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cross the country, schools are under 
growing pressure to strengthen student 
performance in math. Educators are 
being asked not only to raise

achievement, but also to help students build the 
foundational skills they need to succeed as math 
content becomes more complex from one grade span 
to the next. Understanding where educators see the 
greatest challenges, as well as what they believe is 
driving them, can help clarify where support may be 
most urgently needed.

This report highlights five key takeaways 
regarding student achievement in math from 
a recent EdWeek Research Center survey of 
educators. Findings from the survey of 134 district 
leaders, 85 principals, and 510 teachers—which was 
administered from January 28 through March 5, 
2026—point to increasing challenges in the upper 
grades, more severe difficulties in higher-poverty 
districts, strong pressure for educators to improve 
achievement, and widespread concern about 
unfinished foundational skills.
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Introduction

A

WHO
A total of 729 educators 
participated in the survey
• 134 district leaders
• 85 principals
• 510 teachers

ABOUT THE SURVEY

WHEN
The EdWeek Research 
Center administered this 
survey from January 28 
through March 5, 2026

WHAT
A nationally representative 
online survey

WHY
To learn more 
about educators’ 
perspectives on 
student 
achievement 
and challenges 
in math
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High school (9-12)

Educators are more likely to report serious barriers to math proficiency for their students in 
secondary schools than in earlier grade levels. In the survey, 19 percent of respondents said the 
majority of students face severe or very severe challenges in early elementary school 
(prekindergarten through 2nd grade). 

That share rises to 34 percent in upper elementary grades, peaks at 44 percent in middle school, 
and remains at 40 percent in high school. 
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1. Math challenges intensify as students 
move into later grades.

How would you describe the challenges the majority of your students experience as they work 
toward math proficiency at the following grade spans? 

Percent selecting "severe" or "very severe"

Figure 1
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Educators in higher-poverty school systems—where 51% or more students qualify for free or 
reduced-price meals—are more likely to say that their students experience severe or very severe 
challenges in math in all grade spans than their peers in more affluent districts. But those gaps widen 
the longer students are in school. Roughly one-quarter of educators (26%) in higher-poverty districts 
said their early elementary students had severe or very severe math challenges compared to just 9 
percent of survey respondents working in wealthier communities, a gap of 17 percentage-points. By 
high school, where the majority of educators in higher-poverty systems (53%) saw such challenges 
compared to 22 percent in lower-poverty districts, that gap widens to 31 percentage-points. 
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2. Poverty-related disparities widen 
in secondary schools.

How would you describe the challenges the majority of your students experience as they work 
toward math proficiency at the following grade spans?

Percent selecting "severe" or "very severe"

Figure 2
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51 percent or more qualify for
free or reduced-price meals

50 percent or less qualify for
free or reduced-price meals
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Educators report considerable pressure to improve math results, especially beyond the early 
grades. Thirty-four percent say they feel a lot of pressure to raise achievement in early 
elementary, compared with 50 percent in upper elementary, 51 percent in middle school, and 48 
percent in high school. 
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3. Pressure to raise math achievement 
is strongest in the upper grades.

How much pressure—if any—do you face to increase student math achievement 
at the following grade levels? Percent selecting "a lot"

Figure 3
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Among those who feel pressure to 
increase middle and/or high school math 
achievement, the most commonly cited 
reason (selected by 49 percent of 
educators) is straightforward: their 
schools’ own data show student 
weaknesses in math. 

Other leading reasons include concerns 
about insufficient achievement 
improvement over time (39 percent), 
national test scores showing student 
weaknesses in math (36 percent), teachers 
at higher grade levels complaining that 
students are not learning foundational 
skills at lower grade levels (33 percent), 
and pressure from district leaders (33 
percent). 
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4. Pressure to 
improve middle 
and high school 
math is driven 
by what local 
data show.

If you feel pressure to increase middle and/or high 
school math achievement, what are the MAIN reasons? 
Select all that apply.

Figure 4
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16%

18%

19%

21%
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22%

26%

28%

30%

33%

33%

36%

39%

49%

Other

At least some of my compensation is tied 
to student math scores

Concerns that students will not be 
admitted to their colleges of choice

I don’t feel this pressure

Parent pressure

Local employers who say students lack 
math skills

Concerns that low scores will discourage 
voters from supporting schools financially

Student math scores impact my annual 
evaluations

Pressure from the state legislature

Concerns that ELLs are not receiving 
sufficient math support

Pressure from our state education 
agency

School board pressure

Concerns about differences in the results 
of higher/lower performing groups

Concerns that low math scores could 
lead to enrollment declines

Concerns that students with disabilities 
are not meeting IEP goals

Pressure from school leaders

Concerns about consequences with 
state-level accountability measures

Pressure from district leaders

Teachers at higher grade levels complain 
students aren't learning foundational skills

National test scores showing student 
weaknesses in math

Concerns about insufficient achievement 
improvement over time

Our data shows student weaknesses in 
math
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When asked about the foundational skills that students have not yet fully acquired, educators point 
to a broad range of unfinished learning. The most commonly cited area is fractions (90 percent), 
followed by pre-algebraic skills (85 percent), and fluency in basic operations (83 percent). 

Large shares also identify spatial reasoning (80 percent), number sense (78 percent), basic 
geometry (72 percent), and graphing (70 percent). Taken together, these responses suggest that 
educators view students’ math difficulties as stemming from a range of unfinished foundational skills 
rather than from any single area of weakness.
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5. Educators say unfinished foundational 
skills are a major reason students 
struggle to make progress in math.

90%

85%

83%

80%

78%

72%

70%

Fractions

Pre-algebraic skills

Fluency in basic operations

Spatial reasoning

Number sense

Basic geometry

Graphing

Are most of your students struggling to progress academically in math because they have yet to fully 
acquire these foundational skills?

Figure 5
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