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Research Synthesis:

In May 1998 a very comprehensive research document was released by the
U.S. Department of Education called: “Reducing Class Size: What Do We
Know?” It is found on the U.S. Department of Education web site at:
http://ed.gov/pubs/ReducingClass/research.html

Analysis of the twenty years of research on the topic of class size that found
the pattern of research findings points more and more clearly toward the ben-
eficial effects of reducing class size.

*A consensus of research indicates that class size reduction in the
early grades (kindergarten through third) leads to higher student
achievement.

*The most significant effects of class size reduction on student
achievement appear when class size is reduced to between 15 and 20
students.

*The greatest results were achieved when the teacher work load was
reduced to under 20 rather than the adding of associates to larger
classrooms.

*The related student achievement moves the average student from the
50th percentile up to somewhere above the 60th percentile. For
disadvantaged and minority students the effects are somewhat larger.

*Students, teachers, and parents all report positive effects from the
impact of class size reductions on the quality of classroom activity.

*The focus on the early grades suggests that smaller classes represent a
preventative, rather than a remedial approach.

*Teachers will need professional development opportunities to optimize
the potential benefits of smaller classes

While research indicates that class size reduction leads to higher student
achievement, it must also be recognized that the quality of instruction plays a
major role. As suggested above ongoing professional development for teachers
will maximize student achievement results.
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Do Smaller Classes Make a Difference?
Benefits to the students in a smaller class:
1. Each student receives a larger portion of the educational resources
represented by the teacher’s instructional time.
2. There is more time for each student to contribute while others listen.
3. Students develop better relationships with their classmates and with
their teacher.
4. Students receive more individualized attention.

Benefits shared by teachers, administrators and parents:
1. Classroom atmosphere is improved.
2. Teachers have more flexibility to use different instructional
approaches and assignments.
3. Enhanced instruction and assessment for
...more time ...to spend in small group,
...for individualized instruction,
...for child centered practices;
...greater opportunity to cover more material in greater depth.

Conclusions:

Research and common sense suggest that smaller classes (20 and below) offer
teachers the chance to devote more time to each student. A number of states
(Indiana, Tennessee, North Carolina, Wisconsin, Texas, California) have already

implemented class size reduction programs with positive results. Other states

are in the process of developing plans for class size reduction.

The U.S. Department of Education research concludes that reducing class size
to below 20 students leads to higher student achievement. This is par-
ticularly true in kindergarten, first , second, and third grades.

It is recognized that class size reduction represents a commitment of funds.
To quote Charles Achilles:
“Small classes in early primary grades benefit students and
provide a basis for substantial education reform without
necessarily requiring massive infusions of funds. Consider
some potential cost savings from using small classes in
grades K-3:
...fewer retentions,
...less need for mediation and/or special education
...improved behavior, and
...increased achievement.”

April 1999




Resources and References:

Achilles, Charles M. (1996). Students achieve more in smaller classes. Educa-
tional Leadership 53 (5): 76-77.

Achilles et al. (1996) and AIR, RAND, PACE, and EdSource. (1998). Evaluating
California’s class size reduction initiative: the year 1 data collection

component. Grant proposal submitted to the Koret Foundation, Palo
Alto, CA.

Egelson, Paula; Harman, Patrick ; & Achilles, Charles M. (1996). Does class size
make a difference? Resent findings from state and district initiatives.
Washington, DC: ERIC Clearinghouse. ED 398644. See also Finn 1998.

Florida Department of Education — Office of Policy Research. (1998). The rela-
tionship of school and class size with student achievement in Florida: An
analysis of statewide data. FL: Florida Department of Education.
http://www.firn.edu/doe/bin00048/home0048.htm.

Finn, Jeremy D. (1998). Class size and students at risk: What is known? What is
next? Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Education, Office of Educational
Research and Improvement, National Institute on the Education of At-Risk
Students.

Maier, Peter; Moinar, Alex; Percy, Stephen; Smith, Phillip; & Zahorik, John.
(1997). First year results of the student achievement guarantee in educa-
tion program. Milwaukee, WI: University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee.

Mosteller, Frederick; Light, Richard J.; & Sachs, Jason A. (1996). Sustained
inquiry in Education: Lessons from skill grouping and class size. Harvard
Educational Review 66 (4): 797-842.

Nye, Barbara; Fulton, B. DeWayne; Boyd-Zaharias, Jayne; & Cain, Van A. (1995).
The lasting benefits study, eight grade technical report. Nashville, TN:
Center of Excellence for Research in Basic Skills, Tennessee State Univer-
sity.

April 1999



