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Summary: Learning loss from school closures during the COVID-19 pandemic will be 
widespread, deep, and have lasting negative impacts on North Carolina’s students, particularly 
students who already struggle. Education leaders have an obligation to find solutions to address 
each student’s learning loss needs. A “one-size-fits-all” system is not the answer. Lawmakers 
have the opportunity to use a creative, student-centered approach to learning loss 
remediation: A Learning Loss Education Savings Account.  

A Learning Loss Education Savings Account would allow parents to seek individual or small 
group learning opportunities for their children by purchasing tutoring services, learning camps, 
or other approved supplemental resources. The program would last for a calendar year as a 
COVID-relief program, serving as a summer school program and beyond. The duration of the 
program would be June 1, 2021through June 1, 2022. The LLESA would be available to students 
who are below proficiency in math, reading, or science.  

The new LLESA would join North Carolina’s existing Personal Education Savings Account (ESA), 
which was was established by the General Assembly through Session Law 2017-57 (10A.4(a)) to 
provide personal education savings accounts to special-needs students.  

With the existing ESA, parents receive a ClassWallet debit card to use at an approved 
marketplace for things like tuition, speech therapy, tutoring, and technology learning tools.  
More than 5,000 students have applied for ESAs. Savings accounts of up to $9,000 per year 
have been awarded to an average of 300 students per year since 2018. Almost $6.5 million has 
been awarded in total. The original appropriation was $450,000 to establish the program, with 
$3 million more for the scholarships. The program is administered through the North Carolina 
State Education Assistance Authority (NCSEAA), a political subdivision of the state, governed by a 
nine-member Board of Directors, with administrative support provided by the University of North 
Carolina. 



Since North Carolina already has an ESA program in place. The infrastructure exists to identify 
qualifying students, accept and process applications, fund ClassWallet ESA cards, select and 
approve vendors, monitor eligible ESA expenses, and allow parents and students to choose 
options that work best for them. Using non-recurring federal COVID relief funds to provide 
catch-up services to North Carolina students for up to a year is within the federal guidelines and 
thus an appropriate use of the money. Importantly, it is also the best way to meet each child’s 
unique needs after more than a year of forced online learning.  

 

Frequently Asked Questions  

How are North Carolina students performing academically? Is a new Learning Loss Education 
Savings Account really needed? 

Superintendent of Public Instruction Catherine Truitt reported that an average of 23% of North 
Carolina district school students are at risk for academic failure and haven’t made sufficient 
progress to be promoted to the next grade. Compared to 2019-20, students performed 
significantly worse on most end-of-course tests administered this year. The percentage of 
students who failed to reach proficiency increased from 42% in 2019 to 54 % in 2020. There 
have been proficiency declines in math, biology, and 3rd-grade reading that crosses 
racial/ethnic and socioeconomic lines. This year, only around one in four students earned a 
score of proficiency (Level III or above). 

 

How deep is our challenge to meet the needs of students who are struggling and suffering 
learning loss?  

The nature and scope of learning loss is extensive for all students who missed months of in-
person instruction. International consulting firm McKinsey & Company has estimated that 
untreated learning loss among students of color over a 15-month period equates to missing 12 
to 16 months of instruction. Among white students, the same loss equates to missing five to 
nine months of instruction. Six weeks of instruction, as proposed in HB 82: Summer Learning 
Choice for NC Families, is a good start and well-intentioned, but six weeks is not adequate to 
address the scope of these needs facing our students. By extending focused learning loss 
remediation for a calendar year, we will produce better results while allowing families to 
choose and structure the methods that work best for them.  

At the end of the day, addressing learning loss will look different for each student, and families 
are best positioned to assess their child’sindividual needs. 

 

How could an Education Savings Account help to mitigate learning loss?   



An Education Savings Account is a creative vehicle that empowers parents to decide how and 
where their child is educated. An Education Savings Account is a state-funded savings account 
that parents can use to pay for a child’s educational expenses, utilizing services from providers 
that parents determine will work best for them. 

 

Why is personalized instruction a better way of addressing learning loss?  

Personalized instruction has built-in advantages, allowing students to find what works best for 
them. For example, research has shown that individual or small group tutoring is effective at all 
grades, but especially so with reading at lower grade levels and math for older students. 
Effective tutors can be classroom teachers, retired educators, college students, or volunteers. 
With adequate training and support, tutors can do much to improve student outcomes. 
Assuming tutors are paid $20 per hour, recipients of a new Learning Loss Education Savings 
Account could access 25 hours of personal tutoring with a $500 account. Small group tutoring, 
summer school camps, or after-school programs offer even more bang for the buck. 

 

Are any other states using an ESA program to address the loss of proficiency? 

Florida makes Reading Scholarship Accounts available to students in grades three through five 
who experience a substantial deficiency in reading. The program offers qualified students a 
summer school or after-school education program. In just two years, 8,700 Florida students 
have benefited from Reading Scholarship Accounts. According to the most recent NAEP 
assessment, Florida is ranked sixth in fourth-grade reading nationwide.  

 

How would a new Learning loss Education Savings Account work in North Carolina?  
 
A new Learning Loss Education Savings Account can be developed tom allow parents to directly 
access programs and services to help address their child’s specific needs, using a state-issued 
debit card to pay for services up to $500.  The state’s existing Education Savings Account 
program uses cards issued and managed through Class Wallet. The process: 

1. Testing to determine academic deficiencies for each public school student 
2. Qualifying and interested parents and students complete an application through the 

North Carolina State Education Assistance Authority  
3. Families who are accepted into the program receive a debit card with funds for remedial 

services 
4. Parents and students choose services from a marketplace of approvedexpenses and 

services 
5. Parents and students use their Education Savings ACcount for tutoring, testing, books, 

and fees for approved services 



6. Assessment to determine proficiency levels following utilization of the Learning loss 
Education Savings Account.  

 

Who would be eligible for a new Learning Loss Education Savings Account?     
 
Public School students not achieving proficiency in math, reading, or science would be eligible 
for a Learning Loss ESA.   

 

What can Education Savings Account funds be used for?  
ESAs can be used to pay tuition, testing, books, instructional fees, tutoring, or other approved 
fees through an already established marketplace and laid out in North Carolina General Statute 
Section 115C-595(a)(3). It will be important to steward taxpayer money wisely to ensure kids 
get what they need and close the learning loss gap. Luckily, North Carolina already has an 
existing, proven successful ESA program with guardrails and infrastructure that can be 
expanded to accommodate the influx of additional students. 

 

How would a Learning Loss ESA program be administered?  
The North Carolina State Education Assistance Authority (NCSEAA) administers the current 
Education Savings Account  program for kids with disabilities. A new Learning Loss ESA would 
simply build upon the existing  infrastructure within NCSEAA. Federal guidelines allow for 
administrative costs in the school section (Sec. 2001) of the American Recovery Plan Act of 
(f)(4) “not more than one-half of 1 percent …administrative costs” In this case, administrative 
costs would be 0.5% of $225 million or $1,125,000. 

 

How much would a new Learning Loss ESA program cost? 
This analysis estimates half of all K-12 students (750,000) would qualify for the “not meeting 
proficiency” criterion. If approximately 60 percent of the 750,000 eligible students apply and 
enroll in the ESA program, 450,000 students would opt into NC’s Learning Loss ESA program. 
Assuming each ESA would be for $500 in services for each student enrolled, the cost to provide 
ESAs to 450,000 students is $225 million. Allowing administrative expenses of $1,125,000 brings 
the total cost of the program to $226,125,000.  

 

Where would funding for a new Learning Loss ESA program come from? 

For this proposal, we use $226,125,000 as the funding target. Changing the amount of each ESA 
or the number of students changes that formula, which is a decision lawmakers would 
make.Since the learning loss we are addressing is a result of the year-long COVID-19 closure of 
in-person schools, federal COVID money would be an appropriate use for funding the program.  
Because this proposal is limited to one year, using non-recurring funds would be fiscally 



responsible. All of the COVID-relief money received by North Carolina thus far has been 
appropriated. States are seeking guidance on how the money from the latest federal relief 
package, the $1.9 trillion American Rescue Plan Act of 2021 approved by Congress on March 6, 
2021, can be used. What we know is North Carolina will be getting funds to be used for 
education.  

North Carolina will receive $3.6 billion in education money from the American Rescue Plan Act 
of 2021. At least 90% of that will go to Local Education Agencies.  Of that, 5% could be used for 
learning loss with targeted groups through “evidence-based interventions.” In addition, 1% 
could be used for summer programs and at least 1% for after-school programs. In addition, up 
to 0.5% could be used for administrative costs. That leaves as much as 2.5% to 4.5% that could 
be used for new Learnig Loss ESAs through the American Rescue Plan Act of 2021 education 
money. Bottom line: we anticipate between $95 million and $171 million in federal relief 
money could be used for a new Learning Loss ESA program for North Carolina Students.  

Further, if new Learning Loss ESAs are considered a response to the American Rescue Plan Act 
of 2021’s “negative economic impacts” of the pandemic, then the state could use money from 
Subtitle M, Coronavirus State and Local Fiscal Recovery Funds ($5.2 Billion allotted to NC) as 
“household assistance” with no restriction on that amount. 

If the American Rescue Plan Act of 2021 federal money is unavailable or inadequate to fully 
fund a new Learning loss ESA program, lawmakers could fund the program from the state’s $5.4 
billion unreserved fund balance.  

Again, our proposal would require $236,250,000 in funding for a one-year program to address 
post-pandemic learning loss for K-12 students. We believe learning loss experienced by North 
Carolina public school students is severe and warrants significant investments in public funds.  

 

What safeguards are in place to ensure funds are spent on approved expenses?   
Expenses would be limited to services from an approved list of vendors. Debit cards can be 
configured so that expenses can only be made from approved vendors, much like the current 
Class Wallet process works. This infrastructure already exists through the NCSEAA’s current 
administration of the existing Education Savings Account program. Money from the federal 
COVID relief packages could be used to scale the program to accommodate the Learning Loss 
ESA participants.  

 

What have we learned from the pandemic?  

All kids learn differently. Large, monopolistic systems are unable to pivot and change how 
educational services are delivered. One-size-fits-all instruction rarely benefits everyone. This 
reality has fueled a growing interest in school choice as a vehicle for parents to help meet the  
educational needs of their children. Post-pandemic education will look different: from funding 



to delivery to the expectations from students, parents, and decision-makers. More choice is the 
key to delivering a quality educational opportunity to every child in North Carolina, no matter 
his or her unique needs. Empowering parents to find what works best for their kids, rather 
ethan feeding bureaucratic systems, is the productive and efficient way forward. 

 

North Carolinians like educational choice and want more.  

Civitas School Choice Poll (Jan. 2021)   

• 82% of respondents believe “parents should have the ability to decide where their child 
attends school”   

• 73% of respondents favor giving parents greater flexibility in allocating how tax dollars 
are spent for their child’s education 

• 72% favor Education Savings Accounts 
• 66% favor the Opportunity Scholarship Program 
• 59% favor charter schools  
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