
Reducing class size

Cost Evidence strength Impact (months)

+2
Effect size

0.16

What is it?

Reducing class size is an approach to managing the ratio between pupils and teachers, as it is
suggested that the range of approaches a teacher can employ and the amount of attention each
student will receive will increase as the number of pupils per teacher becomes smaller.

Key Findings

1. Reducing class size has a small positive impacts of +2 month, on average. The majority of
studies examine reductions of 10 pupils. Small reductions in class size (for example, from 30 to 25
pupils) are unlikely to be cost-effective relative to other strategies.

2. There is some evidence for additional benefits of smaller class sizes with younger children, so
smaller class sizes may be a more effective approach during the early stages of primary school.

3. Smaller classes only impact upon learning if the reduced numbers allow teachers to teach
differently – for example, having higher quality interactions with pupils or minimising disruption.

4. The gains from smaller class sizes are likely to come from the increased flexibility for organising
learners and the quality and quantity of feedback the pupils receive (see Feedback).

5. As an alternative to reducing class sizes, it may be possible to change the deployment of staff
(both teachers and teaching assistants) so that teachers can work more intensively with smaller
groups (see Small group tuition).

https://www.qrf.org/en/educational-resources/teaching-and-learning-toolkit/feedback-0
https://www.qrf.org/en/educational-resources/teaching-and-learning-toolkit/small-group-tuition-0


How effective is the approach?

The average impact for reducing class size is around 2 months additional progress over the course
of an academic year. The evidence in this area of very limited, so should be treated with caution.

The key issue appears to be whether the reduction is large enough to permit the teacher to change
their teaching approach when working with a smaller class and whether, as a result, the pupils
change their learning behaviours. If no change occurs then, perhaps unsurprisingly, learning is
unlikely to improve. When a change in teaching approach does accompany a class size reduction
(which appears hard to achieve until classes are smaller than about 20) then benefits on attainment
can be identified, in addition to improvements on behaviour and attitudes.

Evidence of reducing class size in the Arab world showed that student numbers inside the
classroom can change teachers’ experiences and pedagogies and that smaller class sizes were
related to higher student performance. Studies in Oman, Morocco, Egypt, Algeria and Saudi Arabia
reported that whenever class size increase, teachers ability to deliver student-centered activities
decrease. Class size was found to be particularly important when teachers intend to use the Web
2.0 applications, inquiry-based learning in science, and nurturing students critical skills.

Researchers have also highlighted the impact of class size on students interaction, communication,
and engagement inside the class. Additionally, having large classroom does not allow the teacher
to pay attention to all students, individualize the instruction and assess their performance.  It can
also cause discipline problems that distract the attention of both students and teacher and limit
students participation.

More research about reducing class size is needed in this region specifically to examine its
relationship with teachers’ and students’ performance as well as understanding teachers
experiences and feelings and how are these impacting their teaching quality. Further research
could also look at the factors that could support teachers’ and students in large classrooms.

Behind the average

Effects are similar for both primary and secondary schools.

Impact on reading is higher (+2 months) than mathematics (+1 month).

Most studies examine reductions of 8-10 pupils. The impact of studies that examine reducing class
sizes by 5 pupils is smaller, on average.



Closing the disadvantage gap

International research evidence suggests that reducing class size can have positive impacts on
pupil outcomes when implemented with socioeconomically disadvantaged pupil populations. Some
studies also have also found that smaller class sizes in primary schools can have a greater positive
impact on disadvantaged pupils than their peers.

In the UK, there is some indicative evidence to suggest that reception and Key Stage 1 pupils with
lower prior attainment and from lower socioeconomic backgrounds may benefit from small classes,
although the class size threshold at which this impact is identifiable varies between literacy and
maths, and potentially also geographical area.

How could you implement in your setting?

The evidence suggests that significant effects of reducing class size are not seen until the number
of pupils has decreased substantial (to fewer than 20 or even 15 pupils). Crucially, a reduction in
class size is only likely to be effective if it permits teachers to change their teaching approach to
the extent that this changes the learning behaviours of pupils. High quality implementation of
reducing class size might consider:

Additional opportunities to provide feedback on pupils
Time for high quality interaction between pupils and teachers e.g. modelling approaches
closely with pupils.

When introducing new approaches, schools should consider implementation. For more information
see Putting Evidence to Work – A School’s Guide to Implementation.

What does it cost?

The costs associated with reducing class sizes are very high, as additional staff would be required
to reduce class sizes.

In 2020/21, the average salary for a primary school teacher in England was £36,900. The average
salary for a secondary school teacher was £39,900.

This estimate does not consider the potential cost of sourcing facilities to host the additional
lessons created through reducing class size. Space to host lessons is therefore a pre-requisite to
reducing class size, without which the costs are likely to be much higher.

https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/tools/guidance-reports/a-schools-guide-to-implementation/


As yet there is no information about local costs.

How secure is the evidence?

The security of the evidence around reducing class size is rated as very limited. 45 studies were
identified. Overall, the topic lost three additional padlocks because:

A large percentage of the studies are not randomised controlled trials. While other study
designs still give important information about effectiveness of approaches, there is a risk that
results are influenced by unknown factors that are not part of the intervention.
A large percentage of the studies were not independently evaluated. Evaluations conducted
by organisations connected with the approach – for example, commercial providers, typically
have larger impacts, which may influence the overall impact of the strand.
There is a large amount of unexplained variation between the results included in the topic. All
reviews contain some variation in results, which is why it is important to look behind the
average. Unexplained variation (or heterogeneity) reduces our certainty in the results in ways
that we have been unable to test by looking at how context, methodology or approach is
influencing impact.

As with any evidence review, the Toolkit summarises the average impact of approaches when
researched in academic studies. It is important to consider your context and apply your professional
judgement when implementing an approach in your setting.
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