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COMPILATION: Class size matters, in interactive engagement classes! 
 
On June 14, 2018, Jane Jackson posted: 
Today a high school physics teacher who is in our MNS degree program (and thus uses Modeling 
Instruction) wrote me: 
“I've had some administrative people bring up that research shows that class size doesn't matter - 
that you can have as many kids as you want in a room and it doesn't affect instruction. After 
talking with some teachers, we're guessing that research is about lecture-based classrooms. Do 
you have any resources about this? I'd like to send some research to them that shows that 
for non-lecture classes, class size makes a big difference.” 
 
What research, if any, exists on class size in interactive engagement classes? 
 -------------------------------------- 
 
June 23,  2018 
From: Jane Jackson 
I asked Dr. J. Bryan Henderson, 2018 NAEd/Spencer Postdoctoral Fellow 
Assistant Professor - Learning Sciences,Learning, Literacies, and Technologies Ph.D. Faculty 
Mary Lou Fulton Teachers College, Arizona State University 
 
He replied: 
Several thoughts: 
1) Did these administrative people cite any resources? :) 
2) Your hunch is somewhat correct - under the RIGHT CONDITIONS, there is evidence that 
smaller class sizes can have learning benefits in K-12 education:   
      https://www.theedadvocate.org/class-size-really-matter/ 
3) There are, however, some studies that perform multiple regression analyses and find that, after 
controlling for other variables, class size is not a significant predictor of academic performance: 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/ezra-klein/post/study-class-size-doesnt-
matter/2012/01/28/gIQAaiZAYQ_blog.html?utm_term=.61886451a00d 
4) However, if you read the article in (3) above, I would argue that some of the statistically 
significant predictors of academic performance, e.g., data-driven instruction, are much easier for 
teachers to manage when their class sizes are smaller. 
5) Progressive teaching is HARD, and it seems to make sense that this hard task is at least a little 
easier with fewer students. However, if the reform-based teaching is not done well, a case can be 
made that the learning gains might only be marginal, and if so, perhaps not worth the monetary 
and logistical demands of smaller class sizes. Progressive teaching can work, but it needs to he 
done with FIDELITY. 
 --------------------------- 
June 27, 2018 
From: jane Jackson 
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     Class size is crucial to effective implementation of Modeling Instruction.  At Estrella 
Mountain Community College, just west of Phoenix, class size in physics and chemistry is 
limited to 24, and Modeling Instruction is used. 
     Some of our most committed teachers of Modeling Instruction in the East Valley of Greater 
Phoenix, after they retired, went to work part-time as community college instructors in physics 
and chemistry.  They refused to work at any of the other 9 or so campuses, choosing instead to 
drive huge distances to Estrella Mountain CC, so that they could teach effectively. 
 -------------------------------- 
 
July 5, 2018 
From: Jane Jackson 
Class size is being discussed on the Physlrnr listserv.  John Denker pointed us to the following 
report. Paul Camp added, "small classes have a much larger space of pedagogies to consider".   
 
Title: The effectiveness of class size reduction 
Author: William J. Mathis . [BTW, I regard him highly! nepc.colorado.edu/author/mathis-
william-j ] 
Source: Psychosociological Issues in Human Resource Management. 
 
ABSTRACT. Class size reduction is a popular but expensive educational reform. However, it 
pays off in terms of academic achievement and is easily controllable by local officials. The pay-
off is greatest for low-income and minority students, which are the very students most likely to 
not enjoy lower class sizes. Thus, it is a cost effective strategy that demonstrates dividends in 
school as well as in lowered social and educational costs in the future. Generally class sizes 
between 15 and 18 are recommended but can validly vary considerably by subject matter. A key 
factor is that teacher's pedagogical methods change from a large-group lecture format to 
more personalized instruction as class size gets smaller.  
 
EXCERPT: 
Ask a parent if they want their child in a class of 15 or a class of 25. The answer is predictable. 
Intuitively, they know that smaller classes will provide more personalized attention, a better 
climate, and result in more learning. Ask teachers, and they will wax eloquent on the importance 
of small classes in providing individual support to their students. But ask a school board or 
district administrator, contending with a tight budget. They ask if the average class size can be a 
bit bigger. Teacher pay and benefits are the largest single school expenditure, representing 80% of 
the nation's school budgets. Thus, small class size is a costly, important, contentious and 
perennial issue.  
 
The Research on Class Size: There are many studies of the impact of smaller classes and they 
vary widely in quality.  As a result, proponents from all perspectives can cherry-pick studies 
that support their point of view. But let's look closer. There is, in fact, an independent consensus 
on what we know. One of the earliest influential meta-studies was by Glass and Smith in 1979.  
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They statistically analyzed 300 reports involving almost 900,000 students. Once the class 
size fell below about 15, learning increased progressively as class size became smaller.  
 
The most prominent study supporting smaller class sizes was the Tennessee STAR 
(Student/Teacher Achievement Ratio) experiment. The STAR experiment was a four-year 
statewide random-assignment experiment. Students in Kindergarten in the same schools 
were randomly assigned to classes of 13-15; to classes of 22-25 with a teacher's aide; or to 
classes of 25 without a teacher's aide. In the early studies, these students were followed 
through grade 3. In practice, the small classes ranged in size from 13-18 and the large classes from 
22-28. It is worth noting that even the larger classes were smaller than most classes in those 
grades in Tennessee at the time. The smaller classes performed substantially better by the end of 
second grade in test scores, grades, and fewer disciplinary referrals. The gains lasted. The 
students that had been assigned to smaller classes were more likely to graduate in four 
years, more likely to go to college, and more likely to get a degree in a STEM field. The 
positive effect was twice... 
 
REF: Mathis, William J. "The effectiveness of class size reduction." Psychosociological Issues in 
Human Resource Management, vol. 5, no. 1, 2017, p. 176+. 
cited at: 
go.galegroup.com/ps/anonymous?id=GALE|A495602089&sid=googleScholar&v=2.1&linkaccess
=abs&issn=2332399X  Gale Virtual Reference Library, Accessed 5 July 2018. 
 ------------------------------------------- 
July 6, 2018 
From: Jane Jackson <jane.jackson@asu.edu> 
This week, I found a website on k-12 class size reduction. It is called 'CLASS SIZE MATTERS'. 
     http://www.classsizematters.org/research-and-links/ 
"Class Size Matters is a non-profit organization that advocates for smaller classes in NYC’s 
public schools and the nation as a whole.' 
* Many weblinks to articles, research. 
* News clips from Washington Post, The Hill, NY Daily News, etc. -- up to date! 
* How to take action. 
* You can subscribe to an e-newsletter or follow them on twitter. 
 


