
Research in Brief: 
Does school size matter? 

Does the size of a school make a difference in the achievement 
of the students, or the cost of their educa on? 
 
Determining the “ideal” size for a school is largely determined by 
how you define ideal. While measuring only one dimension (such 
as cost per student, or student achievement on exams) results in 
more definite answers, building schools in the real world 
requires aspiring to many “ideals”. 
 
One recent systema c review examined the impact of secondary 
school size on a number of different outcomes. They found that 
larger secondary schools tend to do be er on exam scores and 
a endance, but that there was some threshold where this result 
started to diminish. The es mates of this threshold are too 
imprecise to be useful in determining op mal secondary school 
size. They also found that costs per pupil appear to decrease as 
school size increases. 
 
While the implica ons of different school sizes on student 
behaviours are unclear, both teachers and students at smaller 
schools are more likely to have a posi ve view of their “school 
environment”. 
 
Other behaviours, such as student drop‐out and a endance, 
student “violence”, are not clearly connected to school size, 
although several studies point in the direc on of an op mal size 
between very small and very large to reduce these behaviours. 
 
What is a systema c review? 
A systema c review is a literature review focused on a research 
ques on that tries to iden fy, appraise, select and synthesize all 
high quality research evidence relevant to that ques on. The 
features that dis nguish a systema c review are 1) a 
comprehensive search for relevant studies that match pre‐
determined criteria for eligibility and relevance and 2) a method 
for ra ng or ranking the strength of the evidence in the studies 
iden fied.  

Why does this ma er? 

 Building new schools is a large 
investment by school boards. 
Determining the “right” size for 
a school has implica ons for 
costs and student achievement 
over many years. 

 This study found that student 
achievement increased with 
school size, although there is 
probably a threshold where 
achievement starts to diminish. 

 Cost per pupil decreases with 

the increase in school size. 

 Both students and staff are more 

likely to have a posi ve view of 

their school environment as the 

school is smaller. 

Research in Brief ar cles can be found at: 
h p://www.hwdsb.on.ca/e‐best/ 



What did they do? 

The research team established a four‐stage review 
process, beginning with 1) crea ng inclusion and 
exclusion criteria; 2) systema c iden fica on of 
studies which were then screened against the criteria; 
3) data extrac on and cri cal appraisal; and 4) 
synthesis of the findings. 

They used computer searching in ERIC, Bri sh 
Educa onal Index, Australian Educa onal Index, Social 
Science Cita on Index, Applied Social Sciences Index 
and Abstracts, and PsychInfo. They included studies in 
which a variable for school size was a controlling 
variable, focused on mainstream secondary educa on, 
and contained empirical data and outcomes. The 
outcomes had to be one or more of the following: 1) 
student: a ainment and progress, a tudes, 
behaviour; 2) teacher: morale, experience and 
percep ons; 3) school: organiza on, management, 
costs. The studies also had to control for socio‐
economic status due to the poten al confounding 
effect of this variable. 

They excluded studies targe ng “schools within 

schools”, or studies of students who were “higher 

achieving” or had “special educa onal needs”. 

What did they learn? 

They found 31 studies reported in 42 papers that met 
their inclusion criteria. Twenty –one of the studies 
were from the United States, two from Canada, six 
from England, and one each from Finland and 
Australia. The studies were published between 1993 
and 2004. Studies varied widely in the number of 
schools or students involved, from some small studies 
with less than 500 students to some large studies with 
more than 5,500 schools with more than 2.9 million 
students. 

While some studies with more than one outcome 
reported conflic ng results, overall results suggest that 
studies with a high/medium weight of evidence 
tended to show a quadra c rela onship between size 
and the measured outcome. In other words, some 
posi ve outcomes increased with school size, un l a 

pping point was reached, and then these outcomes 
decreased. 

Studies that controlled for prior academic 
achievement (4 in total) all showed a consistent 
quadra c rela onship between school size and the 
outcome, while studies that did not control for prior 
achievement (15 studies) were more mixed in their 
results. 

Five studies examined the rela onship between school 
size and drop‐out or absence rates. The studies that 
were graded as high/medium weight of evidence (2 in 
total) report a quadra c rela onship between school 
size and a endance. The studies with medium or 
medium low weight of evidence report a posi ve 
rela onship between school size and absence or 
dropout rates. In other words, as the school size 
increases, so does the absence and dropout rate, 
across the en re range of school sizes. 

Five studies looked at the rela onship between school 
size and student or teacher percep on of their school. 
While they used different concepts and measures of 
school percep on, the outcomes were consistent 
across all the studies. As school size increased, student 
and teacher percep ons of their school climate 
decreased.  
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