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reports	
  that	
  tell	
  us	
  that	
  class	
  sizes	
  are	
  rising	
  to	
  concerning	
  levels.	
  The	
  second	
  thread	
  appears	
  in	
  the	
  

work	
  of	
  some	
  researchers1	
  and	
  education	
  leaders2	
  and	
  suggests	
  that	
  repurposing	
  class-­‐size	
  reduction	
  

funds	
  to	
  pay	
  for	
  other	
  reforms	
  may	
  not	
  be	
  such	
  a	
  bad	
  idea.	
  

Both	
   threads	
   are	
   evidence	
   of	
   current	
   budget	
   tensions.	
   Constrained	
   revenues3	
   are	
   forcing	
   some	
  

smaller	
  classes	
  are	
  on	
  many	
  levels	
  desirable,	
   it	
   is	
  also	
  true	
  that	
  smaller	
  classes	
  come	
  with	
  a	
  hefty	
  

price	
  tag.	
  And	
  so,	
  in	
  an	
  environment	
  of	
  scarce	
  resources,	
  those	
  seeking	
  better	
  outcomes	
  in	
  education	
  

have	
  begun	
  rethinking	
  previous	
  decisions	
  to	
  lock	
  up	
  their	
  funds	
  in	
  small	
  classes.	
  

For	
   those	
   who	
   support	
   smaller	
   classes,	
   the	
   argument	
   has	
   been	
   that	
   smaller	
   classes	
   yield	
   better	
  

outcomes	
  for	
  students,	
  all	
  else	
  being	
  equal.	
  The	
  other	
  side	
  generally	
  doesn’t	
  dispute	
  some	
  level	
  of	
  

-­‐

in	
  order	
  to	
  seek	
  the	
  best	
  possible	
  effect	
  for	
  a	
  given	
  expenditure	
  level.	
  4	
  

Practically	
  speaking,	
  class	
  sizes	
  already	
  vary	
  from	
  state	
  to	
  state,	
  and	
  any	
  discussion	
  of	
  tradeoffs	
  makes	
  

most	
  sense	
  in	
  the	
  context	
  of	
  the	
  existing	
  arrangement.	
  Political	
  tolerance	
  for	
  raising	
  class	
  sizes	
  might	
  

depend	
  on	
  the	
  magnitude	
  of	
  current	
  class	
  sizes,	
  as	
  well	
  as	
  the	
  level	
  of	
  funds	
  that	
  can	
  be	
  repurposed	
  in	
  

doing	
  so.	
  This	
  brief	
  provides	
  a	
  state-­‐by-­‐state	
  context	
  to	
  the	
  class	
  size	
  discussion	
  by	
  estimating	
  current	
  

class	
   sizes	
  by	
   state	
   and	
  by	
  modeling	
   the	
  marginal	
   funds	
   associated	
  with	
  modest	
   changes	
   to	
   each	
  

state’s	
  average	
  class	
  size.	
  In	
  other	
  words:	
  what	
  are	
  class	
  sizes	
  now?	
  And,	
  how	
  much	
  money	
  is	
  at	
  stake?

Center	
  on	
  Education	
  Policy	
  at	
  Brookings,	
  2011),	
  http://www.brookings.edu/papers/2011/0511_class_size_whitehurst_chingos.aspx.

The	
  Washington	
  Post,	
  March	
  27,	
  2011.	
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Just	
  how	
  big	
  are	
  classes	
  these	
  days?

In	
  following	
  news	
  and	
  blog	
  coverage	
  of	
  class-­‐size	
  increases,	
  one	
  might	
  think	
  class	
  sizes	
  have	
  now	
  jumped	
  

to	
  levels	
  unprecedented	
  in	
  recent	
  decades.	
  Most	
  reports	
  begin	
  with	
  a	
  statement	
  about	
  how	
  class	
  sizes	
  are	
  

“swelling,”5	
  “ballooning”6	
  or	
  in	
  some	
  cases,	
  “skyrocketing.”7

8	
  or	
  a	
  Las	
  Vegas	
  elementary	
  class	
  with	
  

41	
  students. 	
  By	
  contrast,	
  when	
  reports	
  involve	
  district	
  averages,	
  the	
  numbers	
  are	
  often	
  more	
  muted,	
  show-­‐

ing	
  increases	
  of	
  just	
  one	
  to	
  three	
  students.10	
  The	
  result:	
  those	
  in	
  the	
  class-­‐size	
  debate	
  may	
  not	
  be	
  operating	
  

-­‐

tially	
  larger	
  than	
  national	
  averages	
  indicate.11	
  	
  

Also	
  notably	
  missing	
  from	
  coverage	
  of	
  class	
  sizes	
  are	
  statewide	
  trends,	
  largely	
  because	
  states	
  simply	
  do	
  not	
  

report	
  year-­‐to-­‐year	
  levels.	
  Instead,	
  statewide	
  class-­‐size	
  data	
  are	
  reported	
  every	
  four	
  years	
  by	
  the	
  National	
  

rate	
  of	
  change	
  in	
  one	
  measurement	
  is	
  likely	
  to	
  mirror	
  the	
  change	
  in	
  the	
  other	
  measurement.12	
  For	
  each	
  state,	
  

the	
  rate	
  of	
  change	
  in	
  student-­‐to-­‐teacher	
  ratios	
  is	
  computed	
  using	
  the	
  NEA	
  data	
  and	
  is	
  used	
  to	
  adjust	
  the	
  2008	
  

It	
  is	
  worth	
  noting	
  that,	
  in	
  contrast	
  to	
  the	
  hype,	
  the	
  estimated	
  national	
  average	
  for	
  2011–12	
  class	
  sizes	
  is	
  actu-­‐

ally	
  slightly	
  smaller

before	
  falling	
  again	
  to	
  an	
  estimated	
  22.7	
  students	
  per	
  class.	
  

are	
  not	
  a	
  new	
  phenomenon,	
  and	
  coverage	
  of	
  class	
  size	
  “swelling”	
  regularly	
  hits	
  the	
  headlines	
  as	
  budget	
  gaps	
  

come	
  and	
  go.13	
  

New	
  York	
  Times,	
  March	
  6,	
  2011.

The	
  Ed	
  Show,	
  MSBNC	
  May	
  25,	
  2010.

New	
  York	
  Times,	
  July	
  16,	
  2011.

,	
  October	
  5,	
  2011.	
  

10. School	
  Book,	
  WNYC,	
  November	
  15,	
  2011.

11.	
   	
  National	
  Journal	
  Education	
  Poll:	
  Overview	
  of	
  Results

12.	
   	
  Rankings	
  and	
  Estimates:	
  Rankings	
  of	
  the	
  States	
  2011	
  and	
  Estimates	
  of	
  School	
  Statistics	
  2012

13. Los	
  Angeles	
  Times,	
  May	
  21,	
  2002.	
  



3Center on Reinventing Public Education, University of Washington 
www.crpe.org

The	
  Opportunity	
  Cost	
  of	
  Smaller	
  Classes:	
  	
  

A	
  State-­‐By-­‐State	
  Spending	
  Analysis

RAPID	
  RESPONSE

Figure	
  1.	
  National	
  average	
  class	
  sizes	
  have	
  shifted	
  only	
  slightly	
  over	
  the	
  last	
  decade

Class	
  sizes	
  vary	
  substantially	
  from	
  state	
  to	
  state

Table	
  1	
  displays	
  each	
  state’s	
  average	
  class	
  size	
  for	
  the	
  last	
  three	
  survey	
  years,	
  as	
  well	
  as	
  estimated	
  class	
  sizes	
  

for	
  2011–12.	
  Of	
   interest	
   is	
   the	
   fact	
   that	
   average	
   class	
   sizes	
  vary	
   considerably	
  between	
  states	
  and	
  among	
  

elementary	
  and	
  secondary	
  levels.	
  In	
  2011–12,	
  Oregon	
  had	
  the	
  largest	
  estimated	
  elementary	
  classes	
  at	
  24.6	
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Table	
  1.	
  In	
  most	
  states,	
  class	
  sizes	
  are	
  smaller	
  now	
  than	
  they	
  were	
  in	
  1999–200014

14. -­‐

*
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state	
  level	
  versus	
  locally),15 -­‐

age	
  class	
  size),16	
  and	
  to	
  which	
  classes	
  the	
  policy	
  applies.17	
  	
  

-­‐

ing	
  the	
  cost	
  implications	
  of	
  having	
  more	
  classes	
  with	
  fewer	
  students.	
  At	
  the	
  very	
  least,	
  smaller	
  classes	
  require	
  

these	
  are	
  harder	
  to	
  monetize	
  in	
  the	
  short	
  run	
  as	
  class	
  sizes	
  change	
  one	
  way	
  or	
  the	
  other.	
  

Using	
  average	
  teacher	
  salary18	
  and	
  average	
  class-­‐size	
  data 	
  by	
  state,	
  this	
  brief	
  estimates	
  the	
  funds	
  expended	
  

sizes	
  with	
  two	
  more	
  students.20	
  This	
  study	
  is	
  a	
  departure	
  from	
  other	
  recent	
  studies	
  in	
  that	
  it	
  computes	
  cost	
  

implications	
  by	
  modeling	
  a	
   change	
   to	
  class-­‐size	
  data	
   in	
  contrast	
   to	
  other	
  analyses	
   that	
  model	
   changes	
   in	
  

sizes	
  acknowledge	
  the	
  fact	
  that	
  class-­‐size	
  discussions	
  are	
  more	
  relevant	
  in	
  the	
  context	
  of	
  state	
  discussions.	
  

For	
  a	
  detailed	
  explanation	
  of	
  the	
  methodology,	
  see	
  Appendix	
  A.	
  

As	
  is	
  summarized	
  in	
  Table	
  2,	
  a	
  total	
  of	
  $15.7	
  billion	
  in	
  public	
  funds	
  is	
  tied	
  up	
  in	
  marginally	
  smaller	
  classes—

class	
  sizes	
  that,	
  if	
  raised	
  by	
  two	
  students,	
  would	
  conceivably	
  free	
  up	
  the	
  $15.7	
  billion	
  for	
  other	
  uses.	
  Applying	
  
21	
  the	
  sum	
  rises	
  to	
  over	
  $20	
  billion	
  nationally,	
  suggesting	
  that	
  

Clearly,	
  in	
  most	
  districts,	
  simply	
  shifting	
  policy	
  to	
  larger	
  classes	
  wouldn’t	
  immediately	
  free	
  up	
  the	
  funds	
  listed	
  

here,	
  as	
  such	
  shifts	
  are	
  complicated.	
  Part	
  of	
  the	
  challenge	
  is	
  the	
  “integer	
  problem”—the	
  reality	
  that	
  schools	
  

are	
  unable	
  to	
  divide	
  teachers,	
  and	
  so	
  within	
  the	
  constraints	
  of	
  a	
  school’s	
  current	
  enrollment	
  it	
  may	
  not	
  be	
  

possible	
  to	
  raise	
  class	
  size	
  by	
  two	
  students,	
  especially	
  in	
  a	
  smaller	
  school.	
  Cost	
  savings	
  would	
  more	
  likely	
  take	
  

place	
  over	
  several	
  years	
  as	
  districts	
  work	
  to	
  manage	
  their	
  school	
  enrollments	
  around	
  the	
  larger	
  class-­‐size	
  

15.

16.

17. -­‐

18.	
   	
  The	
  data	
  rely	
  on	
  average	
  teacher	
  salaries	
  by	
  state.	
  Although	
  teacher	
  compensation	
  varies	
  widely	
  within	
  states,	
  the	
  use	
  of	
  average	
  salaries	
  

provides	
  a	
  good	
  starting	
  point	
  for	
  analysis.	
  For	
  a	
  more	
  accurate	
  projection,	
  states	
  could	
  use	
  regional	
  salary	
  averages	
  or	
  ranges.

methods,	
  see	
  Appendix	
  A.

20.

21.

2008).
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Table	
  2.	
  Current	
  cost	
  of	
  marginally	
  smaller	
  class	
  sizes
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As	
  would	
  be	
  expected,	
  the	
  opportunity	
  costs	
  would	
  vary	
  by	
  state	
  due	
  to	
  differences	
  in	
  average	
  teacher	
  salaries	
  

and	
  current	
  class	
  sizes.22

parents,	
  and	
  journalists.	
  But	
  frustratingly,	
  the	
  conversations	
  appear	
  woefully	
  ill	
  informed,	
  as	
  perceptions	
  of	
  

current	
  class	
  sizes	
  are	
  out	
  of	
  sync	
  with	
  actual	
  averages.	
  Journalism	
  that	
  reports	
  on	
  class	
  sizes	
  as	
  “skyrock-­‐

eting”	
  contradicts	
  current	
  trends	
  that	
  have	
  today’s	
  class	
  sizes	
  at	
  levels	
  below
majority	
  of	
  states.	
  The	
  debate	
  on	
  whether	
  current	
  class	
  sizes	
  are	
  too	
  high	
  or	
  too	
  low	
  should,	
  at	
  a	
  minimum,	
  

capture	
  real	
  time	
  levels.	
  

But	
   recognizing	
   the	
   current	
   class-­‐size	
   level	
   is	
   not	
   enough.	
   Consideration	
   of	
  whether	
   smaller	
   classes	
   are	
  

preferable	
  to	
  larger	
  ones	
  requires	
  some	
  recognition	
  of	
  the	
  opportunity	
  costs	
  involved.	
  This	
  brief	
  starts	
  that	
  

-­‐

mates	
  to	
  over	
  $20	
  billion	
  nationally.

more	
  informed	
  discussion	
  of	
  tradeoffs.23

marginally	
  smaller	
  class	
  sizes	
  do	
  come	
  at	
  the	
  expense	
  of	
  reforms	
  deemed	
  desirable	
  by	
  some.	
  For	
  instance,	
  for	
  

those	
  who	
  hope	
  to	
  raise	
  teacher	
  or	
  principal	
  salaries,	
  a	
  marginal	
  increase	
  in	
  class	
  size	
  of	
  two	
  would	
  enable	
  

schools.	
  Other	
  studies	
  have	
  pointed	
  out	
  that	
  reforming	
  schooling	
  by	
  reducing	
  class	
  size	
  often	
  creates	
  the	
  least	
  

lowest-­‐performing	
  teachers	
  and	
  paying	
  high-­‐quality	
  teachers	
  more—could	
  have	
  an	
  even	
  more	
  positive	
  effect	
  

on	
  student	
  learning	
  and	
  cost	
  reduction.24

investments,	
   consideration	
  of	
  any	
   investment	
  makes	
  most	
  sense	
  when	
  set	
  against	
   thoughtful	
  alternatives	
  

with	
  the	
  projected	
  costs	
  and	
  savings	
  of	
  each.	
  

22.

23.

24.

Combining	
  Effects	
  with	
  Costs,”	
  Educational	
  Evaluation	
  and	
  Policy	
  Analysis
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Appendix

Measuring	
  Class	
  Size

This	
  analysis	
  differs	
  from	
  other	
  attempts	
  at	
  modeling	
  the	
  incremental	
  spending	
  of	
  class-­‐size	
  changes	
  because	
  

no	
  means	
   the	
  equivalent	
  of	
  class	
  sizes,	
   they	
  are,	
  however,	
   readily	
  available	
  and	
  easy	
   to	
  manipulate).	
  This	
  

analysis	
   is	
  derived	
  by	
  dividing	
  the	
  total	
  number	
  of	
  students	
  by	
  the	
  total	
  number	
  of	
  teachers.	
   In	
  this	
  case,	
  

classroom	
  or	
  teach	
  pull-­‐out	
  classes	
  such	
  as	
  gym,	
  art,	
  or	
  music.	
  Because	
  pull-­‐out	
  staff	
  are	
  included	
  in	
  the	
  total	
  

number	
  of	
  teachers,	
  the	
  pupil-­‐teacher	
  ratio	
  is	
  often	
  lower	
  than	
  average	
  class	
  size.

Class	
  size	
  is	
  determined	
  by	
  either	
  direct	
  observations	
  of	
  classrooms	
  or	
  surveys	
  of	
  the	
  number	
  of	
  students	
  

observations	
  are	
  more	
  time-­‐consuming	
  and	
  costly,	
  average	
  class-­‐size	
  data	
   lags	
  behind	
  pupil-­‐teacher	
  data,	
  

which	
  is	
  another	
  reason	
  the	
  latter	
  is	
  more	
  widely	
  used.	
  

Methodology:	
  Calculating	
  Projected	
  Funds	
  Available

This	
  analysis	
  used	
  data	
  from	
  two	
  sources.	
  The	
  National	
  Education	
  Association’s	
  2010–11	
  Rankings	
  &	
  Estimates	
  

provided	
  data	
  on	
  the	
  number	
  of	
  elementary	
  and	
  secondary	
  teachers,	
  the	
  average	
  salary	
  for	
  classroom	
  teach-­‐

ers,	
  and	
  the	
  fall	
  enrollment	
  of	
  students.25

26	
  This	
  analysis	
  used	
  the	
  data	
  to	
  

compute	
  the	
  number	
  of	
  teachers	
  needed	
  when	
  increasing	
  the	
  average	
  class	
  size	
  by	
  two	
  additional	
  students.	
  

The	
  difference	
  in	
  salary	
  costs	
  due	
  to	
  the	
  decreased	
  workforce	
  was	
  then	
  found.	
  As	
  noted	
  earlier,	
  these	
  calcula-­‐

The	
  following	
  four-­‐part	
  calculation	
  was	
  used	
  to	
  determine	
  the	
  available	
  funds	
  for	
  each	
  state:

1.	
  

2.	
  

3.	
  

25.

Rankings	
  and	
  Estimates:	
  Rankings	
  of	
  the	
  States	
  2010	
  and	
  Estimates	
  of	
  School	
  Statistics	
  2011

26. -­‐

ary	
  schools	
  by	
  state:	
  2007–08,	
  "Public	
  Teacher	
  Questionnaire"	
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