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Rationale 
 
  Differentiated Instruction is a crucial part of meeting the needs of each and every student. With classes 
that include a diverse group of learners, including those identified as English language learners and 
Special Education, a teacher’s ability to meet individual needs are crucial for their success. These two 
groups of students face extraordinary difficulties on their paths to academic success. It is increasingly 
difficult to meet the needs of these students when there are up to 28 students in a class.  In the state of 
New Mexico class size is capped by state law, however waivers are available, which allows some to 
exceed the cap.  My research will be covering how an educator’s ability to provide meaningful, 
differentiated instruction is affected by the number of students that they have in their classes.  Through 
the use of teacher surveys and interviews, data will be gathered and analyzed to help determine if class 
size has any effect on the educator's ability to differentiate instruction to show growth among the lowest 
achieving students. 
 
Review of Literature 
 
As Finn and Achilles (2016) point out, “The sample indicated that students in small classes outperform 
their peers in kindergarten classes of regular size and also gain more in reading outcomes...”  Through 
their research the results are definitive that in elementary grades student academic achievement 
increases in both reading and math.  This study followed students for two years and measured both 
standard and curriculum-based tests.  
 
A study by Ballantine and Spade (2014) cites that more long-term data is needed on this subject. Even 
though there have been many studies done regarding the effect of class size on student achievement, 
there are still sharp disagreements on the topic. The conclusion made by Ballantine and Spade is that, 
“Researchers need to use different strategies to ascertain the effects of long-term exposure to small 
classes would generalize to other successes to be sustainable.” 
 
Mosteller (1995) gives insight and depth to a three phased study done in Tennessee that looked long 
term at a large variety of students from diverse populations, socio economic regions, and language 
backgrounds. The study used both standard and curriculum-based assessments to measure growth. The 
study concluded that students who started in small classes in primary grades had both short-term and 
long-term academic achievement benefits. 
 
A study done by Stecher, B., Bohrnstedt, G., Kirst, M., McRobbie, J., & Williams, T. (2001) addresses the 
decrease in class size in California and also in the United States. “By 1996 a 10-year decline in student 
achievement in California had reached the point of alarm - classrooms were overcrowded as a result of a 
12% increase in K-12 enrollment over the previous five years; qualified teachers were in short supply; 
and minority students, low- income students, and those whose native language was not English 
(designated "EL" for "English Learner" students) were falling steadily behind.” This study highlights the 
benefits of smaller class sizes for students who come with unforeseen economic drawbacks. Also 
addressed are the implementation of California’s class size reduction efforts and the implications of that 
reform. 
 
 
 
 



 
Study Design 
 
For the past two school years Albuquerque Public Schools (APS) and the Albuquerque Teacher 
Federation have agreed that “Class size limits may exceed those established in statute, and identified in 
Article 15.C. of the negotiated agreement, by up to 5% as allowed per waiver issued by NM Secretary of 
Education.” All of this has increased class size across the district. I personally have been affected by the 
increase in class size.  
 
The first step in designing this study was to examine closely the demographic make up of my class, in 
order to understand the full range of student needs.  I took into consideration how many English 
language learners (ELL), students with special needs, and the first two curriculum-based reading 
assessment grades, along with a running record of fluency for each student. With that data I created four 
homogeneous groups, based on ability, to provide differentiated instruction. I used the World –class 
Instructional Design and Assessment (WiDA) Assessing Comprehension and Communication in English 
State-to-State (ACCESS) scores as an additional data point for ELL students. Each special needs student 
has an Individualized Educational Program (IEP) that includes accommodations to meet student’s 
specific academic needs, that was also taken into consideration when creating groups.  I had a class of 
twenty eight students:  12 girls, 16 boys, 8 ELL students and 3 special needs students. For one month I 
kept a tally chart on how often I was able to meet with each small group for at least thirty minutes.  
 
The next step was to create a survey to send to other teachers in the district who were asked to gather 
similar data. The survey was sent to 65 teachers at elementary grade levels and schools within the 
district. The survey asked: number of students, number of ELL and special need students, and what data 
was used to create differentiated groups. Teachers were also asked to keep track of how many times a 
week they were able to meet with each of their differentiated instruction groups for more than thirty 
minutes at a time. Each teacher was also given the option to include any additional comments on what 
they thought affected their ability to provide differentiated instruction.  Out of the 65 surveys that were 
sent 20 were returned. 
 
 
Data and the Analysis of the Data 
 
Out of the 20 surveys that were returned 16 teachers reported class sizes of more than 25 students. Of 
those 16, none were kindergarten or first grade classes. In the state of New Mexico when kindergarten 
enrollment reaches 15 teachers receive an instructional assistant. From the 16 surveys teachers 
completed: five were fifth grade, sixth were fourth grade, four were third grade, and one was from second 
a grade teacher. The remaining four surveys that were returned all reported having class sizes of more 
than 20. In total there were 24 ELL students and 16 special needs students. 
 
When averaging the data collected from the teachers who responded in the survey, teachers with the 
largest class sizes reported that they were able to meet with each of their differentiated small groups an 
average of two times a week for at least 30 minutes.  The groups that teachers met with the least were 
groups who were higher performing, and needed more challenging work. The groups that teachers met 
with the most were special needs students and those who needed additional interventions. 
 
 
In the comment section teachers remarked with the following:  
“It is much easier to meet with small groups to provide differentiated instruction when special needs 
students leave to their Tier III classes.” 
3rd grade teacher class size of 25 students 



 
“I have 26 students and it seems impossible to meet with groups daily, I deal with more behavior from 
everyone else while trying to meet with small groups.” 
5th grade teachers with a class size of 25 students 
 
“In my 13 years of teaching I have found it more and more difficult to meet the increasing work load on 
teachers. I have so many students in my class I do the best I can to meet the needs of each of my students 
without burning myself out.” 
 
Findings and Recommendations 
 
Even if economists and the educational community cannot agree on whether class size affects the 
learning outcomes of students, teachers have a very clear opinion. Out of all the surveys that were 
returned not one had anything positive to say about having class sizes over twenty students.  There is 
research to support small class sizes in the lower elementary grade levels. Many of the teachers 
expressed the stress that is created with large class sizes. They also expressed the difficulty to provide 
meaningful small-group, differentiated instruction with class sizes being so large. The data also shows 
that the larger the class size, the less frequent the teacher was able to meet with all groups consistently.  
 
I would also recommend that districts and the state take into consideration the data collected and studies 
cited as well as the views and opinions of the teachers. It is my recommendation that districts continue to 
research the issue of smaller class sizes in kindergarten through third grade. 
 
 
Bibliography  
 
Finn, J. D., & Achilles, C. M. (2016). Answers and Questions about Class Size: A State Wide Experiment. 
American Educational Research Journal , 27(3), 557-577. doi:10.3102/00028312027003557 
 
Ballantine, J. H., & Spade, J. J. (2014). Schools and Society: A Sociological Look at Education (5th ed.). SAGE 
Publications. 
 
Mosteller, F. (1995). The Tennessee Study of Class Size in Early School Grades. The Future of Children, 
5(2), 113-128. Retrieved April 29, 2017, from 
https://www.princeton.edu/futureofchildren/publications/docs/05_02_08.pdf. 
 
Stecher, B., Bohrnstedt, G., Kirst, M., McRobbie, J., & Williams, T. (2001). Class-Size Reduction In California. 
Phi Delta Kappan, 82(9), 670. Retrieved from 
http://0go.galegroup.com.albuq.cabq.gov/ps/i.do?p=EAIM&sw=w&u=apl&v=2.1&it=r&id=GALE%7CA75
106700&asid=64f4a274cb7913b9ffc17c7e07c8af32 


