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Summary
The Class Size Research Committee has surveyed the recent academic literature on class size
and its impact on student outcomes. The Committee’s primary task has been to establish
whether there is new research that would justify a full-scale reexamination of Lincoln’s 2007
class size policy.
The Committee has reached four broad conclusions:
•
•
•
•

New research provides further support for the idea that, all else being equal, small
classes are better than large classes.
A narrow focus on class size does not provide a complete answer to the question of
what additional investment will be most productive in boosting the cognitive and
non-cognitive skills of the children at the Lincoln Public Schools.
Gathering more information about how the class size policy has fared in Lincoln is
critical for informing responsible decisions about class size going forward.
There are a number of more flexible options for grouping students that should also
be considered in making decisions about class size, particularly in the context of a
building renovation plan.

The literature has also led the Committee to a number of more specific conclusions:
•
•

•
•

The recent research provides further evidence of the long-term beneficial effects of
smaller classes.
The evidence about the beneficial effects of smaller classes is still clearest for grades
K-3, although there is also research that supports the idea that smaller classes in
grade 4 and beyond can boost student achievement, non-cognitive skills, and longterm outcomes.
The research continues to indicate that high-needs students benefit the most from
smaller classes.
Some high-quality research provides a compelling picture of the specific ways in
which small classes are beneficial for low-achieving students – how they have more
and higher-quality interactions with the teacher, and how they maintain higher-levels
of on-task behavior.

This was a short-term interim committee convened for the purpose of deciding whether a
full review of class size policy is in order. Our conclusion is that we think that further
consideration of the class size question is warranted, but that it should be done in a way that
is integrated with other highly related questions. Given these conclusions and the
context of the town’s plans for school building renovation, the Committee
recommends the creation of a new task force that would consider the question of
class size more broadly, including both comparing class size to other inputs,
investigating the experience of class size reduction in Lincoln, and considering the

possibilities of more flexible groupings. The results of this task force could lead to
either revision of the class size policy or to making changes within the current policy.
In the sections below, we summarize what we learned from the research, the questions
unresolved from the research, the nature of our discussions, and our recommendations for
next steps.
The Research
•

The recent research provides further evidence of the long-term beneficial
effects of smaller classes. For example, one study used data from Tennessee’s
class size experiment (Project STAR) to estimate the effect of smaller class sizes (15
students on average vs. 22 students on average) in grades K-3 on long-term
attainment outcomes (Dynarski, et al., 2011). The study found that attending a small
class increased the probability of attending college by 2.7 percentage points, with
stronger effects for black students and students who qualify for free lunch.
Attending smaller classes also increased the probability of earning a college degree by
1.6 percentage points. In addition, the study showed a shift of students who had
smaller classes towards degrees in higher earning fields such as STEM fields,
business, and economics. Similarly another examination of the long-term impacts of
STAR found that students in small classes were significantly more likely to attend
college, attend a higher-ranked college (based on mean earnings of students), and
demonstrate improvement on other outcomes such as having a 401(K) plan (a proxy
for having a good job) (Chetty et al., 2011).

•

The evidence about the beneficial effects of smaller classes is still clearest for
grades K-3, though there is also research that supports the idea that smaller
classes in grade 4 and beyond can boost student achievement, non-cognitive
skills, and long-term outcomes. Because Project STAR and other class size
initiatives have focused on the early elementary years, much of the research
pertaining to class size has examined effects of smaller classes at these early grade
levels. However, a few recent studies have examined effects of smaller class sizes in
upper elementary and middle grades. Specifically, one study from Sweden found that
smaller classes in grades 4 through 6 were beneficial for cognitive test scores (verbal
and logical skills) and non-cognitive test scores (an index reflecting students’
perceived self-confidence, persistence, self-security, and expectations) at age 13 and
for cognitive test scores at ages 16 and 18. These effects did not fade over time
(Fredriksson et al., 2011). The authors also found that smaller classes resulted in
increased years of completed education and wages from ages 27 to 42. Another
study examined effects on non-cognitive skills of small class sizes in grade 8 (Dee
and West, 2011). This study indicated that smaller eighth grade classes were
associated with improvements in student reports of motivation and self-confidence
and teacher reports of student behavior. These types of non-cognitive skills are
increasingly considered important for long-term success in college and careers.

•

The research continues to indicate that high-needs students benefit the most
from smaller classes. One of the most dramatic findings of Project STAR was that

high-needs students benefit the most from smaller classes. Recent research provides
further support for this idea, though more by showing how smaller classes boost
achievement for high-needs populations than by comparing outcomes for different
populations. For instance, one analysis of the math achievement of high-needs 3rdgraders (Merritt, et al., 2011) concludes “class size was a significant predictor of
achievement for students from low-income families.” Another study of
predominantly Latino urban school districts in Texas (Heilig, et al., 2010) finds that
“reduction in the student-teacher ratio [which is not the same as class size],
controlling for changes in other inputs, was the largest predictor of increases in
student achievement.” Another set of recent studies emphasizes the relative benefits
of smaller classes for low-achieving or low-effort students. (Babcock and Betts,
2009)
•

Some high-quality research provides a compelling picture of the specific ways
in which small classes are beneficial for low-achieving students – how they
have more and higher-quality interactions with the teacher, and how they
maintain higher-levels of on-task behavior.
Over the last 15 years or so, econometricians have developed more creative ways of
modeling the effects of class sizes on short- and long-term student outcomes.
(Gibbons and McNally, 2013) At the same, education researchers have made
advances in what some call the ‘process approach’ to class size research, using
detailed classroom observations to construct a nuanced picture of the specific effects
of class size on student and educator behavior. (Graue and Rauscher, 2009, provides
a helpful overview.)
For instance, one set of researchers (Blatchford, Bassett, and Brown, 2008) used the
careful recording of ongoing classroom behavior to draw conclusions about the
effects of class size on student engagement and on-task behavior, and about the
variable effects for high- and low-attaining students. They found that for all groups
of students, active engagement with the teacher increases as classes get smaller, but
that the total incidence of this behavior is generally low. They also found that the
likelihood of on-task behavior increases for low-attaining students in smaller classes,
but that high-attaining students are more likely to exhibit on-task behavior in larger
classes. (This may suggest further confirmation of the hypothesis that the positive
effects of class-size reduction will appear mostly among high-needs students, as
above.)

Unresolved Questions
In the ongoing discussion of class size and the district’s strategic priorities, the Class Size
Research Committee recommends that the School Committee consider the following
questions:
•

What have been the effects of class size variation in Lincoln under the current
policy? What have teachers’ experiences been in classrooms with more than the
recommended number of students? Is there any evidence of variation in student
outcomes between smaller and larger classes?

•
•
•

•
•

Would targeted class-size reductions (e.g., for cohorts with a higher incidence of
high-needs students, or for grades with less-experienced teachers) be a more
effective use of limited resources?
What other kinds of support could be provided for larger classes? For example,
would the opportunity for regular break-out groups allow for more personalized
instruction in the context of larger overall class sizes?
Is there value to maintaining stability in the number of classrooms, even if it
sometimes results in more sections than are required by the policy? Does
maintaining the same number of classrooms for a given cohort provide a better
learning experience for students?
What are the potential trade-offs between investments in smaller classes and
investments in improving teacher quality?
To the extent that the educational vision includes a move towards flexible learning
groups and project-based learning, particularly in the context of school building
renovations, should we think about class size differently than we have in the past?
Should the school committee investigate models, particularly for grades 4 and 5, in
which students have multiple teachers in classes of different sizes rather than one
teacher in one class of one size?

The Discussions
We thought it might be helpful to the school committee to share some of the key points of
the discussions of this subcommittee. These discussions also helped to inform the below
recommendations.
• Our discussions led us to think that the general research about class size was of less
use than a more specific consideration of class size in Lincoln. For example:
o Much of the class size research focuses on test scores; Lincoln’s educational
mission is more broadly focused on helping students’ thrive in a variety of
ways; the benefits of class size for this broader set of outcomes is important
to Lincoln but is largely not addressed in the literature;
o One of the major arguments against reducing class size is that hiring more
teachers will dilute the quality of the teacher pool; as an advantaged district,
Lincoln might not face the same tradeoffs that other districts do in additional
teacher hiring;
o Lincoln, on the whole, has more advantaged students and fewer behavioral
problems than many of the districts discussed in the research; thus it may be
the case that larger classes are not as problematic in Lincoln as they might be
in other districts.
These are simply illustrative considerations; our broader point is that we need to
know more about how the class size policy is working here to make effective
recommendations.
•

We were uncomfortable making recommendations about class size without
incorporating it into a broader discussion of spending resources, particularly teacher
quality. Some on the committee were adamant that class sizes, particularly in the
upper grades, were too large. Others felt that the money could be better spent on
improving teacher quality. We were in agreement that these issues should be
considered together in a future task force.

•

We thought that even the discussion of class size was too narrow if focused only on
numbers per grade, and that the questions of flexible grouping of various sorts,
should be developed into an integrated plan that is connected to overall academic
priorities. We are aware that some leading schools are putting students, particularly
upper elementary school students, into a variety of different types of groupings for
different purposes, and we thought that Lincoln should investigate these models
further as part of its strategic planning. We also thought this discussion should be
connected to the discussion of the building renovation.

•

We also discussed that not all large classes were created equal; that there might be
some large classes that, because of the experience level of the teacher or the
chemistry of the students, require some additional support or another section,
whereas with other students and teachers a larger class might work well. Given
resource constraints, some on the committee felt that a more flexible plan might be a
better option.

•

On the other hand, some on the committee felt that, given the town’s historic
commitment to education, it could be possible to persuade the voters that 20 should
be the limit for elementary school classes and that the town might be willing to
finance such a shift.

The Next Steps
As part of the continuing reconsideration of the class-size policy, the Class Size Research
Committee recommends that the School Committee follow up this effort with a task force
that considers the question of class size more broadly, including both comparing class size to
other inputs, investigating the experience of class size reduction in Lincoln, and considering
other options for grouping students. The results of this task force could lead to either
revision of the class size policy or to making changes within the current policy.
•

Class size reduction is one possible investment in boosting student achievement. It
is hard to know if it is an efficient investment unless we know something about the
other possible investments. The district is engaged in efforts to improve its program
and increase student achievement by increasing teacher collaboration, through
professional development, with the use of curriculum specialists, through the
refinement of the curriculum, by recruiting talented and experienced educators.
Each of these efforts has a cost. We think that it could be valuable to the School
Committee and to the school administration to have a task force that would work in
parallel to assess the value of Lincoln’s various inputs into student achievement.
This group could move closer to an answer to the question of the relative efficacy of
a reduction in class sizes, it could provide additional input into the budget and
strategic planning processes, and it could help to establish whether there is sufficient
grounds for making the case to the town that an increase in overall educational
spending would have a marked impact on student achievement.
The work of this new task force could also include the following two initiatives, or
they could be worth pursuing as independent efforts:

o First, investigate Lincoln’s own experience with class-size variation.
Since Lincoln last changed its class-size policy, in 2007, there have been five cohorts
that have spent one year each in classrooms with more students than the
recommended number (but still less than the maximum). Rather than relying on the
general academic literature, the School Committee might be able to develop a better
understanding of the experience of class size in Lincoln by looking more deeply at
the experience of those cohorts and of the classroom teachers who led the larger
classes.
o Assess the effectiveness of Lincoln’s investments in improving teacher
quality.
The Lincoln district does invest extensively in efforts to improve teacher quality.
Can the district start to make any conclusions about the effectiveness of these
investments in improving teacher quality? Doing so would allow a better
understanding of the relative merits of these investments and the investments in new
teachers that would be necessary to lower the class sizes.
•

Incorporate discussions of class size into the program planning, both generally and
as part of the preparation for any building renovation.
The Town has endorsed the concept of extensive renovations to the school buildings
on Ballfield Road, with or without state support. As the planning for these
renovations proceeds, the process should incorporate a discussion of optimal class
sizes, of other configurations of students that might boost learning, and of other
developments of the physical learning spaces that would be conducive to higher
student achievement. For the moment, this discussion is about classrooms and
classroom teachers, but a renovated building may allow the district to move past this
paradigm. It will provide an excellent opportunity for a deeper discussion of how to
create the most effective learning communities. It will also be fruitful for the district
to continue to pursue these questions regardless of their impact on a building
project.
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