In California, class size reduction led to significant improvements in
student achievement, parental involvement, and teacher retention

Many myths have been put forward that the statewide effort in California to reduce class sizes in the
early grades that began in 1996 had disappointing or null results. Actually, all the controlled studies -and there have been at least eight -- showed significant achievement gains from smaller classes.
Since nearly all elementary schools in the state reduced class size at once, especially in grades K-2, it
was difficult for researchers to find a control group with which to compare outcomes. Also, the state
exam was new, making it difficult to compare achievement gains to past trends.
Yet given these limitations, the results were striking: even when analyzing the achievement of third
graders who had the benefits of a smaller class for only one year, the gains were substantial,
especially for disadvantaged students in inner-city schools.
Also, contrary to the urban legend conveyed by its opponents, there was no evidence that the gains
from smaller classes were undermined by a flood of ineffective teachers. In fact, studies suggest that
after a few years, smaller classes led to a more effective, experienced teaching force, by lowering
teacher attrition, and, especially in high-poverty schools, lowering the rates of teachers who left to
work in wealthier schools.
Here are some findings from the relevant research on the impact of class size reduction in
California:
•

Parents were more involved in schools where class size reduction occurred, and more apt to
volunteer in the classroom. 1

•

Teachers reported that students in reduced size classes were less disruptive and more often
“on task.”2

•

Fourth grade students who were in reduced class sizes in grades K-3 had substantially higher
scores in math on the national assessments known as the NAEPs, of between 0.2 and 0.3 of
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a standard deviation, compared to closely matched students who were not in smaller classes.3
These gains are what would be expected from the experimental Tennessee STAR studies.
•

Students who were in smaller classes only in third grade also performed better significantly
compared to those who remained in a large class in 1997–98 and in 1998–99. The
differences in scores were equivalent to effect sizes of about 0.04 to 0.1 standard deviation,
about the same size as students placed in small classes for only year in the Tennessee STAR
studies. 4

•

Multiple analyses show that even greater gains were experienced by poor and minority
students. One study showed that in the five largest school districts in California other than Los
Angeles, that is, San Diego, San Francisco, Long Beach, Oakland and Fresno, class
size reduction raised the proportion of third graders who exceeded the national median score
by l0.5 % in math, and 8.4 % in reading, after controlling for all other factors. 5

•

In the above study, the more black students in the school, the greater the gains —14.7% more
students exceeding the national median in math, 18.4% more in reading in schools with 100%
black student enrollment (again, in urban districts aside from Los Angeles.) These are
stunning figures, especially considering that the researchers analyzed the results for those 3rd
graders who had been in smaller classes for only one year. Substantial benefits were also
found in schools with high percentages of poor students.6

•

Several controlled studies showed substantial gains also from class size reduction in Los
Angeles public schools. One study found that smaller classes increased reading scores in the
SAT-9 exams by 9.5%, math scores by 13.9% and language scores by 14.5%, with
approximately double these gains for “high need” students. No major changes in either
curriculum or instruction had taken place over this time period that might have led to these
improvements. 7

•

Two other controlled studies also show significant gains in Los Angeles, with effect sizes that
increased the longer the child remained in smaller classes. Some of these gains were
shown to persist into the fourth and fifth grades. 8
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•

Contrary to earlier anecdotal reports that the benefits of reducing class size were undercut by
a flood of ineffective teachers, researchers found “little or no support for the hypotheses that
the need to hire large numbers of teachers following the adoption of CSR [class-size
reduction] led to a lasting reduction in the quality of instruction…Overall, the findings suggest
that CSR increased achievement in the early grades for all demographic groups….”9

•

Another study found that “When the Los Angeles Unified School District needed to triple its
hiring of elementary teachers following the state’s class-size reduction initiative in 1997, the
district was able to do so without experiencing a reduction in mean teacher effectiveness, even
though a disproportionate share of the new recruits were not certified.”10

•

Follow-up studies showed that class size reduction in California led to higher rates of teacher
retention, especially among novice teachers, which would be expected to result in a more
effective, experienced teaching force over all.11

•

Over time, class size reduction also led to less teacher migration, particularly in districts with
large numbers of poor children. Within a few years, the rate of teachers who left high-poverty
schools to work in more affluent areas was much lower than before class sizes were
reduced.12
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