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This analysis provides a brief look at rural and urban Pennsylvania System of School Assessment (PSSA) scores before
and after the 2020 COVID-19 public school shutdown. The analysis focused specifically on 3rd through 5th grade students that scored proficient or advanced between the two periods, and the percentage point change.

Key Findings

• From school year 2017-19 to school year
2020-21, there was a decline in the number
of elementary students taking the PSSA
exams.
• From 2017-19 to 2020-21, rural and urban
school districts had a significant decline
in the percent of elementary students who
scored proficient and advanced in math
and English.
• Among rural elementary scores, most of
the factors examined were not correlated
with the rate of change. Among urban
elementary scores, however, several factors
were positively correlated with the rate of
change: total expenditures per student,
graduation rates, household income, and
the percent of households with internet
access.

Decrease in PSSA Participation Rates, 2017 to 2021
Percent of Rural and Urban 3rd, 4th, and 5th Grade Students
Taking the PSSA, 2017 to 2021

From 2019 to 2021, both rural and urban school districts had sizable decreases in the number of students taking the
PSSA. This decrease, however, does not appear to be driven solely by the decline in student enrollment.

*Average number of students taking the math and English PSSA. Data source: Pennsylvania
Department of Education.

School Districts Excluded
from Analysis

Percent of 3rd, 4th, and 5th Grade Students Participating
in the 2021 PSSA by School District

% Students Scoring Proficient or Advanced
in the Math PSSA Test, 2017 to 2021

PSSA Results
Both rural and urban school
districts saw a significant decline in the percent of students
scoring proficient or advanced
in both math and English between 2017-2019 and 2021.
Comparing rural and urban
districts in 2021, there was
no statistical difference in the
percent of students scoring
proficient or advanced.
Prior to the pandemic (20172019), urban districts had a
higher percentage of students
scoring proficient or advanced
in English, compared with
rural districts. The 2017-2019
math scores among rural and
urban students were not significantly different.
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% Students Scoring Proficient or Advanced
in the English PSSA Test, 2017 to 2021
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Correlation Results Do Little to Explain Changes in Rural Test Scores
Correlation and statistical significance tests were used to determine what, if any, relationship there was between
school district and community factors and 1) test scores, and 2) changes in test scores. The school district factors
came from the 2020-21 data reports from the Pennsylvania Department of Education.
The community factors are from the 2020,
5-year Average, American
Community Survey, U.S.
Census Bureau. Future
research could focus on
other factors.
Among rural districts,
only a few of the factors
noted here were associated
with test scores. None of
the factors were associated
with the change in test
scores. The opposite was
true for urban districts.
The lack of statistically
significant relationships
among rural districts is an
area for future research.
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Conclusions

• Participation in the PSSA tests among elementary school students (grades
3-5) declined between 2017-2019 and 2021. This decline cannot be completely attributed to decreases in enrollment.
• Between 2017-2019 and 2021, math and English test scores decreased significantly both in rural and urban districts.
• Among rural school districts, the percent of students scoring proficient or
advanced in 2021 was not overwhelmingly correlated with school district or
community factors. The opposite was true for urban.
• In both rural and urban school districts, home access to the internet was
positively correlated with math and English test scores.

Implications and Future Research

• The dramatic decrease in PSSA test scores shows that education was affected
by the pandemic. However, more research is needed to identify the exact
cause of the impact (school closures, fear and uncertainty caused the by pandemic, poor internet connectivity, or other factors.)
• With only one year of data, it is unclear whether the decrease in PSSA scores
is a short- or long-term trend. Regardless, more research is needed to track
the academic progress of 3rd to 5th grade students as they continue to middle
and high school. If test scores remain low, then research is needed to identify
and implement appropriate steps to help students.

Methods

This analysis used data from the 2017, 2018, 2019, and 2021 Pennsylvania
System of School Assessment (PSSA). In 2020, the PSSA was not administered due to the COVID-19 pandemic. These are statewide exams designed
to provide students, parents, educators, and the public with an understanding of student and school performance related to the attainment of proficiency of the academic standards.
For the analysis, the Center for Rural Pennsylvania focused on the percent
of students in the 3rd, 4th, and 5th grades who scored proficient or advanced in math and English language arts.  
The Center combined the 2017 to 2019 test scores into a single period. This
period was compared to the 2021 exams results.
Because of lower participation rates in 2021, 14 school districts were not
included in the PSSA analysis. In each of these districts, less than 50 percent of students in the specified grades participated in the exams.
To determine if external factors influenced test scores, data from the Pennsylvania Department of Education and the American Community Survey,
U.S. Census Bureau were correlated with the percent of students who
scored proficient or advanced.
The unit of analysis was public school districts. Charter schools, vocational
schools, and other schools were not analyzed. A school district was classified as rural if its population density was below the statewide rate of 291
people per square land mile. All other districts were classified as urban.
Note: For ease of reading, school years were referred to by their ending
year. For example, the 2020-21 school year is referred to as 2021. In addition,
the PSSA English Language Art exam was shortened to “English.” Finally,
test scores refer to the percent of students scoring proficient or advanced.
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