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complete desegregation, and 496 other districts 
had negotiated, or were in the process of negotiat-
ing, plans with the federal government to avoid the 
withholding of their federal funds. An additional 
200 mostly small to mid-sized school districts 
across the country also voluntarily adopted plans 
between 1965 and 1975 to end pupil isolation and 
to redress educational inequalities.

Although the impact of the executive branch’s 
role in bringing about school desegregation in the 
late 1960s and early 1970s was substantial, it con-
tributed to political ramifications that led to a less 
active role for the federal government in the 1970s. 
The Department of Health, Education and Welfare 
(HEW), as a result of a change in enforcement 
posture, was sued by civil rights advocates for fail-
ing to initiate administrative fund-termination 
proceedings against more than 100 southern 
school districts found out of compliance with Title 
VI. In a 1973 case, Adams v. Richardson, the U.S. 
Court of Appeals for the District of Columbia sus-
tained findings of lack of HEW enforcement of 
Title VI and ordered the government to commence 
administrative proceedings against these districts 
and to make periodic progress reports to the court 
regarding Title VI enforcement. Judicial oversight 
of Title VI enforcement proceedings by HEW was 
extended to higher education institutions as the 
decade progressed.

In addition to providing a basis for overcoming 
the assignment of students to different buildings 
based on their race, Title VI has also been relied 
on to ensure equal access and treatment in several 
other situations. According to the U.S. Supreme 
Court’s 1974 ruling in Lau v. Nichols, for 
instance, school districts are required to provide 
special language instruction to limited English 
proficient students, so that they may benefit 
meaningfully from the instruction provided their 
English-speaking peers. To fail to do so represents 
national origin discrimination; this, along with 
racial discrimination, is prohibited by the terms of 
Title VI.

Charles B. Vergon

See also Bilingual Education; Brown v. Board of 
Education; Desegregation/Integration; Elementary and 
Secondary Education Act; National Association for the 
Advancement of Colored People (NAACP)
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Class size

Class size has been studied in the United States 
since about 1900, yet it was still in limbo by 2008. 
An early econometric study tied small classes to 
improved student outcomes. Fredrick Mosteller, 
Richard J. Light, and Jason A. Sachs’s study dis-
cussed only two topics as sustained inquiry in edu-
cation: skill grouping and class size. They sought 
empirical evidence about education outcomes from 
heterogeneous or skill-grouped classes and about 
the impact of class size on student learning.

The authors found a few well-designed studies 
on benefits of skill grouping, and results were 
equivocal. They then described the Student Teacher 
Achievement Ratio (STAR) randomized, large-
scale class-size experiment (1984–1990) that dem-
onstrates convincingly that student achievement is 
better supported in smaller classes in Grades K–3, 
and that this enhanced achievement continues 
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when the students move to regular-size classes in 
the fourth grade and beyond.

Mosteller and colleagues’ finding is mysterious 
juxtaposed with a Gene Glass comment in 1992 of 
which he asserted that of all the areas omitted from 
deliberation in previous encyclopedia publications, 
none is more unusual than that of school class size. 
According to Charles M. Achilles, between the 
1971 edition and second, 2003 edition of the 
Encyclopedia of Education, any understanding of 
class size and its actual uses have arguably seen both 
the greatest and least change among the fundamen-
tals of education. Achilles has made that claim for 
the past 5 years. Even with huge increases in knowl-
edge based upon robust research about what small 
classes achieve, how and why gains occur, about 
policy and implementation strategies, the ideologies 
that Glass described still hinder using small classes 
to improve education processes and outcomes.

With full data on 11,601 of approximately 
15,000 students involved, the STAR database has 
been used in secondary analyses to demonstrate 
small-class, K–3 benefits on student long-term 
improvements, including large social and economic 
benefits such as high school graduation, college 
admissions, improved health, decreased grade 
retentions, and closing achievement gaps.

STAR, in its Lasting Benefits Study (LBS), fol-
lowed students in Grades 4–8 combined with the 
large K–3 small-class implementation in 16 of 
Tennessee’s poorest counties (1990–1995); this 
study provided a base for burgeoning U.S. and 
international class-size studies. Small classes were 
court-mandated remedies in the New Jersey 
Supreme Court case Abbott v. Burke (1990, 1994, 
1997) and in the Campaign for Fiscal Equity in 
New York. After noting that Title I had failed in 
its mission to address equity issues, Isabel Sawhill 
commented on education’s role for opportunity in 
America and identified good teaching and small 
classes as two measures that have been shown to 
improve educational outcomes. Small classes 
should be the cornerstone of education improve-
ment, not ubiquitous Title I–type approaches such 
as projects, pull-outs, and teacher assistants. 
International class-size interest is shown by sub-
stantial work in Australia, Canada, the Far East 
(especially Hong Kong, Singapore, South Korea, 
and China), the Netherlands, New Zealand, 
Sweden, and the United Kingdom.

The profound and durable effects of small class 
size on students’ opportunity to learn and achieve 
in Grades K–3 are well documented. The STAR 
experiment and follow-up studies such as Challenge, 
Enduring Effects, and other initiatives such as 
Wisconsin’s Student Achievement Guarantee in 
Education, consistently demonstrated positive 
short- and long-term small-class effects. No nega-
tive effects on student behaviors, attitudes, or 
achievement were found. Less is known about how 
small classes influence achievement in the middle 
grades.

A search of the education database Academic 
Search Premier and the social sciences section of 
the economics database PAIS International and 
Archives produced 874 peer-reviewed articles that 
contained the key words class size. Most articles 
presented or discussed research on class size in the 
United States, Western Europe, and Asia at the 
elementary level. A few dozen articles explained 
the influence of class sizes on student attitudes, 
perceptions, and achievement at high school and 
university levels. A Boolean search of both data-
bases using class size and middle school produced 
24 results. We found no experimental, quasi-ex-
perimental, or well-developed nonexperimental 
studies in the United States on outcomes of class-
size reduction on middle school student achieve-
ment. An obvious dearth of empirical research 
exists in the knowledge dynamic.

An occasional study and some practice sug-
gested that small classes are important in later 
years of schooling and can influence learning 
without extra costs. When one considers that 
apprenticeships, internships, and seminars in 
high school are typically small groups, as are 
Advanced Placement and International 
Baccalaureate, and Title I remediation courses, 
reducing class sizes in middle school to produce 
increases in the cognitive and affective outcomes 
seems reasonable. An investigation of class size 
on student achievement in middle school might 
be moot if education leaders and policymakers 
implemented class-size reforms appropriately in 
elementary grades; unfortunately that is currently 
not the case.

Middle school principals seek ways to address 
student achievement and behavior in their schools. 
Ideas like additional professional development, 
homogeneous grouping, and pull-out programs 
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are widely used, with limited or no positive large-
scale results. Daniel Tanner and Laurel Tanner 
declared the principle is clear: Class-size controls 
the nature of instruction and form of assessment. 
William Ouchi wrote, structure must change 
before culture can change. W. Edwards Deming 
demonstrated through his work in Japan and 
America that administratively mutable structural 
changes account for 85% to 94% of an organiza-
tion’s effectiveness. While class size in middle 
schools should not be a targeted intervention, it 
holds promise as a middle school reform while 
policy and education leaders demonstrate the lead-
ership to support appropriate implementation in 
the primary school years.

Helen Pate-Bain renewed national interest in 
class size while president of the National Education 
Association. As professor of education administra-
tion and director of the Center of Excellence for 
Research in Basic Skills at Tennessee State University, 
she initiated the STAR experiment and served as 
one of the four STAR principal investigators. As a 
co-chair of HEROS, Inc., she has advanced class-
size research by housing STAR follow-up studies 
and developing the Reduce Class Size Now Web 
site, which makes structured abstracts related to 
class size available to the public. Her work has 
contributed to the STAR and Beyond database and 
the National Class Size database.

Project STAR and Beyond:  
A 13-Year Database

STAR data are available to researchers through the 
STAR and Beyond database. This public data set 
contains student- and school-level data. Although 
the experiment ended in 1989, researchers contin-
ued to collect student achievement data through 
high school and beyond. The primary student–level 
data file contains information on 11,601 students 
who participated in the experiment for at least  
1 year. Information for each grade, K–3, includes

Demographic variables •
School and class identifiers •
School and teacher information •
Experimental condition (“class type”) •
Norm-referenced and criterion-referenced test  •
scores
Motivation and self-concept scores •

Additional data, for some or all students, include

Achievement test scores for students, Grades   •
4–8
Teachers’ ratings of student behavior in Grades  •
4 and 8
Students’ self-reports of school engagement and  •
peer effects in Grade 8
Course taking in mathematics, science, and  •
foreign language in high school
SAT/ACT participation and scores •
Graduation and drop-out information •

The sample-size ranges for each stage of data are 
shown below.

Grade K–3 Achievement tests 5,907–6,684 •
Grades K–3 Motivation,   •
self-concept 5,038–6,129
Grades 4–8 Achievement tests 2,593–6,441 •
Grade 4 Participation ratings 2,217 •
Grade 8 Participation ratings 2,978 •
Grade 8 Identification self-reports 3,648 •
High school courses and grades  3,922 •
High school graduation status  4,992 •
SAT/ACT College entrance scores  3,880 •
SAT/ACT participation (yes/no)  11,601 •

The online User’s Guide provides details about 
each file and the variables, such as stages of 
data collection, codebooks with frequencies for all 
variables in the files, recommendations about 
approaches for analyses, and a bibliography of 
studies from the STAR and Beyond data.

National Class Size Database

Education researchers, policymakers, and practitio-
ners commonly misuse the terms class size and 
pupil–teacher ratio (PTR) as synonyms. Class size 
and PTR are different concepts and cannot validly 
be used interchangeably. Class size is the number of 
students who regularly appear in a teacher’s class-
room and for whom that teacher is primarily 
responsible and accountable. PTR is a derived esti-
mate commonly computed by dividing the number 
of students at a site by the number of professionals 
who work there, including counselors, special 
teachers, administrators, classroom teachers, and 
librarians. Typically, the difference between average 
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class size in a school and PTR in the same school for 
K–3 would be 9 or 10 students, and up to 15 in 
some sites.

Researchers, policymakers, and practitioners 
need to understand and carefully maintain the dis-
tinction between class size and PTR when studying 
class size and/or class-size reduction. Available 
public information on education often adds to the 
confusion, as federal, state, and local agencies 
typically report PTRs whereas class-size data are 
extremely difficult to obtain, if available at all.

Educators need to collect and report actual 
class-size data as well as PTR data. HEROS, Inc., 

a nonprofit independent research agency, has 
designed the National Class Size database so actual 
class sizes can be collected at the school level. 
Security has been set up so only individual schools 
and HEROS can access the actual data. School 
systems, state departments, and so forth cannot 
perform data entry or change data in any way. 
However, anyone (parent, legislator, teacher, state 
department staff, and others) with an Internet con-
nection can access this database to run a report. The 
National Class Size database will help researchers 
to analyze class-size data with achievement data or 
other pertinent variables.

Dates Study/Focus Grades  N

1978–1980 Meta-analyses (Glass & Smith; Smith & Glass, et al.) Multiple Studies

1983–1986 Dupont (TN) (one school) Project STAR Pilot Test  K–3 300

1985–1989 Project STAR (TN) (42 districts, 79 schools) The Experiment  K–3 11,600 tested*

1990–1995 Lasting Benefits Study (LBS; TN) to follow STAR Students  4–8 5,000–6,000/year

1990–1995 Project CHALLENGE (TN; 16 districts) K–3 58,000 (est.)

1993–1994 SSS, High Point (NC) K–3 145

1994–2009 SAGE (WI; statewide) K–3  ?

1995–2009 Enduring Benefits 8–12 4,000–6,000/year

  •	 High school courses, ACT/SAT and (STAR data)
  •	 College, etc. (TN) 1–Adult (STAR data)
  •	 STAR reanalyses K–12, Adult 

1981–1985 Prime Time (IN) K–3  ?

1996–2002 CA Class–Size reduction (CSR) K–3  ?

1988–2009 Burke Co., NC** K–4  ?

*Students had to be in class by November of the year tested. Total (N) of students in STAR sometimes was 15,000+ (est.).

**(N = 15,000 in district)

Other Major Class-Size Work

UK: KS1, KS2, Ages 4–11 or so (N = 20,000 est.)

Canada: British Columbia, Alberta, Ontario

New Zealand (RR), Sweden, Australia, Netherlands, Far East (e.g., Hong Kong)

Numerous states: e.g., CA, FL, IA, MI, MS, NC, NE, NY, OK, TX (1982.HB72)

Serve Work: NC, several districts

Head Start: USA, since 1965

Perry Preschool: MI, N = 123

Abecedarian: NC, N = 109

Court Cases With Class Size*** Abbott v. Burke (NJ), CFE v. State (NY), Hancock v. Driscoll (MA)

***In remedy: Often PTR (pupil–teacher ratio) is incorrectly “substituted” in implementation.

Table 1 Class-Size Studies and Initiatives, 1978–2009



169Class Size

In looking ahead, educators may find the 
joining of studies by researchers in other disci-
plines helpful in advancing the acceptance of 
small classes, at least in early grades. Studies by 
economists, physicians, and organization theo-
rists on indoor air quality (carbon dioxide) and 
space use, teaching and teaching processes, and 
the increasing diversity in classes may coalesce so 
that appropriate-sized classes become a common  
phenomenon.

Charles Achilles, Jane Boyd-Zaharias,  
and Christopher Tienken

See also Age Grading; Assessment; Differentiated 
Instruction; Differentiated Staffing; School Size
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Coalition oF essential sChools

The Coalition of Essential Schools (CES) provides 
national networking and professional development 
opportunities, conducts research, and advocates 
for public policies that support its vision of educa-
tion: an educational system that equips all students 
with the intellectual, emotional, and social habits 
and skills to become powerful and informed citi-
zens who contribute actively toward a democratic 
and equitable society. CES is committed to effect-
ing broader change within the public education 
system and meeting the needs of young people and 
communities who traditionally and systemically 
have been underserved—students of color and  
students from low-income backgrounds.

Essential schools are typically small schools or 
are schools divided into smaller learning commu-
nities in which teachers and students know each 
other well and work in an atmosphere of trust and 
high expectations. Essential schools focus on help-
ing all students learn through standards-aligned 
interdisciplinary studies, community-based “real-
world” learning, and performance-based assess-
ment. Essential schools stress democratic and 
equitable school policies and practices, working to 
create academic success for every student by shar-
ing decision making with all stakeholders and 
deliberately confronting all forms of inequity.

Currently, several hundred schools, 26 affiliate 
centers, and a long list of other organizations and 
individuals are affiliated with CES. CES affiliate 
centers are independent organizations that provide 
long-term coaching, professional development, 
and technical assistance to schools.

History

In 1984, Theodore R. Sizer, professor of education 
at Brown University, and several of his colleagues, 
published results from “A Study of High Schools,” 
a 5-year investigation of teaching, learning, and 
school history that found that American high 
schools generally were remarkably similar and  

simply inadequate. Sizer’s contribution, Horace’s 
Compromise: The Dilemma of the American High 
School, considered how schools might be designed 
more wisely and chose to approach reform not with 
a new and improved “model” to be imposed, but 
rather with a set of beliefs about the purpose and 
practice of schooling, the CES common principles.

Intended as a guiding philosophy rather than a 
replicable model for schools, the CES common 
principles are the following:

Learning to use one’s mind well •
Less is more, depth over breadth in curriculum  •
coverage
Goals apply to all students •
Personalization •
Student-as-worker, teacher-as-coach •
Demonstration of mastery •
A tone of decency and trust •
Commitment to the entire school •
Resources dedicated to teaching and learning •
Democracy and equity •

The full text of the CES common principles is 
available on the CES Web site.

Twelve schools in seven states committed to 
redesign themselves on the basis of Sizer’s ideas 
and to form CES, based at Brown University. A 
team led by Sizer formed to support these essential 
schools in their efforts. The common principles 
soon caught on among hundreds of schools around 
the country. In 1993, CES and Brown University 
received $500 million from Ambassador Walter H. 
Annenberg, part of the Annenberg Challenge, to 
support school reform nationwide. The Annenberg 
Institute for School Reform was founded at Brown 
University, while CES maintained its own organi-
zational identity. Also in the mid-1990s, the 
national office of CES helped to establish the geo-
graphically diverse school restructuring support 
organizations providing technical support and 
coaching to schools to develop their capacity to 
demonstrate the common principles in every aspect 
of school life by offering direct coaching and tech-
nical support to essential schools.

In 1998, Sizer retired as executive director of 
CES; he has remained involved as chair emeritus of 
the CES national executive board. CES National 
relocated from Providence, Rhode Island, to 
Oakland, California, and continues to lead the 
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