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INTRODUCTION

1.

1.1

INTRODUCTION

Background

Class size has been the subject of investigation by educational
researchers for much of this century — ‘for more than eight
decades’ according to Burstall (1979) and at least since the
1920s according to Slavin (1990). Most of this research
endeavour has gone into establishing whether a relationship
exists between the size of a class in which pupils are taught and
the level of their attainment. In recent years, the debate in
England and Wales has intensified as class sizes at primary
level have increased, coinciding with changes to legislation on
school admissions and the tightening of public spending by
central government. As Day et al. (1996) point out, this has led
to a certain polarisation of the class size debate, with, on the one
hand, OFSTED and the DfEE asserting that there is no direct
link between class size and pupil achievement, and, on the
other, teacher unions and professional associations, education
pressure groups and some researchers declaring that being
taught in a large class has a detrimental effect upon children’s
education. Research evidence has been used by opposing
groups to support their cases. Meanwhile, throughout this
process, many teachers and parents have held it to be common
sense that a class in which the teacher has to divide his or her
time amongst a smaller number of pupils must be of benefit to
those children, both in the acquisition of knowledge and skills
and in their personal and social development.

In England and Wales, the policy context changed after the
1997 General Election. The belief that smaller class size will
lead to raising educational standards is now at the centre of the
Government’s policy, despite the inconclusive nature of the
debate among politicians, educators, parents and researchers.
A pledge was made that, by the end of the school year 2001-
2002 ¢since revised to school year 2000-2001), no child of five,
six or seven years old will be in a class of more than 30 pupils.
‘Our pledge to reduce class sizes for 5, 6 and 7 year-olds will
be a key factor in improving standards in primary schools’
(GB. Parliament. House of Commons, 1997a). As a political
message, this is simple and clear. However, the indications are
that the effects of this one measure of reducing class size across
all schools by central intervention are likely to be far-reaching
and far from simple — having repercussions for school budgets,
staffing levels, accommodation and parental choice.




EVERY PUPIL COQUNTS

1t is also clear that class size, even if of major concern, cannot
be isolated from the cluster of issues which affect the organisation
of schools and the organisation of provision at local authority
level. These issues include, at local authority level:

¢ determining school admission numbers;

¢ reconciling limitations to the number of pupils onroll in an
individual school with parental choice and parental right of
appeal;

¢ the link between the number of pupils on roll in schools and
school funding. '

Subsequent to these issues are those operating at individual
school level:

¢ the belief, held by many headteachers and teachers, that
pupils benefit educationally from being taught in smaller
classes, leading to a desire to keep class sizes within limits;

¢ the consequences of parental preference for the school’s
ability to control class sizes when the parental appeals
system can oblige a school to admit pupils;

¢ the conflict between the desire to keep class sizes within
what are seen as reasonable limits and the need to retain
staff and sustain resource levels, when the school budget is
directly determined by the number on roll;

the employment and deployment of classroom assistants;

the organisation of classes in terms of whether children are
taught in single age groups or mixed age groups;

¢ the available teaching accommodation in a school which
may have implications for behaviour management and for
approaches to teaching and learning.

The 1988 Education Act (GB. Statutes, 1988) required schools
to admit pupils up to their capacity as defined by the DfEE.
Schools are funded mostly according to the number of pupils
they have on roll — every additional pupil means more money.
At the same time, what could be described as a market-led
approach to school enrolment has emerged. Over the past ten
years, parents have been encouraged by the political rhetoric of
parental choice and by the publication of OFSTED inspection
reports and ‘league tables’ to ‘shop around’ among competing
schools before deciding where to send their children. The
appeals procedure, by which parents can challenge a school’s
refusal to admit their children, has further encouraged this
trend. Therefore, the pressure on headteachers to admit more
pupils has had three sources — legislative, financial and parental
(through appeals). This, it has been argued, has caused school
rolls and class size to rise (Bennett, 1994).
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In some areas, this process has created popular and less popular
schools. Less popular schools tend to attract fewer pupils, with
a consequent reduction in their funding, which in some cases
could mean the loss of teachers and therefore a rise in class
sizes. This process can result also in increases in class sizes in
the popular schools which cannot withstand the pressures to
admit more children, resulting in classes becoming larger in
these schools too. Thus, as has been argued by Blatchford and
Mortimore (1994), rising class sizes are an inevitable
consequence of the approach to school enrolment contained in
the 1988 Education Act (GB. Statutes, 1988). The trend
towards larger classes has also coincided with tightening public
spending limits, reducing the ability of schools to employ
teachers and causing a trend towards increasing pupil-teacher
ratios {PTRs). The increase in PTRs has been cited as one
reason for the growing strength of primary-level independent
schools, which normalily guarantee that pupils will be taught in
classes considerably smaller that in the maintained sector.

1.2 The Current Situation

While schools have, in general, welcomed Government
initiatives aimed at reducing class size, it is clear that there may
be difficulties for schools and LEAs in implementing measures
designed to achieve this., The first initiative to implement the
recent pledge on class size was a grant of £22 million released
from phasing out the Assisted Places Scheme, which Local
Educational Authorities (LEAs) bid for in September 1997.
Sixty-five were successful in this bidding and funds have been
allocated to them to reduce infant class sizes for the 1998/99
school year. This will affect an estimated 100,000 children.
The funding may be spent on teaching staff and, in some cases,
on transport.

The Government pledge will be supported by legislation. The
School Standards and Framework Bill (GB. Parliament. House
of Commons, 1997b) proposes to give the Secretary of State
powers to ‘impose limits on class sizes for infant classes at
maintained schools’. All LEAs have to indicate how they will
achieve the figure of no more than 30 pupils in infant classes in
statements included in their three-year education development
plans to be submitted to the DfEE by September 1998,

The requirement to limit class sizes to 30 pupils or fewer has
several implications which LEAs will have to address. A key
issue will be parental choice. While the School Standards and
Framework Bill will allow schools to refuse to admit a child if
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this would make a class size of more than 30, existing [egislation
gives parents the right to appeal to a special admissions panel
which can overrule a school’s decision. This apparent
contradiction wil} have to be resolved. At the time of writing,
a draft document providing ‘guidance for LEAs upon the
preparation of statements’ (GB. DIEE, 1998a) has been sent to
LEAs for comment as part of a consultation exercise. This
document states:

While it is not possible to guarantee all parents that their child
will gain a place in the school of their choice, LEAs’ class size
plans must however not lead to a reduction in parental
preference, but an enhancement of it...

...surplus places in poor schools should not be filled by keeping
children out of schools that offer higher standards and a better
quality of education...

...where extra places are needed, they should be created in
popular, over-subscribed schools with high standards...

In stating the Government’s adherence to the principle of
parental preference, this answers some questions but poses
others as to how the parental preference/limited class size
dilemma is to be resolved. Each LEA is expected to provide its
solution in the statement, which is expected to contain ‘details
of how plans are consistent with the enhancement of parental
preference’ (paragraph 22). The draft guidance refers to the
provision of contingency funding to pay for extra teachers in
certain circumstances where parents prefer a school in which
the class has reached 30 and no other suitable school is available,
and possibly also for capital spending.

Equally challenging for headteachers and LEAs is the extent to
which class size reduction may affect the funding of individual
schools. Under the existing arrangements, schools could lose
financially if class size reduction meant an overall reduction in
numbers ontoll. Asyet, no draft guidance on Local Management
of Schools (LMS) and reducing infant class size has emerged,
as this will depend on the outcome of a separate consultation on
LMS arrangements,

Accommodation is also an issue. Limiting classes at key stage
1 to 30 pupils would mean that, in some schools, an extra class
or classes would have to be created, requiring another classroom.
Many schools do not at present have such a room and therefore
would require alterations to the existing buildings or the
construction of additional accommodation, a situation which is
acknowledged in the DfEE draft guidance document.

Schools in the more remote locations also present a possible
problem. If there is no alternative school for many miles, any




