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If restructuring truly is an aim of school reform, then the scale of schooling is a major
structural issue.
—Craig Howley, 1994

Is it possible to get people to pay attention to the virtues of smallness as well as the virtues of
scale?
—Kent McGuire, 1989

Introduction

There is a natural predilection in American education toward enormity, and it does not serve
schools well.
—William J. Fowler, Jr., 1992

Schools keep getting bigger and bigger. Between 1940 and 1990, the total number of elementary and
secondary public schools declined 69 percent—from approximately 200,000 to 62,037 —despite a 70 percent
increase in the U.S. population (Walberg 1992; Howley 1994). Consequently, the average school enrollment
rose more than five times—from 127 to 653. In today's urban and suburban settings, high school enrollments
of 2,000 and 3,000 are commonplace, and New York City has many schools with enrollments nearing 5,000
(Henderson and Raywid 1994).

School districts, too, have decreased in number and increased in size during this time period. The 117,108
school districts that existed in 1940 have experienced dramatic consolidation; they have decreased by 87
percent—to 15,367 (Walberg 1992). Not surprisingly, the largest schools can generally be found within the
largest districts (Williams 1990).

Smith and DeYoung (1988) identify several factors driving this long-term consolidation trend. One has
been the desire of school administrators to "demonstrate their commitment to the forces of science,
progress, and modernization" by seeking to make schooling "'efficient,' a notion importantly borrowed from
the private sector" (3). Smith and DeYoung also cite the 1957 launching of the Soviet space satellite Sputnik
and the contemporary belief that catching up with the Soviet Union required bigger schools that could
produce more scientists. Furthermore, they note that compliance with the school desegregation and special
entitlement programs originating in the 1960s have resulted in additional school mergers.



Smith and DeYoung and many others note that James Conant's 1959 book, The American High School
Today, greatly accelerated the momentum of the school consolidation movement (Pittman and Haughwout
1987; Stockard and Mayberry 1992; Walberg 1992; Williams 1990). Conant argued that, in order to be cost
effective and to offer a sufficiently large and varied curriculum, a secondary school had to have at least 100
students in its graduating class. Conant claimed that the small high school was the number-one problem in

education, and that its elimination should be a top priority (37-38).1

The push for school and district consolidation continues into the present (Schoggen and Schoggen 1988).
That is unfortunate because, as the balance of this report documents, research has repeatedly found small
schools to be superior to large schools on most measures and equal to them on the rest. This holds true for

both elementary and secondary students of all ability levels and in all kinds of settings.

The Research Base
What the Research is About

I reviewed 103 documents which identify a relationship between school size and some aspect(s) of
schooling. Because several of the reviews cover the same research studies, and some of the studies are
reported in more than one article, I deleted the redundant materials from my analysis and placed them, along
with the non-research articles, in the General References section of the annotated bibliography. I retained 69
documents —49 primary sources (studies and evaluations), 14 secondary sources (reviews and syntheses),
and six documents that report both reviews and studies. These form the basis of my analysis and are cited in
the Key References section.

Forty of the key documents are concerned with secondary students, five with elementary students, nineteen
with students at both levels, and ten with school staff as well as (or instead of) student populations. Forty-
nine of the reports cite the effects of school size, nine look at outcomes produced by alternative schools, and
eleven examine the effects of school-within-a-school (SWAS) arrangements.

Researchers and reviewers have investigated the effects of school and unit size on many student
performance, attitude, and behavior measures. These include:

Achievement - 31 documents

Attitudes (toward school or particular school subjects) - 19

Social behavior problems (discipline problems, vandalism, drugs/alcohol, etc.) - 14
Levels of extracurricular participation - 17

Feelings of belongingness vs. alienation - 6

Interpersonal relations with other students and school staff - 14

Attendance - 16

Dropout rate - 10

Self-concept (academic and general) - 9

College-related variables (acceptance, completion, etc.) - 6

In addition, 12 of the reports address teachers’ attitudes and collaboration, 10 concern the quality of the
curriculum, and 11 focus on schooling costs. Many of the reports are concerned with more than one
outcome area.

What is Meant by "Large" and "Small" Schools
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There is no clear agreement on the dividing line between small and large schools.
—Davant T. Williams, 1990

"One might note that the term 'small school' has no concrete numerical limits," write Green and Stevens
(1988, 11). One certainly might. In the first place, of the 69 key reports, only 27 mention any numbers at all
in their analyses of large versus small schools. In the second place, the upward limit for a "small" school in
those 27 documents ranges from 200 to 1,000 students; and the range for a "large" school is 300 to 5,000
students. Williams, however, writes that,

On average, the research indicates that an effective size for an elementary school is in the range
of 300-400 students and that 400-800 students is appropriate for a secondary school (7-8).

While many researchers argue that no school should be larger than 400 or 500 students, I use Williams's
numbers in this report, since my own sense of the research is very similar to his.

Research Findings

"Professional faith in the virtues of larger schools persisted, virtually unchallenged, at least through the mid-
1960s," writes Howley (1989, 3). The challenges began with Roger Barker and Paul Gump's 1964 book, Big
School, Small School: High School Size and Student Behavior. Barker and Gump's research revealed that
both the number and the variety of extracurricular activities in which students participate are significantly
higher in small schools than in large ones. The small-school student was also more likely to hold important
positions in the activities in which he or she participated and to derive greater satisfaction from
participating. Although there is no conscious intent to deny participation opportunities to many students,
large high schools nevertheless have this effect, leading Barker and Gump to conclude that small schools are

best and that the supposed superiorities of large schools are "illusions" (195).2

In the more than 30 years since Barker and Gump published their research, many other investigators have
challenged the assumption that bigger schools are better schools. Their findings are presented in the sections
that follow. Findings from the research on school-within-a-school plans are presented in a separate section
following the school size findings.

Quality of the Curriculum

It does not follow necessarily that more opportunities exist in larger schools.
—Kent McGuire, 1989

Many educators past and present have argued for large schools on grounds of curriculum quality. Following
James Conant's original line of reasoning, they argue that larger schools can offer more numerous and more
varied curricular offerings than small schools can. Therefore, goes the argument, operating small schools
with more limited curricula is unfair to the students who attend them.

While this has a certain common sense appeal, examination of the research reveals that there simply is no
reliable relationship between school size and curriculum quality (Fowler and Walberg 1991; Gregory 1992;
Howley 1994, 1996; McGuire 1989; Melnick, et al. 1986; Monk 1987, 1992; Monk and Haller 1993;
Nachtigal 1992; Pittman and Haughwout 1987; Rogers 1987; Williams 1990). For one thing, researchers
have found that "it takes a lot of bigness to add a little variety" —that is, "on the average a 100% increase in
enrollment yields only a 17% increase in variety of offerings" (Pittman and Haughwout, 337). Moreover,
"[t]he strength of the relationship between school size and curricular offerings diminishes as schools become
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larger. Increases in the size of very small schools are associated with greater curricular gains than increases
in the size of larger schools" (Monk 1992).

For another thing, researchers have found that the allegedly richer curriculum that larger schools are able to
support tend to be made up, not of higher-level courses in, say, math or foreign languages, but rather of
additional introductory courses in non-core areas. For still another, investigators have found that only five to
twelve percent of the students in large schools avail themselves of the extra courses these schools typically
offer (McGuire 1989; Monk 1992; Rogers 1987).

Finally, Monk, in his 1987 study of the size-curriculum relationship, concludes that, "it is possible to offer
at the 400 pupil level a curriculum that compares quite favorably in terms of breadth and depth with
curriculums offered in much larger settings" (27).

Beyond these findings, the development and use of distance learning and other technologies in isolated
settings is increasing and can be expected to further ameliorate curriculum inequalities.

Cost-Effectiveness

Small high schools cost more money only if one tries to maintain the big-school
infrastructure....
—Thomas B. Gregory, 1992

Some educators and legislators have also argued that large schools are more cost-effective. Again, a closer
look reveals that this is not necessarily true. Researchers have found that the relationship between size and
costs varies depending on individual school circumstances (Gregory 1992; Howley 1996; McKenzie 1983;
Melnick, et al. 1986; Nachtigal 1992; Robertson 1995; Rogers 1987; Walberg 1992; Williams 1990). Many
small schools are operated very economically, while many large ones have exorbitant per-pupil costs.

McKenzie (1983) argues that many analyses of the school size-cost relationship are simplistic and do not
yield useful information. He then provides a mathematical depiction of that relationship, which shows that it
is U-shaped; that is, average per-pupil costs do decline up to a point as enrollment increases, reach a
minimum, and then rise with further school growth. Researchers (e.g., Gregory 1992, Robertson 1995)
claim that the large staff needed to manage and control large numbers of students accounts for this upturn in
costs as schools become larger and larger.

Following an examination of both the curriculum quality and cost-effectiveness issues, Gregory (1992)
writes,

The perceived limitations in the program that small high schools can deliver and their presumed
high cost regularly have been cited as justifications for our steady march toward giantism. The
research convincingly stamps both of these views as misconceptions (10).

Academic Achievement

Size-achievement relationship is not clear, though some research indicates smaller schools
facilitate higher achievement.
— Alan M. Burke, 1987

About half the student achievement research finds no difference between the achievement levels of students
in large and small schools, including small alternative schools (Burke 1987; Caldas 1987; Edington and
Gardner 1984; Fowler 1995; Gregory 1992; Haller, Monk, and Tien 1993; Howley 1996; Huang and



Howley 1993; McGuire 1989; Melnick, et al. 1986; Smith and DeYoung 1988; Stockard and Mayberry
1992; Walberg 1992; Way 1985). The other half finds student achievement in small schools to be superior
to that in large schools (Bates 1993; Eberts, Kehoe, and Stone 1982; Eichenstein 1994; Fowler and Walberg
1991; Kershaw and Blank 1993; Miller, Ellsworth, and Howell 1986; Robinson-Lewis 1991; Walberg
1992). None of the research finds large schools superior to small schools in their achievement effects.
Consequently, we may safely say that student achievement in small schools is at least equal —and often
superior—to student achievement in large schools. Achievement measures used in the research include
school grades, test scores, honor roll membership, subject-area achievement, and assessment of higher-order
thinking skills.

In reporting these conclusions, researchers are careful to point out that these results are found even when
variables other than size —student attributes, staff characteristics, time-on-task, etc.—are held constant
(Eberts, Kehoe, and Stone 1982, 27; Fowler and Walberg 1992). Since many small schools are rural
schools, investigators have also wondered if it might be the ruralness —rather than the smallness—of these
schools that is beneficial to students; research shows that smallness is beneficial, regardless of the setting of
the small school (Stockard and Mayberry 1992; Walberg 1992). Walberg writes,

...even discounting the positive effects of rural location, smaller high schools yielded greater
achievement and years of attained education after high school. Thus, smaller schools showed
long-range effects independent of rural advantages (10).

Finally, whereas the research finds that small schools produce equal or superior achievement for students in
general, the effects of small schools on the achievement of ethnic minority students and students of low
socioeconomic status are the most positive of all (Berlin and Cienkus 1989; Eberts, Kehoe, and Stone 1982;
Fowler 1995; Friedkin and Necochea 1988; Howley 1994, 1995; Huang and Howley 1993; Jewell 1989;
Miller, Ellsworth, and Howell 1986; Rutter 1988; Stockard and Mayberry 1992). To put this a little
differently, these researchers have found that large schools have a more negative impact on minority and
low-SES students than on students in general. I will return to this point in a later discussion about school
size as an equity issue.

Student Attitudes

Students in a small high school experience...an increasingly more positive attitude toward
school.
— Thomas B. Gregory and Gerald R. Smith, 1987

Considerable research effort has been expended studying the relative effects of large and small schools on
student attitudes toward school in general and toward particular school subjects. The research on student
attitudes overwhelmingly favors small schools over large ones (Aptekar 1983; Bates 1993; Edington and
Gardner 1984; Fowler 1995; Fowler and Walberg 1991; Gregory 1992; Gregory and Smith 1983, 1987;
Howley 1994, 1996; Kershaw and Blank 1993; Miller, Ellsworth, and Howell 1986; Rutter 1988; Smith and
DeYoung 1988; Smith, Gregory, and Pugh 1981; Walberg 1992). As with achievement, the research
indicates that the attitudes of low-SES and minority students are especially sensitive to school size and
benefit greatly from attending small schools.

Social Behavior

Behavior problems are so much greater in larger schools that any possible virtue of larger size
is canceled out by the difficulties of maintaining an orderly learning environment.
— Jean Stockard and Maralee Mayberry, 1992



The research linking school size to social behavior has investigated everything from truancy and classroom
disruption to vandalism, aggressive behavior, theft, substance abuse, and gang participation. This research
shows that small schools have lower incidences of negative social behavior, however measured, than do
large schools (Burke 1987; Duke and Perry 1978; Gottfredson 1985; Gregory 1992; Kershaw and Blank
1993; Rutter 1988; Stockard and Mayberry 1992). The social behavior of ethnic minority and low-SES
students is even more positively impacted by small schools than that of other students.

Extracurricular Participation

Small schools allow greater student participation in extracurricular activities.
—James M. Kearney, 1994

As Barker and Gump first noted in their 1964 study, levels of extracurricular participation are significantly
higher in small schools than in large ones (Burke 1987; Cawelti 1993; Foster and Martinez 1985; Fowler
1995; Fowler and Walberg 1991; Grabe 1981; Hamilton 1993; Holland and Andre 1991; Howley 1996;
Kershaw and Blank 1993; Pittman and Haughwout 1987; Rogers 1987; Schoggen and Schoggen 1988;
Smith and DeYoung 1988; Stockard and Mayberry 1992; Walberg 1992). These researchers have also
found that students in small schools are involved in a greater variety of activities and that they derive more
satisfaction from their participation than students in large schools. According to Hamilton's research,

Students in the large schools were more polarized, with a group of active participants at one
end of the continuum and a large group of students who did not participate in any
extracurricular activities at the other. In the small schools there were few students who did not
participate in anything (70).

In addition, at the conclusion of their large-scale 1988 study, Schoggen and Schoggen report that, although
large schools offer more varied activities,

...the average large school student does not utilize these opportunities. Although the small
school does not provide such a wealth of activities, the average student has a better experience
as measured by the amount of involvement in the available activities (292).

The greater and more varied participation in extracurricular activities by students in small schools is the
single best-supported finding in the school size research. Like the findings in other areas, findings about
participation hold true regardless of setting and are most applicable to minority and low-SES students.
Because research has identified important relationships between extracurricular participation and other
desirable outcomes, such as positive attitudes and social behavior, this finding is especially significant.

Attendance

The attendance rate of participating students was better than that of a comparison group.
—Mary Lou McGanney, Dolores M. Mei, and Jan Rosenblum, 1989

The pattern of findings favoring small schools continues with the research on student attendance. Not only
do students in smaller schools have higher attendance rates than those in large schools (Fowler 1995; Fowler
and Walberg 1991; Gregory and Smith 1992; Howley 1994; Kershaw and Blank 1993; Smith and DeYoung
1988; Walberg 1992), but students who change from large schools to small, alternative secondary schools
generally exhibit improvements in attendance (Bates 1993; Duke and Perry 1978; McGanney, Mei, and
Rosenblum 1989; Robinson-Lewis 1991; Rutter 1988). Again, the minority or low-SES student is the most
profoundly affected.



Dropouts

Strictly from the perspective of avoiding high rates of dropouts, it may be that smaller is better.
— Laurence A. Toenjes, 1989

Measured either as dropout rate or graduation rate, the holding power of small schools is considerably
greater than that of large schools. Nine of the ten documents that address this topic reveal differences
favoring or greatly favoring small schools (Fetler 1989; Gregory 1992; Jewell 1989; Pittman and
Haughwout 1987; Rogers 1987; Smith and DeYoung 1988; Stockard and Mayberry 1992; Toenjes 1989;
Walberg 1992), with the other document reporting mixed results. Toenjes concludes his study of the 21
largest school districts in Texas with this observation:

[I]t may be that...the relevant conditions that exist in the smaller high school are much more
conducive to keeping students in school than are the conditions in the larger high schools. If this
is true, it raises a new equity issue, based not on how many dollars per pupil are spent, but on
the size of the school to which the pupils are assigned (15).

In later sections of this report, I give further attention both to the "relevant conditions" for keeping students
in school and to the matter of equity.

Belongingness/Alienation

Several studies suggest that students in small high schools...have a greater "sense of belonging"
to the group than students in larger schools.
— Jean Stockard and Maralee Mayberry, 1992

Concerned about the emotional effects of different kinds of school environments, some researchers have
studied the degree to which students feel a sense of belonging in their schools. Given the foregoing findings
about other student variables, it is not surprising that these investigators have found a much greater sense of
belonging (sometimes expressed as a lower level of alienation) among students in small schools than in
large ones (Burke 1987; Campbell, et al. 1981; Edington and Gardner 1984; Foster and Martinez 1985;
Fowler and Walberg 1991; Gregory 1992; Gregory and Smith 1983, 1992, Howley 1994; Pittman and
Haughwout 1987; Smith, Gregory, and Pugh 1981; Stockard and Mayberry 1992; Stolp 1995; Walberg
1992).

Feeling alienated from one's school environment is both a negative thing in itself and is often found in
connection with other undesirable outcomes. Foster and Martinez's review of previous research, plus their
own study of student participation and attitudes, led them to conclude that,

Student alienation and student par-ticipation in cocurricular activities have been found to be
negatively correlated... Unfortunately, alienation affects confidence, self-esteem, and
responsibility for self-direction (57-58).

Self-Concept

Evidence of increases in social bonding to teachers and school, self-esteem, academic self-
concept, locus of control and sociocentric reasoning suggest that [small alternative] programs
can respond constructively to students' underlying needs.

—Robert A. Rutter, 1988



Foster and Martinez's observations about students' perceptions of themselves is borne out by Grabe (1981),
Rutter (1988), and Stockard and Mayberry (1992). These researchers have found that both personal and
academic self-regard are more positive in smaller schools. Closely related to this are the findings on the
quality of the interpersonal milieu in these environments.

Interpersonal Relations

Students perceive the most positive conditions of the alternative school to be the interpersonal
relationships with faculty members, the supportive atmosphere of the school, and the
opportunities provided by the school.

— Cheryl A. Kershaw and MaryAnn Blank, 1993

Some researchers approach the matter of school size from a slightly different angle, querying students about
the interpersonal climate in their schools. This research focuses on elements such as relations among
students and between students and teachers, especially teacher attention and demonstrations of caring
toward students. Positive correlations between small schools and favorable interpersonal relations have been
found by Bates (1993); Burke (1987); Fowler and Walberg (1991); Gottfredson (1985); Gregory and Smith
(1982, 1983); Smith, Gregory, and Pugh (1981); Kershaw and Blank (1993); Pittman and Haughwout
(1987); Rutter (1988); Smith and DeYoung (1988); and Stockard and Mayberry (1992). None of the
research consulted for this report found equal or superior interpersonal relations in large schools.

College Variables

[Students] did not differ in terms of grade-point averages or persistence in college, regardless
of their school district's characteristics, including size of graduating class.
— William J. Fowler, Jr., 1992

Some who have argued for large schools on grounds of curricular size and variety have also claimed that
this alleged curricular superiority provides better preparation for college. Like the curriculum argument, the
assertions about college readiness have been disproved by research. Six documents address the relative
merits of large and small schools vis a vis college-related variables—entrance examination scores,
acceptance rates, attendance, grade point average, and completion. Five found small schools equal (Rogers
1987; Fowler 1992; Jewell 1989) or superior (Burke 1987; Swanson 1988) to large ones in their capacity to
prepare students for college entrance and success.

Teacher Attitudes

Large schools appear to promote negative teacher perceptions of school administration and low
staff morale.
—Denise C. Gottfredson, 1985

There is less research on school size in relation to teacher or administrator variables, but what there is favors
smaller schools (Eberts, Kehoe, and Stone 1982; Gottfredson 1985; Gregory 1992; Johnson 1990; Miller,
Ellsworth, and Howell 1986; Stockard and Mayberry 1992). These researchers examined administrator
attitudes toward their work, and teacher attitudes toward their work, their administration, and one another,
as well as the incidence of cooperation/collaboration with their colleagues.

School-Within-A-School Plans



The major challenge to schools within schools has been obtaining sufficient separateness and
autonomy to permit staff members to generate a distinctive environment and to carry out their
own vision of schooling.

—Mary Ann Raywid, 1985

What They Are

In addition to the research on school size, there is a growing body of literature on school-within-a-school
(SWAS) plans. SWAS arrangements are intended to mitigate the negative effects of large schools by
organizing their students into smaller groups. SWAS plans are of different kinds and have different
purposes, as identified by Cawelti (1993, 19-21):

e Vertical house plans. In these arrangements, students in grades 9-12 (or 10-12) are assigned to
groups of a few hundred each within a large high school. Each "house" has its own discipline plan,
parent involvement, student activity program, student government, and social activities.

e Ninth grade house plan. Ninth graders have their own "house" within a large high school and have
smaller classes and counseling for students to ease the transition into high school.

e Special curriculum schools. Students are organized into houses based on special interests or needs —
English-as-a-Second-Language, for example.

e Charter schools. These are similar to special curriculum schools, except that the motivation for
creating them tends to come from groups of teachers or parents who have recognized a particular

focus needed by students.*
Research Findings

Findings about the effects of schools-within-schools must be regarded as tentative. Compared with the
research on the effects of school size, the research on SWAS structures is less extensive, less conclusive,
and often less rigorous (e.g., surveys of teacher perception rather than comparative studies). Further, the
reports of these studies do not always identify the extent to which the SWAS is a truly self-contained and
distinct entity within a larger school building. This is important to know, because some researchers (Howley
1996; Meier 1995; Raywid 1985) assert that establishing schools-within-schools will not allow us to reap
the benefits associated with small schools unless they are "separate entities, administratively,
programmatically, culturally, and probably with respect to aims" (Howley 1996). Meier makes this point
even more forcefully:

A small school must be a school —not a school-within-a-school (whatever that is) or a "mini-
school" or a house or a family. It can be just one of many housed in a shared building, but a
building does not equal a school. A school must be independent, with all that the word implies,
with control over a sufficient number or para-meters that count—budget, staffing, scheduling,
and the specifics of curriculum and assessment, just to mention a few. And power indeed to put
toilet paper in bathrooms. And mirrors, too (1995, 115).

By this standard, some of the SWAS arrangements described above and, indeed, some programs reviewed
for this paper, would not be likely to produce benefits of the magnitude small schools are able to confer
upon their students and staffs.

With these important qualifications, we can say that such research as there is on the effect of SWAS
arrangements generally finds them beneficial. Whether SWAS students are compared with non-SWAS peers
in large schools or with their own pre-SWAS performance, researchers have noted benefits in the following
areas:
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e Academic achievement (Burke 1987; Boloz and Blessing 1994; Eichenstein 1994; Levine and Sherk
1990; Robinson-Lewis 1991; Way 1985; Welch and McKenna 1988)

Social behavior (Burke 1987; Fouts 1994; Goldberg 1982; Way 1985; Welch and McKenna 1988)
Attitudes (Burke 1987; Boloz and Blessing 1994; Way 1985)

Satisfaction (Burke 1987; Eichenstein 1994; Nickle, et al. 1990)

Student-teacher relations (Boloz and Blessing 1994; Goldberg 1982; Welch and McKenna 1988)
Attendance (Eichenstein 1994; Fouts 1994; Gordon 1993; Robinson-Lewis 1991)

Why Smaller Is Better

Why does smaller seem to work better?...people seem to learn, to change, and to grow in
situations in which they feel that they have some control, some personal influence, some
efficacy.

— Barney M. Berlin and Robert C. Cienkus, 1989

Finding that small schools and schooling units are at least equal and often superior to large ones, researchers
and reviewers have sought to identify the factors responsible for the impressive attainments of these schools.
In doing so, they draw from their own observations and from survey responses given by school staff and
students in large and small schools. Not surprisingly, many of the practices identified are in operation
largely because they are so much easier to implement and manage in smaller environments than in large
ones.

One key feature of small schools and units is that everyone's participation is needed for clubs, teams, and
student government to have an adequate number of members. It is therefore much less likely that students in
small environments will be redundant, overlooked, or isolated. Noted earlier in this report, this point is
discussed in detail in Schoggen and Schoggen (1988).

Closely related to the participation factor is the observation that people in small schools and units come to
know and care about one another to a much greater degree than is possible in large schools. This applies to
relationships among students, among staff members, between staff and students, and between the school and
its surrounding community (Bates 1993; Berlin and Cienkus 1989; Miller, Ellsworth, and Howell 1986;
Rutter 1988; Schoggen and Schoggen 1988). Students who have moved from a large school to an
alternative school or school-within-a-school nearly always cite the attentive, caring staff as the reason for
their academic and attitudinal improvements.

The higher rates of parent involvement in smaller schools/units is frequently cited as a major positive
influence on student achievement and attitudes (e.g., Berlin and Cienkus 1989; Burke 1987; Raze 1985;
Walberg 1992). Walberg writes,

Parents...are more likely to know the principal and teachers, be informed about their children's
progress, participate more fully in school activities, and influence decision making. This can
occur partly because the school is smaller but also because it is likely to be physically and
psychologically close to students' homes (21).

Staff and students generally have a stronger sense of personal efficacy in small schools and units (Berlin
and Cienkus 1989; Rutter 1988; Stockard and Mayberry 1992). Students take more of the responsibility for
their own learning, learning activities are more frequently individualized, classes are smaller, and scheduling
is much more flexible (Duke and Perry 1978; Kershaw and Blank 1993; Nickle, et al. 1990). The learning
needs of students, not the organizational needs of the school, drive school operations (Berlin and Cienkus
1989; Rutter 1988).



In terms of instructional approaches and strategies, teachers in small schools/units are more likely to form
teaching teams, integrate their subject-matter content, employ multiage grouping and cooperative learning,
and use alternative assessments. There is also, in these schools and units, a greater emphasis on learning
which is experiential and relevant to the world outside of school (Fouts 1994; Kershaw and Blank 1993;
Nickle 1994; Raze 1985; Rutter 1988; Walberg 1992).

School Size and Educational Equity

It appears that keeping schools relatively small might be more efficacious and may exhibit rare
consensus as a goal of educators, the public, and those seeking equality of opportunity for
students.

—William J. Fowler, Jr. and Herbert J. Walberg, 1991

We know that, in general, the states with the largest schools and school districts have the lowest school
achievement, highest dropout rates, and least favorable teacher-student ratios (Jewell 1989; Walberg 1992).
We know, too, as documented earlier in this report, that the students who are most adversely affected by
attending large schools are members of racial minority groups and those from low socioeconomic
backgrounds.

Unfortunately, it is also the case that minority and low-SES students are primarily "concentrated in states
that have large school districts and school districts that have large schools" (Jewell 1989, 150). Jewell
writes,

"...if minority students must struggle more to achieve a solid public education and if large
districts and large schools find it increasingly difficult to achieve solid educational results for
their students, we may be acting contrary to the interests of all concerned by organizing our
public education system in a manner which assigns high proportions of minority youngsters to
large schools within very large school districts." (152)

Summary and Conclusion

Our data, based upon general tendencies, persist in repeating a single message—smaller seems
to be better.
— Robert W. Jewell, 1989

The following list highlights the major points identified in this paper:

1. School consolidation has been carried out through much of this century, resulting in many fewer and
much larger schools and school districts. Consolidation efforts continue into the present time.

2. The research base on the relative effects of large and small schools is large and quite consistent. The
research base on the effects of school-within-a-school (SWAS) arrangements is smaller and less
conclusive.

3. There is no clear agreement among researchers and educators about what constitutes a "small" school
or a "large" school. Many researchers, however, indicate that an appropriate and effective size is 300-
400 students for an elementary school and 400-800 students for a secondary school.

4. Much school consolidation has been based on the beliefs that larger schools are less expensive to
operate and have higher-quality curricula than small schools. Research has demonstrated, however,
that neither of these assertions is necessarily true.
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14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

. Academic achievement in small schools is at least equal —and often superior—to that of large schools.
. Student attitudes toward school in general and toward particular school subjects are more positive in

small schools.

. Student social behavior—as measured by truancy, discipline problems, violence, theft, substance

abuse, and gang participation—is more positive in small schools.

. Levels of extracurricular participation are much higher and more varied in small schools than large

ones, and students in small schools derive greater satisfaction from their extracurricular participation.

. Student attendance is better in small schools than in large ones.
10.
11.
12.
13.

A smaller percentage of student drop out of small schools than large ones.

Student have a greater sense of belonging in small schools than in large ones.

Student academic and general self-concepts are higher in small schools than in large ones.
Interpersonal relations between and among students, teachers, and administrators are more positive in
small schools than in large ones.

Students from small and large high schools do not differ from one another on college-related variables
such as entrance examination scores, acceptance rates, attendance, grade point average, and
completion.

Teacher attitudes toward their work and their administrators are more positive in small schools than in
large ones.

Attributes associated with small school size that researchers have identified as accounting for their
superiority include,

a. Everyone's participation is needed to populate the school's offices, teams, clubs, etc., so a far
smaller percentage of students is overlooked or alienated.

b. Adults and students in the school know and care about one another to a greater degree than is

possible in large schools.
Small schools have a higher rate of parent involvement.
Students and staff generally have a stronger sense of personal efficacy in small schools.

e. Students in small schools take more of the responsibility for their own learning; their learning
activities are more often individualized, experiential, and relevant to the world outside of
school; classes are generally smaller; and scheduling is much more flexible.

f. Grouping and instructional strategies associated with higher student performance are more often
implemented in small schools—team teaching, integrated curriculum, multiage grouping
(especially for elementary children), cooperative learning, and performance assessments.

The evidence for the effectiveness of school-within-a-school (SWAS) arrangements is much more
limited, but it, suggests that students benefit from this form of organization if the SWAS is
sufficiently separate and distinct from the other school(s) housed in the same building.

Poor students and those of racial and ethnic minorities are more adversely affected —academically,
attitudinally, and behaviorally —by attending large schools than are other students. Unfortunately, poor
and minority students continue to be concentrated in large schools.

oo

Despite this persuasive support for small schools, a gap remains—indeed grows—between research and
practice regarding school size. "The preponderance of professional literature in the past decade," writes
Williams,

indicates that educational researchers support the concept of small school effectiveness. It
appears, however, that the determinants of school size are seldom the result of research.... More
often, school size is the result of other factors —political, economic, social, demographic...(12).

We who have become convinced of the superiority of small schools have, as our next challenge, the task of
communicating our findings to those who have the power to influence decisions about the size of our
schools.
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unsound. Identifies a range of small-school and -district advantages similar to those cited in other
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Smith, G. R., and Gregory, T. B. Major Contrasts in the Social Climates of Two High Schools in the Same
Town. Paper presented at the Annual Meeting of the American Educational Research Association,
Washington, DC, April 1987.
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Alternative Schools." Phi Delta Kappan 62/8 (April 1981): 561-564.
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Stockard, J., and Mayberry, M. "Resources and School and Classroom Size." Chapter 3 in Effective
Educational Environments. Newbury Park, CA: Corwin Press, Inc., 1992, 40-58.
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Gregory, T. B., and Smith, G. R. "The Case for Small High Schools." In High Schools as Communities: The
Small School Reconsidered. Bloomington, IN: Phi Delta Kappa, 1987, 68-85 (ED 278 518).
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Educational Research 55/4 (Winter 1985): 435-467.
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Minneapolis, MN: Minnesota University, Hubert H. Humphrey Institute of Public Affairs; Oak Brook, IL:
North Central Regional Educational Laboratory, 1992, 96-116 (ED 361 163).
Cites research findings regarding the advantages of small secondary schools and illustrates these with
anecdotal reports gathered from participating schools in the Coalition for Essential Schools. Discusses
reasons the vision of the large, "comprehensive" high school is unsuitable for meeting the needs of
today's students.

Sergiovanni, T.J. Organizations or Communities? Changing the Metaphor Changes the Theory. Paper
presented at the Annual Meeting of the American Educational Research Association, Atlanta, GA, April
1993 (ED 376 008).
Argues that we should regard schools as communities, rather than regarding them as organizations.
Because communities focus more on the personal and interpersonal than do organizations, this shift
brings with it several implications, including the need to move away from bureaucratic authority,
change school structures, and decrease school size.

Sparkes, R. L., and Mclntire, W. G. "Community and School Size as Factors in the Job Satisfaction of

Principals in Newfoundland and Labrador." Journal of Rural and Small Schools 2/3 (Spring 1988): 11-15.
Reports findings from a survey of over 400 principals in Newfoundland and Labrador on measures of
Jjob satisfaction, and correlates these with school and community size. Principals of large schools
(those with 16 or more teachers) in large communities (those with populations over 1,500) exhibited
greater professional satisfaction than those in smaller schools and/or communities. Recommendations
include better recruitment procedures and professional development activities for principals of small
schools.

Stevens, N. G., and Peltier, G. L. "A Review of Research on Small-School Student Participation in
Extracurricular Activities." Journal of Research in Rural Education 10/2 (Fall 1994): 116-120.
Cites research on the beneficial effects of attending small schools, including greater participation in
extracurricular activities, leadership opportunities, learning motivation, and feelings of being needed
and valued. Effects of greater participation in school activities were found to be long-lasting.

Swanson, A. D. "The Matter of Size: A Review of the Research on Relationships between School and
District Size, Pupil Achievement and Cost." Research in Rural Education 5/2 (Spring 1988): 1-8.
Reviews research on the relative merits of small and large schools and school districts, giving
consideration to both the achievement and affective qualities outcomes of students in different
settings. Findings include that smaller schools foster more positive student attitudes and interpersonal
relationships and are not so deficient in their range of curricular offerings as was once believed.

Walberg, H. J., and Walberg, H. J., III. "Losing Local Control." Educational Researcher 23/5 (June/July



1994): 19-26.
Examines relationships in 38 states among school size, district size, percentage of schooling costs paid
by the state, percentage paid locally, and student achievement. Smaller schools exhibit higher
achievement than larger schools at the secondary and particularly the elementary level. States in
which states provide a smaller percentage of costs and local government pays a larger percentage
have higher achievement than states in which the reverse condition prevails.

I Conant's idea of an adequately large high school—one with 300 (grades 10-12) or 400 (grades 9-12)—
would be considered a small school today. As several reserachers have pointed out, Conant never advocated
the schools with thousands of students for which his book was used as a rationale.

2 Some researchers (e .g., Friedkin and Necochea 1988; Howley 1995) have found that large schools benefit
high-SES students and hamper low-SES students to an even greater degree (see the annotated references).
The majority of the research, however, indicates that small schools are beneficial to all students.

3 The Barker and Gump research shows that, in a small school, every student is needed to populate teams,
offices, and clubs, and thus even marginal students are encouraged to participate and made to feel that they
belong. As schools grow larger, opportunities for extracurricular participation also grow —but not
proportionately. Typically, a twenty-fold increase in school population leads to only a five-fold increase in
participation opportunities. Thus, in larger schools, a greater proportion of students are unneeded to fill
participation slots— "redundant," as Barker and Gump put it.

4 Cawellti also discussed teacher-advisor programs and block scheduling as strategies for arranging students
in small groups within large schools, but since these are not actual SWAS plans, I have not included his
discussion of them here.



