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Class Size Reduction:

Lessons Learned from Experience

Effect on Student Achievement

1. Do small classes in and of themselves affect student learning?

"Yes" is the answer that emerged from Project STAR, the largest, longest-lasting, and most controlled study to date on class size. After decades of inconclusive research on small classes, STAR was able to show definitively what parents and teachers have long believed: that bringing class size down in the primary grades in and of itself has positive effects on student achievement in all subject areas (see box). STAR’s small classes had 12—17 students, while the control "large" group had 22—26. Children who gained most from smaller classes were minority students and those in inner-city schools. And the benefits lasted, at least through 7th grade. Several recent smaller studies generally support STAR’s findings, notably in terms of gains for urban minority students. (See #9.)

2.What conditions are critical to achieving the small-class effect?

In Project STAR, Tennessee schools were "laboratories" for class size research. Certain conditions prevailed without which the positive effects of small classes may not occur. Chief among those conditions are:

Adequate supply of good teachers. No organizational arrangement, including small class size, can compensate for poor teaching. In Tennessee, all STAR teachers were state certified and qualified to teach in their assigned grades. Even among the small classes, some teachers were more effective than others; researchers have yet to study what may have caused these differences.

Sufficient classroom space. STAR’s participating schools had no problem finding appropriate space to create enough classrooms for the reduction in numbers of students per teacher.

A representative student mix in each class. In STAR, the mixture of students in the class was determined at random and so mirrored the diversity in the school as a whole. Research has not revealed what would happen if, for example, 17 pupils with learning or behavior problems were assigned to a small class. In such a case, positive effects are less likely without the infusion of significant additional resources.

Teacher access to adequate materials and services. STAR teachers had no change in the materials and services normally available to them. Small- and regular-class teachers had access to reading specialists, school psychologists, special education programs (although there is evidence that the need for these services was reduced), and other schoolwide services. Small classes were not intended to serve as a substitute for other programs with demonstrated efficacy (including bilingual programs).

3.What do we know about why small classes are academically beneficial?

As classes shrink, other possibilities grow. Specifically, some studies have found that small classes allow teachers to spend more time on instruction and less on classroom management. One such study from Australia also suggested that smaller classes allow more – and more protracted – interaction between teachers and individual students. (1) Limited observations of 52 of STAR’s 2nd grade classrooms showed that teachers could better monitor student reading progress and were more consistent in managing behavior. (2) Likewise, observations of small and regular classes in North Carolina discovered more "on-task events" and fewer "institutional events" (e.g., disciplinary or organizational) in the small classes.(3)

In California, which began shrinking primary-grade classes in 1996, teachers surveyed in a preliminary study report that they are using more small-group instruction and better assessment techniques. (4) They also say they can cover the curriculum faster and in greater depth. The study also supports STAR findings that students in small classes are more motivated. In a STAR follow-up questionnaire, 4th grade teachers rated students from small classes much higher than their large-class counterparts on effort (e.g., pays attention in class; completes assignments; works well with other children) and initiative taking (e.g., does more than just the assigned work; asks questions to get more information). Small-class students, they said, were far less apt to be disruptive, passive, or withdrawn. (5) Given the high stability of behaviors such as these over the years, it may be that both the immediate and long-term benefits of small classes occur because students are better engaged.

4. How small is small enough?

No one knows what the optimal class size is. Many states and districts are currently shrinking classes to 20 or 18. (6) STAR researchers continue to analyze the question, but can only say at this point that the greater the class size beyond 17, the less the likelihood that the outcomes will be as positive. Earlier research suggested that the most dramatic gains accrue when class size shrinks to 15 or below. (7) Another unknown is the academic influence of the "drop factor," i.e., the magnitude of the drop in class size. For example, a drop from 30 to 18 is clearly more dramatic (and expensive) than a drop from 22 to 18. Whether it makes a greater difference in student learning is unclear.

5. Can small-class features be identified and used in large classes to create a small-class environment?

While some suggest that using grouping strategies in large classes can help create a small-class environment, Project STAR found that the defining feature of success is smallness itself. STAR analysts conclude that only smallness reduces the number of institutional events, creates an environment in which every student becomes engaged in learning, and allows the teacher to attend to every student. Not addressed by STAR are variations on reducing class size all day in all classes – for example, placing students in small classes for part of the day for subjects such as reading and math while having larger groups for PE or art. (See #9.)

6. For how long do students need to be in small classes to gain the lasting benefits?

No one knows. The STAR research as well as a smaller study done in North Carolina (8) suggest that the main benefits occur in the first year a student is in a small class and are sustained – or increase slightly – after that. Economist Alan Krueger says a possible explanation is that attending a small class in the lower grades may confer a one-time "school socialization effect" that permanently raises the level of student achievement. (9) Others surmise that successive years of small classes may have helped sustain the gains. But researchers as yet cannot say whether one year of small classes may be just as effective as three or four and, if so, which age or grade level should be the focus. STAR data are currently being re-analyzed to answer these questions.
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