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How We Might Learn About the Effects of Class Size

Paper presented at the NCTE Spring Conference
March 29, 1985
Houston, Texas -

sl

James L. Collins
State Unzverszty of New York at Buffalo

' oy

My topic is how we might learn about the effects of class
size, and I shall addrese this topic in.a quite literal fashion.
1 11 suggest researcu to study effects of class size in _secondary
English,“and 111 suggest topics to investigete "and variables to
_iﬁ&lude.. Throughout these remarks.l’l; lean heavily on our recent 
paper, Report of .&lie Task Force on Study of Class Size an

;_ Segondary English Instructxon1

‘Our report takes the position that qlaea size should be
studied by itself and also in conjunction with other variables.
By itself, clags size has an effect on student achievement when °
size is below 20 or over 40. This suggesrs that ﬁnlees wve're
w1111ng toreduce classsxze below 20, we gzghtae wellkeep it
around 40. Thzs.suggestlon is misleading, though, because class
size py itself ie not as powerful an:influence on atudent
.achzevemenﬁ as class size combined with other varxables.

I1°’m reminded here of Vygotsky s argument that ve shouldn t
try to determine why water extinguishes fire by studyzng.the
separate coﬁponents of water. We would only learn that oxygen
sus;ains'fire and hydrogen fuels it, We need to makeuwatef, not

its crmponents, our unit of analysis to study the effects of

water. Similarly, we can study the direct effects of class size,




but we should also look for indirect effects by making the unit .

of anlaysis inreseerchcnutlesseize a combination of class size
and.other variables that attacg.%onit. : | |

I1f important effects of class size reside in cepbinatione:
uf variablee,)thete is a real need.to study the ways tlass size
' combinee_with other vatiaBtes. An example from purAreport? ‘
Student talk might be one such variable, for there'is_ebidence L
that when students talk more they learn more. Class size might
limit the amgunt of student talk, and class size in combxnatLOn
" 'with amount. of student talk may affe;t an outcome varLable such
- as depth of understanding of-a uovel. -
Cur report tdentifies subject matter and insttuctional

design as types of,vaiiabhes combining with_claes-size to

influence wﬁat happens in classrooms. Subject matter refers to

course content. When content emphdsites lower level skills sucb
.a8 recall of teacher and textbook deliveted“iuformation,'class
sxve urobably'ddeen't metter a whole.lot. But'when content .
emphasizes higher level cognitive skills and the active’ produc-
tion of sustained thought 'and ianguage, as are necessary for the
development of" readzng and writing abilities (Flower and Hayee,
1981; Bereiter and Scardamalza, 1982; Hillocks, 1984), class sxze
‘becomes a far more 1mportant factor influenc}ug gstudent learning.
Iustructional design refers to modes and focusses of
insttuction, and class size can also combine with these. Working
with small groups as a mode of iwstruction; for exauple; might
1eau to one form of peer interaction in seven groups of five in a
class of 35 and quite another form in four groups of four in a

class of 16, Omne possibility"is that in classes of thirty or




more teachers might use small groups as much for classroom

. v,

~ management as for in;tructiqn, and it'would be intcree:ing té study
what happensmin the‘groﬁps under thi;.conditionj,LOf course, it
woulq flgo b; interesting to see what students say to e#ch other-
vhen small groups are a meaningful inst}uctional option ahdrnot

’ somelhing teachers are driveﬁ to b?:class size. Iﬁ a study
unaerway at SUNY Buffalo Denise David has observed that in small
groups in_college:writing clagses talkfng has more to do ;ith
writing,improyemedf tpaﬁ,dogs feedpack from peers (David, 1985).
If the value of small groups in theicomposg}ion’ciassroom'residés'
iq writers talking throﬁgh fuller meaning; for.;hei{ writimg,

then class size would seem, again, to influence the amount and

qha}ity.of talk. ‘  ' - . , -

N

e~ _Our report recommends both,obseryatiopal'and experimen;ai
“researCh to study claée'size. Observational research wouid '
._generate hypdthésee, and e*pefim?ntal research VQuIdvtgst~£hemr
The report c#lis for’this research to be done at all levels --
from university prqfeésional an& doctoral .studies to-local o *x
teachers; departmeﬁt, school,'aad district studies.” We do not
envision only tightly controlled research, but rather research
intended‘to generate data which te;chefs and"administragors can
' intérpret vith an eye to iﬁproving pracéicé.& '
In its response t0 our réport, ;he NCTE ﬁxeéutive Committee
éupported our céll for research:
| This item (oﬁr recommendation referred to -

above) was placed in the context of a

larger actibq,'perhaps the most ambitious and




. ? ?, ’
potentially effective 'of efl. The Executive

Commi;tee will ask the'ReéQarzh'Founda—
. tion to consider (a) giving‘particular _ ' :

O f" ‘ 'aftention to class ize= re15ted proposals in

1ts Teacher Researcher prOgram° (b) seeking - | S

help to develop RFPs (Requests for Proposal)

on class size as_part-of its ongoiﬁg

grant-in aid program; (c) commissioning

elass size rescarch stvdies from particular

.researchers. Shovld_the E;Eearch Foundation

agfee-to these a?proacﬁes, numerous

concrete class-siie studies might

result.? : . o “ }
Topics ané variables for the.;esearch called for.in our
neeort are ma;§,'so many in fact that I°ve listed them in a
handout (reproduced in the uext section of this paper).

The basic patternsvfor the kinds of research we recommend '

are (a) Di.ect Effect - Effect of class size on variable X whlch o
is used &8s the outcome measure; and (b) Mediated Effect - Effe;t
of class size in conqunctlon thh variable X (now a medxatlng
.variabie) on some e;her outcome measure. |

. . EY
Examples of Research Topics:

la. Effect of class size on the frequency of formative
evaluation of students” texts.

. ’ 1b. Effect of class size in conjunction with controlled
frequency of formative evaluation of students” texts
on,improvement "in wr1t1ng ability or on students’ @
attltudes toward -writing. . ) p




@)
2a. Effect of class size on the teacher’s knowledge of
individual students’ abilities on a task or concept
(eg, punctuation, ability to understand the ’
concepts in a powal,

>

2b., Effect of class size in conjunction with the teacher’s
knowledge of the st:dent”s ab111ty on the kinds of and
profit from specific instruction in areas of d1agnoeed

. weakness.

3a. The effect of class size on student talk (time,
" frequency, number of students who talk).

3b. The effect of class size in conjunction with controls
on student talk on the number of and supporting evidence
for ideas in students” essays on a topic related to the
topic of discussions.

4a, The effect of class size on the number of student
initiated conferences with the t.acher.

4b. The effect of class size in convnnct1on with the number
of student iniated conferences on student attitude

toward wr1t1ng or literature or language study. . v
1y o
S5a. The effect of class size on types of or number of >
comments on students’ texts. - .

\

5b. The effects of class size in conjunction with the .
number of comments on students’ texts on subsequent
revisions of those texts.: ;

6a. -The effect of clasa size ZQ the teacher’s responses i
(number, kind, quality) to students quest1ons about a '
p1ece of litevature.

§ | 6b, The effect of class size in conjunction with teacher’s

responses on the depth of understanding of the p1ece of
literature.

¢

Exaﬁples of Research Variables:
1. Number of_indiuidual student-teacher contacts.

2. Range of language-using opportunities made available-to
students.

3. Number and range of student initiated enterprises and
projects.

4., Degree of individual involvement in class activities.

5. Range of activities and approaches used in,class
' meetings across time, ' .

T . S T e Pt T o o _ [
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'requirement of teachers and researchers because we have to =~ -

"long enough to let us examine how class_size'interacts with other

6. Students use of exploratory talk and expressive writing.

7. Helpfulness and tolerance -in teacher -student
conferences.

8. Number of homework assignments collected and checkad or
marked. ‘

9. Number of writingjéasignments collected and checked or
‘marked.

10. Nature of teachet’s responses (oral and written) to
written work. :

11. Requests for and checks on students” revisions of
¢ written work.

12. Frequency of use of drill work and exercises.
13. Teacher reliance on and use of'workbooke'and textbooks..
14, Types of tests teachers use (eg, quantitative measures

versus qualitative measures; wrxtten tests versus 1nforma1"
observation). _ o

?
15. Uses of'studént progress monitor;ng dévices,
16. Use éf 1ectqre and lecture-recitation.
17. Use of groups :nd group activitieé.
118. Number. of -and t§peh of questions.
19, Ratio of teacher tglk t§ e;udent.talk;f
20. Amount and nature of peet_interacﬁion.
I want to close these remarks by exémplifying the eafliér'
point about the necessity of studying class size in conJunctLOn
with other varlables, and I have de11berate1y .chosen my example iy

to also say something about financial constraincs impoeed on .the .

class size issue. Questions involviny class size make a special = @

4

t

convince administrators to actually lower class sizes, at least

variables. And-since really lowering class size involves the




) -
-

.
A

o expense of hiring additi;nai teachers, it”s difficult to conVince.
administrators. Class size is a mohey issue, and until we make
it a téachin%'ggg learning iss;e, I‘m afraid we're fighting a
. “losing B;ttle. | | | ”
.;The ektenttovwhich class size is-a money issue can be seen
in an.excerp£ from a news artic1e3 sy iarry Cuban, a Stanford
gducgtion Rt0£essor. Cuban discusses a study by-étanfotd
‘University'econogiet Henry Levin and'hisﬁaésociateé: |
(The reeea;chefs).chosg four common tools ﬁolicymakegs_
!

use to improve math and feading skills: reducing class -

size; increasing the amount pf'timg devoted to instruction
_ . in basic skills; twtgring; and computér-#ssi ted instruction.:
- ’ : . . The resear?hers colleetedvall ﬁﬁe'sf:::itejon; on L
| R thesé-strategieb and statistically analyzed the findings, |
especially how much effect-éach ha?'on student test scofes§

They then.priced each one. Codbining'the known effects of

each approach with its total costs, the-researchers produced

-
n

a cost-effective ration.

The results were surprising. Students teaching

~

students (peer tutoring) emerged as far more cost-~effective

; ' than computer assisted instruction.. Th-e-le?t\er was in turn
slightly more cost-effective than reducing lass size from
35 students to 20 students. Incfeasing the amount of time

devoted to basic skills - was much less cost-effective.

Levin“s’ study seems to put cost eff@ctiieness before

[

. .8
teaching and learning, and it does so by separating class size

from other variables in the study. Peer tutoring is inexpensive

r B
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. because students don’t get patd or get paid vespy ‘little, but

peer tutoring is also probably related°to_ciw§q size -~ a student

. . o» . .
teaching another student is a rather small "clgse", and the -~ -° =
| chance to individualize instruction this way is greater id a

-

smaller class.

To over'c,o'me the "money issue” argument we need to build a

>

powér;ul rationale for studying the effects of class size. I“l1
.close by suggesting three key ideas for building ﬁuch a
rationale. The first 'is that.iearniug_is alQays an individual
-achievemeqt. ‘The second is that e?fective teaching op@imizes.
conditions for that:indiyidual achiéygment to ;ake plaée. And
.the third ig that language abilities deveiop by be}ngheXercised.
It seems to me these idéa;, and how pﬁey are related to class’

]

size, are worth examining.

"
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