Small Classes in American
Schools: Research, Practice,

And Politics

Mr. Finn provides a brief overview of the current status of class-size
reduction programs in the U.S., summarizes the research bhase that has
moved districts and states to seek class-size reduction, and calls attention to
the misapplication of the research in some contexts. He also discusses
questions about smaller classes that remain unanswered and describes
current research into the long-term consequences of small classes and

efforts to explain why they are effective.

BY JEREMY D. FINN

N RECENT YEARS, more than half
of the states, countless districts, and
the federal government have spon-
sored class-size reduction (CSR) pro-
grams. In California alone 28,000
new teachers were hired in the first
three years of the statewide CSR ini-
tiative. Meanwhile, as part of its effort
to reduce class sizes, the U.S. Department
of Education has paid the salaries of 29,000
new teachers, mainly in poor urban school

districts. Nationwide, it is impossible to
count the number of new teachers hired and the
number of classes that have been reduced in size.
But these numbers are certainly large.
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Why is it that, after years of research and debate but
little action, class sizes are finally being reduced in the
elementary grades across the U.S.? There are a num-
ber of reasons, including the following:

* Everybody likes the idea of small classes — teachers,
parents, policy makers, legislators, and even the courts'
understand the importance of small classes for teach-
ing and learning;

* High-quality research has demonstrated the bene-
fits of small classes in the early grades — especially for
students at risk;
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» Until very recently education had risen to the top
of state and national agendas; and

* The economy was healthy, so we had ample re-
sources to direct toward school improvement.

But much has changed in recent months, making
the future of smaller classes in the elementary grades
less clear. The White House education plan, “No Child
Left Behind,” earmarked the federal reduced-class-size
initiative as one of two programs to be eliminated. The
recent instability in the economy may have left states
and districes less able to hire additional teachers. And
the events of September 11 refocused our national at-
tention in a way that may well give lower priority to
education issues. It remains to be seen if small class sizes
have become sufficiently important and sufficiently in-
stitutionalized that they will continue to be part of our
basic educational plans.

In this article I provide a brief overview of the cur-
rent status of class-size reduction programsin the U.S ;
the overview is brief because the situation is changing
even as | write. [ also summarize the research base that
has moved districts and states to seek class-size reduc-
tion and call attention to the misapplication of the re-
search in some contexts. Finally, I discuss questions about
smaller classes that remain unanswered and describe
current research into the long-term consequences of
small classes and efforts to explain why small classes are
effective.

My basic premise is that small classes in the elemen-
tary grades are not the solution to the problems of Amer-
ican schools; they are not the “silver bullet.” Instead,
small classes provide an essential opportunity for in-
struction to be more effective and for students to be-
come optimally involved in the learning process. The
most important question yet to be answered is “How
can educators take best advantage of small class sizes
to maximize learning outcomes?”

THE RESEARCH BASE

Prior to the 1980s, dozens of studies were conduct-
ed on the relationship between class size and pupil per-
formance. Many of these suffered from methodologi-
cal flaws, including small samples, poor research de-
signs, and inadequate treatment of the data. Not one
was a large-scale randomized experiment. However,
reviews of this research found consistencies and sup-
ported some tentative conclusions:

* Reduced class size (below 20 pupils) can be expect-
ed to produce a modest increase in academic achieve-
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ment.’

* Small classes are most beneficial in the early pri-
mary grades.”

* Students who are economically disadvantaged are
most likely to benefit from small classes.*

PROJECT STAR

Beginning in 1985, the state of Tennessee, under
Gov. Lamar Alexander, undertook a remarkable ex-
periment to test these propositions. Project STAR (Stu-
dent/Teacher Achievement Ratio) was a large-scale ran-
domized within-school experiment, most unusual in
education. Pupils entering kindergarten in each par-
ticipating school were assigned at random to a small
class (13-17 students), a full-size class (22-26 students),
or a full-size class with a full-time teacher aide. Teach-
ers were also assigned at random to the classrooms.
Pupils were kept in the same condition — small, regu-
lar, or teacher aide — for up to four years (grade 3),
with a new teacher assigned at random each year.

In addition to being a scientifically controlled ex-
periment, STAR had other special features:

* The study was extensive. More than 6,000 stu-
dents in 329 classrooms in 79 schools participated in
the first year, and almost 12,000 students participat-
ed at some point in the four-year study.

* The class arrangement was maintained all day, all
year long, and there was no other intervention. For ex-
ample, there was no special training for teachers and
no special curricula.

* Both norm-referenced and criterion-referenced
achievement tests were administered to each pupil in
the spring of each year. Other data on the students
(e.g., classroom behavior, retentions in grade) and on
their teachers were collected regularly.

* STAR pupils were followed after they returned to
full-size classes in grade 4. Measures of academic per-
formance and other outcome data were collected through
high school, and information on postsecondary school-
ing and employment is still being collected.

The findings of Project STAR are important build-
ing blocks in today’s knowledge base about small class-
es. From a scientific perspective, it is also important
that the STAR data have been reanalyzed by research-
ers not associated with the project who have used a
variety of statistical procedures.” With only minor ex-
ceptions, these analyses have agreed with the original
findings. Because STAR is one of the few large-scale
randomized experiments in the field of education, it



has also been used by other agencies as a model in the
push for more experiments to support education poli-
cies.

The tindings of STAR have been summarized in a
number of publications.® The most intensive look at
short- and long-term academic outcomes to date ap-
peared in Teachers College Record in 2001.7 In that ar-
ticle, effect sizes are presented in two metrics, the usu-
al “standard deviation” scale and in terms of “months
of schooling.” In the sections that follow, I summa-
rize the highlights of the findings of Project STAR,

drawn from those reports.

of their schoolmates in reading and about 3.5 months
ahead in mathematics. A similar pattern was found for
students in grades 2 and 3 on every test.

In every grade, the benefits of small classes were
greater for minority students or students attending inner-
city schools than for white students in nonurban schools.
Statistically, the advantages were often as much as two
to three times as great, thus reducing the white/minor-
ity achievement gap. For example, the racial gap in pass
rates on the grade 1 reading mastery test was 14.3%
in full-size classes — that is, 14.3% more white students
than black students mastered the reading objectives.

TABLE 1.

Small-Class Advantage in Months of Schooling, K-3*

In small classes, the gap was reduced
to 4.1%. Both black and white stu-
dents gained significantly by being

Stanford Achievement Test Scale

in small classes, but black students

Grade 3 4.5 5.5

Record, vol, 103, 2001, p. 154.

Grade Total Word
Reading  Study Skills
Kindergarten 0.5 0.5
Grade 1 1.3 0.9
Grade 2 3.9 4.8

"Difference between mean of small classes and mean of full-size classes on grade-equivalent scale.
Adapted from Table 2 of Jeremy D. Finn et al., "The Enduring Effects of Small Classes," Teachers College

gained more. Economist Alan Krue-

Mathoratics | ger reanalyzed the STAR data and de-
1ok scribed the reduction in the achieve-
2.8 ment gap in other terms. He con-
g:g cluded that, by third grade, the black/

white gap in school performance
would be reduced by 38% if all stu-

dents attended small classes.®

Experimental years (K-3). Small classes had statisti-
cally significant academic benefits in every grade, in a//
academic subjects. The differences between small classes
and full-size classes were in the range of 0.2 to 0.3 stan-
dard deviations in each school subject. Table 1 shows the
advantage of attending small classes in terms of “months
of schooling.” For example, kindergarten students who
attended small classes were about one-half month ahead
of students who attended larger classes in reading and
about 1.6 months ahead in mathematics. In grade 1,
the small-class advantage was 1.3 months in reading
and 2.8 months in mathematics. By spring of grade 3,
the advantage in reading was 4.5 months (or about half
a school year).

Post-experimental years (4-8). Af-
ter all students returned to full-size classes, the bene-
fits of small classes continued to be statistically signifi-
cant through all subsequent grades in all subject areas.’
Table 2 shows the advantage in months of schooling
in grades 4-8 of having attended small classes in grades
K-3. The benefits in grade 4 ranged from 2.4 months
to 4.6 months; in grade 6, from 3.0 to 5.1 months
(apart from science); and in grade 8, from 3.4 months
to 4.8 months."” (The values in Table 2 are conserva-
tive because they include students who attended small
classes for one, two, three, and four years.)

Starting early and continuing in small classes for mul-
tiple years are both related to the strength and dura-
tion of carryover effects. In any given grade (4-8), the

The magnitude of effects was great-

- TABLE 2.
er for students who started early and

Overall Small-Class Advantages for Grades 4, 6, and 8*

spent more years in small classes. For
example, first-graders who were in

small classes for the first time were | Grade
about 0.6 of a month ahead of their
schoolmates in reading and about g::g:g
two months ahead in mathematics. Gradad

First-graders who were in small class-
es for the second year (since kinder-
garten) were about two months ahead

“Difference between mean of small classes and mean of full-size classes on grade-equivalent scale.
Adapted from Table 4 of Finn et al., p. 167.

CTBS Scale
Total Total Science Social
Reading Mathematics Science
3.9 2.4 3.1 4.6
3.0 3.1 1.0 )
4.1 3.4 4.3 48
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effects were larger for students who had spent more
vears in small classes in grades K-3. For example, at the
end of grade 6, students who had attended small classes
for one year had a 1.2-month advantage in reading
over students who had attended full-size classes. Stu-
dents who had attended small classes for two years had
a 2.8-month advantage; three years in a small class
produced a 4.4-month advantage. And so on, in each
school subject at every grade level.

OTHER CSR INITIATIVES AND THEIR FINDINGS

A large number of (nonexperimental) CSR initia-
tives have been undertaken since Project STAR, but
many have not been systematically evaluated. Those
that have been evaluated include Wisconsin’s Project
SAGE; the well-researched effort in Burke County,
North Carolina; and California’s statewide CSR pro-
gram. The Wisconsin and North Carolina projects tar-
geted schools serving low-income students. While all
these programs have unique features, all have yielded
findings consistent with STAR.

Project SAGE. Wisconsin’s Student Achievement
Guarantee in Education (SAGE) program, begun in
1996, was targeted to schools in which 50% or more
of the students were eligible for Title I support. Par-
ticipating schools were required to “systematically re-
duce class size to 15 in grades K-3; stay open from early
in the morning to late in the day, . . . provide a rigorous
academic curriculum to improve academic achievement,
and establish staff development and accountability mech-
anisms.”"" In its first year of operation, SAGE was im-
plemented in 30 schools in 21 districts across Wis-
consin; it has expanded considerably since then. The
majority of SAGE classrooms were self-contained small
classes. Schools with insufficient space implemented
alternative classroom models, including team-taught
classrooms with two teachers and approximately 30
students and “floating teacher” classrooms, in which an
additional teacher was brought in to share instructional
responsibilities during reading and mathemarics les-
sons.

An evaluation was conducted in each of four years,
comparing SAGE classes to a marched comparison
group of non-SAGE classes in the same districts. The
results show consistent benefits of small classes with
effect sizes similar to those of STAR." The small-class
advantage was also found to be significantly greater
for minority students than for white students.

Burke County, North Carolina. Burke County is a
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relatively poor rural community with an increasingly
diverse population. Thirty-four percent of students in
the Burke County schools are eligible for free or re-
duced-price lunch; 11% of the students have limited
proficiency in English. In 1991, four Burke County
elementary schools were selected to implement small
classes (no more than 15 students) in grade 1. The fol-
lowing year the initiative was expanded to include grade
1 in 14 elementary schools and grade 2 in the origi-
nal four schools. By 1995-96, small classes had been
implemented in grades 1 and 2 in all schools and in
grade 3 in six schools. Intensive staff development pro-
grams accompanied reduction in class size. By reallo-
cating existing staff members, the schools in Burke Coun-
ty reduced class sizes with no increase in per-pupil ex-
penditures.

The evaluation of the program included extensive
classroom observations as well as statistical compari-
sons of small classes with matched full-size classes on
reading and mathematics tests. Students in smaller class-
es had higher achievement scores in reading and mathe-
matics in grades 1 through 3, and they continued to
have higher reading scores in grades 4 through 7, after
returning to full-size classes.”

Californias statewide program. In the spring of 1996,
the California legislature passed a reform initiative to
limit class sizes statewide in grades K-3 to a maximum
of 20 students. By the time school began in the fall of
1996 — justa few monthslater — 12,000 new teach-
ers had been hired, and class sizes were reduced in 14%
of the state’s kindergarten classrooms, in 88% of its
grade-1 classrooms, in 57% of its grade-2 classrooms,
and in 18% of its grade-3 classrooms. By 1998-99,
class sizes were reduced in virtually all grade-1 and
grade-2 classrooms across the state and in 84% to 86%
of kindergarten and grade-3 classrooms.

Initially, the state did not plan a major evaluation
of its CSR initiative, despite the fact that it cost over
$1 billion per year. A broad-based evaluation was or-
ganized by a consortium of organizations, with fund-
ing from private and public sources.” The evaluation
of academic achievement was limited largely to grade
3; since most classes in grades 1 and 2 were reduced
simultaneously, no comparison groups were available.
In grade 3, students in small classes outperformed their
peers who attended large classes to a small, but statis-
tically significant, degree."” Effect sizes in reading and
mathematics ranged from 0.05 to 0.10 standard de-
viations. These effect sizes are very close to the effects
found by Project STAR for grade-3 students with one



or two years of small-class participation. Larger effects
were found in STAR for students who began in kinder-
garten or grade 1.

TEACHER AIDES

Project STAR's results for teacher aides have large-
ly been overlooked because of the excitement about
the findings for small classes, but the policy implica-
tions are considerable. When STAR was designed, Ten-
nessee policy makers wondered if teacher aides could
provide the same benefits as small classes but at a sub-
stantially lower cost. But the STAR analyses continu-
ally reported “no significant difference” between classes
with teacher aides and full-size classes without aides.
Those results were assembled and extended in several
recent reports,'

Susan Gerber and her colleagues have estimated that
there were more than 600,000 teacher aides in Ameri-
can classrooms in 1998, at an annual cost of about $9
billion."” We would certainly hope for demonstrable
benefits from such an expenditure. Unfortunately, vir-
tually all the research on the topic, including Project
STAR, has found that, in general, teacher aides bene-
fit neither teachers nor students.

To illustrate, consider some findings from a study
reported in 2000 by my colleagues and me."® In that
report, the academic performance of students in class-
es with teacher aides was compared to both other class
types (small and full-size classes without aides), rat-
ings of student behavior were compared across the class
types, and teachers in the three class types reported the
severity of problems they encountered in the classroom
in terms of time management, managing and control-
ling the class, and engaging students in productive learn-
ing activities.

The study posed two questions. The first was “Do
students in teacher aide classes perform as well or be-
have as well as do students in small classes?” To quote
from the report:

The answer is unequivocally “no.” In terms of aca-
demic achievement, students in small classes per-
formed significantly better on every test adminis-
tered in every grade. There were no exceptions. . . .
In terms of behavior . . . students who had attend-
ed small classes exhibited superior learning behay-
iors on two of three dimensions and on rotal engage-
ment (inlearning). . . . Theseattributes — academ-
ic achievement and engagement behaviors — are so

fundamental that on this basis alone, it is clear that
teaching assistants are not a substitute for the bene-
fits provided by reduced class size. When teachers
were interviewed abour their preference, 71% said
they would prefer teaching a small class to teaching
a regular class with a full-time assistant.”

The second question was “Do classes with teachin

. q ; lng
assistants have advantages over full-size classes with-
out assistants?” The results led to these conclusions:

Here, too, the answer is “no.” No overall differences
in academic achievement were found between the per-
formance of students in teacher aide classes and stu-
dents in regular classes on any test in any grade. . ..
In several instances, students in aide classes performed
more poorly than did students in non-aide classes. . . .
In terms of learning behavior, again no significant
differences were found . . . in Grade 4 or Grade 8.
In several instances, behavior was marginally poorer
among students in classes with aides.”

Finally, teachers with aides reported little or no re-
lief from the responsibilities of teaching, even when
teaching assistants were classified according to the types
of duties they performed: administrative, noninstruc-
tional interactions with students, or instruction.

Some districts (e.g., Burke County and San Diego)
have used teacher aide funds to hire additional teach-
ers. Given the absence of positive impacts and even
the possibility of negative effects of aides, this seems
to be a sensible policy. The other option discussed in
the reports — to “remedy the deficient preparation of
paraprofessionals for the tasks they perform, the lack
of clearly defined roles for aides in the classroom, and
the absence of training for teachers in utilizing their
assistants™' — also deserves serious consideration.

OTHER FINDINGS ABOUT SMALL CLASSES
Project STAR did not undertake sufficient studies

of classroom processes. However, between the limit-
ed process research undertaken in STAR and research
conducted in conjunction with other CSR initiatives,
an array of additional findings has emerged, among them:

* teacher morale is improved in small classes;*

* teachers spend more time on direct instruction and
less on classroom management when classes are small-
er;®

* there are fewer disruptions in small classes and fewer
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discipline problems;™

* students’ engagement in learning is increased;”

* in-grade retentions are reduced;™

* dropout rates may be reduced;?” and

* greater numbers of students who attend small classes
in the early grades elect to take SAT or ACT tests in high
school — that is, aspirations to attend college are in-
creased, especially among African American students.”

THE COSTS OF REDUCING CLASS SIZES

Policy makers often want to know if the benefits
produced by small classes are worth the costs, because
small classes have been described as an expensive inter-
vention. Unfortunately, only limited efforts have been
made to answer this question. The most complete anal-
ysis of costs was performed by Dominic Brewer and
his colleagues, who estimated the nationwide costs of
CSR under such policy alternatives as small classes of
different sizes, different amounts of spending flexibil-
ity, and targeting small classes to students at risk.” In-
deed, this work produces some very large cost figures
— $2 billion and up.

However, none of these analyses have looked at pos-
sible resource tradeoffs, nor have they examined any
factors on the benefit side of the equation. The issue
of tradeoffs is quite complex, so it is not surprising that
it hasn’t been studied. Several districts used funds al-
located for hiring teacher aides to hire additional teach-
ers and so reduce class sizes. In financially poor Burke
County, small classes were implemented in grades 1
through 3 by reassigning existing staff members with
no increase in per-pupil expenditures. Researchers should
give more attention to the approaches taken in these
districts, especially if resources become less plentiful.

Nevertheless, the omission of benefits and the fo-
cus on costs alone in these analyses is surprising. The
only analysis of benefits in recent years may be that
produced by economist Alan Krueger. Using data from
STAR and previous studies of school performance and
personal income, Krueger concluded that the benefits
— in terms of students’ future earnings — of reducing
class sizes are very close to the per-pupil cost of smaller
classes. In other words, the costs are recovered in the
form of personal income to the students.”

However, the total benefits are greater still. If small
classes are an incentive for teachers to remain in urban
settings, if students are more likely to attend college,
and if grade retentions and dropout rates are decreased,
then these outcomes represent benefits as well. Such
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data need to be included in any complete analysis of
the costs and benefits of small classes.

HOW TO DO SMALL
CLASSES THE WRONG WAY

The widespread implementation of reduced class
sizes has produced some “tried and true” ways to ne-

gate the benefits. Policy makers and administrators should

be aware of two pitfalls in particular.

OVERLOOKING THE NEED FOR
PROFESSIONAL SUPPORT AND DEVELOPMENT

In the rush to hire and place new teachers in class-
rooms, it is tempting for administrators to overlook
the need for professional development and support.
The California CSR initiative demonstrated the seri-
ous side effects of doing things too quickly. In its haste
to reduce K-3 class sizes in a matter of a few months,
the state placed many individuals in classrooms who
had less than full teaching credentials and lacked ad-
equate experience managing students. The effect was
so large that the preparation level of the entire state’s
teaching force declined.” Since districts serving low-
income students, minority students, or students learn-
ing English had more difficulty attracting qualified teach-
ers, the decline in teacher qualifications was greatest in
those districts. For example, schools serving 30% or
more low-income students saw a 16% drop in fully
credentialed teachers between 1995-96 and 1998-99.
Similar problems have occurred in many other states
and districts.

When inexperienced teachers are placed in classrooms
without adequate preparation, the result can be a level
of disorganization that requires weeks or even months
to remedy. These dynamics can easily offset the aca-
demic benefits of small classes. Brian Stecher and his
colleagues recommend that CSR initiatives be under-
taken slowly and with careful planning.” Well-designed
programs of professional support and development can
also help.

Project STAR demonstrated that the benefits of small
classes are obtained without any special teacher prepa-
ration. However, STAR had an abundant supply of
credentialed teachers — a resource not always avail-
able today. Several major CSR programs — for exam-
ple, in Burke County, North Carolina; in Fairfax Coun-
ty, Virginia; and Wisconsin’s Project SAGE — have
made effective use of professional development in con-



junction with reduced classes. Experience shows how
professional support and development activities can
be put to best use.

* Many teachers placed in elementary classrooms
are new to teaching, new to the classroom, and new
to their school setting. They need help “getting start-
ed,” and they need mentoring and other forms of sup-
port throughout their first year of teaching.

* Many veteran teachers are transferring from oth-
er settings to small classes. The instructional practices
they have adopted over the years are not always “cur-
rent best practice.” They can benefit from updating
and relearning those skills that work well with small
classes but were too arduous to practice in large class-
es:

* [t may be possible to enhance the benefits of small
classes by taking advantage of the opportunities they
provide. For example, professional development can
show teachers how to cover content in greater depth
and how best to take advantage of the increased sense
of community that is typical of small classes.”

Not all forms of professional development can ac-
complish these purposes effectively. Reduced class size
creates its own particular needs. Support and devel-
opment activities must focus on the specific needs of
small-class teachers and follow the principles of effec-
tive programming.*

CONFUSING PUPIL/TEACHER
RATIOS WITH CLASS SIZE

The confusion of these two terms is common and
constitutes a second major pitfall to be avoided in im-
plementing CSR initiatives. “Class size” is the num-
ber of students regularly in a teacher’s classroom for
whom that teacher is responsible. The idea of class size
is especially important to teachers because it constrains
all their interactions with pupils, encourages or dis-
courages learning behavior and pro- or antisocial be-
havior, and is clearly related to the amount of materi-
al students learn. As Charles Achilles puts it, “A class
with 15 students and one teacher has a class size of 15.
A class with 28 pupils and one teacher has a class size
of 28. A class with 28 pupils and two teachers and a
full-time teacher aide still has a class size of 28.”%

The “pupil/teacher ratio” is the ratio of the num-
ber of students in an educational unit to the number
of full-time-equivalent professionals assigned to that
unit. Pupil/teacher ratios have been used by economists
for many years to develop funding formulas for dis-

tricts and states. However, the pupil/teacher ratio for
a school, district, state, or nation does not describe the
proximal setting in which pupils are learning. In the U.S.,
many large urban districts have small pupil/teacher ra-
tios (e.g., 13 to 1) because of the large number of ancil-
lary staff members, even though most students spend
the entire school day in overcrowded classrooms.*

This distinction between class size and pupil/teach-
er ratio 1s important for two reasons. First, the strong
research base on small classes does not apply to large
classes — no matter how many teachers are present.
Some schools, facing a shortage of classroom space,
have created large classes with several teachers or with
teachers and aides instead of small classes. Indiana’s
Prime Time, which purported to be a CSR program,
had class sizes ranging from 12 to 31; many “small” class-
eswere actually large classes with a teacher and an aide.
Not surprisingly, the achievement results of Prime Time
have been quite mixed.”

The possibility of having two full-time teachers “team-
teach” a large class is permitted under the regulations
guiding the U.S. Department of Education’s CSR ini-
tiative, and this model has been used in some Project
SAGE classrooms. Although the SAGE evaluation sug-
gests that team-taught classes are sometimes as effec-
tive as small classes,™ it has not been confirmed with
large samples or through a controlled experiment. Sim-
ply put, we don’t have the same level of scientific in-
formation about how these other classroom arrange-
ments work.

The second reason that maintaining the distinction
between small classes and low pupil/teacher ratios is
important is that critics have used data on pupil/teach-
er ratios to attempt to show that small classes are not
beneficial.” Because pupil/teacher ratios are usually com-
puted for large, heterogeneous units (i.e., school dis-
tricts, states, or countries), it is lictle surprise that they
have a weak relationship with academic achievement.
These levels of analysis may be appropriate for an econ-
omist’s work, but they are not useful for educators con-
cerned with teaching and learning in individual class-
rooms.”

UNANSWERED QUESTIONS
AND ONGOING RESEARCH

Many questions remain to be answered with regard
to small classes. Among those that are asked repeat-
edly, we find:

* How small is “small”? Is a class of 20 students like-
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ly to be as effective as, say, a class of 17?

* How effective are small classes in the middle grades?
In high school?

* Can the effects of small classes be enhanced through
particular instructional strategies? By combining CSR
with other interventions, such as preschool programs
or remedial programs? By taking advantage of the im-
proved sense of community that arises in small classes?

Two broad questions are being addressed currently.
First, what are the long-term impacts of small classes
in the early grades? Princeton University’s Alan Krueger
and his colleagues are augmenting the STAR data with
information about students who take college admis-
sions tests, information about child bearing, and infor-
mation about delinquent or criminal behavior. They
will also collect information about unemployment rates.
Preliminary reports have already shown that class size
is associated with some of these outcomes.*'

Also, together with Jayne Boyd-Zaharias of HEROS,
Inc., the primary organization for Tennessee’s STAR
research, | am performing additional follow-up analy-
ses. Among them will be an examination of the high
school courses that STAR participants have taken, their
high school grades, and their graduation rates. Approx-
imately 500 telephone interviews are also being con-
ducted with former STAR participants to document
postsecondary schooling and employment. In all, this
will create a formidable 17-year database for continu-
ing research.

The second question I am pursuing, along with

Gina Pannozzo and Charles Achilles, is the “black box”
question: Why do small classes work as well as they
do? People often speculate that teachers change their
instructional styles in small classes, providing more one-
on-one teaching and higher-quality instruction. Inter-
estingly, neither STAR nor other process studies sup-
port this hypothesis. It is fairly clear that teachers of
small classes spend somewhat more time on direct in-
struction and somewhat less time on classroom man-
agement and discipline. Beyond that, few if any quali-
tative differences occur when class sizes are reduced.
Changes in instruction are generally small and do not
explain the consistent academic benefits that are found.
This new line of research focuses on a second hy-
pothesis: that students become better students in small
classes. That is, students become more engaged in learn-
ing, and they display more prosocial behavior and less
antisocial behavior. Past research on the topic consists
of 15 published studies of students’ learning and so-
cial behavior. These studies vary considerably in quali-
ty. Nevertheless, of 46 measures of students’ engage-
ment in learning, 30 are consistent with the hypothe-
sis, and not one is contradictory. Likewise, of 27 meas-
ures of students’ social behavior, 17 support the hy-
pothesis; again, not one finding favors large classes.
Psychological theory also explains why students may
become better students in small classes. Four different
perspectives support this hypothesis. The first might
be called “the firing line hypothesis™: in a small class,
each student experiences continuing pressure to par-
ticipate. Any student may be
called upon at any time to an-

HisTory

f

(W

e

swer questions or participate
in a class activity and so can’t
avoid the teacher’s attention by
sitting in an obscure place in the
classroom. Moreover, the teach-
er can’t readily ignore any par-
ticular pupil (even if he or she
would like to do so).

Second, small classes tend
to encourage a closer “sense of
community” among students
and between teachers and stu-
dents.” Teachers of small class-
es report that they know each
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a good lifeline.”
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“We'd better be nicer to Ms. Resnick. You never know when you might need

individual student better than
they would in a larger class. Stu-
dents tend to be more suppor-
tive of one another and to de-



velop a stronger sense of identification with the class
as a whole.

Third, the concepts of “social loafing” and “diffu-
sion of responsibility” have been used to explain why
individuals in smaller groups are often more respon-
sive than individuals in larger groups. These concepts
have been demonstrated for “critical incidents.” For
example, a stranger in need tends to get attention if
there are one or two bystanders but tends not to get
help from members of a larger crowd.* The same prin-
ciples may also apply to such settings as students in
classrooms.

And fourth, the study of group dynamics has shown
that the norms of small groups promote different be-
havior than do the norms of large groups. In fact, so-
cial psychologists have documented a negative corre-
lation between the size of a group and its “functional
size” — that is, the number of group members who
participate in any given activity.” Once again, these
principles may apply to the classroom as well.

These propositions are only theory at this time. But
all four perspectives lead to the conclusion that the in-
tensity of the teaching/learning experience is increased
for students in smaller classes. More research is need-
ed to test these propositions. Between the empirical
research base and psychological theory, there seems to
be strong support for the hypothesis that the biggest
change when class sizes are reduced is in student be-
havior.

A CONCLUDING COMMENT

Ongoing programs provide the opportunity for con-
tinued research on class size — work that is badly need-
ed. In recent years, many districts have undertaken CSR
initiatives, often without any accompanying research
or evaluation. Given the extent of the existing research
base, it may not be necessary to show that academic
achievement is improved at every site, and further large-
scale randomized experiments may be even less neces-
sary.

However, it is necessary to make sure that smaller
classes are implemented correctly and that problems
are addressed quickly. The Buffalo Public Schools, with
a significant CSR program, conducted an exemplary
evaluation.” It focused on program implementation
so that administrators could identify problems as they
arose and make useful midcourse corrections. Evalua-
tions can also provide the basic information needed
by administrators, parents, and legislators to decide

whether resources have been allocated properly.

There is still much to learn about small classes and
classroom processes. CSR sites provide researchers with
a rare opportunity — a large number of “natural lab-
oratories” for answering questions about implemen-
tation, processes, and outcomes. Educators working
in sertings where class sizes are reduced should encour-
age the administrators to engage in formative evalua-
tion and research — for their benefit and for the bene-
fit of the broader education community.
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