
“DOES SIZE MATTER”

As Circuit Team Manager I interviewed a teacher literally in tears and shame complaining that although it is already June she feels bad that she does not know the names of all her learners because of the large class size.  In many discussions with school principals and teachers, a smaller class size and a lower teacher: learner ratio is the greatest need and concern at poorer schools.

Learner: teacher ratio has a direct bearing of the amount of learners in a class. The South African (SA) post distribution model allocates to school a number of posts based mostly on the number of learners. The model does not prescribe a minimum class size. The distributive need of teachers inside the school often result in skewed and large classes. It is in this flaw that lay at the heart of the problem. South Africa should have regulation to prescribe an equitable class size.
The critical issue of class size has been recognized as a major challenge to education provisioning in modern and contemporary schooling. Part of the debate is the difficult trade-off between affordability (access) and quality of learning and teaching.
The universal tension or dichotomy between access and quality is also a South African reality which plays itself out on a daily basis in our schools, our classrooms, our staff rooms, board rooms etc. The developmental state has made difficult tradeoffs between access and quality. Over the past 20 years the country has invested heavily in getting greater access. I am of the opinion that we may need another 10 years or more. 

Worldwide governments are being confronted with the question of the most desirable and affordable class size. In South Africa class size has become the prickly pear or a sticky issue of our schooling system. Africa generally speaking has proven to be the anomaly with class sizes in the range of 60-70 learners with perceived “good and acceptable” level of learner performance and classroom discipline.
SA currently has an official average class size of 40-45 and an average ratio of 36. This excludes the governing body posts filled in affluent communities. In poorer communities the reality is more like 50-60 and more. This differs from province to province and should be viewed more as an exception rather than the rule. Other anomalies and factors within the education system further distort this size and result in this large and undesirable exception.

For the poorer schools reducing the class size is seen a panacea and a good beginning to begin to address most of their problems. The call or need to reduce the class size are underpinned by both the view that it constitutes the (1) root causes to the learning and teaching problems experienced within poorer schools (2) and is symptomatic of and adding to other problems experienced within poorer schools.

Whichever point of departure, the issue of reducing class size and ratio should be considered in terms of the following matters raised by the debate; affordability, availability of resources e.g. teachers, classrooms, equipment, furniture, impact on learning and teaching, impact on classroom socialization and social cohesion.
What remains undeniably is the fact that large classes contribute significantly to the erosion of (1) social cohesion, (2) good and positive classroom management and (3) socialization. International research further suggests that for a direct and positive effect, class size should desirably be reduced to 20-25. 
Annually poorer schools are in crisis when the staffing establishment is issued for the following year. This makes a huge impact on school stability and planning. Although the post distribution model makes provision for equity it has a negligible effect on the post provisioning of poorer schools. This was an agreement between the government and the organized teaching profession. It has been a bad decision and practice with huge unintended consequences which I hope will soon be reversed and abolished. When the school has a decline in learner numbers the staffing allocation decreased resulting in uncertainty about tenure amongst staff. This happen suddenly and as A BIG BANG. Teachers are declared in excess to be redeployed. Poorer schools cannot absorb the impact of this adjustment annually nor deal with the result in lack of morale amongst teachers. School principals are faced with the inevitable to put the jobs of teachers ahead of learners need. In desperation, both learner admissions and bad planning result in skewed and very large classes. It is my contention that schools need up to three years to adjust to drop in learner numbers and should be given this time to allow for more learner enrolment.
Class size is also determined by the availability of classrooms for teaching and learning. In a case where a school has more teachers than classrooms planning usually fails in favor of very large class sizes. Implementing the school curriculum further exacerbates the problem of large classes.

Given the South African context educators and managers have identified a desirable class size as 35 learners. In the Western Cape alone the direct staffing cost to reduce the current class size to an average of 35 may need an additional 4000 teachers with a additional salary bill in excess of R1.5 billion with an average additional 3-5 educators per school. Nationwide multiply this provisioning by 15. Let see if as a country we can rise to the challenge!
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