The importance of class size in the middle and upper grades
In addition to the overwhelming evidence that class size matters in the early grades, there
are at least fifteen studies that link smaller classes in the middle and upper grades to higher
student achievement and lower rates of dropouts and disciplinary referrals.
•

One comprehensive study, commissioned by the US Department of Education, looked at the
achievement levels of students in 2,561 schools across the nation, as measured by their
performance on standardized exams. The data included at least 50 schools in each state,
including those from large and small, urban and rural, affluent and poor areas. After
controlling for student background, the only objective factor that was found to be
correlated with higher student success was class size, not school size, not teacher
qualifications, nor any other variable that the researchers could identify. What was even
more striking is that these achievement gains were more strongly linked to smaller
classes in the upper rather than the lower grades.1

•

A recent longitudinal analysis found that smaller classes in the 8th grade are linked to
significantly higher levels of student engagement and achievement, particularly in urban
school districts, with the expected economic benefits from reducing class size in these
districts nearly twice the estimated costs.2

•

A detailed observational study shows that when secondary students are place in smaller
classes, much greater time is spent “on task” and focused on learning, with far lower rates of
negative behavior and especially large benefits for high-needs students.3

•

Additional studies that show a correlation between smaller class size and significantly higher
student achievement in the middle and upper grades include: R. F. Ferguson, “Paying for
public education: New evidence on how and why money matters,” (for grades 1st -7th),
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Steven G. Rivkin, Eric A. Hanushek and John F. Kain, “Teachers, schools, and academic
achievement,” (for grades 4-5); R.F. Ferguson, & H.F. Ladd, “How and why money matters:
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•

Since smaller classes foster greater academic and social engagement, they also are
correlated with lower dropout rates. 5 A statistical analysis using data from the National
Center for Education Statistics reveals that in school districts across the country, graduation
rates are highest where student-teacher ratios were lowest, with the gains particularly sharp
for among minority students. 6

•

An analysis of the small and medium high schools in NYC showed that the lower the pupilteacher ratio, the higher the proportion of students graduating on time, and the lower the
percentage of dropouts. 7 Nationally, in the small schools in which class sizes have
increased, this has undermined the ability of teachers to provide the personalized instruction
that these schools depend upon for their success.8

•

A national survey found that 75% of high school dropouts in the United States said that
providing smaller classes with more individualized attention would have improved their
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likelihood of graduating from high school.9 International studies also find a strong correlation
between smaller classes in high schools and lower dropout rates. Students in Great Britain
who provided with smaller classes in high school were much more likely to remain through
graduation. This finding was described as “robust”. The analysis also found that “bigger
class size has a significant negative effect on wages later in life,” as well as a “significant
association between class size and truancy for boys…”10 A study from Canada showed
smaller classes were associated with significantly lower failure rates among high school
students in applied or vocational programs.11

•

In an analysis of more than 200 school districts, researcher Harold Wenglinsky of the
Educational Testing Service concluded that for eighth graders, smaller classes were
associated with higher rates of achievement in math, as well as a much improved “school
social environment”, as measured by factors such as higher attendance and lower rates of
school vandalism.12

•

Many studies reveal fewer disciplinary problems and school crime associated with smaller
classes. A report to Congress found that with other factors held constant, class size was
negatively correlated with lower rates of school violence.13 Paul Barton of the Environmental
Testing Service has written, “school size is less important than class size in terms of
improving discipline.”14 As another expert has written, “Indeed, many educators are
convinced that, without reducing class size, all other attempts to ensure school
safety can at best offer marginal improvement.” 15
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