
The State  
of Teaching  
& Learning in  
K-12 Education
2021 Research Study  
& Trends

instructure.com/k-12



The State of Teaching & Learning in K-12 Education 2

instructure.com/k-12

2021 Research Study & Trends _______________________________________________1
Where’s K-12 Teaching and Learning Headed Next? _____________________________________________ 3
Six Key Trends _________________________________________________________________________ 4

Student Engagement & Success ______________________________________________5
High-quality teaching is the key ingredient to high-quality learning. __________________________________ 6
Teachers’ #1 priority is student engagement. ___________________________________________________ 8
It’s time for a fundamental shift in assessment. _________________________________________________ 10

Equitable Access __________________________________________________________12
Hybrid teaching and learning are here to stay. _________________________________________________ 13
There’s still work to do to achieve equity in education. ___________________________________________ 15
Technology is no longer a “nice-to-have.” It’s essential to keeping teachers, 
students, and parents connected. ___________________________________________________________ 17

The Makings of Today’s K-12 Education Technology Ecosystem ______________________18

Applying Last Year’s Investments to the Future of Education ________________________19

Research Methodology & Demographics _______________________________________20

Table of Contents



The State of Teaching & Learning in K-12 Education 3

instructure.com/k-12

Education has faced unprecedented challenges over the last year and a half. When COVID-19 
caused the world to screech to a halt, teachers had to learn new systems and technologies, all while 
continuing to drive learning forward. When home became the new classroom, families had to support 
their children’s learning—in addition to their many other responsibilities—and students had to take 
more ownership of their learning than ever before.

How has the pandemic impacted K-12 education? And what did the last year reveal about the state 
of teaching and learning in 2021? We partnered with Hanover Research to find out. Together, we 
surveyed educators and parents in the United States to identify: 

• Metrics for student success and factors  
that impact student engagement

• Technology solutions that are being used to support  
instruction and their impact on student learning

• Technology investments districts should capitalize on as  
teachers and students head back to the classroom

The consensus? Despite all the challenges, everyone is open to new ways to teach and learn. 

Although the transition to remote learning was unexpected and fast, our survey respondents have 
found value in technology as a means to keep everyone connected wherever learning happens. We 
identified student engagement as the leading metric of student success, which means there may be 
an expectation to continue using technology to personalize instruction, gauge student mastery, and 
address learning needs. Surprisingly, we also learned that just about everyone remains open to hybrid 
teaching and learning. However, it’s going to take a lot of work to ensure teachers and students have 
equitable access to the resources they need to continue learning and succeeding together.

Where’s K-12 Teaching  
and Learning Headed Next?
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Our survey revealed six key trends that parents and educators across the country feel are important to teaching and learning in K-12 education.

High-quality teaching is the key 
ingredient to high-quality learning.
High-quality teaching continues to be recognized  
as the leading factor contributing to student success. 
So investing in immersive, ongoing professional 
development is critical to supporting teacher 
preparedness, building and deepening skillsets,  
and promoting teacher efficacy.

1

Hybrid teaching and learning  
are here to stay.
Ongoing technology use will be essential to 
supporting classroom activities and ensuring 
students stay engaged and parents stay informed, 
both in and outside the classroom.

4

Teachers’ #1 priority is 
 student engagement.
That means we must continue using technology 
to provide personalized learning plans, address 
individual learning needs, and recreate core 
classroom experiences when students are absent  
or learning remotely.

2

There’s still work to do to  
achieve equity in education.
Funding for hardware acquisition remains a top 
priority for districts, as access to technology devices 
and an internet connection connection continues to 
play a role in teacher preparedness and  
student engagement.

5

It’s time for a fundamental  
shift in assessment.
While students and teachers continue to feel 
pressure around high-stakes tests, their perceived 
value has decreased dramatically. Keeping every 
student on track to reach grade-level standards will 
require an actionable approach to assessment that’s 
part of the regular instructional cycle.

3

Technology is no longer a  
“nice-to-have.” It’s essential to 
keeping teachers, students,  
and parents connected.
Though the abrupt transition to online learning 
presented many challenges for teachers, students, 
and parents, the adopted tools kept everyone on the 
same page, and their continued use can positively 
impact engagement and communication. 

6

Six Key Trends
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It’s no surprise that parents surveyed pointed to 
high-quality instruction (85%) as the most important 
factor impacting their child’s success. Looking at 
social-emotional factors, both educators (99%) and 
parents (91%) rated “the student’s relationship with 
teachers” as the top factor. This reinforces what  
we know to be true: nothing replaces a teacher 
who cares about their students. 

1. High-quality teaching is the key  
ingredient to high-quality learning.
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Teachers are always looking for evidence-based ways to improve student achievement. But teachers 
are learners, too. Thus, John Hattie’s 2011 research that showed the quality of teaching to be the 
single most important school factor contributing to student achievement remains relevant today. In 
alignment with this, respondents reported professional development was one of the top two funded 
initiatives in the switch to remote learning and is expected to remain in the top two priorities for future 
funding.

Our Perspective
Parents want to know that when their kids are in school, they're with teachers who care about their 
overall wellbeing and have the knowledge and resources to support their learning. Despite the abrupt 
transition from face-to-face to fully online instruction, parents still saw success. Much of that can be 
attributed to the commitment and efforts of educators as they worked to keep students learning. All 
the time teachers have spent creating a consistent digital classroom, adapting instruction, and staying 
connected to students should be supported with continued investments in their development.

Key Considerations
Provide equitable access to meaningful professional learning.
New approaches to professional development should displace the sit-and-get experiences that make 
far less of an impact. New ways to deliver PD through video learning and on-demand resources will 
ensure that educators, regardless of their physical locations or schedules, get the tools they need to 
grow in their craft.

85%

Nothing Rivals a High-Quality Teacher
Parents surveyed point to high-quality instruction (85%) as  
the most important factor impacting their child’s success. 
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We asked educators, “How important 
are the following to you when measuring 
overall student success?” In a list of 
14 options, educators chose student 
engagement (92%) and attendance (85%) 
as the most important metrics of student 
success. Both are expected to become 
even more important over the next year 
(73% and 67%, respectively).

2. Teachers’ #1 priority  
is student engagement.

29%

45%

47%
52%

68%
73%

75%
75%

79%
81%

82%
83%

85%
92%

Importance of Student 
Success Measures

Represents top two responses among educators, including "very" and "extremely” important.

25%
38%

34%

45%
52%

50%

53%
54%

60%

66%
66%

59%

67%
73%

Projected Importance
Over the Next Year

Student engagement

Student attendance

Student academic achievement

Student learning satisfaction

Student graduation rates

At-risk student graduation rate

Student dropout rate

Minority student graduation rate

English language proficiency

Vocational/Higher ed. enrollment

Advanced coursework finish rate

Out-of-school suspension rates

Non-cognitive assessment score

Standardized testing scores
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Although each of the 14 factors play an important role in  
student achievement, the response was clear:  In order for 
students to learn, they need to first be engaged and present. 
This will continue to ring true as students go back to the 
classroom and educators strive to simplify that transition by 
making kids feel safe, comfortable, and supported after a year 
of unexpected change.

But our respondents agree that there’s no one-size-fits-all 
approach to support, seeing as some students adapted to 
remote learning more seamlessly than others. 

Two-thirds of parents believe their children received high levels 
of support from their teacher during remote learning, and just 
one in three parents (33%) says maintaining engagement has 
been difficult. On the other hand, low-income households were 
more than twice as likely to report the difficulty of helping their 
children remain engaged during online or remote learning. 

Educators were torn, expressing that some students thrived 
during remote learning and others simply performed better in 
the classroom.

“Though there are some students who 
excelled during remote and hybrid 
instruction, the vast majority of our students 
need to be in-person full-time under the 
traditional model of instruction they were 
used to before COVID to reach their  
full potential.” 
K-12 EDUCATOR

“For some students, [the transition to online 
learning] has caused a significant lack of 
attendance. For others, they’ve benefited from 
the online learning atmosphere and more 
individualized instruction.” 
K-12 EDUCATOR

Our Perspective
Students of all ages have navigated remote learning differently 
and will understandably be at different levels of understanding 
as they return to the classroom. Fortunately, we can use 
technology to gauge student mastery and provide personalized 
learning plans that help teachers and parents address individual 
learning needs in the moment.

Key Considerations
Use technology to keep students engaged wherever 
they’re learning.
Attendance remains a top priority and a top challenge now 
that students have an understanding of what it means to learn 
outside of the classroom. So it’s more important than ever that 
teachers supplement classroom activities with technology to 
ensure students are engaged and can learn at their own pace, 
even when they’re absent or learning in a remote or hybrid 
environment.
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3. It’s time for a fundamental  
shift in assessment.

While teachers and students continue to feel 
pressure around high-stakes standardized tests, their 
perceived value has decreased dramatically. In terms 
of measuring student success, respondents perceive 
standardized test scores as the least important 
among fourteen factors, at only 29%. When it comes 
to formative assessment or assessment for learning, 
however, things look different. To check students’ 
understanding, 76% of educators delivered formative 
assessments during remote learning.

of educators perceive standardized test scores as  
important to measuring student success, making it  

least important among all 14 factors.

76%
of educators delivered formative assessments  

during remote learning to gauge student mastery.

Embracing Assessments For Learning

29%
YET ONLY
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When you pair that with the fact that half of educators and 
parents feel students have significantly fallen behind due to 
COVID-19 school closures and nearly 30% of educators report 
the receipt of assessment data is either somewhat or much later 
than needed to identify learning needs—it’s safe to say it’s time 
for a fundamental shift in assessment. 

Without actionable assessment data to promptly address 
learning needs, teachers expressed a rise in students’ stress 
levels around testing. 

59% of teachers feel remote learning had a negative impact on 
students’ test-taking skills, and 74% feel remote learning had a 
negative impact on students’ stress levels.

Respondents also raised concerns about promoting students to 
the next grade level without an accurate snapshot of what they 
know and don’t know, risking additional stress as they move 
into the next year.

“This feels like they’ve lost a year of schooling 
but will still be promoted to the next level. My 
fear is they’ll be further stressed when trying 
to catch up next year.”
K-12 EDUCATOR

Our Perspective
Traditional summative assessments will only further disrupt 
learning and won’t provide teachers with the timely data they 
need to address the learning that was lost or unfinished during 
school closures. 

If we truly want to keep every student on track to reach grade-
level standards, we need to move away from our reliance 
on year-end or semester-end assessments and toward an 
actionable approach to assessment that’s part of the regular 
instructional cycle.

Moving forward, teachers need to receive immediate, 
meaningful feedback about student mastery in an intuitive 
way so they can adjust instruction in the moment and design 
targeted interventions that personalize learning.

Key Considerations
Assessments should be part of the learning process.
Districts should explore new assessment models that enable 
teachers to use shorter, standards-based assessments 
throughout the academic year to gauge student mastery with 
the same rigor as summative assessments. 

Assessments must be valid and reliable.
To ensure assessments are valid (accurate) and reliable 
(consistent), assessment items must be tightly aligned to a set 
of standards so educators get the information they need to best 
determine which students need additional support and which 
standards need reteaching.
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Equitable
Access

Section 2
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We asked teachers and parents about their 
experiences with switching to remote learning and 
how their perceptions of technology have shifted 
since the start of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Nearly all respondents (97%) reported either a full-time or part-time switch to remote learning in the spring 
of 2020. And though the transition was unexpected and presented many challenges, the results were clear: 
parents and educators are more open to online learning, and both groups agree that the increased use of 
technology in K-12 education is a positive thing.

According to the educators we surveyed, technology will become increasingly important (81%) as remote 
learning continues to impact classroom practices in the future (67%). The swift adoption of these tools 
presented a steep learning curve for teachers and parents alike, but now that they’re part of daily instruction, 
teachers and parents agree technology will continue to be a core component of quality education as it 
keeps students engaged, parents informed, and everyone connected.

4. Hybrid teaching and learning  
are here to stay.
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But even with schools opening across the country, about a 
quarter of both parents (28%) and educators (24%) report an 
outright preference for remote schooling. When it comes to 
parents from high-income households, nearly 90% say that  
their preference for online learning has increased.

Our Perspective
With the expectation of a full return to brick-and-mortar schools, 
the continued use of technology will provide a seamless 
back-to-school transition, allowing teachers to recreate core 
classroom experiences and ensure that students stay engaged 
and families stay informed.

We anticipate hybrid teaching and learning to be the new 
normal for schools and districts moving forward. Beyond the 
pandemic, technology will help to keep everyone connected 
amid common disruptions to teaching and learning, such as sick 
days, vacations, school closures, and other student leave.

Key Considerations
Build upon the investments made during  
remote learning.
Schools and districts can capitalize on the investments they 
made during the switch to remote learning by continuing to 
support the use of technology as a familiar and consistent 
foundation for all teaching and learning. Schools and districts 
may offer hybrid or flex models, digital learning days, or fully 
remote options to students moving forward, leveraging the 
tools and content that was built over the past year.

Online Learning: Keeping  
us Together, Even When  
We Have to be Apart
Parents are significantly more likely  
to report an increased preference  
for (74%) and a more positive opinion 
of (64%) online learning vs. educators 
(55% in both cases).

74%
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5. There’s still work to do to  
achieve equity in education.

Too many students still don’t have equal access to 
essential technologies. According to the National 
Education Association, an estimated one-quarter of 
all school-aged children live in households without 
broadband access or a web-enabled device.  

Our respondents echoed this challenge, reporting that while hardware acquisition was the top-funded 
initiative in the switch to remote learning (52%), it’s still expected to remain the top priority for future  
funding, as access to technology devices will continue to play a major role in teacher preparedness and 
student engagement. 

Despite the funding already in place, there’s still work to be done to achieve true equity, and access  
looks different across the socioeconomic divide. When we asked respondents to weigh in on their concerns 
with technology in K-12 education, 39% reported that insufficient equipment or lack of access was a top 
challenge. 

This reinforces what we know to be true about the challenges associated with remote learning as a whole: 
The pandemic didn’t create inequity—it exposed it. 

Across the Economic Divide 

52%
of high-income 

households

28%
of low-income 

households  

reported full satisfaction with access to  
technical equipment and support.
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Most parents expressed that their children received support 
from their district in the form of tools/devices (56%), but 
educators were more likely to report poor quality broadband 
(39%) and no internet access (54%).

Below are a few educators’ responses:

“Research regarding online learning and 
teaching shows that they’re effective only  
if students have consistent access to the 
internet and computers, and if teachers  
have received targeted training and support 
for online instruction.”

“Some students have thrived and others have 
fallen so far behind, mostly from a lack  
of internet and device access.”

“My district had extremely limited resources 
until January [2021]. Our families struggled 
to support their scholars as many were not 
tech-savvy. Most of the learning took place 
with packets and limited instruction.”

Our Perspective
Equitable access to devices and broadband are foundational to 
ensuring every student receives a high-quality education. But 
achieving true equity requires access to engaging content and 
a viable curriculum wherever students are learning. To support 
educators in providing a learning experience that can reach 
every learner, we’ve partnered with states across the country to 
ensure every district has access to a consistent, cost-effective, 
and collaborative learning management system that can be 
customized to meet the unique needs of their students.

Key Considerations
Access to broadband and devices is an essential  
first step.
As state leaders continue to leverage stimulus funds to support 
the future of education, it remains a top priority to ensure 
that each student and teacher have access to the equipment 
needed to connect outside of the classroom.

The next step is adopting a platform that allows 
everyone to learn.
When schools provide a consistent, familiar "digital classroom” 
that’s accessible whenever and wherever students are ready 
to learn, they’re better equipped to maintain instructional 
continuity through any disruption. Investing resources in a 
comprehensive platform rather than several different learning 
applications enables teachers to curate all learning resources 
in one centralized location, allows districts to put guardrails in 
place to ensure consistency at every level, and creates a one-
stop-shop for learning, where students can expect a familiar 
starting point every day. 
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Relationships impact  
student success.
Virtually all (99%) educators believe students' 
relationships with teachers have a moderate or major 
impact on students' success. The social-emotional 
aspects of learning were negatively impacted 
when schools closed, and technology proved it can 
support meaningful connections moving forward.

1 Communication is key.
Video communication systems were selected as 
the most widely adopted technology solution, as 
both educators (78%) and parents (79%) agree that 
teacher-student, student-student, and parent-teacher 
communication are the aspects of the learning 
experience where tech is most important in remote 
and hybrid learning. Parents generally proved to be 
more open to digital tools because they provided a 
clearer view of their child(ren)’s learning and  
allowed them to stay more connected with teachers 
than ever before. Now that it’s easier to connect 
beyond the classroom, there’s no going back.

2 Tech makes it easier  
to personalize learning.
Engaging content and personalized instruction are 
in the top three academic factors impacting student 
success. Both are supported by the use of an open, 
extensible learning management system. 

3

We wanted to dig deeper to identify what teachers and parents value most about technology  
in teaching and learning. Our findings revealed the following benefits:

6. Technology is no longer a “nice-to-have.” It’s essential  
to keeping teachers, students, and parents connected.
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41%

51%

48%

57%

65%

41%

40%

60%

47%

88%Video communication systems 

Virtual learning environments 

Learning management systems 

E-learning portals

Assessment management systems 

Education Technology Solutions Usage

Among Educators Among Parents

Educators and parents most commonly reported the use of the following  
five tools as important to supporting remote teaching and learning.

Our Perspective
The challenges of the last year have reduced instructional time, disrupted many students’ 
academic progress, and left teachers with few resources to identify individual learning needs and 
drive personalized learning plans. Technology will be instrumental in reaching every learner where 
they are, supporting meaningful connections, and getting them where they need to be.

Key Considerations
Adopt tools that facilitate meaningful connections.
There may be a future expectation to have tools that allow parents to log in and answer  
questions students ask around The Fundamental Five: 

• What am I supposed to do? 

• When is it due? 

• How did I do?

• Can you help me?

• What more can I do? 

Aside from disruptions, an internet connection outside of school hours will remain vital to the 
learning process. Knowing that learning doesn’t stop when the school day ends, it’s important  
to ensure students receive the continual support they need to succeed.

The Makings of Today's K-12 Education 
Technology Ecosystem

https://www.instructure.com/canvas/resources/infographics/personal-learning-development-k12-students-helpful-tips
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Applying Last Year’s Investments 
to The Future of Education

The last year and a half uncovered inequities educators have known about for years. It also 
presented many challenges for teachers, students, and families across the country. But through the 
unexpected transitions and quick technology adoptions, there have been meaningful opportunities 
for positive, lasting change. What started as a fast pivot to online learning can now be seen as a 
valuable investment in the future of K-12 education—allowing teachers, students, and parents to stay 
connected even when they have to be apart. As we support our dedicated community of leaders and  
educators as they return to the classroom, we hope schools and districts will keep these leading 
trends in mind as they continue to engage students.

If you’d like to receive research updates or have any questions about 
this report, please contact us at studentsuccess@instructure.com.

mailto:studentsuccess%40instructure.com?subject=
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Research Methodology  
& Demographics 

We developed The State of Teaching & Learning in K-12 Education survey in coordination 
with Hanover Research. We designed it to help us understand how K-12 parents, teachers, and 
administrators around the United States define student success.

We fielded the survey in March 2021 and analyzed it through MarketSight. After fielding and 
data cleaning, the study included 664 qualified responses from 464 parents and 200 teachers/
administrators. We cut the data into crosstabs by region and role, as well as various additional 
subsegments like socio-economic status. Then we performed statistical significance testing across 
segments with a 95% confidence level using a Z-Test with p = less than 0.05.
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