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Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic brought with it a significant transformation in the landscape

of K-12 education in the United States prompting an urgent reassessment of traditional

teaching methodologies. Initially envisaged as a temporary disruption in early 2020, the

pandemic-induced closure of schools persisted far longer than anticipated, requiring

educational institutions to grapple with the challenges posed by remote and hybrid learning

modalities. This shift, though necessitated by public health imperatives, exposed inherent

vulnerabilities and systemic inequities within the educational system. Not only did it bring

these existing inequities to light, but the learning deficits caused by the pandemic due to

disparities in technological access and resource allocation, further exacerbated them.

As educational institutions confront the repercussions of the pandemic, they are faced

health
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Contemporary Challenges in K-12 Education

Impact of COVID-19 and Learning Loss

The COVID-19 pandemic caused widespread changes in the way schools operate across

the United States. Initially planned as a brief hiatus in the beginning of March of 2020, many

schools ended up remaining closed for extended periods, sometimes for an entire year. While

high school and middle school students may have been more familiar with the technology needed

to change modality, this is not the case for younger students. Students in Kindergarten until about

2nd grade were left with the burden of figuring out this change in modality to continue their

education online. This required a great deal of effort, both from teachers and parents. Many

parents did not have the ability to stay home with their younger children and be the basis of their

education and teachers found themselves teaching from home, often with their own families

underfoot. This has ultimately created a negative impact on children’s education as well as their

emotional well-being.

Figure 1:
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Figure 2.

Furthermore, there were significant socioeconomic disparities in the proficiency rates of

New Jersey students in language arts and math (Carrera, 2023). One factor contributing to this

gap is that lower-income families had more significant obstacles in doing their schoolwork

digitally, as seen in Figure 3, which created an inherent socioeconomic divide in the learning loss

created by the pandemic. These substantial setbacks are not being met nor addressed by

contemporary educational methods and new approaches are needed so that student deficits may

be caught and improved. Instead, students are falling further and further behind as they are

pushed along to the next grade, without the foundational skills needed to find future success in

their education.
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Figure 3.

Teacher Shortage

Responses to this learning loss have been inadequate. To address these deficits and

meet students’ needs, schools need smaller classes to allow for more individualized

instruction. However, this is difficult to do when there is a shortage of teachers. The rate of

students earning teaching degrees has been declining in New Jersey for more than a decade

(Weber, 2022). According to the U.S. Department of Education, colleges and universities in

New Jersey produce far fewer teachers compared to national rates (Weber, 2022).

Part of the reason fewer students are entering the profession is likely due to inadequate
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pay compared to other professions. In over 31 states, teachers are not being paid the equivalent

of their degree (Allegretto, 2022). And, on average, they make 26.4% less than others with the

same amount of higher education (Allegretto, 2022). Most teachers have to work a second job

to afford their first position as a teacher (George, 2023). Additionally, since the pandemic,

there has been an exodus of teachers from the profession due to burnout, compounding this

issue. Teaching programs have been heavily criticized in contemporary years due to their

inadequacies in preparing teachers for the teaching force (George, 2023). They work more

theoretically in their pedagogy than in practical classroom management and lesson planning.

This has resulted in teachers being unprepared as they enter the teaching profession and

contributes to higher burnout rates.

Increased Class Sizes and SPED Ratios

Class sizes are also increasing. This is in direct response to the teacher shortage and the

problems associated with the COVID-19 pandemic. More than 1 in 4 United States public

schools dealt with teacher and staff shortages leading to larger class sizes (George, 2023).

Specific teacher to student ratios are legally required in all classrooms but are often not met.

This problem is exacerbated in the case of Special Education. The ratio for programs for

students on the Autism Spectrum is 3-1 (Statutes, n.d.). And, in more high-risk classrooms,

there is a required 1-1 ratio (Statutes, n.d.). Increasing the student to teacher ratio not only

impacts teachers’ ability to meet the needs of their students at a time when individualized

instruction is critical to combat pandemic learning loss, but it also increases burnout among

overburdened teachers contributing to the teacher shortage.
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Misallocations of Funding and Resources

Education resources in the United States rely mostly on state and local levels with a small

amount from the federal government (New Jersey, 2019). In the United States, K-12 schools in

New Jersey received a total expenditure of $794.7 billion from the Federal government in 2019

(New Jersey, 2019). This goes into staff, building upkeep, materials, utilities, etc. Federal

funding makes up only 4.1 percent of New Jersey’s education funding, the lowest share of any

state (Allegretto, 2022). The rest �
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for differences in cost of living across regions (School Finance 101, 2016). This adjustment

aims to level the playing field for school funding by recognizing that some regions face higher

costs due to local economic conditions. However, reliance on local property taxes can still lead

to funding disparities, particularly in districts with lower property values. This underscores the

importance of equalization aid and other state support to maintain educational equity across

New Jersey. Despite the formula's aim for fairness, its complexity and variation in local

revenues pose ongoing challenges in achieving consistent funding across districts. A national

study conducted by the Economic Policy Institute in 2022 found that although additional state

and federal funding goes to high-poverty school districts to try to reduce the revenue gaps

these districts face, this funding fails to fully compensate for these disparities (Allegretto). On

average, the poorest districts are still $2,710 short per student compared to the most affluent

districts (Allegretto, 2022).

It is important to reiterate that the cost per pupil is allocated to every function of the

school system. This is why the allocation of per pupil funding is essential. There is an apparent

misallocation of these funds which shortcuts the students. School administrators in New Jersey

can be paid from $150,000-$200,000 when the baseline pay for teachers is $40,000 with an

opportunity for upward growth (Indeed, n.d.). The disproportionate pay of school

administrators in reljation
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