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STUDENT-teacher _ratios

are going 1o be a major issue

“in 2003, especially in’ NSW,
where £he Primary Prinei-
pals Asszciation and Teach-

erg  Federation have
launched campaigns for
reduced elass sizes.

But are fhe would-be reformers
right that “Twenty is Plenty™

It 5 almnst certainly true that
smaller eless sizes will make class-
room Xife maore plessant for teach-
ers, and probably also our chil-
dren. Bud the more important
question & whether there will be
any educaflonal benefit. .

Unforiemately, research on this
questions §3 scantier than most
edvacates seem willing to admit.

This @rises because small
classes temd to appear in two
contexts—in rural Australia or in
rich privade schools. Comparing.
the:outzomes in these setlings

“with larger . classes found in sub-

urban public schools risks
comparing apples with oranges.

Moreower, comparisons within
8 schoo! 2re not much better.

Principals often tend. to use
small clasaes as a means of either
enriching gifted students or rem-
edying dmadvantage among at-
risk stedients. Thus, comparisons
of the performance of small and
large clezses may obscure more
than they reveal.

In the absence of any good
Australlsn'  experimental  evi-
dence, beth advacates and scep-
tics have drawn — often selec-
tively — from American research.
But vnil very recently, most of
this research has been of poor
quelity.

Ar infiuential review by Stan-
ford’s Eric Hanushek concluded
¢hat it is hard to find any effect of
class size on student achieve-
menrt. Bu! while this militates
against across-the-board
reductionsin class size, Hanushek
srgries (fat there probebly are
gains fromm reducing  student
numbers in  specific circum-
stances — such as for disadvan-
taged and at-risk youth,

‘This is where the debate rested
vt the results from Project
Star materialised. One of the
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largest education policy exper-
iments ever conducted, Project
Star cu class sizes in a randomly
seleciedd group of Tennessee
schools.

Students from these schools
were then compared with a con-

trol greup who had experienced

ne such reduction in student-
teacher ratlos.

When follow-up studies were
eongducied, Princeton's Alan
Krueger and collaborators con-
cluded that test scores of those in
smaller classes had  indeed
improved by a substantial mar-
gim, relative to those in larger
ciasses. ’ :

Patricie’ Porsythe, the NSW
Shadpw Minister for Education,
has cleimed lately o have been
following the US evidence closely.

Presumably  Project  Star
underpins her claim that “the
weight of evidence in relation {o
sinaler class sizes for the begin-
ning years of scheol seems to be

Cumparisms%sf the
perforimance of small

- and large efasses may

obscure mese than
they reveal

compelling.” But #& Project Star

compelling?
The sceplics doubs it. Social

sclence has long &nown about the

“Hawthorne effect” — the tend-
ency of subjects fo alier their
behaviour wher: ey know they
are being obsemvess

Thanks o & prier agreement
with the Temmessze education
union, teachers i the schools
‘with smaller classes knew that if
their studenfs pesformed well,
class sizes wouk? be reduceq state-
wide, If nol. ihey woutd return to
their earlier levels.

- In other wesds, Project Ster's

teachers had a powerfutl incentlve
to improve student performanee

“that would not exist under ordi-

nary circumstances.

In the past few years, the most
persuagive piece of evidence in
the class size debafe hes been a
novel study by Harvard Univer
sity’s Caroline Hoxby. Instead of
conducting & new experiment.
Professor Hoxby adopted an
ingenious research strategy, look-
ing for B “natural experiment”,

As in Australia, many US
schools have 2 Tule that-when
class sizes exceed a fixed number,
another class will be created.

For example, if cless sizes were
capped at 25 students, one school
may have 50 students in second
grade, yielding two classes each
with 25 students, while a neigh-
bouring school with 51 second-
graders would have three much
smaller elasses.

By examining many such natu-

.ral experiments, Hoxby's sindy

avolded distorting the repular
ineentives that teachers face.

The resnlts of this study have
turned the class size debate on its
head. Basing her analysis on a
lerge -sample of Connecticut
schools, Hoxby found that the
effect of smaller elass sizes was
Drecisely nil.

This research supparts the view
enunciated last year by 2 spokes-
man for NSW Educalion Minis-
ter John Aquilina that “we are not
aware of any eurrent research
which shows reducing elass sizes
significantly improves student
outcomes”.

This leaves us with something
of 2 puzzie. Why don’l smalles
class sizes improve student per-
formance?

The answer may be in how
teachers spend the exfra fime
they have when class sizes are
reduced.

Consider an analogy. & doctor
waoriing in 2 hospital may be

‘obliged to visit 25 palients per
shift. I we required the doclor to
visit only 20 patients instead, thers
either they will carry out better
consuitations or thelr pafients
will get- the same attention but
the doctor will feel less pressure.
So it Is with teaching. .
Mast likely, both effects will

_oceur — lower class sizes will

fransiate to some extent into
better outcomes for students,
while 2130 contributing to a more
comioriable life for teachers.

This may not be a bad thing —
as the relative wages of teachers
have fallen over recent decades.
perbaps it is only fair fhat we ask
them to do less. The key is to
ensure that we get the balance
right. -

One thing Projecb Star success-
fulty showed is that acressthe-
board reductions in class size will
produce gains in student leamning .
if teachers face strong incesitlves -
to produce better oufcomes. i

International evidence also tea-
ches us that geiting rid of the very

. Jargest classes is useful:

In Ismael, studies have shown
major gains from gefting classes

- closer to 30 than 40 students.

Yet the same dees not necess-
arily hold for countries that
already have smaller classes.

Aceording to the OECD, the
average primary schooi pupil
teacher ratio is 19 in the US, 21 in
England/Wales, 17 in Canada, 21
in Japan and 18 in Australia,

Doubt about the efficacy of
acrossthe-board elass size cuts
should not deter education
reformers from seeking imnova-
tive solutions [o improving the
quality of educatlon. Betier
teacher training, fresh ways of
improving teacher gquafity in
poorer areas, remedial after-
school programs, and [argeted
class cuts are all potentially effec-
“ve ways of iargeting resources
where they will do most geod.

‘The lesson of class size research
is that policymakers should be
modest enough to put reforms te
the iest, and flexible enough to
adapt them In response.
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