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Policymakers Invest
Heavily in Class-Size
Reduction
Now the Question Is:
Can Schools Obtain the Benefit from
Smaller Classes?

In recent years, policymakers in nearly half the states and the
federal government have launched initiatives to reduce class size.
These widespread efforts offer perhaps the clearest example ever in
the history of U.S. public education of research evidence guiding a
particular reform policy.

That evidence, accumulated over the past couple of decades by
studies in Tennessee and elsewhere, suggests that students in small
classes (13-17 students per teacher), especially in the early grades,
outperform students in regular-sized classrooms, which nationally
average about 25 students. The effect of small classes is especially
positive for low-achieving students living in poverty.

In addition to being grounded in research, the movement to
reduce class size enjoys the enthusiastic backing of teachers and
parents who are attracted by the social benefits of smaller classes:
easier classroom management, better-behaved students, more per-
sonal attention.

Not everyone in the research and policy communities agrees that
the evidence supports the effort to reduce class size, but for all
practical purposes the debate has now shifted from whether class-
size reduction makes a difference to how and under what circum-
stances.

How can school districts capitalize on the benefits of smaller
classes? This question is the focal point for a Policy Report on class
size published spring 2000 by the ERIC Clearinghouse on Educa-
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tional Management. The 20-page re-
port, the first in an annual series focus-
ing on key policy issues in K-12 edu-
cational management, seeks to help
policymakers:

• Understand the benefits of class-size
reduction (CSR).

• Assess realistically its costs.
• Consider research-based alternatives,

if there is still doubt about where to
invest education dollars.

• Make sure, when CSR is undertaken,
that its benefits are realized in the
classroom.
Topics range from the conditions

under which small class size facilitates
student achievement to teaching prac-
tices in small classes, the costs of re-
ducing class size, alternatives to CSR,
professional development, and consid-
erations in designing a CSR policy.

Conditions for success of CSR.
Although not attempting to be a review
of research, the report points to evi-
dence that smaller classes are most
likely to benefit students when:

• The student-teacher ratio is reduced
significantly—to fewer than 17
students per teacher.

• CSR is implemented in grades K-3.
• Well-trained teachers employ effec-

tive teaching practices in suitable
facilities with access to needed
materials and services.
Teaching practices in small

classes. Research has consistently
found that teachers do not significantly
change their teaching practices when
they move to smaller classes. In imple-
menting CSR, therefore, one of the
chief concerns is whether teachers must
change their teaching practices for the
reduction in class size to benefit stu-
dent achievement. The research to date
offers little guidance on this issue.

The report lists several instructional
techniques recommended by Charles
M. Achilles, a leading researcher in
the Tennessee studies.

The costs of CSR. Class-size re-
duction is without a doubt the single

most expensive education reform ever
attempted. The federal government’s
Class Size Reduction Program has the
long-range goal of helping school dis-
tricts hire 100,000 new teachers and
reduce class sizes in the elementary
grades to a nationwide average of 18
students. Now in its second year, with
funding at $1.3 billion in the current
fiscal year, the program is projected to
cost $12 billion by 2005.

These federal expenditures on CSR
are exceeded by allocations at the state
level. The cost of California’s CSR
initiative is now over $1.4 billion per
year. Several other states are allocat-
ing sums ranging from a few million to
hundreds of million dollars each year
to the cause.

The report notes that “although some
aspects of the financial impact of CSR
can be readily calculated, an avalanche
of other unanticipated financial and
nonfinancial costs may devastate CSR
efforts.” A recent study, summarized
in the report, estimated that California’s
teacher-quality crisis, largely a result
of distr icts having to hire
underqualified teachers to meet the
requirements of CSR, will cost be-
tween $1.3 and $1.8 billion to remedy.

Another California study docu-
mented CSR’s strain on facilities, dis-
placement of other programs, and other
hidden costs.

To guide policymakers, the report
lists several questions to ask when try-
ing to calculate CSR’s actual costs.

Alternatives to CSR. Contributing
author Lawrence O. Picus, professor
and director of the Center for Research
in Education Finance at the University
of Southern California, acknowledges
“that reducing class size can, and prob-
ably does, lead to improve student per-
formance. It is, however, a very expen-
sive option.” He advises policymakers
to consider other, perhaps more cost-
effective, alternatives.

One range of options, Picus sug-
gests, deals with teacher knowledge

and skills. He points to research dem-
onstrating that expenditures on im-
proved teacher education, teacher ex-
perience, and teacher salaries “appear
to have a greater impact on student test
scores than does lowering the pupil-
teacher ratio.”

Picus also points to reforms that
restructure how educational resources
are used. For example, Odden and
Busch (1998) found that reform de-
signs supported by the New American
Schools program led to substantial
gains in student performance with rela-
tively little additional expenditure.

Professional development. “It is
ironic that smaller class size has be-
come a policy goal at a time when
teachers, at least in some states and in
some subject areas, are in short sup-
ply,” the report states. To meet class-
size targets mandated by some state

HOW TO OBTAIN
COPIES

Copies of the Policy Re-
port on class size are avail-
able from the Clearinghouse
at $3.00 each (S & H extra).
Quantity discounts are avail-
able.

You can view the complete
text of the report on
our website: http://eric.
uoregon.edu

From the home page, se-
lect “Policy Report” under
“Publications.”

The website also includes
the text of a new ERIC Di-
gest, “Capitalizing on Small
Class Size,” and a preselected
ERIC database search on
class size. Both can be ac-
cessed from the home page
by clicking on “Class Size”
under “Hot Topics.”
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initiatives, school districts have had to
hire marginally well-trained teachers,
thus placing a premium on the need for
professional development.

Designing a policy. The report’s
concluding article is a set of guide-
lines, expressed in the form of ques-
tions board members and district offi-

cials can ask themselves as they design
a policy for class-size reduction. The
guidelines, which address funding, fa-
cilities, teaching, and other issues, can
also stimulate discussion among legis-
lators who are designing state-level
policy on class-size reduction, the re-
port notes.

Other features of the report are a table
displaying information about state initia-
tives to reduce class size; sidebars pre-
senting conflicting views on CSR held by
researchers, educators, and policymakers;
preliminary data on results of the federal
initiative; and benefits of small classes
for teachers and students.

New on the Web
In recent weeks we have added

the following new content and
features:

• Profiles of five new organiza-
tions to the online Directory of
Organizations in Educational
Management. (Current total: 163
organizations)

• Full text of four new ERIC
Digests:

“The Fundamentals of
School Security”

“Conducting a Principal Search”

“Sexual Misconduct by School
Employees”

“Becoming a Technologically
Savvy Administrator”

(Current total: 57 titles)

• New or revised discussions of
these Trends and Issues topics:

“Research”

“School Safety and Violence
Prevention”

• Full text of two new Research
Roundups:

“Grade Span”
“Comprehensive School
Reform”

(Current total: 11 titles)

An online ordering form gives
you the option of placing your
order for publications from the
website using Visa or
MasterCard. You can receive a
10 percent discount off the single-
copy price when you order online.
See the order form at right.

Finally, please use the cus-
tomer satisfaction survey to give
us feedback on how well we are
meeting your needs.

❏ 132. The Fundamentals of
School Security

❏ 133. Conducting a Principal Search
❏ 134. Sexual Misconduct by School

Employees
❏ 135. Becoming a Technologically

Savvy Administrator
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Come ‘Dine’ at Our
Revised Website

We have all returned to a familiar
restaurant only to find the interior re-
decorated and the menu changed. After
the initial surprise, we welcome the
changes, for they enhance our dining
experience.

Well, if you’ve grown accustomed
to our website, prepare yourself to be
surprised. With the goal of better serv-
ing those who “dine” at our site, we’ve
expanded, reorganized, and redesigned
the entire site.

As part of this site makeover, the
“home page” has been completely re-
structured. Much like the menu at a
restaurant, this jumping-off point now
gives you a comprehensive overview of
the contents of the site. It also provides
you with a more direct route to sections
within the site. More detailed naviga-
tion bars guide you to items of interest.
Material recently posted on the site,
such as newly released publications, is
featured prominently on this top-level

page so you can see what
has changed since you last
visited the site.

Speaking of menus,
we’ve added a host of new
“entrees.” One section of
the site that boasts fresh
offerings is “Trends and
Issues,” which provides
syntheses of information
on fifteen key topics within
our scope. Most topics cov-
ered—ranging from vio-
lence prevention to school
reform—include a discus-
sion, references, resources,
and links to other sites.
Some of the topic areas
now include a search of
the ERIC database (less useful abstracts
have already been culled). And a few of
the topics also contain special supple-
mental sections. For example, the area
on school safety includes the text of an
expert’s testimony before the Oregon
legislature and information about a pro-
posed school-safety bill.

The Publications sec-
tion is also greatly im-
proved. The shopping cart
has been streamlined, mak-
ing placing orders much
easier. You can read
sample portions of text
from our major products
before deciding whether to
buy them. For most books
and monographs, we have
made available online the
table of contents, introduc-
tion, and first chapter for
you to preview. Also, the
full text of many of our
out-of-print books and
monographs are available
in a downloadable format.

New colors and graphics not only
spice up the look of the site but help
you to navigate through the various
subsections.

We invite you to stop by our site,
check out the changes, and give us your
feedback.

eric.uoregon.edu

Your gateway to
i n f o r m a t i o n
about education
policy and man-
agement.


