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N E W S
Florida TaxWatch study: Students can learn

 in larger classes if structured and staffed differently

Alternative model could save Florida millions of dollars

 if widely implemented, study shows
TALLAHASSEE –A new study by Florida TaxWatch documents that students can achieve in larger classes – if they are structured right and staffed differently.  Education experts say the study may offer useful clues to the Governor and lawmakers as they work to implement a new constitutional amendment that mandates class size reductions, and find the thousands of new teachers needed to staff them.


“In a traditional classroom, class size can matter a lot,” said Dominic Calabro, president and CEO of Florida TaxWatch.  “But this research shows that students can thrive in larger classes with the right structure and supports.  And that may be a much more economical approach than building hundreds of new classrooms.”


The study found that if the state adopted the teaching method evaluated by TaxWatch, taxpayers could save millions of dollars in salaries, construction, maintenance and other costs.  It could also provide a pipeline to train and mentor new teachers.


The three-year TaxWatch study evaluates performance and class size using a teaching model in use in 45 Florida grade schools statewide and being phased in district-wide in Marion and Osceola counties.  The model, called CHILD (Changing How Instruction for Learning is Delivered,) is based on a concept called triangulated learning, in which children learn at various work stations that appeal to different learning styles, including hands-on activities, use of technology and traditional pencil-and-paper practice.


The model teams teachers at three grade levels who each specialize in a subject – math, writing or reading – and can teach it to all three grades in the cluster.  This approach allows teachers to specialize in a single subject area and work with the same children for three years.


“The goals of class size reduction are higher academic achievement and more personalized learning,” said Dr. Sally Butzin, executive director of the Institute for School Innovation.  “This study shows that we may be able to achieve the same goals at less cost by changing the way we have traditionally delivered education.”


The study examined 78 classrooms at five diverse elementary schools staffed with one teacher and one teacher assistant working with 30 students, using the CHILD model.  The classrooms had a technology station with 3-6 computers and other learning stations for text-based and hands-on work.

Students in these classes scored as well or better on standardized tests for reading and math than students in traditional classes, despite having one-third more students.  And the differentiated staffing using teacher assistants has the potential to provide a career path with on-the-job training for recruiting future certified teachers.  


The study concluded the state could reduce costs significantly by shifting to this model compared to traditional teaching methods and the current average class size of 23.3 students.  If an entire elementary school adopted the CHILD model using 1 teacher and 1 teacher assistant for 30 students, added technology and specialized teacher training, and its student population were 1,000, the school would still save $244,470 the first year, $349,890 the second year, and $470,220 the third year in salaries alone.  And the savings would be even more significant when compared to a class size of 18 students, as required by the class size reduction amendment.

In addition, the study found that the state could avoid significant school construction and maintenance costs by going to this model.  Every CHILD classroom that accommodates 30 students rather than 23.3 students represents 6.7 “student stations” that need not be built.  Florida’s Office of Economic and Demographic Research uses a cost estimate for construction of each student station at $15,953.  Therefore, the cost avoidance per CHILD classroom is $106,890. Ten CHILD classrooms can avoid construction costs of over one million dollars. A full CHILD school of 30 classrooms represents the opportunity to avoid construction costs of $3,206,688.  


“We believe this model meets the objectives of the class size amendment by getting down to a 1:15 teacher or teacher assistant to student ratio, without a big hit to state budget,” Dr. Butzin said.  “Just the opposite – this approach improves student achievement and saves the state money.”

A copy of the full report is available at the Institute’s website at www.ifsi.org.
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