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Under Scrutiny
In Calif. Schools

BY JOETTA L. SACK

. Riding a wave of fiscal good ti

1forma_ in 1996 launcheg an aﬁ?}?;;icoils-
st;ate_wzde push to lower class sizes in the
f)l‘uCli?l elementary grades. Though the
idea faced skeptics and plenty of chal-

‘That effort, which has cost the state $8
billion so far, helped fuel a nationwide
movement to curb crowded classrooms.
Today, some 40 states have such initia-
tives, and federal money for class-size re-
duction is available as well.

Now, as an era of hearty budgel sur-
pluses has given way to leaner times,
some California districts are taking a
hard look at whether smaller classes are

worth the hefty price tag.

lenges, parents, tea
Frators declared it a
idea whose time ha
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chers, and admijnis-
great, common-sense
d come.

Last month, as part of a $5.3 million

budget-cu_tting move, the 24,000-student,
Irvine Unified School District abandoned
Continued on Page 20
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Pay Costs, Competing Interests May Undercut Calif. Program
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its class-size-reduction plan for
kindergarten and grades 2 and
3, while keeping the program in
the Ist grades—saving more
than $764,000 this year

Irvine may soon have snme
company Several other Califor-
nia districts facing budget short-
falls are thinking about elimi-
nating part or all of thewr
class-size programs

“Unless something happens
where the governor chooses to
rescue the imtiative, 1t will die a
slow death,” said Superinten-
dent James A Fleming of the
Capstrano Unified  district,
whnch has found that the state's
share of the funding 1s simply
nat enough to pay for nsing
teacher salaries Smaller class
sizes require bigger teacher
warkforces “The districts that
will survive the longest,” he said,
“are those with the lowest
teacher salares ”

Kevin Gordon, the executive
director of the Califorma Associ-
ation of School Busimess (ffi-
aials, saud, “There are very few
{districts] who are talking about
eliminating 1t entirely, but there
are a number who are talking
about trimming 1t back ™

Irvine Unified’s decision comes
as a new report finds that two-
thirds of Califorma’s districts
have been forced to siphon fund-
ing from programs such as h-
braries and professional develop-
ment to pay for smaller classes
The ranD Corp , an independent
research group ba<ed in Santa
Monica, Calif, released the re-
port earlier this month

“Up until now, districts have
gone as fast as they can to im-
plement {class-size reduction] as
soon as possible,” said Brian
Stecher, an author of the report
“But there have been costs asso-
ciated with that”

While Irvine has made head-
Iines for 1ts decision, Mr Stecher
noted that ohe district’s action
doesn't constitute a trend: “I
wouldn't say it's a movement yet,
but we wanted to raise it as an
1ssue to be momtored carefully”

Meanwhile, in Sacramento, the
state capital, officials are stand-
ing firmly behind the program

Doug Stone, the communica-

tions director for the California
Department of Education, said
the program remains popular He
rejected the idea that there is a
move back to the days of old,
when districts that wanted to
shrink class sizes had to do so on
their own According to state data,
89 percent of ehigble districts
share in the $1.6 billhion allotted
for the program this school year

“It is unfortunate that a few
distrcts 1n the state are backing
away,” he said “But we still have
the overwhelming majority of
districts participating”

Terrible Dilemma

Even one district’s pullout
from the popular program, how-
ever, 1s bound to raise eyebrows.
After all, the class-size imtiative
was one of the iggest bonanzas
in vears for public schools in the

‘olden State

A regular combatant with pub- .

fie schoonl advacates, then-Gov
Pete Wilson, a Republican,
championed the i1dea of using
surplus state funds to lower
clags sizes to 20 pupils or
fewer— from an average of about
28—in grades K-3 That plan
eased severe overcrowding m the
earlv elementary grades, but by
all accounts it also exacerbated
teacher and space shortages,
particularly in urban areas (See
Education Week, April 30, 1997 )

Today, facing severe budget
crunches during a recession, dis-
tricts are being prompted to re-
visit their earlier decisions.

In lrvine, the decision to move
to larger classes was debated for
months District officials say the
class-size program has helped
improve the classroom chmate
and has proved popular. But
other programs that district
leaders believed were equally or
more beneficial to student
achievement were at risk of
heing cut hecause of a lack of
funding

“This was a ternble dilemma,”
said Deputy Superintendent
TDean Waldfogel “It's a very po-
litically appealing program and
certainly has benefits to stu-
dents—there's no question about
that But the program is a signif-
icant encroachment against the
{budget].”

Trvine Unified has had to sup-
plement the state class-size axd
all along because the state share
gave only enough money to hire
entry-level teachers Mr Waldfo-
gel said the district hired some
new teachers, but also found
that many veteran teachers
wanted to move to the early
grades to enjoy the smaller
classes.

Then, even though the state
share of spending for the pro-
gram has increased
from $650 per
pupil in 1996 to
$800 currently, the
higher aid level
hasn't kept pace
with the nsing
teacher salaries in
the state, he said.

As a result, the
district’s class size
in grades 4 and &
rose to an average
of 32 students, and
to 35 students mn
grades 7-12. Had 1t
not moved from
class-size reduc-
tion, the classes
would have grown
even more, Mr
Waldfogel sa1d in
addition, the dis-
trict had already
done away with
popular programs
such as music and
art to continue the
smaller classes.

As part of the de-
cigion to trim the
program, the dis-
trict cut personnel
costs by laying oft
a still-to-be-determined number
of teachers

Mr. Fleming of Capistrano
Unified said he would recom-
mend his district eliminate 1ts
3rd grade program next year be-
cause the district’s costs keep
rising Capistrano's share of the
class-gize-reduction costs has
mare than doubled, from 10 per-
cent to 24 percent, mainly due to
of increased teacher salaries
The 46,400-student district has
also has steadily increased class
sizes in upper grades to keep the
program afloat, Mr. Fleming
added

“There is some resentment of

class-size reduction being sup-
ported on the back of teachers in
grades 4 to 12, Mr Fleming said

A Better Way?

Mijchael Cohen, who as an ad-
viser ta President Clinton helped
craft the federal class-size-reduc-
tion initiative, said the Clinton
administration had carefully
studied California's program be-
fore coming up with its own pro-

Christy Smith, a 2nd grade teacher in the
Irvine, Calif., school district, will face a 33
percent increase in the size of her class—
provided she doesn't get laid off first.

posal Mr Cohen found that
while Califorma strictly man-
dated the maximum number of
pupils in districts that opted into
the program, it did not provide
enough money for districts to
reach the smaller sizes

Moreover, Mr. Cohen said, the
state did not target money to
‘high-poverty districts As a result,
the program steered droves of
tighly qualified teachers to new
jobs in affluent districts, he said

“We learned what not, to do,” Mr.
Cohen said “All of those things
conspire to creale sigmficant
problems, especially in cities ”

Researchers Bruce J Riddle
and David C Berliner echo those
thoughts in recent report, “Small
Class Size and its Effects,” pub-
lished this month by the Associ-
ation for Supervision and Cur-
riculum Development.

They conclude that the Califor-
nia program inflicted serious
problems on districts, particu-
larly poor and urban districts
First, the state failed to conduct
a pilot program. In addition, the
researchers say, California's 20-
student cap was inadequate in
light of studies showing that the
optimum class size is even lower

“In many ways, the California
initiative has provided a near-
textbook case of how a state
should not reduce class size,”
write Mr. Biddle, a professor
ementus of psychology and sociol-
ogy at the University of Missourd,

and Mr Berliner, the regents’ pro-
{essor of psy chology 1n education
at Arizona State University

Mr Stene of the (faliforma ed-
ucation department countered
that the state's per-pupil share
of the program’s rost 1s ade-
quate, and that manv districts
do not haive to supplement it
with lacal money

Concern Spreading

Another 1ssue up for debate in
Cahforma 15 whether recent in-
creases in state assessment
scores were a direct result of the
class-r1ze 1nttiatne (s impossi-
ble to tell, according tn Mr
Stecher of RAND. because the
state launched several other ed-
ucatton imitiatives at the same
time The RAND study did find
that while the teachers in the
smaller classes reported spend-
ing more individual time with
students, there had not been ans
fundamental change< 1n content
or methods of instruction m the
earh grades

But state Superintendent of
Public  Instruction Delame
Eastin beheves that class-=ize re-
duction has helped raise scores
on state exams, Mr Stone said

“I dont think we've ever made
the contention that increased
test scores are a result of class-
s1ze reduction, but the reality 15,
those scores are up,” he said

In the meantime, several dis-
tricts report that the program
remains popular Jocally

Officials in the 723.000-stu-
dent Los Angeles Unifted School
District have discussed ending
its class-size-reduction program
Sn far, however, the program
hasn't been seriously threat-
ened, said Esther Wong, the as-
sistant superintendent for plan-
rung, assessment, and 1esearch

“We are lookung at it as a possi-
bility, but it’s something we re-
ally don't want to do,” she said of
curtailing the program

Despite the program’s chal-
lenges, district leaders beheve
smaller classes have helped
raise achievement, she added

‘Teachers, of course, are by and
Jarge supportive of (ahforma’s
program It's no surprise, then,
that officials of the National Edu-
cation Association are worried
that other states and distriets fac-
mg tight budgets will also choose
to do away with their class-size-
reduction programs—or at least
begin to trim them back

Under the Bush admimstra-
tion, meanwhile, there has been
a shift in emphasis on the fed-
eral front This vear, the federal
program was changed to allow
states much more flexiblity
in spending the money, not
necessarily just to hire teachers
and’ reduce class sizes, as
bad been the sole goal of the
Clinton initiative

“We're very concerned” about
the future of class-size-reduction
programs, said Darryl Lynette
Figueroa, a spokeswoman for the
2.5-million member NEA, “It re-
ally has been the key to success-
ful school reform.”



