
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

CLASS SIZE REPORT PRESENTATION FOR 
ANNUAL CONFERENCE 2007 – ANGELA ROBERTS 

 
 
15 minute speech, 15 minute for questions & comment. 
 
In the background runs the power point. Change slides at bold   underlined terms. 
 
Slide 1 Conference delegates, fellow teachers, kia ora nga tatau.  

Last year’s annual conference asked that a report be presented to 
you this year on the association’s campaign to reduce class sizes. 
You will see from the written report that my time with you will be 
spent in both updating you on progress we have made to date 
and at the same time introducing you to the power point we have 
developed for members to use with boards, parents and other 
influential groups as part of our ongoing campaign. 

Slide 2 The power point will be running in the background while I speak 
and I will cover the general themes without referring directly to it.  
You don’t need to try to absorb the detail, just to get a sense of 
what’s there in the slides.  There will be a copy available at the 
end of the day to look through at your leisure and it will be sent to 
branches after conference.   

I must say though that there’s an irony in the fact that the first 
public showing of the power point on why we need small class 
sizes is to a class of 150! 

Anyway, a catch-up on what happened since last conference.   

Slide 3 You will be aware that Annual Conference last year kicked off a 
campaign for class size reduction and controls, starting with the 
inclusion of what we would all regard as fairly basic class size 
controls in this year’s STCA claim, seeking to establish a limit of 
no more than 30 per class and an average maximum class size of 
26 per teacher.  While most schools already do this we also 
claimed 300 additional teachers to ensure that every school is 
receiving sufficient curriculum staffing to make this achievable 
everywhere without changes to options. 

This first step should have been easy, given that we were largely 
asking for the formalising of what is the status quo and because 
the Minister and the Ministry continue to make the noises about 
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individualising learning and the educational importance of having 
good relationships between students and teachers.  

Previous conferences instructed us to gather information on class 
size and present that information to the Ministry and the 
government in the work steam processes. We collected that 
information and from the end of last year we were set to present 
our findings and research and arguments for improvements in 
curriculum resourcing in secondary schools.   

Our team included Graeme Macann, ex-PPTA president and 
principal of Rosehill College, Kevin McSweeney, ex-executive 
member, past staffing committee member and now principal of 
Blue Mountain College, plus two executive members currently on 
our staffing committee, Kate Gainsford and myself, as well as 
association staff who specialise in curriculum and staffing matters.   

We looked forward to discussing with the Ministry how best to 
meet the educational needs of secondary students in 2007 and 
beyond. 

What happened was that they first refused to talk with us until we 
had a common definition of curriculum and then refused to agree 
on a definition, even when we offered to use their own! Effectively 
the curriculum staffing work stream was blocked.  Then it was 
killed completely when Steve Maharey, Minster for Education 
Theory, told us that he wouldn’t allow any recommendations to 
come from it which proposed extra staffing anyway.   

At that stage Executive stepped up the organisation of a class 
size campaign which could start as part of the STCA claim, 
involving billboards, media advertising and lobbying material, and 
then continue in isolation for as long as it takes to ensure that 
class sizes in our schools are brought to acceptable levels. 

That preparation was justified when the government failed to 
respond to us meaningfully on the class size elements of our 
current STCA claim.  You all know that the Ministry started by 
simply refusing to discuss staffing issues with us in the 
negotiations.  So at each possible forum they blocked discussion 
of the material on class size that we have collected at your 
direction.   

So, as we launch our campaign, what do we know? 

Slide 4 We know parents want class sizes of between 20 and 25.   

Slide 5 We know teachers also want similar class sizes to be the rule 
except where health and safety requires them to be smaller – 
most particularly in labs and workshops.  
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Slide 6 And we also know that teaching, learning and assessment 
have changed and are changing beyond the recognition of those 
who’s children are now in schools.  Only the class sizes have 
not changed, but the reality is that demands of modern teaching 
and learning mean that classes of over 25 have now become as 
unacceptable to parents and teachers as classes of 40 became in 
the 1960s. 

The goal of our campaign then is to ensure that both maximum 
and average class sizes are cut to levels which teachers, parents 
and students find appropriate for effective teaching and learning 
in the 21st century.   

Slide 8 As the people who have to engage on the day-to-day basis with 
students we know the problems with classes that are overly large 
and why they must be reduced.  Members have told us that the 
main problem is that we just physically don’t have the time to work 
with students enough on a one to one basis.  

Slide 9 & 10 But while lack of time for individual attention is the main problem 
with big classes our members and others have also identified 
other major concerns, including risks to student health and 
safety.  

Slide 11 Parents also have concerns about the lack of time spent with 
individual students.  They want teachers to spend quality 
individual time with their children, and they are talking of 15 
minutes or more per week.  To achieve that means much smaller 
classes than many of us have currently. 

Slide 12 As professionals we would love our classes to be small, because 
we know that size does matter and that small is best for our 
students.  We know the effects of reducing class size can be both 
long term and far reaching and the research supports that view. 

Slide 13 We know that students have a better learning environment 
when they are in small classes and not competing with 29 others 
fro help and attention. 

Slide 14 We also know that we can teach better in smaller classes.  

Slide 15 & 16 The current Minister, bless his silk socks, talks about engaging 
students and individualising and personalising learning.  Now, I 
do wonder if he’s ever tried to individualise learning for a group of 
30 year 10 students he sees for 3 hours a week or had a go at 
developing personal learning for 28 fifteen year olds who are keen 
to get out of school on a Friday afternoon.  I imagine not, but if he 
is serious about letting us do the things he just talks about then 
class size reduction is the way he can help us to achieve it. 
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Slide 17 & 18 From that would come a whole range of benefits for students 
and not just educational benefits, but also social and personal 
ones. 

Slide 19 And, very importantly for the future of our nation, small class 
sizes give greatest benefits to students who come to us from the 
most disadvantaged backgrounds. 

Slide 20 & 21 And its not just students that benefit from small classes.  
Teachers, the teaching profession, individual schools and the 
wider education system benefit too when class sizes are 
endemically small. 

Slide 22 So, if parents and teachers want classes to be between 20 and 
25, and small classes are good for students, teachers and 
schools then how are we measuring up? 

At this point I want to make it absolutely clear that when I talk of 
class size I am referring to real class sizes, that is the number of 
faces you have in front of you period by period.   

Slide 23 & 24 I’m not interested in statistical averages like the student:teacher 
ratios used by the Ministry.  The overall student:teacher ratio they 
refer to is less then 1:18, suggesting each of us has classes of 
around 18.  That’s just a joke to those of us who actually do the 
job the Ministry just make policies and press releases about. 

Slide 25 I’m not even talking about average class sizes. The fact that the 
average class size across the country is 22.7 is just as 
meaningless for most of us. I wonder how many of us here today 
would be willing to sell our grandmothers to be teaching just 23 
students every hour? 

Slide 26 & 27 The reality in schools is that many classes that exceed the sorts 
of levels we are looking for and many of our students will have 
spent most of their time this year in classes of over 25. 

Slide 28 For most of those classes the reason can be put down to lack of 
resourcing by the government – too few teachers are in our 
schools to ensure our classes are effective learning environments 
or to provide a reasonable range of subject options for students. 

Slide 29 Our large schools are systematically under-staffed by a formula 
designed for a time when the larger schools were half the size 
they are today and our smaller and middle-sized schools struggle 
to find a balance between a reasonable curriculum and keeping 
classes at all levels at sensible numbers. 

Slide 30 So, what do we want?   

We want class sizes that give us the greatest opportunity to get to 
know and to teach students as individuals and for them to have 
the greatest opportunity to achieve their potential during their time 
in secondary schools. 
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Slide 31 We want the full implementation of the School Staffing Review 
Group recommendations on reduction in class size. 

Slide 32 We want to see a very small start to improvements by the 
instituting of 30 as a maximum class size for non-practical 
subjects, with smaller classes for workshops and labs for health 
and safety reasons and then the phased reduction in that 
maximum as more staffing is phased in. 

Slide 33 In fact the costs of reducing class sizes are small and 
manageable in the context of falling secondary rolls.  It is the 
long-term gains for students and for the country that would be 
huge, because as the majority of researchers in this field attest, 
class size does make a significant difference to student learning 
and to their prospects in their adult life.   

Teachers, students and parents believe the same, and I’ll happily 
bet that no-one here has ever seen a private school advertising 
that it has classes of 30 as a selling point! 

Slide 34 So why does our Ministry and its apologists say that class size 
doesn’t make a difference? Fundamentally because owning up to 
the fact that it does means doing something about it and they can 
find academic papers to back them up. 

Slide 35 Unfortunately, there are actually few proper scientific studies of 
the impacts of actual class size on student outcomes and there 
are some very poor research and reviews out there that 
governments use as an excuse to justify not making the 
investment in class size reduction. 

Slide 36 One of the most frequent faults we see is the basic failure to 
measure the right thing.  Remember I said before that in New 
Zealand the student:teacher ratio is less than 18 and average 
class size is 22.7 students per class?  Well, in real life our classes 
range from 1 to over 40.  Not surprisingly, studies that seem to 
show class size doesn’t make a difference use average class size 
or student teacher ratios not actual class sizes.   

These studies are statistically biased towards showing a net effect 
of zero. 

Slide 37, 38 & 39 Most of the rest of the literature is composed of reports of work 
done by others or reanalysis of such studies through an 
impressive sounding technique of meta-analysis.  But put simply, 
garbage in, garbage out.  Reanalysing a bad study, even with 
the best techniques properly used does not make that study a 
good one or correct the faulty findings it comes up with. 

Slide 40, 41 & 42 Properly conducted, appropriately measured and scientifically 
sound research invariably indicates that class size matters, and 
it matters a lot. 
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 Slide 43, 44 & 45 Poor research and poor or biased reporting and analysis just 
doesn’t cut it as an argument against reducing class sizes.   

Slide 46, 47 & 48 The Minister has to stop hiding behind this rubbish and come to 
the party.  He says he wants to be a Minster FOR education and 
here is his chance to do that. 

But we have to be realistic.  Even with the movement we have 
seen in the STCA negotiations over class size, we have only 
established the most basic of safety nets for students and 
teachers – effectively they secure for all classes what is currently 
the status quo for the majority. 

Slide 49 This is only begins to move us towards the sorts of class sizes 
we need to have in all of our schools and it will take time to get 
there.  The pressure cannot go away after the current industrial 
dispute is resolved.  So, be in no doubt that we are in for a long 
campaign which will be partly industrial (extending class size 
limits in the collective agreement where they can be enforced), 
partly political (creating the will amongst the government of the 
day – which ever it is) to put in the resourcing to make small 
classes a reality) and partly educational.  We have to make sure 
parents and the wider public understand why we are pressing for 
smaller classes.  They have to understand that we want their 
children to be taught in classes where they can be dealt with as 
individuals and where they can be sure of getting the personal 
attention they need and deserve. 

Resources have been and will continue to be developed for use in 
the media and in lobbying.  We will be looking for commitments 
from all political parties to a policy of class size reduction. And 
they must all understand that the alternative is a long scrap with 
us and if that is the way it has to be, well tough, because not only 
are students worth the fight, our teachers are worth it too. 

Na reira tena koutau, tena kautou, tena kautou katoa 


