Economics of Small Class Sizes: Small Can Be More Efficient   
Research has found significant gains in pupil achievement in the first three years of schooling if class sizes are reduced to around 18. The gains tend to be most significant for pupils from areas of economic and social deprivation, and the gains from small class size in these first few years can persist right through later schooling.  This has especially significant implications for the economic, social and educational arguments regarding many rural schools facing closure, and which often have small class sizes.   Taking this evidence into account can greatly strengthen the argument for keeping small rural schools open.  Ignoring the evidence can unfairly bias the arguments against small rural schools.    
Some Common Objections to Small Class Sizes
1.” The research does not show clear benefits from small class sizes. Comment: that was true until recently, but there is now a general consensus that the effects of small classes depends where and when you look.  For example, there tends to be strong evidence of benefits from small class sizes in the early primary years, little or only weak evidence of effects in large class ranges (say varying class size from 30 to 25) and for later years of schooling.  See the US Government of Educations summary of research here (Ref 1)   
2. “The research that exists is mostly American”. Comments: (1) The gains from reducing class size tend to be attributed to size effects (such as ability to spend time with individual pupils) rather than any culture-specific features (2) New UK research tends to be broadly consistent with the US findings (see Refs 2 and 3) (3) The Scottish Executive recently stated that “some research … suggests that within primary schools (especially P1 to P3) a class size of between 20 and 25 pupils produces the best learning environment” (Ref 4).
3. “Small class sizes are too expensive / not cost effective”. Comment: In a major recent analysis, two Princeton University economists (Ref 4) publishing in the leading UK economic journal calculate an internal rate of return of 5.5% from reducing class size from 22 to 15 in the first three years of schooling in the Tennessee STAR project.  The estimate of costs was restricted to the direct costs of class size reduction, and the estimate of benefits was restricted to effect on earnings once the pupils entered the labour force.  Consequently, this is likely an underestimate of the broader social and economic gains, such as reduced need and cost for subsequent remedial intervention, increased teacher satisfaction and retention, and wider social benefits from improved education. 
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