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KINDERGARTEN THROUGH 3RD GRADE Class-Size
Restoration Must Be a Budget Priority

KEY FINDINGS:

Both the NC House and Senate propose increasing class sizes in the public
schools in order to cut the number of teachers and save money. However, an
examination of the literature on the impact of class size on students’ education shows
that increasing class sizes - especially in kindergarten through third grade - will result
in a decrease in education quality and lead to a loss of student achievement that will
never be recovered. In particular, students from low-income households will be denied
an opportunity to catch up to their peers if class sizes are increased in the early grades.

The Senate Budget and the Proposed House Budget

The House proposes increasing class sizes by two in 2009-2010 and three in 2010-2011; the Senate by
two in both years. For 2009-2010, increasing average class by two will bring the average normal class
size in kindergarten through third grade (K-3) up to 20, to 24 in fourth through sixth grades, and to 23 in
seventh and eighth grades. In high schools, class sizes will increase to 26.5 in ninth grade and 28.6 in
sophomore, junior and senior classes. Under the House's plan, these numbers will all increase by one in

2010-11.

Of course, many classes will be much larger as enrollment in some courses in some grades will not reach
the average size.

Class-Size Increases Compromise Education Quality

A mass of empirical literature on the reduction of class sizes has concluded that smaller class sizes
improve classroom atmosphere by reducing noise, interruption and disruption and improve the quantity
and quality of teacher interactions with individual students. Effects appear to accelerate when class size
goes below 18 to 20 students.!

The Effect on Children in Early Grades is Significant
The literature on the link between higher student achievement and smaller class sizes in the early grades is
especially compelling.?

The best available study, that of the STAR project in Tennessee, used a quasi-experimental research



design that allowed researchers to scientifically conclude that students in K-3 who were taught in classes
of 13 to 17 students did significantly better on standardized tests than students in classes numbering 22 to
26 students.?

This held for all students, be they white, minority, rural or urban, although the effect was doubly quick for
minority students. Students in smaller class were also less likely to be held back a grade.

These effects lasted through to at least eighth grade, even when students were placed in similar-sized
classes for grades four through eight.* Recent analysis of the STAR data has shown that students who were
in smaller K-3 classes were more likely, all else equal, to graduate high school. The effect was

greater for students receiving free lunches during the K-3 years.’

Smaller class sizes in the early grades have the capacity to lift the achievement of all students, but especially
that of students from low-income households, by enabling better learing environments for the teaching of
criical learning skills early in a student's school career.* Studies show that students from low-income
households start kindergarten already well behind in literacy and numeracy skills compared to their
wealthierhousehold peers.” Enabling smaller class sizes in the early grades is a vitally important policy
intervention to help these students catch up® and to give them literacy skills essential to later learning.”

A Critical Budget Priority
It is therefore critical that 2008-2009 class sizes be restored in the 2009-2011 budget, at least for K-3.

Based on numbers from the NC Department of Public Instruction (DPI) released late last week, this means
restoring 2500 K-3 teaching positions for 2009-2010 - about 37% of the projected 6725 teaching
positions to be cut for that school year. DPI estimates that increasing K-12 class size by two will cut district
allotments by $397 million.*

Based on DPI numbers, the cost to restore one fewer student per class for K-12 is around $199 million,
and the cost to restore one fewer student per class for K-3 is $69 million.

Not restoring K-3 class sizes will have a lasting effect on North Carolina’s children. This is not a cut that
can be restored later for children who will be in K-3 over the next two years.
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