
Charting a Path to COVID Recovery 
for All Young People

Across our nation, educators, school and district leaders, families, and students are
focused on the difficult task of COVID recovery — working to keep children safe, address
the losses caused by the pandemic, and accelerate learning for each and every young
person. Recovery will happen, but it will take significant time and investment. There is a
real risk that our shared interest in moving past the pandemic will create a false mindset
that we can quickly “return to normal” in our schools and move linearly toward recovery.
This mindset and approach will fail our young people.

To chart the best, fastest course for recovery, we must understand the full depth and
breadth of the crisis, adopt a strategy that is both urgent and long-term, and address
the needs of each and every young person. 

Over the last two years, our nation’s students, their families, and their educators, have
faced unprecedented traumatic events and challenges, including loss of loved ones at
home, increased stress and violence in communities, significant disruptions in schooling,
fear for their health and the health of those they love, increased demands to support their
struggling families, and the whiplash of constant and unexpected change. These
challenges have exacerbated long standing inequities and widespread system failures,
with the greatest impact falling on students of color, students with disabilities, students
living in poverty, and other marginalized youth who today comprise a majority of our
public school population. At the same time, students and the adults who help them learn
and develop have displayed amazing adaptability, working tirelessly to create
connections, engagement, and joy in the face of crisis.  
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Nonetheless, in many school districts around the country, leaders are struggling with
foundational issues: How can we find those young people who have disappeared from
school enrollments? How can we address chronic absenteeism? How can we support
students’ mental health and meet their basic, as well as their educational needs? How can
we address rapidly shifting shortfalls in our educator workforce and mitigate the impact
of the pandemic on the adults in our systems? How can we foster safety and belonging in
our schools and other settings so that children can learn and grow? 

A key priority in the response and recovery effort is to keep schools open — maximizing
the connections and relationships that accelerate learning and development while also
ensuring the health and safety of our students, families, and educators. The emergence
of Coronavirus variants complicates this task. Yet even if we are able to deal swiftly and
effectively with new challenges, the reality we must address is that the pathway to
recovery will be long and uneven. The science of learning and development can help us
understand why that is true, as well as show us what we must know and do to effectively
navigate that path.

The science of learning and development tells us that every child has incredible potential
and is highly resilient from early childhood through adolescence. So we know that
recovery is possible. But the science also tells us that learning and development are
deeply integrated, relational, and dependent on context. It is not possible to recover from
traumatic events and accelerate students’ academic progress without establishing strong
relationships, addressing mental health and mindsets, providing rich learning experiences,
and fostering supportive environments where children feel safe and can thrive. Today,
our young people are dealing with unparalleled challenges that can endanger their
academic and life success. In order to learn, every young person needs to feel accepted,
valued, and supported. To achieve an accelerated and full recovery, we must adopt a
both-and approach to recovery that builds on the strengths of young people and attends
to the reality of integrated learning and development. 
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Further, we must recognize that the reality is that many of our young people are not
served well by an attempt to return to “normal.” The necessity of operating differently
in light of the pandemic has given us the opportunity to understand that we are
capable of doing things differently. We don’t have to — and shouldn’t — fall back on
prior actions, assumptions, systems, and norms that fail too many children.
 
The good news is that there is much we can do to chart the best, fastest pathway
toward equitable, successful pandemic recovery — and a high-quality education — for
all children based on the science of learning and development. We call here for three
initial, immediate actions:

First, we must commit to adopting a shared mindset that the pathway to
accelerated recovery is many years long and is not linear. It will require a sequenced,
comprehensive, targeted, and flexible approach to supporting young people’s
academic, social, emotional, and health needs. Only through these efforts can we
accelerate recovery. Further, this pathway must be designed not to “return to normal”
but to fundamentally shift our education systems to be aligned with what we know
about how children learn and develop and what each and every child needs to achieve
their full potential. We must both fill holes created by the current crisis and plant seeds
for a better future. This will require a new shared vision of learning and development
that meets the needs of all our children, a new agenda to move towards it, and
sustained resources and capacity targeted toward greatest need and impact. We must
seize this as a time for investment that can yield incredible returns — and is essential
to the future of our nation. 

Second, to address immediate challenges and accelerate learning and
development, we must provide educators and state and local leaders across the
nation with the best information we have from existing evidence and continuously
improve that information over time. Educators in all settings are frontline workers
with the future of our country in their hands. Just as medical professionals need
guidance based on best evidence, educators need the best, actionable, evidence-
based guidance possible regarding what works for whom in what contexts, as well as
the time to plan, innovate, and redesign as they put that evidence to use. This will both
help educators and families make the tough choices they face every day, and
accelerate COVID recovery. 

Third, as an immediate and ongoing priority, we must focus on redesigning and
aligning our schools and other learning environments so that they are able to
support student recovery and accelerate learning and development. There is a lot
we know from the science of learning and development about what this means and
how to do it.
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Throughout this school year, the majority of schools and youth-serving programs
have been open and working toward COVID recovery, all while coping with the
ruthlessness of the ever-changing pandemic and dealing with one disruption after
another. It is imperative that decision makers understand what’s happening to
America’s young people right now and commit to a mindset that responds with both
urgent attention to immediate needs and long-term commitment to the resources,
flexibility, and time that real recovery and redesign require. Together we can learn
from this experience, chart a path to an inclusive recovery, and build systems and
provide supports that enable all young people to thrive. 

4

We must work intentionally to build positive relationships that enable healing and
learning; create safe and inclusive settings that foster belonging and are culturally
affirming; provide integrated supports that align systems and address each student’s
needs; and deliver rich, meaningful educational experiences that can maximize
student learning across a range of knowledge, skills, and habits of mind. Research
and results are clear about what makes great learning environments. This knowledge
has been summarized in a set of principles for schools and community-based
settings that provide a framework for building better conditions for learning and
development for all. 

https://eb0b6ac7-8d5b-43ca-82bf-5fa89e49b5cb.usrfiles.com/ugd/eb0b6a_042c6c82a88144249223ca80bc9c2919.pdf
https://eb0b6ac7-8d5b-43ca-82bf-5fa89e49b5cb.usrfiles.com/ugd/eb0b6a_042c6c82a88144249223ca80bc9c2919.pdf
https://5bde8401-9b54-4c2c-8a0c-569fc1789664.filesusr.com/ugd/eb0b6a_61db3771b95747f19cdc99c1d795cde8.pdf
https://5bde8401-9b54-4c2c-8a0c-569fc1789664.filesusr.com/ugd/eb0b6a_61db3771b95747f19cdc99c1d795cde8.pdf
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