
 
 

Is there a threshold effect in reducing class size? 
 

 

There is a common misconception that a particular threshold must be reached in 

reducing class size -- that is, a class has to be decreased below a certain number of 

students to have a positive effect on student achievement.  

 

This argument is often used in order to discourage class size reform efforts, since 

shrinking classes below a particular figure is viewed as either impractical or too 

expensive to contemplate. Yet the research shows that that there is no magic number 

that needs to be reached before a smaller class will result in more learning. 

  

 Economist Alan Krueger of Princeton analyzed the Tennessee STAR data and 

found that even within the larger classes of 22-25, students did better the smaller 

their class size -- that is in classes of 22 or more.    According to Krueger, Charles 

Achilles, and other class size researchers, the relationship between lower class size 

and higher student achievement is roughly linear, with no evidence of a threshold.
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According to Achilles, the effect is approximately -.35 for every additional student 

added to a class.
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 Other analyses have found that class size benefits are roughly linear, and that each 

additional student added to a class results in a decrease in the class average for 

students in all academic scores.  In the SAGE studies in Wisconsin, the test score 

decline in all academic areas was found for each student added to a classroom 

above 15 in the early grades; in OECD analyses in Europe, a decline in scores in 

reading, math and science was found for high school classes for each student 

added above 25. 
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 Three large scale studies have shown that the smaller the class, the better the 

results, as measured by student performance on NAEP exams, again with no 

evidence of a threshold effect.  According to these studies, there is no particular 

level to which a class size must be lowered to in order to raise achievement. 
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 In Texas, there has been substantial progress in student achievement, particularly 

in the early grades, and particularly among minority students since the state 

implemented a program to reduce class size to 22 students in kindergarten through 

4th grade in 1984. Researchers at RAND have identified that these gains in 

national assessments known as the NAEPs, along with increased access to Pre-K, 

were due to the Texas statewide class size reduction program.
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 In an observational study of 49 randomly chosen schools in Great Britain, the 

researchers found significant benefits of smaller classes among student 

engagement and time on task, and no evidence of threshold effects. 
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