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In 2021, with support from the Walton Family Foundation, Tyton Partners set out to 
understand the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on K-12 students and families. This effort 
culminated in School Disrupted 2021, a three-part publication detailing how families adapted 
and what new school models emerged in the wake of such disruption. This year, Tyton is 
publishing School Disrupted 2022 in collaboration with the Walton Family Foundation and 
Stand Together Trust. In this report, we have extended our work from 2021 and explore how 
families continue to navigate traditional and alternative school models.  

Drawing on two surveys of more than 6,000 K-12 parents, School Disrupted 2022 covers 
key insights and implications in three parts. 

• Part 1 offers updated estimates of K-12 enrollment across school models  

• Part 2 highlights the rise of multi-site schooling, a dynamic taking root across 
all types of school models  

• Part 3 identifies the factors that will influence future enrollment in a growing 
array of student-centric school models 

2022

https://www.waltonfamilyfoundation.org/
https://tytonpartners.com/must-read/
https://standtogether.org/
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PART 1: PANDEMIC-DRIVEN DECLINE IN K-12 
PUBLIC SCHOOL ENROLLMENT CONTINUES

The COVID-19 pandemic caused a crisis in K-12 education. Public schools, especially, 
experienced plunging enrollments, while participation in homeschooling, learning pods and 
other school models spiked. After the pandemic subsided, many expected K-12 enrollment 
would return to its pre-pandemic distribution.  

However, our analysis indicates that the seismic shift in K-12 enrollment persists as more 
parents choose to homeschool their children or enroll them in a charter or private school. 
Parents say the primary reasons for this shift are to combat learning loss and safety 
concerns.  Moreover, the flexibility, adaptability, and personalization these alternatives offer 
are attractive to parents. School Disrupted 2022 examines parents’ shifting preferences and 
the risks and opportunities they present particularly to K-12 public schools.  

DISTRICT PUBLIC SCHOOLS CONTINUE TO LOSE STUDENTS  

Tyton’s analysis reveals that traditional district public schools have seen a significant decline 
in enrollment since 2019, a trend which is accelerating. We estimate a nine percent (9%) 
decrease in district public school enrollment from Spring 2021 to Spring 2022 – a decline 
of more than four million students. 

Figure 1

Estimated decline in district public school enrollment 2021-2022

Notes: Pre-COVID-19 figures are 2020 NCES estimates; Fall 2020, Spring 2021, and Spring 2022 enrollment are estimated  
from proprietary survey data. 

Sources: Tyton Partners Summer 2022 K-12 School Models Survey, Tyton Partners Fall 2021 K-12 Alternative Models Survey,  
Tyton Partners Spring 2021 K-12 Alternative Models Survey, NCES, AEI ReturnToLearn Tracker, Tyton Partners analysis
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Our most recent survey was conducted after COVID-19 vaccines were widely available and 
mask mandates had lifted. At this point, nearly all district public schools had welcomed 
their students to come together inside classrooms once again. This post-pandemic 
decline in K-12 public school enrollment suggests that this is no temporary anomaly but 
may instead reflect a tipping point.

Such a decline in district public school enrollment has important consequences for all K-12 
education. Lower student enrollment decreases state and federal funding for public schools 
while most school costs remain constant. Reduced revenue from serving fewer students 
may result in fewer or lower quality learning spaces and environments, which snowballs 
into more dissatisfaction with public schools and continued decline in enrollment. And, 
declining public school enrollment increases pressure on charter and private schools to 
support an influx of new students. These schools may not yet be prepared to serve more 
students, particularly those with special needs. 

WHERE ARE STUDENTS GOING? 

Even before the pandemic, districts faced persistent annual enrollment challenges due to  
a set of factors we call the “Three Ds”: dropouts, demographics, and deferments. 

• Dropouts account for those students no longer attending school at all,  
a phenomenon that has experienced a sharp increase due to the  
economic effects of the pandemic

• Downward demographic pressures result in more students aging out  
of K-12 schooling than entering

• Deferments arise when families hold young children back for later starts  
to kindergarten, a trend that anecdotally appears to have increased  
during, and as a result of, the pandemic

From Spring 2021 to Spring 2022, we estimate a decline of roughly 300,000 students in 
district public school enrollment due to these three factors.  This decline, however, accounts 
for less than 10 percent of the shift in enrollment out of public schools from Spring 2021 
to Spring 2022. The implication is that most students exited their district public schools 
to enroll in charter schools and private schools or pursue homeschooling as a result  
of their experiences during the pandemic. Our analysis suggests that approximately  
3.7 million students (and their families) made new decisions regarding their school  
choice in single year. In the near-term, the biggest beneficiaries were private schools, 
which saw the largest enrollment increase, followed by homeschooling and charter public 
schools (Figure 2).
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Figure 2

Estimated increase in school enrollment at charter 
and private schools and homeschooling 2021-2022

Notes: Pre-COVID-19 figures are 2020 NCES estimates; Fall 2020, Spring 2021, and Spring 2022 enrollment are estimated  
from proprietary survey data. 

Sources: Tyton Partners Summer 2022 K-12 School Models Survey, Tyton Partners Fall 2021 K-12 Alternative Models Survey,  
Tyton Partners Spring 2021 K-12 Alternative Models Survey, 

LEARNING LOSS AND SAFETY CONCERNS DRIVE SCHOOL CHOICE 

Parents report their top reasons for changing schools are concerns with academic 
quality and safety considerations. While academic quality issues may have existed 
prior to COVID-19, the challenges presented by schooling during the pandemic created 
a new sense of urgency for many, catalyzing action. Families and students experienced 
ineffective remote learning and significant gaps in – and interruption of – education, which 
have been well documented. In our research, we also asked parents about their specific 
safety concerns. Interestingly, more parents mentioned bullying and gun violence than 
COVID-19 health protocols. 

In addition, our analysis determined that parents’ political beliefs had little to no impact on 
their reasons for changing their child’s school. Conservative, liberal, and moderate parents 
alike ranked academic quality and safety as their top motivations. Furthermore, choice over 
how and what their child learns ranked sixth out of 11 reasons for changing schools. This 
middle ranking was true across the political spectrum; overall, only seven percent (7%) of 
parents indicated curriculum choice was one of their top reasons for changing their child’s 
school since Fall 2020. This important non-finding suggests that curriculum choice is a less 
contentious issue than might be perceived. Parents across the political spectrum appear 
more similar than different in priorities for their children.
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PARENTS SHOW PANDEMIC-DRIVE INTEREST  
IN STUDENT-CENTRIC LEARNING ENVIRONMENTS 

Of the two primary reasons for parents changing their child’s school, “academic quality” 
was the most common. But what does “academic quality” mean to parents and how do 
charter and private schools and homeschooling address this concern? We believe a primary 
differentiator of academic quality is the type of learning environments that various school 
models offer students.  

Our research suggests post-pandemic, parents prefer student-centric learning 
environments which may be different than those generally found at district public  
schools. These environments place a priority on creating a space where learning is flexible, 
adaptive, and personalized to student needs. More than half of parents prefer environments 
that create experiences such as: 

• Learning in small groups of less than 10 students

• Multiple learning sites outside of the classroom

• A flexible daily schedule driven by the student’s needs  

Figure 3

Preference for traditional and student-centric learning experiences  

Note: Survey question “Please use the sliders below to indicate your ideal preferences for your child’s school experience  
for each of the following dimensions.” n = 3,085

Sources: Tyton Partners 2022 K-12 School Models Survey, Tyton Partners analysis

These preferences are in direct contrast to the more traditional, one-size-fits-all public-
school model that typically offers learning in large groups (i.e., sometimes exceeding  
30 students per class), a single learning site (i.e., the school/ classroom), and a structured 
daily schedule.
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In fact, our analysis1 revealed parents who had stronger preferences for student-centric 
learning experiences were more likely to have switched their child out of district public 
schools. This suggests that recent exits from K-12 public schools are occurring in part 
because parents are finding more compelling student-centric learning environments in 
charter or private schools or through homeschooling. 

Up to 40% of all parents said the pandemic influenced their current preference for more 
student-centric learning experiences. This is particularly true for experiences such as virtual 
learning and flexible daily schedules. Both saw dramatic increases in participation directly  
due to school shutdowns.  

Figure 4

Change in interest in student-centric learning experiences 
due to pandemic

Note: Survey question “How has the pandemic changed your interest in the following features of your child’s school experience?”  
n = 3,085

Sources: Tyton Partners 2022 K-12 School Models Survey, Tyton Partners analysis

But the data also show that parents continue to value traditional pillars of schooling; for 
example, nearly 70% of parents prefer that a licensed educator teach their children and that 
their children have regular, in-person interaction with peers. 

1. Regression results show that the more a parent prefers alternative learning experiences, the more likely they are to have switched out 
of public schools since Fall 2020. However, our results also suggest that this is not the only reason for switching schools though it is 
importantly one of them. 
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PART 2: WHAT BRIDGES TRADITIONAL AND STUDENT-CENTRIC 
LEARNING ENVIRONMENTS?

In Part 2 of this series, we detail an emerging model that appears to bridge preferences for 
both traditional and student-centric learning environments: multi-site schooling. 

We define “multi-site schooling” as a model in which students pursue learning in more 
than one location. In this model, students pursue educational experiences in a primary 
setting, such as a conventional school, as well as a secondary setting(s), such as the home 
or a community-based organization. 

Our research suggests the flexible nature of multi-site schooling is of increasing interest 
to parents post-pandemic as it allows them optionality on the spectrum of traditional and 
student-centric environments. We will investigate the emergence of multi-site schooling, 
as well as key influences on alternative school model enrollment in upcoming publications.

 

The intent of our research is to use the parent perspective as a point of triangulation 
for measuring the impact of the pandemic on the distribution of school enrollment. This 
report draws on responses from two surveys of more than 6,000 K-12 parents that were 
conducted in May 2022. Respondent demographics were nationally representative 
of parent and student age, race, U.S. geographical region, and household income. 
 
If you have questions or additional thoughts, we would value the opportunity to continue 
the conversation.

mailto:pbharadwaj%40tytonpartners.com?subject=School%20Disrupted%202022
mailto:pbharadwaj%40tytonpartners.com?subject=School%20Disrupted%202022
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ABOUT TYTON PARTNERS
Tyton Partners is designed to be different. As the only advisor dedicated to the rapidly 
evolving Global Knowledge Sector, we have assembled a team of consultants, bankers, 
principal investors, operators, and educators to deliver industry-defining insights to power 
executives’ and investors’ critical decisions.

For more information, visit tytonpartners.com. 
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Stand Together Trust is a grantmaking 
organization dedicated to supporting bottom-
up solutions that revitalize the key institutions 
of society: business, communities, education, 
and government. Stand Together Trust is 
a part of the Stand Together community, a 
philanthropic community tackling the root 
causes of America’s biggest problems. To learn 
more, please visit StandTogetherTrust.org.

The Walton Family Foundation is, at its core, a 
family-led foundation. Three generations of the 
descendants of our founders, Sam and Helen 
Walton, and their spouses, work together 
to lead the foundation and create access to 
opportunity for people and communities. 
We work in three areas: improving K-12 
education, protecting rivers and oceans and 
the communities they support, and investing 
in our home region of Northwest Arkansas and 
the Arkansas-Mississippi Delta. To learn more, 
visit waltonfamilyfoundation.org.

https://tytonpartners.com
http://StandTogetherTrust.org
http://waltonfamilyfoundation.org
https://standtogethertrust.org/
https://www.waltonfamilyfoundation.org/

