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Abstract 

The issue of class size is a complex and contested topic that has divided opinion for many years. Whilst 
many teachers believe that smaller class sizes assist in enhancing outcomes, a number of policy 
influencers, policy makers and researchers argue that it has little influence on success in learning and 
that decreasing class sizes is not cost-effective. This article reports on over 20 years of research on this 
topic that is embodied in a recent text entitled Rethinking Class Size: The Complex Story of Impact on 
Teaching and Learning by Peter Blatchford and Anthony Russell of the University College London 
Institute of Education. The book offers an extended exploration of how class size affects key classroom 
processes including teaching, classroom management, peer relations, groups in the class, marking and 
other administrative teacher activities, as well effects on teachers themselves. The article is based on 
a question and answer session between one of the authors of the text, Professor Peter Blatchford, 
and his colleague at the UCL Institute of Education, Matt Somerville.   
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Introduction 

The class size issue is one of the most long lasting and acrimonious in education. There is a main 
difference of opinion. While many teachers feel that a small class is better for teaching and learning, 
a number of policy influencers and researchers argue that class size is relatively unimportant and 
that reducing class sizes would not be an effective strategy or cost-effective strategy.  

Peter Blatchford and his colleagues have been researching and commentating on the class size topic 
for over 20 years now. In a recent book Rethinking Class Size: The Complex Story of Impact on 
Teaching and Learning (free to download through this UCL Press link: uclpress.co.uk/size) Peter and 
his colleague Tony Russell reflect on this work and provide a new perspective on the class size issue. 
The book is based on their multi-method and large scale Class Size and Pupil Adult Ratio (CSPAR) 
study, and more recent projects including the Deployment and Impact of Support Staff (DISS), 
Making a Statement (MAST) and Special Educational Needs in Secondary Education (SENSE) research 
projects. On the basis of this work they argue that much research and commentary on class size is 
limited and misleading because it does not consider pupil ‘outcomes’ other than attainment in first 
language and maths, and it does not study what goes on in classrooms which might account for class 
size effects (or the lack of them). The heart of the book is an extended exploration of how class size 
affects key classroom processes: teaching, classroom management, peer relations, groups in the 
class, marking and other administrative teacher activities, as well effects on teachers themselves.  

https://eur01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=http%3A%2F%2Fuclpress.co.uk%2Fsize&data=04%7C01%7C%7C3df692cee6594791934b08d886eab4d5%7C1faf88fea9984c5b93c9210a11d9a5c2%7C0%7C0%7C637407690705349954%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=0ieD%2BuVPGC5oolhi7otuQVsnBPSmJW6E%2B18Wg557onI%3D&reserved=0


Here we print a question and answer session between Peter and his colleague at the UCL Institute of 
Education Matt Somerville.  One reason for the interview was to provide current IOE Masters 
students with some direct insights into the research they would be studying from the person who 
directed the research. But we thought the format worked well in providing a personal and historical 
perspective on the class size debate and the background and rationale to the main UK research 
study. It provides practical and policy suggestions and should be of interest to readers of Education 
3-13.  

It also provides insights into the theoretical basis for a new approach to class size effects.  For the 
period 2017 – 2020 Peter worked on a Leverhulme funded Major Research Fellowship and during 
this time sought to develop a conceptual framework to help integrate findings on class size and 
classroom processes. As you will see, Peter starts from the perspective that we tend to 
underestimate the immediate ‘proximal’ classroom context when thinking about teaching 
approaches. He explains how ecological psychology, in particular, is a useful way of conceptualising 
the context and its effects on participants.  He argues that the effects of class size on student 
attainment are probably not direct but have force through complex interconnections with classroom 
processes like teaching and classroom tasks. The findings from their research are integrated in terms 
of a new social pedagogical framework of class size effects. 

 

1. What led you to begin researching classroom contextual factors, and particularly class size?  

I have had a long-term interest in teacher-perspective interactions. This grew out of my PhD work in 
the 1970s in the field of developmental psychology, in which I began to investigate the use of 
observation methods for studying interactions between young children. I learned about observation 
techniques used by early classroom researchers, ethologists studying animal behaviour and linguists 
interested in classroom language. When I moved to the National Foundation for Educational 
Research in 1976 and then on to Thomas Coram Research Unit (part of the IOE) in 1980 I began to 
apply this interest to studies looking at teaching approaches in infant and junior schools – as a way of 
trying to get a reliable hold on essential features on interactions and perhaps ways of getting a 
handle on what might count as effectiveness in teaching.   

As I progressed further with this work I realised more and more there may be a problem with the 
tendency to consider learning only in terms of what the teacher does. Even when we realise that 
pupils themselves also affect the nature of the interaction, there is still a tendency to see teacher-
pupil relations in a contextual vacuum. 

Recently, as part of my Leverhulme funded Major Research Fellowship, I have been studying the 
philosophical and psychological roots of the view that contexts are downplayed in theories of human 
development. There’s a wonderful book by Harry Heft with the rather unappealing title: Ecological 
Psychology in Context: James Gibson, Roger Barker, and the Legacy of William James’s Radical 
Empiricism in which he explored this idea and champions and traces the roots of a neglected 
approach called ecological psychology. The key figure is Roger Barker. I’ll come back to this work a 
little later but here I want to make Barker’s interesting point that psychology has been handicapped 
historically because of a lack of a coherent framework to describe the environment within which 
individuals live. Psychology has been almost exclusively concerned with individual subjectivities and 
rarely with analysing the environment that would enable commonalities between individual 
perceptions. We see this in well-known theories of cognitive development, for example those of 
Piaget. And, as Harry Daniels (2001) has pointed out, even Vygotsky, who certainly stressed the 
social origins of development, was not really interested in understanding the specific contexts within 



which children develop. In contrast, ecological psychology takes the view that this is a problem 
because the immediate, ‘proximal’ environmental context has meaning and impact independent of 
the perceiver – which explains why there is a fair degree of commonalty in our perceptions. 

Another point made by Barker (1968) is that historically psychology is alone amongst disciplines in 
from the outset being predominantly theory driven and experimental. He said something quite 
profound I think: unlike other natural sciences, psychology has never had a well-developed 
descriptive phase. He regrets this limitation, and it led to his efforts to study naturally occurring 
behaviour. It reinforces for me the value of careful descriptive, observational studies of what goes 
on in naturally occurring contexts within schools (and in everyday life).  

This has been a feature of my research. In the main studies I have directed - CSPAR, DISS, MAST, 

SENSE, as well as the SPRinG collaborative group work project – we have make extensive use of 

systematic observation observation methods to capture everyday pupil behaviour (see Blatchford et 

al, 2005, 2006, 2009, 2011; Blatchford and Webster, 2018). Also in my ESRC funded work with Peter 

Kutnick and Ed Baines on grouping practices and group work we developed a different kind of 

observation approach – a Classroom Mapping technique, which requires the researcher or teachers 

to draw a map of the classroom and then enter onto the map at a given time in the school day the 

position of the children and adults and the within class groups, along with their size, composition by 

attainment and gender, and the type of tasks and types of interactions.  

What does this mean for the class size issue? The classroom mapping technique is a useful way of 
showing visually one of the main and distinctive features of the classroom environment:  the rather 
odd arrangement where we have usually one teacher (though often these days other adults as well, 
particularly TAs) and numerous children. Sometimes in the UK class sizes are over 30 pupils and this 
is different to other environments inhabited by children, especially the home. We argue that the 
number of children in the classroom has important implications for teachers and for pupils, and it 
affects the nature of teaching and learning. 

For many years the topic of class size – i.e., the number of pupils in a classroom - has been highly 
contested. The debate has been enduring and sometimes aggressive. Essentially it comes down to 
the difference of opinion between practitioners who think larger classes adversely affect teaching 
and learning, and the view of policy makers and academics who think class size is unimportant.  

In the Rethinking book we show that this debate has been happening across the world – in the USA, 
the UK, Australia, New Zealand, Canada, France, Norway, Hong Kong and other countries in East 
Asia. In the UK the debate is given extra force because class sizes are quite large – the fourth largest 
in the OECD regions – and, unusually across the world, class sizes are larger in primary schools 
compared to secondary schools. 

In my view much existing commentary and research on class size, which supports the unimportant 
view, is often simplistic, and arrives at misleading conclusions. We seek to show why in the book, 
and why we need a new approach.  

 

2. The evidence regarding the impact of class size seems to be rather mixed –for example, we 
have the econometric analyses, like Hanushek’s work, arguing that class size has a relatively 
trivial influence on academic progress and also the findings of your own research, the CSPAR 



study, which indicates that headteachers, teachers, and TAs believe the opposite. I quite liked 
what you said about this debate in your book – I’ll quote from it now:  

“the problem here is not that practitioners are in denial about hard objective research 
evidence as some researchers have implied, but rather that some researchers and 
policymakers are not interested, and perhaps not competent, in investigating the effects of 
class size on what goes on in classrooms.   

Can you tell us how you came to this position? 

 

The quote from the book comes near the end. It’s strongly expressed and reflects my view that some 
research and commentary implies that teachers are self-serving or mistaken in their view. I am not 
so sure about this.  

In the ‘Rethinking Class Size’ book we seek to explain the difference of opinion between 
practitioners and policy/research voices. Essentially, it seems to me that the gap between the views 
of practitioners and the evidence from researchers, policy makers and others is likely because the 
two lobbies have different kinds of pupil outcomes and a different model of effects in mind.  

Researchers are essentially only interested in the correlation of measures of class size and academic 
attainment in first language and maths. But teachers’ confidence in small class effects is likely I think 
to be based on a wider and more informal perception of pupil functioning and a more complex, 
interconnected set of processes. In my view we need to look at pupil outcomes in a broader sense 
than that in most research, that is, not just academic attainment in first language and maths. We 
need to look at the impact on a range of subject areas, and also things like critical thinking and the 
ability to work collaboratively together – what some have called 21st C skills. 

We’ll come to this later when we talk about our research on classroom processes, but in our view 
much research on class size also doesn’t really get to grips with class size effects because it fails to 
look closely at what goes on classrooms – at teaching, at classroom management, at peer relations 
and groups in the class, at marking and other admin teacher activities, at the tasks teachers,  and at 
effects on teachers themselves.  

So one explanation of the wide divide in opinion is that teachers are not so concerned with academic 
attainment as measured at a given point in time but with class size in a more dynamic way as it 
affects the everyday processes of teaching and learning considered broadly.  

To come back to the quote from the book: For me some researchers rather patronise teachers, 
when it may be more about the researchers not understanding or having the research methods in 
place to address the everyday effects of class size.  

 

3. What is your view on how class size is discussed in the different meta-analyses. For example, 
the Educational Endowment Foundation say it is very expensive and that the effects aren’t 
clear until numbers are reduced to lower than 20 or 15. And I’ve heard John Hattie say, based 
on his meta-analysis, that class size doesn’t matter much. 



Meta-analyses of class size effects are probably the most widely sourced evidence on class size 
effects. The main ones are those of Hanushek (1999, 2011), Hattie (2009) and in Britain the Sutton 
Trust Toolkit Teaching & Learning Toolkit (Higgins et al. 2013). They are attractive because they 
collate lots of different studies in terms of a common metric and arrive at a seemingly definitive and 
easily understood way of evaluating class size effects.  The common conclusion of meta-analyses is 
that class size reductions are less effective than other and less costly alternative strategies. Rather 
perversely, the recent Campbell Collaboration meta-analysis (Filges et al. 2018) even concludes that 
small classes may actually be a bad influence on some children in maths.  

There  have been a number of strong technical critiques of meta-analyses (e.g., Ehrenberg et al., 
2001; Biddle and Berliner, 2002; Krueger, 2000, Whitmore Schanzenbach, 2016), but I have a couple 
of more general problems with the conclusions that have been drawn from meta-analyses.  

One problem behind the conclusions drawn from comparisons with other strategies is that it is not 
really a fair test. Educational initiatives, with which class size reduction (CSR) is compared – such as 
reciprocal teaching, feedback, teaching meta-cognitive strategies, direct instruction and peer 
tutoring – are distinctive methods of teaching, while CSR merely sets limits on the numbers of pupils 
in a class involved. The number of pupils in a class or a measure of pupil–teacher ratios are 
contextual features of the classroom, like the size of the classroom or the layout of the room. For a 
fairer test, we would need also to take into account what teaching and instruction would be 
appropriate in classes of different sizes.  
 
We feel that class size reduction is therefore only appropriately labelled a specifically educational 
intervention when pedagogical changes are also made. But the important to thing to say here is that 
we have next to no systematic research on the impact of these changes along with class size 
reductions. We need good evaluations in which we test and compare the impact of class size 
reduction plus different forms of pedagogical changes.  

But there is an even more important problem. The key limitation I think is that meta-analyses only 
deal with the relationship between a measure of class size (even this is sometimes not really class 
size but pupil teacher ratios as in Hanushek) and a narrow measure of pupil attainment usually in 
maths and first language.  Although the statistical analyses are often sophisticated, the underlying 
assumptions are not. The relationship between class size and pupil outcomes is dependent on what 
teachers do. Let’s take an example. It’s quite likely that teachers in large classes adapt by teaching 
more to the class and focus more on the basic subjects of literacy and maths and it’s this which may 
well help reduce the attainment gap in these subjects with small classes. We also have evidence that 
teachers may compensate for a large class by doing extra work, e.g., at lunchtime, and taking lots of 
marking home, which can be at some expense to themselves. So teachers soak up the consequences 
of large classes and this may be one factor in teachers leaving the profession. There’s a converse 
situation identified by some studies: teachers in small classes may go on teaching the same way, 
e.g., didactic teaching to the class, and not realise the pedagogical potential of smaller classes 

The idea that one can find a meaningful numerical class size effect size is therefore mistaken I think – 
it depends on what teachers and pupils do in classes of different sizes. The general problem with 
many reviews of class size effects is that as they do not really engage with what goes on in 
classrooms, which might be related to class size differences, so there is no way of understanding the 
effects of class size (or lack of them).  

To get to another point in your question - the claim that class sizes need to be reduced to a certain 
size before effects knock in. This is essentially the technical issue of the linearity or non-linearity of 
the relationship between class size and attainment. Many argue that there is a non-linear cut off or 



threshold below which class size begins to matter. This is often seen to be 15 or 20. This is quite a 
pervasive view and as far as I can tell it stems from two pieces of work.  

The first is Glass et al.’s (1978, 1982) early meta-analysis of class size effects. This was influential at 
the time, both in relation to the study of class size effects and in introducing the use of meta-analysis 
in educational research. Results showed that effects on attainment increased as class size decreased, 
and their most powerful claim was that there was a non-linear effect, with the effects optimised at a 
class size of about 15. However, it was long ago pointed out that the results are difficult to interpret 
because conclusions will inevitably depend on the quality of the studies included, and some of these 
are suspect (Slavin 1989).  

The second source is probably the most widely quoted single study of class size effects – the 
Tennessee STAR experimental study (Finn and Achilles, 1999). This was an experimental study which 
compared classes of average of around 17 vs 23. The interesting point here is that the mid-point 
between these two sizes is 20! – so there is a suggestion this might be an artefact of the 
experimental groups chosen.  

In our own CSPAR study, rather than pre-select certain class sizes, we adopted a naturalistic design 
and were therefore able to model statistically the effect of class size and attainment across the 
whole distributions of class sizes in our large-scale study. Overall, we found little evidence of non-
linear effects, i.e., a threshold below or above which the effect altered. It’s also worth bearing in 
mind that if one did find an effect one would still need to account for it, and I can’t think of a good 
psychological or educational reason why there should be some kind of fixed class size threshold 
effect.  

 

4. In your book you talk a lot about class size and classroom processes, rather than just academic 
achievement. Can you firstly tell us what you mean by classroom processes, and then tell us 
about why you think we need to be focusing on these areas?  

As I have said, to understand class size effects we need to look closely at what goes on classrooms – 
at teaching, at classroom management, at peer relations and groups in the class, at marking and 
other admin teacher activities, at the tasks teachers set,  and at effects on teachers themselves. This 
is what we mean by classroom processes. 

As I also said earlier, it’s unfortunate that in recent years there has been a lack of attention to what 
goes on in classrooms There was once a strong tradition of close observation of classroom life some 
of which we review in the book but now secondary analyses and econometric analysis dominate. 
These seem more useful for policy because they can arrive at simple numerical scores for an 
intervention. But in my view neglecting the reality of classrooms is likely to mean results are 
misleading and hard to interpret – and furthermore it is unlikely to help inform teachers and schools 
how to deal with different class sizes.   

The exploration of class size in relation to classroom processes takes up most of the ‘Rethinking Class 
Size’ book, with a chapter devoted to each process. 

The main classroom process is teaching. I make an introductory point here. A view that class size is 
unimportant, or that class sizes could be made bigger, seems to be based on the assumption that 
teaching is no more than passing on information to pupils. In such a situation, of course, class size is 
less important. But teaching is much more than just lecturing, as we show in the book.  



The key finding was that across the three main forms of data collection, that is, systematic 
observations, questionnaires and case studies, we found that class size affects the balance of the 
three main interactive contexts for teaching: individual, groups and whole class. 
 
The clearest result from the observation analysis was that as class size increases, the amount of 
individual attention and one-to-one interaction between the teacher and the pupil decreases. The 
converse also applies: as class size decreases, the amount of individual attention increases. An allied 
finding was that the child’s role becomes more passive in larger classes, with a tendency to just 
listen to the teacher talking to the whole class or another pupil. Conversely, as class size decreases 
there is more likelihood that the pupil will be more active, initiating and responding to the teacher’s 
talk.  
 
We also learned that teachers perceived teaching to be at its best when they engaged with the 
individual learner, then using their expertise to choose the tasks and the approaches which would 
best support the child in making progress. A large class therefore frustrates them, and they feel they 
are not doing as good a job as they would like. 
 
Class size also affects a second interactive context for learning – groups of pupils within the class. 
This was seen in terms of how organising pupils into groups becomes problematic as class size 
increases. A large class meant teachers did not have time to teach small groups, which like individual 
attention was seen as pedagogically desirable. As group size increases with class size, teaching and 
classroom management is more difficult.  

 
The third interactive context affected by class size is whole class teaching. Teachers adapt to having 
more pupils in their class by necessarily engaging in more whole class teaching. None of the teachers 
in this study thought that whole class teaching was an acceptable alternative to individual support of 
pupils’ learning, and so felt it reduced their effectiveness. While in smaller classes pupils get more 
individual attention, in larger classes they spend more time listening to the teacher talk to the whole 
class. They may get more educational input, but this is at the expense of it being largely passive and 
part of a large group. 
 
We have less data on the quality of teaching in large and small classes in that it relies more on 
research into teacher experiences through the teacher questionnaire and case studies, and not on 
direct systematic observations. There were three particular features of teaching, cited by teachers 
when considering the effect of class size. First, as class size increased more attention was given to 
discipline, control and classroom management. Teachers described how they were forced into 
‘crowd control’ mode, with adverse consequences on their overall teaching. Second, the amount and 
quality of ‘live’ feedback to pupils, that is, immediate feedback on pupils’ work is increased in small 
classes. The benefit of a small class is that it allows teachers to do a better job of monitoring and 
assessing pupils’ work while they are working on it. Third, having fewer children in the class allows 
the teacher to get to know each pupil more thoroughly. This is likely to mean that teachers build 
deeper relationships or connections with pupils, which also aids teaching and learning.  
 
There were several other classroom processes examined in the book. Detailed analysis of teacher-
completed questionnaires and interviews with teachers and pupils as part of case studies in schools 
showed the way in which class size affects the teaching and management of classroom groupings. 
The setting up of within-class groups is a predominant feature of British primary schools, and 
increases in class size necessarily lead to bigger or more numerous groups, and pressures on space 
and resources. This sets the context for difficult classroom management and teaching decisions.  
 



The majority of teachers in both the case studies and the Teacher Questionnaires were clear that, 
other things being equal, relationships between the pupils were likely to be better in a small class 
and worse in a large class. It was only when addressing the benefits of small classes and the 
problems of large classes that teachers commented on the quality of peer relations, for example in 
terms of cohesiveness, supportiveness, and tolerance. When teachers in large classes pointed to 
positives for peer relations it was only with regard to the potentially larger pool of potential social 
contacts.  
 
While class size may not much affect the curriculum covered, because of constraints set by the National 
Curriculum and assessment arrangements, it can affect the breadth and the quality of coverage within each 
curriculum area, in terms of the types of activities the teacher sets up, and the support provided for them.  
A larger class made it more difficult to provide activities which teachers felt were educationally valuable, 
including practical work and investigative and sustained activities. It is likely that these kinds of activities will 
encourage deeper levels of knowledge and conceptualisation. The danger therefore is that as class size 
increases, the variety and type of educational experiences narrows, leaving the children with a potentially 
limited range of experiences of the curriculum.  
 
The administrative aspects of teaching can be taken for granted but are often a particular burden for 
teachers in the UK, with the heavy emphasis on regular assessments and individual reports. We 
identified three main subcategories: marking/assessment, reports, and planning and preparation. 
Teachers’ accounts showed that these became more demanding for teachers as the numbers of 
pupils in a class increased. Comments from teachers in interviews and questionnaires also show how 
these extra demands have a negative impact on their own teaching, well-being and satisfaction with 
their job.  
 
A final process is differentiation of teaching and pupil tasks, to match the learning needs of 
individuals in the class. This is perhaps the greatest challenge facing the primary teacher with a large 
class. We found that differentiation was especially difficult when the class contains a wide range of 
attainment levels and, following educational policies toward inclusion, which have been a feature of 
education in the UK in recent years, this includes pupils with SEND. A large class would not be such a 
problem if children were similar in terms of their attainment, behaviour and motivation.  
  

5. I give a session on the role of theory in psychology every year, and how theory helps by 
providing a framework within which to explain connections among different phenomena and 
perhaps lead to the discovery of new connections.  There seems to be surprisingly few theories 
to account for class size effects – why is this do you think?  

I guess the most obvious answer here is that there are few theories because a lot of researchers 
don’t feel class size has much effect. Going back to what I was saying earlier, another reason is that 
explanations of human development and learning tend to be within child concepts like intelligence, 
motivation, learning styles, effort-based learning etc. and tend not to be interested in the role of 
contexts in human development.  

6. In the Rethinking Class Size book you point out that common theoretical approaches to pupil 
learning tend to concentrate on within child or sociological factors, and that proximal 
processes are often missing and/or relegated to background variables. Which theoretical 
frameworks do you think are helpful when conceptualising classroom contextual factors like 
class size?  



Perhaps I can come back to why I find ecological psychology so interesting. The work of 
Bronfenbrenner is usually referenced when considering contextual, ecological influences but close 
reading of his work suggests to me that he does not gets as deep into immediate contexts as the 
earlier work of Barker.  

In the first main book of Barker - One Boy’s Day - Barker and his colleague Wright (1951) provided 
detailed written records of the observed activities of an individual child over the course of his day. 
They found these narrative records were extremely effective as a way of describing multiple 
attributes of behaviour and the immediate situation in which it occurred. The key insight is that 
Barker realised that children’s behaviour was structured and indeed to a degree predictable if, 
instead of looking for causes of individual behaviour, he looked at the proximal environmental 
factors around the behaviour. He realised, in other words, that children’s behaviour changed as they 
moved from one region or setting to another – say from the classroom to the hall, or the corridor to 
the playground – and that the behaviour of different children within the same setting was more 
similar than the same pupil in different settings. Barker thought of the discrete, immediate and 
dynamic units, within which we live our lives, as ‘behaviour settings’. Interestingly, one of my MA 
students (Golding, 2017) recently showed how different school settings, that is, the corridor, the 
lunchroom and the playground, foster different forces and different behaviours.  

 
Heft gives the example of a primary school language lesson. This involves a group of students and a 
teacher in a specific location at a particular time with supportive materials (for example, books, 
chairs) for the express purpose of conducting and participating in the lesson. Although we can’t 
predict exactly how a child will behave in the lesson there are noticeable constraints on what is 
likely, for example, sitting, reading, listening, writing etc., and not usually running, shouting or 
tossing a ball. These are typical classroom behaviours we take for granted but they emerge as 
congruent with the locale where they are observed at a given time.  
 
This idea introduces a powerful way of looking at classrooms and one which we believe is highly 
relevant to our task of developing a conceptualisation of class size effects. That is, the focus is not 
just on the behaviour of individuals within the classroom but regards behaviour in classrooms as 
understandable through a higher order conceptualisation of the interdependencies between factors 
in the classroom. 
 
We can, I think, take some valuable points from ecological psychology, for example, the importance 
of the idea of space and context; the identification of a meaningful ecological unit, for example, the 
behaviour setting; and insights into the effects of what Barker and Gump (1964) called 
‘underpopulated’ settings on behaviour (e.g., as in small vs. large schools). These ideas help with the 
development of an account of how class size works. Different class sizes may well induce different 
dynamics, which influence both teachers and pupils, on a moment-by-moment basis.  
 
But to my mind ecological psychology was not developed fully enough to fully comprehend the 
effects of class size on classroom processes. It helps us conceptualise the context or setting within 
which action occurs, but needs to be developed in order to capture a full analysis of the kinds of 
classroom influences and processes affected by class size. We tried to do this in the book with 
a social pedagogical framework to account for the complex contextual, dynamic and relational 
factors at work. 
 

7. This might be more of a question for a policymaker or politician, but do you think the evidence 
is strong enough to support policies that focus on reduced class size?  



The simple answer is yes. We are though aware that there are huge funding and priority issues at 
stake here, with many competing claims on expenditure. In the UK, schools and middle-tier 
structures like local authorities and academy chains, especially in the recent years of austerity, have 
been faced with limited funds. Any effort to reduce class size across the board would be very 
expensive, because it would inevitably mean hiring more teachers.  

From a policy point of view, there seem to me to be two priority groups. First, the evidence from our 
work and others seems clear that it is the youngest pupils in school who would benefit most from 
smaller classes. Perhaps the oddest thing about class sizes in the UK is the way they tend to be larger 
at primary than secondary level. We found that low attaining pupils tend - sensibly – to be put into 
small sets when they get to secondary schools, but why wait until then? – it’s too late! A main 
structural change would be to address this. The clearest implications are for smaller class sizes at 
lower primary (KS1, 5–7 years).  

But there is a second group. We have found that low-attaining children and those with SEND are 
most likely to struggle in large classes. As class size increases, children in most need experience less 
overall teaching, more negative controlling comments from the teacher, and less individual 
attention. Differentiation is vital but difficult with large classes. Teaching pupils with SEND in large 
classes is a major classroom management challenge. It seems obvious that pupils with ground to 
make up and learning problems would benefit from smaller groups/classes. And any policy of raising 
class sizes would be likely to disadvantage the very children who are already struggling. 

 

8. Do you have any top tips for teachers or school leaders? How should they make the most of 
smaller classes and mitigate problems with larger classes? Do we know enough yet?  

In the ‘Rethinking Class Size’ book we develop a number of recommendations for teachers of small 
and large classes, based on the idea of realising the pedagogical potential. Perhaps I can offer two 
here: first, teaching to small groups and, second, collaborative group work in small groups.  

We have found that teaching to small groups is not that common, does not seem generally well 
thought through, and pupils spend little time working together on tasks. For most of the time, the 
way groups are set up in primary classrooms is little more than a way of managing the seating 
arrangements.  
 
We suggest more can be done to encourage teaching to small groups, as a way of dealing with large 
classes. One way that teachers can seek to maximize individualization and differentiation is to avoid 
the time-consuming attempt to somehow connect with individual pupils, one at a time, and instead 
organize their teaching to small groups. This could have some of the benefits of interactive whole 
class teaching but would be potentially more focused and better differentiated in terms of pupil 
ability. It is in groups, therefore, where one might seek to maximize the effectiveness of instruction.  
 
One of the main issues here is that teaching to groups in Britain is connected to the very common 
practice of setting up and working with within-class groups organised into homogeneous ‘ability’ 
levels. The point of ability grouping is that pupils within each group are closer in levels of knowledge, 
attainment and skill and this therefore makes it easier for teachers to provide explanations and 
support. But we have found little evidence of differentiated tasks and teaching for different groups 
in the class. Instead, teachers tend to support individual pupils within groups. In the interests of 
effective forms of differentiation within classrooms, we need to develop efficient ways of teaching 
to smaller groups, and this is likely to be particularly helpful for teachers faced with larger class sizes. 
This is a good example of a social pedagogic analysis of interconnected aspects of the classroom 



environment – in this case, class size, within-class groups, pupil attainment levels and teaching 
approaches.  
 
The second way of looking at the social pedagogic potential of small groups is in terms of collaborative 
approaches, that is, pupils learning together with a deliberate attempt to minimize the teacher’s 
input and encourage pupils to have more control over the learning that takes place. Although pupils 
are often allocated to small within-class groupings there is little evidence of pupils working 
collaboratively in these groups (Kutnick and Blatchford, 2014).  
 
Psychological theory shows that collaboration between peers is a powerful force in conceptual 
development, active learning and communication, and collaborative learning is one of the most 
effective approaches in the reviews of effective interventions in education (for example, Kutnick and 
Blatchford, 2014). 
 
Group work may be particularly helpful for teachers with large numbers of pupils, in terms of 
maximizing their own time with other pupils, while encouraging independence in learning. But 
without effective strategies to promote successful group work, attempts to implement it often result 
in frustration among teachers and pupils and the marginalisation of collaborative group work within 
the curriculum (see Kutnick and Blatchford 2014).  

 
This was the background to the SPRinG project which I co-directed with Peter Kutnick and Maurice 
Galton. It set out to design, implement and evaluate a new approach to group work in primary and 
secondary school settings in the UK and was based on the need to develop four key principles: (1) 
pupils’ social and communication skills; (2) teachers’ skills to organise the classroom environment for 
group work; (3) learning activities that warrant group working and enable integration with other 
instructional approaches; and (4) how teachers can support groups undertaking group work. In my 
book with Peter Kutnick we describe the work (Kutnick and Blatchford, 2014) 

Developing a strategic approach to teaching groups and to collaborative learning in groups is 
important in its own right, but is also a way in which teachers can help deal with the management 
problems that can result from large classes.  

 

9. How about academics/researchers – where to next?  

What we don’t need are any more secondary meta-analyses of the same studies, no matter how 
sophisticated the statistical analysis or selective the criteria for entry. These tend to get funded 
because they are relatively cheap to conduct and relatively quick to do. They promise easy solutions, 
but these are inadequate for reasons I described earlier. 
 
Instead, what we need are new proper dedicated studies which pay attention to the limitations of 
previous studies including the narrow range of ‘outcome’ measures. It seems to us that what is 
needed now are high quality quantitative studies which look at class sizes as experienced by 
teachers and pupils (not numbers on a register at the beginning of the term and still less Pupil 
Teacher Ratios) in relation to a range of pupil outcomes. But, in addition, they should also factor in 
measures which capture key classroom processes, suggested by the literature, along with measures 
which capture the composition of students in the class. This will clearly require sophisticated 
statistical and multi-method analyses, along with a lot of attention to the design of measures so they 
are valid and reliable. Above all, these should be studies conducted with an understanding of the 
educational and pedagogical issues and processes at work in schools.  
 



We also need high-quality ‘third-generation’ studies, as I have called them (Blatchford, 2012), which 
look at class size alongside pedagogical changes that will help teachers in large classes and also help 
teachers make the most of small classes.  
 
Finally, as an alternative to class size changes we can consider the use of extra teachers, and the 
broader issue of using staff in more flexible ways. There is currently research in Norway which is 
resourcing and evaluating extra teaching staff (see Solheim and Opheim 2019), and it seems to us 
that more research like this on flexible ways of using staff would be valuable.  
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