper No. w28531.
National Bureau of Economic Research, March 2021.
28. J acob, Robin, Catherine Armstrong, and Jacklyn Willard.
(2015).”Mobilizing volunteer tutors to improve student literacy:
Implementation, impacts, and costs of the Reading Partners Program.”
MDRC.

9

