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In this study, class size reduction (CSR) was imptged in six sections of
second semester, university level Spanish class&ghich the enroliment
cap was lowered from 27 to 20 students. The metbggdor the study
included a student opinion questionnaire, classroobservations, and
student course grades. The study aimed at findireg effect of CSR on
student participation, motivation, passing rateglaidropout rates. Results
showed that students in smaller classes have ahigiimber of As and Bs
whereas students in larger classes have a highenben of Cs and Ds.
Observations revealed that students in smallersdagarticipate twice as
much as students in larger classes. Students'reptirted motivation was
higher in classes where CSR was implemented.

Keywords: Class size reduction, foreign languagachéng, motivation,
dropout rates, student participation, Spanish, seclanguage acquisition.

En este estudio la reduccion del tamafio de la ctEsémplement6 en seis
secciones del segundo semestre universitario deeslade espafnol en las
cuales el nimero maximo de alumnos por clase sgjaete 27 a 20. La
metodologia empleada incluyé un cuestionario denidpi para los

estudiantes, observaciones de las clases y lassmi#alos alumnos. Este
estudio tenia como objetivo encontrar el efecto lgueduccion del tamafio
de la clase tiene en la participacion, motivacidnedias de aprobados y
medias de alumnos que dejan la clase. Los resudtadostraron que los
estudiantes en clases reducidas tienen un mayoeruide notas altas (A y
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B o sobresaliente y notable) mientras que los émstibels en clases con
mayor numero tienen mas notas medianas (C y D m Yisuficiente). Las

observaciones revelaron que los estudiantes ereslesducidas participan

el doble que los estudiantes en clases con mayuoeraide estudiantes. Los
estudiantes también manifestaron mayor motivacal&ses reducidas.

Palabras clave: reduccion del tamafio de clase, @msea de lengua
extranjera, motivacion, espafiol, adquisicién deusetas lenguas.

1. Introduction

Class size reduction (CSR) has received much aiterh the last two
decades. Baker and Behrens alluded to the phenamaingrowing class
sizes in higher education as early as 1971. Thmnse to the growing class
size phenomenon by some faculty such as Baker agttteBs (1971),
McKinney and Graham-Buxton (1993), and MacGregorlet(2000) has
been to implement more activities such as grougkwiarorder to increase
student to student interaction and feedback. Tteeraltive is to reduce the
number of students in classes. Research condutiaihiary schools where
CSR was put into effect yields data that suggesthters have higher morale,
and students have higher achievement (Mueller, €&a¥Valden, 1988). In
addition, it demonstrates increased opportuniti@s téachers to provide
feedback to students, and more on-task behavioibigath by students
(Blatchford, 2003; Mueller Chase, & Walden., 1988h second language
(L2) classes in particular, the importance of meghil interaction and the
ability to provide feedback to students is paranmotan learning a new
language (Gass, 1997; Long, 1996).

LoCastro (2001) collected self-report data fromchesms who
claimed that the size of their classes influended type of activities they
could develop and implement. Research in L2 adiprisshows the need for
learners to communicate and negotiate meaning (l€rgs1982; Long,
1996; Swain, 1985; Wong, 2005). In order to fogtés practice among
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learners, there needs to be an optimal number wdests in the L2
classrooms that allows students to practice, contaten and negotiate
meaning.

Class size in the United States is an educationiaypthat has been
investigated in depth in the last decade (Bettsh&okik, 1999; Ehrenberg,
Brewer, Gamoran, & Willms, 2001; Finn & Achilles999; Mosteller,
1995). Reducing the size of classes has been gdpby governors,
legislators, school superintendents, and pareminany cases, classes at the
elementary level have experienced the most CSRKBIEarly Child Care
Research Network, 2004) and much of the researd®dSR has addressed
the situation in K-12 schools (Mosteller, 1995; NMeieChase, & Walden.,
1988; NICHD Early Child Care Research Network, 2008he results
obtained from CSR studies are contradictory anckrdie. Policy makers
have one opinion, parents have their own, schqmérsotendents voice their
ideas on the issue, and instructors express thairsBut what about the
students? What do the students themselves thinkt aibass size and how
they perceive it to affect their learning?

2. Literature Review

Some of the most influential research on the efl@ictCSR has been
provided by Hanushek (Hanushek, 1986, 1989, 199&#®6b, 1997).
Hanushek has been cited as evidence to suppdoetieficial effect of CSR
on student achievement (e.g., Krueger, 2003), dk ageevidence of the
neutral effect (e.g., Chubb & Moe, 1990; Finn & ritiet 1998). Most
researchers’ concern lies with the effect of CSRtodent achievement. For
example Rivkin, Hanushek and Kain (2005) utilizediada set from students
in Texas that contained test scores from gradee thwough seven for three
cohorts of students in the mid 1990s. The resutimn their statistical
analyses suggest that there was a positive effent CSR. In particular,
they found that lowering class size had a posgffect on mathematics and
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reading achievement, though the magnitude of thHectfwas small,
especially after fifth grade.

Krueger and Whitmore (2000) investigated the efi@ctCSR on
student test scores and on whether students t@K@T or SAT college
entrance exam. The data were part of the proje&RSWhereby 11,600
students were randomly assigned to a small-cleé&4 1students), regular-
size class (22-25 students), or regular-size olétbsa teacher aide within 79
Tennessee public schools (Achilles, 1999; Finn &iles, 1999; Folger &
Breda, 1989; Krueger, 1999; Word et al., 1990).yTfaaind that students
who attended a small-class have a higher likelihabthking the ACT or
SAT college entrance exam, and have higher scoréseoexam.

The effects of CSR have also been researcheduimtroes other than
the United States. The effect of CSR on achievemers investigated in
Sweden by Lindahl (2005). He used a seasonal feafuhe school systems
in his study. In other words, he compared studandifferent semesters.
Lindahl claimed that the “seasonal feature makgmdsible to separate the
effects of school and non-school factors on learh{p. 376). Lindahl used
Swedish data and found that smaller classes gedehagher scores than
larger classes. These results mirrored the oneainglok by Krueger and
Whitmore (2000) in that CSR had a positive effantl aesulted in higher
scores.

In  London, Blatchford, Bassett, Goldstein and Nhart
(2003)observed 10,000 children and followed thelvosling from 4-7 years
of age. Their study used multilevel statisticalqadures to model effects of
class size differences while controlling for sogra# variation that might
affect the relationship with academic achieveme&heir results showed an
effect of CSR on children’s academic attainment.

There are, nevertheless, studies whose resultsaditt the ones
explained above (e.g., Dobbelsteen, Levin, & Odbstek, 2002; Hoxby,
2000; WolRmann, 2005). For example, Hoxby (2000)eshtgated the
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population in 649 elementary schools. She usedralatwariation in the

school-aged population to analyze the effect ofs<laize on student
achievement. She concluded in her study that remhectn class size had no
effect on student achievement. In other words,ltesi studies on CSR are
inconclusive. While the great focus has been onefftect on student
achievement, CSR impacts other areas such as tiotivdropout rates, or
participation.

The need for this study came about as instructorhé Spanish
department continually faced challenges of teackiagses with more than
25 students. The Administration voiced support barge if there was
evidence of impact. Given the current lack of coissis regarding the effects
of CSR in college courses, and especially the leCKCSR research in
foreign language courses, the current study wakeimgnted.

This study focused on the opinions of studentshensize of classes
in second semester Spanish at a southeast unyversié purpose of this
research was twofold. First, we wanted to expand kmowledge on the
effect of class size on scores, participation, watibn, dropout rate, and
student perception. Second, we wanted to invdstigdiat students think
about CSR in Spanish classes at the university. |gve therefore surveyed
students to find out their opinion on the issuee Titesearch question
addressed was: what is the effect of CSR on stadpatticipation, passing
rates, motivation, and dropout rates?

3. Methodology

Participants

Participants were students enrolled in one of t#aes of SPA 102
second semester Spanish at a southeast univeusitgdhe spring semester
of 2005. In six of those classes the enrollment wag lowered from the
typical 27 to 20. The other six classes had 27estisgdeach at the beginning
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of the semester. The total number of students verbcgpated in the study
was 215.

Procedure

Data collection took place in the fall semester2604 and in the
spring semester of 2005. The student questionwea® first piloted with
eight classes of students (n=134) enrolled in feenester Spanish, SPA
101. Questions were subsequently modified uporysisabf responses. The
student questionnaire (Appendix A) was administextetthe beginning of the
spring of 2005 by the principal investigator to #ie students in the 12
sections of SPA 102. Participation was voluntdnythis study, “Large”
classes are defined as those classes having beBfeand 27 students and
“Small” classes are defined as those being cappetD.aStudents in this
study were not informed if they were in the Lar¢gess or Small class.

All 12 classes were observed between March and ApE005 by a
graduate student. The number of times that studgeartscipated and asked
questions was recorded by the observer. Partioipatias defined as
voluntarily offering an answer to a question possdthe instructor, or
getting involved in speaking in class by raisingithhand. At the end of the
spring semester, final grades were collected frdniz sections. Dropout
rates were collected from each instructor.

4, Results

Student Questionnaire

Descriptive statistics are presented for answeadl t@f the questions
on the student questionnaire. A total of 214 case® included, n=120 in
the Large class and n=94 in the Small class.
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When asked if they thought the number of studentkeir class was
excessive, a higher percentage of students in #éngel.class perceived that
this was the case. 22.5% in the Large class andw@fes”, compared to
4.3% in the Small class (Table 1).

Table 1.Question- Do you think the number of students ur gtass
is excessive?

Class %Yes %No %Other
Large 225 76.7 0.8
Small 4.3 95.7 0

Students were asked if they would prefer to be ataas with more
students or less students. A majority of studemtsath groups (75% in the
Large class, 83% in the small class) would prefelaas with fewer students
(Table 2).

Table 2.Question- Would you prefer to be in a class withreno
students or less students?

Class %Less %More %0Other
Large 75.0 15.8 9.2
Small 83.0 12.8 4.3

In terms of participation opportunities in clasg, %o of students in
the Small class said that they had enough oppdidanio participate and
practice their Spanish, compared to 78.3% in thgé.alass (Table 3).
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Table 3.Question-Do you think you have enough opportuniiies
participate and practice your Spanish?

Class %Yes %No %0Other
Large 78.3 20.8 0.8
Small 92.9 53 1.1

However, in both groups, a majority of studentsnaared that they
would like to be in a smaller class where they haate opportunities to
participate and practice their Spanish (Table d)the Large class, 68.3%
answered Yes, and in the Small class 76.6% answarsd

Table 4.Question-Would you like to be in a smaller clasgngtyou
had more opportunities to participate and practyor Spanish?

Class %Yes %No %0Other
Large 68.3 30.8 0.8
Small 76.6 22.3 1.1

In the Large class, 54.2% reported that havingrgelaaumber of
students would affect their ability to participated practice Spanish in a
negative way and 40.8% thought that having a largeber would not affect
their ability either way (Table 5). In the Smalbss$, 72.3% thought that a
large number of classmates would affect their @bito practice and
participate in a negative way and 24.5% thought ltlaging a large number
of students would not affect their ability eitheayv In other words, student
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in the Small class perceive a negative effect frarfilLarge” amount of
students and students in the Large class percéhver @ negative effect or
no effect at all.

Table 5.Question- Do you think a large number of studentgaur
class affects your ability to participate and priaetyour Spanish negatively,
positively, or neither?

Class %Positive %Negative %Neither
Large 5.0 54.2 40.8
Small 3.2 72.3 24.5

On an oppositely worded question, 76.6% in the Satads thought
that having a small number of students would affdwtir ability to
participate and practice their Spanish positivesrsus 66.7% in the Large
class (Table 6).

Table 6.Question- Do you think a small number of studemtgaur
class affects your ability to participate and priaetyour Spanish negatively,
positively, or neither?

Class %Positive %Negative %Neither
Large 66.7 5.0 28.3
Small 76.6 0 23.4
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More specifically, students were also asked howr2@ore students
in their class would affect their learning. In tharge class, 46.7% thought
having 20 or more students would affect their lewympositively and 47.5%
thought it would not affect them negatively or piesily (Table 7).

Table 7.Question- Do you think having 20 or more studemtgaur
class affects your learning negatively, positivelyneither?

Class %Positive %Negative %Neither
Large 46.7 5.8 47.5
Small 62.8 5.3 31.9

In the Small class, 62.8% thought having 20 or nstuelents would
affect their learning positively, and 31.9% thoughwould not affect them
positively or negatively.

When asked how 20 or less students would affedt tharning,
there were similar patterns in the results. Inlthege class, 63.3% thought
20 or less students would affect their learningtp@dy, and 33.3% thought
it would not affect their learning positively or gedively (Table 8). In the
Small class, 70.2% thought it would affect theiarleng positively, and
22.3% thought it would not affect their learningspively or negatively.
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Table 8.Question- Do you think having 20 or less studemtgaur
class affect your learning negatively, positivelyneither?

Class %Positive %Negative %Neither
Large 63.3 3.3 33.3
Small 70.2 7.4 22.3

In terms of classroom management, a higher pemgerdgastudents
in the Large classes compared to the Small clasaidsthat either they or
their instructor ran out of time (26.7%, 12.8% edpvely). Results are
shown in Table 9.

Table 9.Question- Do you or your instructor run out of titne

Class %Yes %No %0Other
Large 26.7 72.5 0.8
Small 12.8 86.2 1.1

Students in the Small classes feel more comfortge6%) to ask
questions in class (Table 10) than the studeritsiige classes (75.8%)

ELIA 8, 2008, pp. 181-203



192 Garcia-Bayonas & Gottschall

Table 10.Question- Do you feel comfortable to ask questions
class?

Class %Yes %No %0Other
Large 75.8 24.2 0
Small 93.6 6.4 0

A higher percentage of students in Small class@$¥) compared
to the Large classes (77.5%) reported that theychsification questions
when they did not understand something. Findingshown in Table 11.

Table 11.Question- Do you ask for clarification questionsamntyou
don’t understand something?

Class %Yes %No %0Other
Large 77.5 20.8 1.7
Small 93.6 53 1.1

Both groups seemed to enjoy learning equally asrteg in Table
12. Similar percentages of students in the Small laarge classes enjoy
learning Spanish, as seen in Tablel2.
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Table 12 Question- Do you enjoy learning Spanish?

Class %Yes %No %0Other
Large 64.2 32.5 3.3
Small 68.1 28.7 3.2

A higher percentage of students in the Small ckaé’8.1%) reports
being motivated to learn Spanish, whereas 71.7%rrejich motivation in
the Large classes (Table 13).

Table 13 Question- Are you a motivated student to learn &bén

Class %Yes %No %0Other
Large 71.7 25.0 3.4
Small 85.1 14.9 0

Classroom Observation

The analysis of the classroom observations revehkdstudents in
the six Small classes participated an average 9f{8D=85.5) instances per
class (from a total 630 for Small classes), or gerage of 5 times per
student versus students in the six Large classespatticipated an average
of 70.3 instancesSP =85.3) per class (from a total of 422 for Largassks),
or an average of 2.6 times per student. Studentwismall classes made up
for 59.9% of the total participation (1052) obsehamong all 12 classes,
and the Large classes accounted for 40.1%.
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Final Grades

Overall, students in the Small class had a higleecgntage of As
and Bs than the students in the Large class (Tlelikewise, students in
the Large class had a higher percentage of Csam,Fs. Consequently,
students in the Small class had a higher passitegtnan students in the
Large class. In the Small classes the averagadaitite per class (earning an
F) was 2.6%%$D=5.9) versus 5.0%5D=5.9) in the Large classes.

Table 14 Mean Percentage of Letter Grades

Classrooms | %A %B %C %D %F

M (SD) | M(SD) | M(SD) | M(SD) | M (SD)

Large n=6 224 31.0 29.3 11.8 5.0
(16.7) | (13.7) | (11.0) (12.4) | (5.9

Smalln=6 | 27.5 45.9 18.2 5.6 2.6
(10.4) | (12.9) | (10.6) (7.5) (4.1)

Dropout rates

Large classes in this study experienced a slidhgher dropout rate
than the Small classes during the semester. Ih Blastudents dropped out
of the Large classes, versus 14 students in thdl $taases. In the Large
classes, that translates to a Mean of SI3-(.9) students per each of the six
classes. In the Small class, it is 25D€1.9) students per each of the six
classes.
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5. Discussion

The research question posed at the beginning o$ttidy was: what is the
effect of CSR on students’ participation, passiages, motivation, and
dropout rates?

The overall results reveal the positive effectG8R on students’
participation. Taking into account the fact thatical Small classes have 20
students and typical Large classes have 27 studéets students in Small
classes participate twice as much as studentsrigeleaasses. Not only are
students in Small classes at an advantage by singiyng less classmates,
but it also appears that the size of the class beaygonducive to having
students feel more at ease, perhaps be more i@grasthe subject, and
participate more. The implications of this resuft language learning are
clear-cut. The more the learners are using the nsedanguage in a
communicative and meaningful way, the more theyaare¢he path towards
acquisition (Gass, 1997; VanPatten, 1996). Padimip and communication
in a second language class have obvious benefithetostudents in that
usually the only opportunities for students to “oi@ie meaning” and have
“real” interaction is with their classmates. Theytan first hand input by
speaking with their classmates and by listenindpéon, and they also benefit
by having the opportunity to speak and producepotitin the classroom
environment.

Another research question investigated was thecefff CSR on
students’ passing rate. All students participatmghis study took the same
midterm exams and final exams. As mentioned in rsults section,
students in Small classes passed their classes higtier grades than
students in Large classes. Although the majoritgtatients in both groups
passed their Spanish classes, the grades of ttienssuin the Small classes
seem to reflect better Spanish skills than the egaaf the students in the
Large classes.
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With regard to student motivation, findings dentoaie that
students in Small classes self-reported being martevated than students in
Large classes. According to Dornyei (1996) motmatieads to low-anxiety
levels and self-confidence, which are key elemanssiccessfully learning a
second language. It could therefore be hypothedizadstudents in Small
classes had higher passing scores due to theivatioti to learn Spanish. It
could be further hypothesized that motivation isodinked to a desire to
remain in the class in which students were origynanrolled, thus
connecting it to dropout rates.

Although the difference in dropout rates betweengeaand Small
classes is not high, it is nevertheless existetttimstudy. One more student
in each Large class dropped out of the Spanisls claspared to students in
the Small class. The consequences of dropout hates a direct impact on
the institution and the student. Students may obdwos complete their
language requirement at another institution or timay wait until they are
about to graduate to finish these classes in thavsr. Dropping out also
leads to student frustration and blaming the demamt and the institution
when their language requirement gets in the wagrafluation. This in turn
creates situations where students have completethtiguage requirement,
but their ability to express themselves in the sddanguage is limited.

As a result of these findings, the Administratioashcapped the
number of students in all lower-level Spanish cesirat 22.

6. Limitations

First, since this study included a small samplé¢hef student population, it
was not possible to perform inferential statistiGalalyses and reach
significance. A future study could include datanfrat least 10 sections of
each CSR and non-CSR classes.
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Secondly, classroom observations only took placeeonFor
reliability purposes it would have been more adégjt@ observe the same
classes twice or several times. Furthermore, obsens should probably be
done by two different observers, each one goirgjltthe sections.

7. Conclusion

Overall, the implementation of CSR in second laggualasses has a
positive effect on student learning at the uniwgréevel. As could be
predicted students themselves preferred to beassek with less students
where their participation can increase. CSR alse repercussions on
students’ own perception of anxiety level. The lowee anxiety level, the
more optimal the learning environment in a secampliage. Our results
suggest that more research is warranted to disgbat specific areas can
benefit more.

Much research in the past has focused on CSR amdierst
achievement only, and though these data are negedbare are other
aspects in second language learning in higher éducéhat can play a
crucial role. For example, further research shoed@mine instructors’
satisfaction and ability to provide thorough feelysstudents’ satisfaction,
motivation, participation and dropout rates--whieffect the ability to
acquire the different competencies of second lagglsarning.
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Appendix A
Students’ questionnaire

SPA 102 Section number

Please circle your answers for each question
1. Do you think the number of students in your classxcessive?
Yes No

2. Would you prefer to be in a class with more stuslentess
students?

More Less

3. Do you think having 20 or more students in yousslaffects your
learning negatively, positively, or neither?

Negatively Positively Neither

4. Do you think having 20 or less students in yousslaffects your
learning negatively, positively, or neither?

Negatively Positively Neither

5. Do you think you have enough opportunities to pgréite and
practice your Spanish?

Yes No

6. Would you like to be in a smaller class where yad more
opportunities to participate and practice your Sgeh

Yes No

7. Do you think a large number of students in yousglaffects your
ability to participate and practice your Spanispatively,
positively, or neither?
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Negatively Positively Neither

8. Do you think a small number of students in yousslaffects your
ability to participate and practice your Spanispataely, positively,
or neither? Negatively Positively Neither

9. Please write any comments or suggestions that gee Wwith regard
to the number of students in your classroom?

10. Do you or your instructor run out of time?

Yes No
11. Do you feel comfortable to ask questions in class?
Yes No

12. Do you ask for clarification questions when you ‘tlonderstand
something?

Yes No

13. Are you a motivated student to learn Spanish?
Yes No

14. Do you enjoy learning Spanish?
Yes No

15. How often do you participate in class: always, mfsometimes,
rarely, or never?

Always Often Sometimes Rarely Never

First version received: February 2008.

Final version accepted: September 2008
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