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Abstract

This research was designed to obtain a better understanding of class size and classroom environment.  The increased number of pupils in our classrooms has been on the raise in a number of our school districts in California.  In order to combat more students’, teachers need to look at their classroom environment to see if class size is having a positive or negative effect. To meet the needs of all students the focus needs to be on classroom environment and class sizes.

keywords: classroom environment, class size

Introduction
General Statement

The education system in California has changed many times.  It seems as though every year there is a new strategy on ways to improve instruction, student learning, and classroom management.  Many of these strategies include the negative and positive affects class size fluctuation has on classroom environment. Due to budget cuts in California, class size has been dramatically increasing in classrooms over the past five years.  There is some speculation that the increase in class size has a negative effect on classroom environment.  We looked at classroom management, teaching styles, and student learning.  The purpose of this study is to investigate whether class size has a negative or positive impact on classroom environment.  

Literature Review

Concerns about growing class sizes.  According to Bennett (1996) increasing class size is a continuing trend and concern in the United Kingdom as well.  The rising in class size is most prevalent in primary schools due to budget constraints (Bennett, 1996).  In Bennett’s study, questionnaires were given to headmasters, governors, teachers, and parents in randomly selected schools in England and Wales.  Bennett (1996) stated that questions on the surveys centered on the following aspects that class size may affect:  planning and preparation, differentiated teaching, classroom organization, and assessment and diagnosis.  Based on the responses from these surveys, the participants share common concerns about the increasing class size.  Bennett (1996) found that headmasters, governors, teachers, and parents felt that larger classes mean less one-on-one attention for each student and an increase pressure on the teacher.  Assessment was also another concern.  The majority of the participants believed that large class sizes had negative effects on assessing students, especially with obtaining comprehensive measurements of each student’s academic achievement (Bennett, 1996).  The participants also expressed concerns about standards of class work and student behavior.  Overall, the headmasters, governors, teachers, and parents who responded to the questionnaires almost unanimously agree that larger class size affect student learning. 


Effect of class size on student engagement and teacher-student interaction.  The study by Blatchford, Bassett, and Brown (2011) focused on whether or not smaller class size leads to better academic outcomes, behaviors, and interactions.  They compared the effect class size has on the classroom engagement between students and teacher, and its effect on student’s academic achievement in both at primary and secondary schools.  This study is an extension of previous research.  It is important because it looks directly at the contrast between classroom engagements vs. teacher-student interactions, the outcomes are due to pervious student achievements, and if the outcome various between primary and secondary schools.  The researchers used observations to complete this study.  They focused on classroom engagement by looking at the total number of student on and off task.  They also looked at the interactions between teachers and students.   


The results that the researchers found through observations in primary schools was the smaller the class the more students stayed on task, the larger the class the more students off task.  In secondary schools the results showed that only the low group was affected by class size.  The smaller the class the more low groups students stayed on task, the larger the class the more students off task.   Class size had no effect on the medium and high groups.  The interactions between teacher and students resulted in that the interactions were more in an average class setting, however it was not as easily observed in the larger classes.  


The researchers concluded was the amount of teaching the teacher did in the classroom.  The research showed that the larger class size did take away from the amount of one on one attention students received, however the teacher was able to focus more on the educational material being covered.  Taking these factors into consideration the researchers concluded that in a smaller class size students get more individual attention and in larger class size students spend more time listening to the teacher talk to the whole class.

The relationship between class size and student progress and classroom practices.  In a study conducted by Blatchford, Bassett, Goldstein, and Martin (2003), the authors aimed to determine the relationship between different class sizes and student achievement.  They also wanted to determine if there was connection between class size and classroom practices.  Blatchford et al. (2003) conducted a mixed method research that included teacher questionnaires, analysis of literacy and mathematic test scores, observations of individual students, and case studies of large and small classes.  The authors followed over 10, 000 students in randomly selected schools in the United Kingdom for three years, starting from when students were age four until their third year of school at age seven.  Blatchford et al. (2003) examined the connection between class size and within-class groupings, the effect of class size on teaching, and the overall effect of class size on students.  The study concluded that the effects of class size are multiple rather than singular.  In regards to within grouping settings, larger class sizes caused difficulties for teachers because the large number of students produced larger groups (Blatchford et al., 2003).  Furthermore, teacher and student individual interactions to support learning, which include differentiated instruction, were found to decrease in large classes (Blatchford et al., 2003).  In larger class settings, the authors noted that students tended to be more off-tasked and inattentive (Blatchford et al, 2003).  Students benefitted academically when they were placed in smaller classes at a young age, and smaller class sizes were especially beneficial to low achieving students in literacy (Blatchford et al., 2003).  


Long-term effects of small class sizes.   Nye, Hedges, and Konstantopoulos (2001) used the results and analyses of previous studies, the Project Star in Tennessee and Lasting Benefits Study, to find out if the small class sizes had a positive and enduring effect on students’ mathematics achievement.  From their research, the authors had questions concerning effects that small class sizes could possibly have on other aspects of school, such as student engagement and motivation.


The study relied on a previous experiment (Project STAR) of elementary students in Tennessee.  The study included 79 elementary schools in 42 Tennessee school districts.  Students were randomly assigned to classes in kindergarten.  Teachers were also randomly assigned to different types of classes that consisted of 13-17 students (small size), 22-26 students, or larger classes with full time aides.  The treatment group consisted of students who were placed in small class size.  Students assigned to regular or larger class sizes were the control group.  The subjects of Project STAR participated for four years, through Grade 3.  The authors examined the Lasting Benefits Study that followed the achievement of students from Project STAR up to Grade 7.  


Despite attrition, the decreased size of the subject group as a whole by Grade 9, results indicated that students who participated in the small class size treatment group performed higher then students who were assigned to larger class size.  The researchers also pointed out that students who did not remain for the entire STAR experiment but had at least one year experience in a small class size setting also performed higher than students who left larger class sizes in Grade 9.  Data also revealed that the small-class effect was larger for minority students than whites and girls than boys.  The total findings indicated to the researchers that small-class effect on achievement is beneficially enduring even after six years. The authors of the study conclude that students who were placed in smaller class sizes in early grades (K-3) tend to have higher academic achievement than students who were enrolled in regular or larger class sizes.  They felt that the Project STAR experiment in Tennessee provided strong evidence that the positive effect on academic achievement is lasting throughout the years. 


Student perspectives.  The article written by Koth, Bradshaw, and Leaf (2008), A Multilevel Study of Predictors of Student Perceptions of School Climate: The Effect of Classroom-level Factors, was a study on how fifth grade students’ perceived their school climate based on order and discipline and achievement motivation.  The researcher’s wanted to know how class sized is incorporated into students’ awareness of behavior and motivation.  By finding out what students’ perception of school will help the researcher target specific strategies to use in the classroom to have less discipline problems and increase motivation for learning.


The students and teachers were both given the questionnaires to answer.  Fifth-grade classes within 37elementay schools in Maryland were given a questionnaire to complete. The researchers used a multilevel approach to identify the data and hypothesis because the question dealt with a multilevel process in the environment that was being questioned.  The data that was examined came to many different conclusions.  The number students who did not like their school climate had more behavior problems in their classroom.  The bigger the class size, the students also did not like their school environment.  The smaller the class size the more favorable the school environment became.  Students in an average sized class with a more established teacher tended to like their school environment more than students in an average sized class with a newer teacher.  


In order to like their school environment, students’ want to have a classroom with little behavior problems.  Students’ want a safe place to learn and they do not want a lot of disruptions from their classmates.  Students’ also favored their school environment when there was a smaller class size with a veteran teacher.  Students’ felt that they liked their environment in a small class when their peers had better behavior.  The author’s also stated that the way students feel about their teachers can also affect how they view their school environment.  Students who liked their teachers were going to favor their school climate.  Students how did not like their teacher did not favor their school climate.  A decreased class size with order and discipline and academic motivation allowed the students a positive school and classroom environment.

Implementing small classes.  In the study by O’Neill and Mercer (2003), the principal wanted to see if she could use Title 1 money to hire more teachers at Franklin Elementary School in Madison, Wisconsin.  Deborah Mercier wanted to decrease the class size at her school and reduce the amount of time that at-risk students were being pulled out.  The participants of the study were the teachers and students at Franklin Elementary.

The purpose of the study was to see if a smaller class size would increase students’ performance.  The principal wanted to combine money and redistribute that money to employ more teachers and reduce the class size from 24:1 to 16:1.  The participates were teachers, students and parents.  Franklin elementary is a K-2 school with 360 enrolled in the school.  There were 24 classroom teachers and of those 24, nine teachers were certified in ESL.  

The principal wanted to stop at-risk students from being pulled out of their classroom because they were the ones with the most disruptions throughout the day.  The teachers did not have enough time to plan and coordinate their lessons with the different specialist at the school.  The students who were at risk were spending the least amount of time in the classroom because o the traveling to different specialist.  The classroom community was interrupted on a daily basis.  The staff reviewed how the pullout programs were being used for at-risk students.  The pullouts also placed more stress on the teachers because they had to help the at-risk students to catch up with the instruction that they were missing in the classroom.  

The data was collected from the student’s test scores.  They said that by the end of the first year of reducing the class size, 88% of the second graders were reading at grade level according to the Madison Metro School District’s Primary Language Arts Assessment.  Parents and teachers were also given climate surveys annually and the results were positive. The school decided to move their pullout specialist to the classroom as teachers.  This allowed the school to reduce the class size to 16:1 student teacher ratio.  The teachers were then responsible for the differentiated instruction in their classroom for at risk students. The results were “31% of the school’s second graders were below grade level in reading.  Mid-year, 29% of the struggling readers were above grade level in reading and 33% of the remaining students were just three to six months behind.  At the end of the year, only 12% were more than one semester behind in reading and not meeting the districts goal (O’Neill and Mercier 2003). 


If a school reduces the class size to 16:1, the students should perform better in a class.  At-risk students should not be pulled out and have less time with their teacher than the on-level students.  The principal found a way to use funds that were allocated for something else and put those funds to use by petitioning the U.S. Department of Education.  The new teachers were then given more training to investigate more strategies to use in a smaller class setting.  This allowed for more teachers and less students.  The principal can make things happen in a school, but the change had to take place first in the structure of the school and the funds to make the change happen.


Classroom management and discipline in large classes.  There has been ongoing research on classroom management and discipline problems.  The study by Erdogan, Kursun, Tan Sisman, Saltan, Gok, and Yildiz (2010) was to investigate classroom management and discipline problems that Information Technology teachers have faced and identify reasons and possible solutions.  Students have used the computers incorrectly and have damaged the materials within the classroom.  The purpose of this study was to find solutions to these problems.

  The participants of this study included 14 school administrators, 14 teachers, and 17 parents.  In order to conduct this survey the researchers interviewed all participants.  Administrators, teachers, and parents were not in line with each other, but the teachers concluded that student’s lack of motivation was a result of discipline problems.  They also found that classrooms were too large to keep the students actively engaged, which caused discipline problems.  Administrators and parents felt that teachers did not have sufficient classroom management techniques, but teachers felt parent attitudes about the course played a factor on student behavior.

After analyzing the results of their study, the authors compared their results with schools from Turkey and England.  They found that classroom management problems in both countries were similar.  Both studies showed that the discipline problems were noisy talking, inappropriate movement within the classroom, and disturbing friends.  The authors believe that this behaviors were a result of student’s age, gender, time of day, different part of the lesson, the seating arrangement, and the subject matter (Erdogan, M and et al., 2010).  The result of this study concluded that teachers need to attend in-service trainings on classroom management, conflict resolution, and stress management in order to improve on classroom environment.    

Research Questions


The purpose of this study is to find whether class size has a negative or positive effect on classroom environment.  To conduct this research we had to take many relevant questions and statements into consideration.  Such as:

What are the perspectives of teachers on class size?

How is class size affecting student learning?

Teacher’s years of experience

Has teaching style changed over the years?

Definition of Terms

For this study the following definitions apply.

Classroom Environment is the condition within the classroom that influences the learning situation.

Class Size is 20 or less students in the classroom with one teacher (when referring to small class size), 21 or more students in the classroom with one teacher (when referring to large class size).

Classroom Management is the methods and strategies an educator uses to maintain a classroom environment that is essential to student success and learning.

Teaching Style is the methods and strategies used during instruction.

Significance of the Study


This applied research is conducted in the field of education.  It is important to conduct this research because class size is on a continuous rise due to a deficit in our state’s budget. The results from this study will help support justification to decrease class sizes.  Studies have shown that lower class sizes is beneficial not only to student learning but to all aspects of classroom environment.  

We feel that in our classrooms that the increased class size has dramatically affected our teaching effectiveness.  The demands that administration is enforcing on teachers, such as required small group instruction for every lesson, knowledge of individual student progress, and differentiated instruction more difficult with larger class size.  With No Child Left Behind our instruction has suffered by the amount of material needed to be covered in a short period of time.

Methodology

Subjects


We gave survey questions to a random sampling of elementary teachers.  The teachers were from two different school districts. The teachers that responded to our surveys were three kindergarten teachers, two second grade teachers, three second grade teachers, four fourth grade teachers, and one fifth grade teacher.  The average years of experience in the classroom of our participating teachers are 12 years.

Instrumentation and Data Collection


The line of questions that we designed as group started following a rating scale and open ended format.  Through deliberation we decided as a group that open ended survey questions would be more beneficial to our research studies.  The open ended question format provides us with a broader perspective and allows us to gain a better understanding of teachers’ thoughts on how class size affects their classroom environment. 

Data Treatment Procedures


After receiving the completed surveys we decided which questions would be most pertinent to our research study.  They included:

Focus Questions

4. How has class size affected your teaching style?

7. Do you feel the amount of students in your classroom affects classroom management? Yes or No, and please explain.

8. Do you feel that you would have better classroom management with a smaller class size?

9. Overall, how satisfied have you been with the general classroom environment of your assigned class?

10. How do you think the general classroom environment affects your teaching?
We selected these focus questions by weeding out the most irrelevant to our study.  These questions consisted of, what grade they taught and years they had been teaching.  Although the responses did not directly relate to our research question, we did take them into consideration when analyzing our data.  Through inductive reasoning we looked for reoccurring themes in our research questions.

Presentation of Findings


In looking at the teaching styles of the teachers that responded to our surveys teachers feel that they have less time for one on one teaching and find it hard to meet the needs of an individual student.  They are seeing less personal growing in they are students and are constantly looking for more creative ways of teaching.   One teacher discussed how they bring in direct instruction to help manage the negative behaviors associated with increased class size.  
The majority of teachers are able to meet with small groups on average of less than three times per week.  However, one teacher stated that they were able to meet with small groups four times per day.  Another teacher brings in a volunteer tutor to conduct small group instruction which allows her to continue whole group instruction.


The majority of the teachers felt that their students successfully met the learning objectives.  Participants also claimed that their students meet objectives daily.  Although teachers stated that the learning objectives were met, some teachers gave the percent of students who met the learning goals.  Majority of the time success was above 70%.  One teacher felt the subject with the most success was Math.  At the far end of the spectrum, one teacher in our study expressed that her learning objective are only meet two to three times a week.   


We discovered from our finding that the number of students does effect classroom management.  A number of teachers reported that there is less personal space per child and talking increases which causes instruction to suffer.  Furthermore, discipline becomes an issue and teachers proclaim that smaller class sizes are easier to manage and instruction is more effective.  Teachers also responded that the increased number of students provides less time for one on one and prevents them from reaching all students.


Out of the 14 teachers surveyed, ten of them showed that they were satisfied with their classroom environment during the 2012-2013 school year.  Given the circumstances of the increased class size, as described above, most teachers we pleased with their class size.  There were negative responses to this question.  One teacher is considering early retirement due to the strains placed on her by her classroom environment.  Another teacher is unsatisfied because their class is too large and it is hard to find workable space.


Teachers feel that their classroom environment has a negative effect on their teaching.  Too many disruptions are causing instructional minutes to be taken away.  The common feel among teachers is that they have to spend more time on managing negative behaviors.  Most of the participants felt that with a larger class size there is an increase in behaviors that inhibits instruction and student learning.  

Limitation of the Design


There were many limitations that we faced while conducting our research.  The main constraint that we faced was time.  The limited time, of eight weeks, to successfully complete this study hindered how in depth we could proceed into our research question.   We feel as a group the research process had to be rushed due to the lack of time.  

The surveys were also affected by the time restraints.  It was difficult to get enough completed surveys returned to us in a timely fashion.  The teachers felt as though they were being pressured to answer the survey due to their increased work load during the end of the trimester.  

By choosing open ended survey questions there was a wide range of responses that were difficult to identify one commonality that could directly answer our question.  The questions in our survey were very broad.  We needed to identify key words to provide a better understanding of what we were asking.  Having a variety of opened ended and forced response question would have been able analysis data in both a mixed method.
The responses that we received from our surveys added confusion to our gathering of data.  There was inconsistent wording throughout each question.  Our aim was to gear the question to more of a personal classroom environment response from the teachers.  However, one of our questions required them to give more of a general opinion of classroom environment.
Conclusion

Our research has shown that the effect of class size on classroom environment varies greatly.  Growing class sizes has affected teaching style by hindering one on one time between teachers and students.  Time is being made daily for small groups in a majority of small classes.   However, in large classes it is occurring less often, sometimes only twice a week.

Overall, teachers are satisfied with their classroom environment.  Although, due to growing class sizes teachers are forced to adapt instruction and classroom setting to ensure learning is taking place.  Decreasing the amount of personal space made available to students and teachers tends to brings forth many unwanted behaviors.  In conclusion, from teachers’ perspective class size has a negative effect on classroom environment.
Recommendations for further research

To further our research one might look at the style of teaching used by a variety of teachers throughout the country or world.  It is also important that students take part in the study though interviews or surveys.  This will allow the researcher to gain an understanding from the student’s perspective.  A further definition of small groups is needed to evaluate which students are being included.  The definition should include the subject and level covered at the time of meeting.  The future researcher should also observe the participants to get a personal perspective of the overall classroom environment.  Since a majority of the teachers discussed behavior issues due to increased class sizes, a clearer understanding of individual teachers’ classroom management would be helpful.  
To complete the above additions to research the researchers must: 
Tasks (with both teachers and students)
· Open ended surveys

· Forced response surveys

· Interviews 

· Classroom observations
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Survey Questions


In order to conduct this research study we gave the following questions at two different school districts.

1. What grade do you teach?

2. In your first year of teaching, how many students did you have?

3. How many students are in your class?

4. How has class size affected your teaching style?

5. How often do you get to work with small groups?

6. How often do you feel that your over all students’ learning objectives have been met?

7. Do you feel the amount of students in your classroom affects classroom management? Yes or No, and please explain.

8. Do you feel that you would have better classroom management with a smaller class size?

9. Overall, how satisfied have you been with the general classroom environment of your assigned class?

10. How do you think the general classroom environment affects your teaching?
