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hen educators and policymakers debate ways to

improve student achievement in school, reducing
class sizeis often at the top of their list. A growing body of research
evidence suggests that class size matter when it comes to improving

student performance.

Questions remain, of course. Educators still lack atheoretical
understanding of how class size affects student performance. But the
most scientifically-reliable evidence is telling them that children
benefit when class sizes are reduced and the benefits, in some cases,
are both immediate and long-lasting.

Nearly every state has at onetime
considered legislation to help schools
reduce class size. More than 20 states
have adopted such laws. In 1999, fed-
era legislation was passed to help
schools hire 100,000 qualified teachers
to reduce class sizein first through third
gradesto a national average of 18 stu-
dents per class. In Pennsylvania, pend-
ing legislation offers certain school dis-
trictsincentives to reduce class size.

Supporting Evidence

In the public debate over class
size, the crucial question is whether
smaller is better. Mounting evidence
suggests students benefit when class
sizes are smaller. For example:

* Ananalysis combining the findings
of 77 studies on class size and
achievement reported that small
classes are associated with higher
achievement at all grade levels and
major benefits were seen in classes

with fewer than 20 students.

* Areview of 100 class size studies
reported that the clearest evidence
that smaller classes benefit children
isfound in the primary grades and
that smaller classes benefit disad-
vantaged and minority studentsin
particular.

* A study using data from more than
800 Texas school districts and more
than 2.4 million students reported
that in first through seventh grades,
district-wide student achievement
fell when the student/teacher ratio
increased above 18 to 1.

Not all studies point to clear cut
benefits. Smaller classes were not found
to have much of an effect on student
performance in an analysis of trend data
from the 1950s to 1986, which found no
consistent relationship between class
size and standardized test scores.

But such analytical studies are not
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the most reliable way to measure the ef-
fects of class size. Their shortcomings
include relying on student/teacher ratios
as ameasure for class size rather than ac-
tual size, grouping the data for al grade
levels together, and using data that repre-
sent student achievement at the school
level or using school district average
scores rather than the scores of individual
students placed in larger or smaller
classes.

Recently, several carefully-controlled
studies have looked at reducing class size
and offer more reliable data on the effec-
tiveness of such policies. These studies
take a more rigorous approach that pays
attention to the specific experiences and
outcomes of children in smaller classes.

Project STAR

One of the largest and most thor-
oughly investigated class size experiments
isProject STAR in Tennessee.
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In Project STAR, studentsin the
smaller classes outperformed studentsin
larger classes, regardless of whether or
not the teachersin larger classes had
aides to help them. Later studies suggest
these gains were long-lasting.

Project STAR beganin 1985 asa
longitudinal study of kindergarten, first-,
second-, and third-grade in Tennessee.
Classes of 13-17 students were com-
pared with classes of 22-26 students,
both with and without an additional in-
structional aide in the larger classes.

The project embraced the essential
features of a controlled research experi-
ment designed to produce reliable evi-
dence about the effects of intervention.
It included 79 schools, more than 300
classrooms, and 7,000 students. Stu-
dents were studied for four years.

Students in the small classes gained
in anumber of areas.

e Smaller class students substantially
outperformed larger class students
on Stanford Achievement Tests and
the curriculum-based Basic Skills
First test — regardless of their race
or whether they were from urban,
suburban, or rural schools.

»  The positive achievement effect of
small classes on minority students
was double that for other students
initially and about the same later.

»  Fewer studentsin the smaller
classes were held back a grade and
students’ special needs were more
likely to be identified early.

*  Therewere no significant differ-
ences in academic achievement for
studentsin larger classes with or
without an added instructional aide.
Children in smaller classes during

the early grades continued to do well

after they returned to normal-sized
classes. In fourth grade, for example,

students from the smaller classes still
outperformed the students from the
larger classesin all academic subjects.
They were also better behaved.?

Wisconsin’s SAGE Program

Other major class size experi-
ments al so report promising outcomes.

In Wisconsin, the goal of the Stu-
dent Achievement Guarantee in Edu-
cation (SAGE) program is to have stu-
dent/teacher ratios no greater than 15
to 1 in kindergarten and first and sec-
ond grade classes. Smaller classes
were phased beginning in 1996-1997.
Outcomes were studied comparing
students in the smaller classes to simi-
lar students in other classrooms. Sev-
eral important findings were reported.’

»  First grade students in the smaller
classes performed consistently
better than comparison studentsin
mathematics, reading, language
arts, and total scores for the Com-
prehensive Test of Basic Skills.

e The achievement gap narrowed be-
tween white and African-American
first-grade students who were in the
smaller classes, but widened among
white and African-American stu-
dentsin larger classes.

* Insecond grade, achievement
among studentsin small classesre-
mained higher than that of students
in larger classes. But the difference
did not increase substantially.

Unlike Project STAR, smaller
classes in SAGE were implemented with
other changes, including use of arigor-
ous academic curriculum, before- and
after-school activities for students, and
professional development for teachers.

A second-year evaluation suggests,
however, that the gains are due largely
to smaller class size and that the other
changes have not had a significant im-
pact on student achievement.
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