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Classes at Cal State San Marcos: 

Do Our Students Consider Them Overcrowded or Too Large?


During the second half of the Spring 2004 term, the Office of Analytic Studies administered the third in its annual series of in-class student surveys. Surveys were distributed in a spectrum of classes meeting during selected days and times, with 1,104 useable questionnaires completed by early May. Analysis suggests that, with the exception of graduate and part-time students, the final survey sample is representative of the larger group from which it is drawn (i.e., all students enrolled in Spring 2004).  Data collection procedures and sample representativeness are discussed in more detail in Appendix A.


Student views of the size of their classes served as one of two special foci for the Spring 2004 survey.  Three sets of questions related to this focus: the size of respondents’ Spring 2004 classes, which classes respondents deemed overcrowded or too large and why, and their attitudes about several aspects of class size. The following pages examine responses to all three sets of questions.


In addition to describing overall response patterns, relevant subgroup differences are examined below.  In particular, statistically significant differences in four key variables are summarized: attendance status (i.e., day vs. evening students), undergraduate entry status (i.e., first time freshmen vs. transfer students), current class level, and the College housing respondents’ majors.  Appendix B reproduces comments relating to class size elicited by two questions: one asking about why one or more of a respondent’s classes are overcrowded or too large and one inviting respondents to “make additional comments about the topics considered” in the survey.


The findings summarized in the following pages indicate that a substantial majority of respondents report taking either four or five classes during the Spring 2004 term. Respondents were enrolled in a total of 4,527 classes, ranging in size from fewer than 10 students to 75 or more. According to respondents’ estimates, two-thirds of their classes have between 20 and 39 students and just 5% have sixty or more. Respondents in Education report taking the fewest and smallest courses, while Arts & Sciences students report the highest course loads and the largest classes.  When given the opportunity to describe their ideal class size, seven in ten respondents said that the ideal class should have no more than 40 students, with over two-thirds of this group preferring classes with a maximum of 25-30 students.  Unfortunately, 70% of respondents’ Spring 2004 classes exceed this maximum.


One in four respondents considered at least one of their Spring 2004 classes overcrowded or too large and close to half of these considered more than one of their classes too large.  Moreover, of the classes enumerated by respondents, one in ten is deemed overcrowded or too large.  In keeping with respondents’ views of the ideal class size, they rarely considered a class with fewer than forty students overcrowded or too large. A comparison of undergraduate respondents by disciplinary field reveals that, with one exception, Arts and Sciences students are more likely than those in Business to consider their classes too large.  The exception is students majoring in Natural Science and Mathematics; they are less likely than others to consider one or more of their classes too large.  These findings are limited by the fact that we neglected to inquire into the discipline of the classes respondents considered too large.


At least in part, the observed differences by College are a function of the fact that Business students have a greater tolerance for larger classes than those in Arts and Sciences.  Thus, the latter are considerably more likely than the Business respondents to say that any given class size is too large.  At the same time, the Business classes offered in Spring 2004 were less likely to have more than 40 students than those in Arts and Sciences.


When asked why they deem some of their classes overcrowded or too large, respondents frequently mentioned three reasons: there are too many desks in the classroom, there are more students than the room can accommodate, and there are more students than an instructor can reasonably handle.  In keeping with this, most respondents agree that any size is O.K. as long as the room is sufficiently large and everyone has a good view.  Finally, just over half of the respondents report that when choosing a class they give priority to the convenience of class timing rather than to class size.


One in four respondents said that they must arrive early in some of their Spring 2004 classes “to get a decent seat”.  This problem is most widespread among respondents majoring in non-science Arts and Sciences disciplines.  Moreover, the respondents who feel they must arrive early are considerably more likely than others to think that their classes are overcrowded or too large, a finding that suggests instructors should seek to limit the number of students they admit into a course section to the number of desks in their classrooms.


In sum, the survey findings indicate that San Marcos students consider classes with 25 to 30 students ideal, but generally find classes with fewer than forty students acceptable.  Since two-fifths of the respondents’ Spring 2004 classes had 30-39 students, a good many fall into the gray area at the outer limit of the acceptable. Respondents most frequently concerned with the size of their classes are those specializing in Arts and Sciences disciplines. Most of these respondents are also more likely than those in either Business or Education to say they must arrive early in one or more of their classes to get a decent seat.

The findings just reviewed raise the question posed in the title of this report.  Are the classes currently offered at CSUSM overcrowded or too large if one in four respondents, and three in ten of those in Arts and Sciences, reports that one or more of their classes are too large?  Similarly, are classes too large if one in ten of the classes enumerated by the Spring 2004 survey respondents is deemed overcrowded or too large?  Should the answer to either of these questions be yes, the survey findings point to a number of strategies that could be employed to reduce students’  sense that a good many classes at CSUSM are over-crowded or too large (see especially Tables 8 and 13).


( Do not allow class sizes at the beginning of a semester to exceed the number of desks in 


   the classroom by more than 10%.


( Lower the current room capacities by increasing the footprint of each desk (i.e., allow 


   more room between desks).


( Offer more class sections at off-peak times.


( Limit most class sections to a maximum of 30 students.

To be effective, the third and fourth options should probably be implemented simultaneously, while the first strategy would require instructors to limit the number of students they allow to “crash” a class on the first day.

Summary of Findings

Number of classes taken

· According to Table 1, nearly three-quarters of the students responding to the Spring 2004 survey (72%) reported taking between four and five classes during that term. 

· Not surprisingly, graduate level respondents take fewer courses than undergraduate respondents; only 22% of the former report taking as many as four classes (see Table 2).  In addition, lower division students are somewhat more likely than upper division students to be taking at least four courses (93% vs. 79%).

· Undergraduate course loads vary by college. Table 3 indicates that respondents majoring in Arts and Sciences disciplines are somewhat more likely than those majoring in Business to be taking five or more courses during the Spring 2004 term (42% vs. 30%).  As one might expect, graduate students in Education carry the lightest course loads.

Class size

A key question in the class-size section of the Spring 2004 survey asked respondents to estimate the number of students in each of their classes by choosing from eight size groupings, ranging from “less than 10” to “75 or more”.

· Of the 4,527 Spring 2004 classes identified by respondents, two-thirds were estimated to have between 20 and 39 students (see left hand columns of Table 4). Nearly one in five classes (18%) were said to have 40-49 students and just 5% had as many as 60 students or as few as 19.

· The right hand columns of Table 4 summarize the size of all class sections offered in Spring 2004 by the two Colleges enrolling most undergraduates (Arts and Sciences and Business).
  This distribution is very similar to the distribution of classes reported by respondents, suggesting that, overall, the spectrum of classes taken by survey respondents is relatively representative of all classes offered in Spring 2004.

· A closer comparison of the two distributions shown in Table 4 indicates that respondents under-report very small classes, while the largest classes, as well as those in the 30-39 range, are somewhat over-reported.  To a large degree, these modest disparities are to be expected, since, for reasons of efficiency, survey administration focused on classes with at least 20 students.  In addition, the inclusion of a few classes with relatively large numbers of students inevitably has the effect of inflating the upper end of the class distribution.  At the same time, the observed disparities may be a sign that students tend to perceive their classes as being somewhat larger than they actually are.

· Classes taken by upper division respondents are somewhat more likely than those taken by lower division students to have fewer than 40 students in them (73% vs. 64%), though more than two-fifths of the classes taken by the former fall in the 30-39 size range (see Table 5). 

· As Table 6 indicates, class size varies by College.  Classes taken by Arts and Sciences majors are somewhat more likely than those taken by Business students to have more than 40 students (31% vs. 20%), while classes taken by Education students are more likely than those taken by others to have fewer than 30 students (79% vs. 28%).

· Table 7 shows the actual and reported Spring 2004 class size distributions for both the College of Arts and Sciences and the College of Business.  Comparing the distributions for each of the two colleges indicates that the respondent distributions are largely representative of the larger wholes from which they are drawn, despite some small disparities.  Among Business students, the largest classes are over-reported, while among Arts and Sciences students, the smallest are under-reported.  Among the latter, classes in the 30-39 range are also somewhat over-reported.

· A comparison of the second and fourth columns of Table 7 indicates that the relative number of Business sections with more than 40 students was considerably smaller in Spring 2004 than the percentage of such Arts and Sciences sections offered (7% vs. 32%).

Ideal Class Size

· When asked about the class size respondents consider ideal, almost three-quarters (71%) were able to specify a maximum size (see top part of Table 8).  Among the remaining respondents, ideal class size is seen to vary by either the type of class or the size and shape of the room in which a class is held.

· Among respondents who specified a maximum class size, seven in ten  consider the ideal class size to have no more than 25-30 students (see the bottom part of Table 8).

Do Respondents Consider Their Classes Overcrowded or Too Large?
· Respondents to the Spring 2004 survey were asked to identify which, if any, of their current classes are overcrowded or too large. As the top row of Table 9 indicates, one in four respondents responded positively, saying that at least one of their Spring 2004 classes was overcrowded or too large.  Moreover, according to the bottom part of Table 9, close to half of these respondents think that at least two of their classes are overcrowded or too large, with close to a quarter (23%) saying the number is three or higher.

· According to Table 10, respondents majoring in an Arts and Science discipline are considerably more likely than others to consider one or more of their classes overcrowded or too large (29% vs. 13%).  This view is not equally prevalent in all Arts and Sciences disciplines, however; respondents majoring in the Natural Sciences and Mathematics are less likely than other Arts and Sciences students to say that they are enrolled in at least one class that is too large (9% vs. 31%).  Table 10 also indicates that respondents taking at least some evening classes are less likely than those taking primarily daytime classes to consider one or more of their classes overcrowded or too large (15% vs. 29%).

· Of the classes enumerated by respondents, approximately one in ten is deemed overcrowded or too large (see the last row of Table 11).  As one might expect, respondents’ judgments about the crowdedness of their classes varies by the number of students in the class: very few classes with fewer than 40 students, which account for seven-tenths of those enumerated, are considered overcrowded or too large, compared to 23% of the classes with 40-59 students and 32% of those with 60 or more students.

· Classes taken by Arts and Sciences respondents are consistently more likely than those taken by respondents in the College of Business to be deemed overcrowded or too large (see Table 12).  The difference is particularly striking among larger classes (i.e. more than 50 students): less than one in five of such classes enumerated by Business respondents is considered overcrowded or too large compared to 33% of the comparable classes enumerated by Arts and Sciences respondents.  These findings suggest that Business students have a greater tolerance for large classes than those majoring in Arts and Sciences subjects.

· Among respondents taking at least one class they consider too large, close to half ascribed the overcrowding to one or more of following three reasons (see Table 13): the room is too small to comfortably accommodate the required number of students; the desks in the classroom are packed too closely together; and the number of students in the class is larger than a single instructor can reasonably accommodate.  Two-thirds of the students citing the last reason believe a single instructor can reasonably teach no more than 30 students in a single class.
  Fewer than 10% of the respondents consider the shape of the room to be a factor in overcrowding.

Respondent Views of Class Size
The last question in the class-size section of the Spring 2004 survey asked respondents whether seven statements focusing on different aspects of class size applied to them.

· As the top two rows of Table 14 indicate, the majority of respondents say that taking a class at a convenient time is more important than the size of the class.  In contrast, very few agree that size is more important to them than convenience.

· Approximately two in five respondents believe that any size is O.K. as long as everyone has a good view of the instructor’s presentations, while three in ten say that the room must be sufficiently large (see the second section of Table 14).

· Respondents are as likely to prefer taking different sized classes as to prefer taking only small classes (22%; see bottom of Table 14).

· One-quarter of the respondents reported that they have to arrive early to some of their current classes to get a decent seat (see Table 14).

· Not surprisingly, respondents who are taking at least one class they consider overcrowded or too large are much more likely than others to indicate that they have to arrive early in some of their current classes to get a decent seat (46% vs. 18%; see Table 15).  Put somewhat differently, 47% of the respondents who feel they must arrive early have one or more classes they consider too large.  The comparable figure among respondents who do not feel constrained to arrive early is only 19%.

· According to the second section of Table 15, respondents who are taking at least one class they consider overcrowded or too large are somewhat more likely than others to prefer taking only small classes (32% vs. 18%).

· Table 16 indicates that the percentage of respondents saying they arrive early to one of their current classes in order to get a decent seat varies by the same characteristics as the percentage saying at least one of their Spring 2004 classes is too large.  The percentage saying they need to arrive early to get a good seat is considerably higher among Arts and Sciences students than it is among those in other Colleges (29% vs. 13%).  Once again, respondents majoring in Natural Sciences or Mathematics are atypical; they are less likely than other Arts and Sciences students to feel they must arrive early to get a good seat (16% vs. 30%).  In addition, students taking at least some evening classes are less likely than those taking primarily daytime classes to feel they need to arrive early to get a decent seat (14% vs. 27%).

· Respondents who prefer to take different sized classes are disproportionately likely to be lower division students (see Table 17).

Open-ended Comments about Class Size

The last question on the Spring 2004 survey form asked respondents for any additional comments they might have about the topics covered in the survey. Of the 306 respondents who chose to make such comments, 50 (16%) made comments related to class size. In addition, 37 respondents provided comments about class size in a question that asked them to specify reasons for the overcrowding in one or more of their classes.  These comments are reproduced in Appendix B and generally focus on two topics: the implications of increasing class size and the reasons for overcrowding in some classes.

· Among the comments discussing the pros and cons of increasing class size, close to two-thirds see it as a problem and 37% describe it as a necessary corrective.  Most of the former comments link small class size to CSUSM’s academic quality.

· Close to two-fifths of the reasons articulated for overcrowding in some classes trace the problem to recent budget cuts, which have forced a reduction in the number of instructors and/or courses offered.  The remaining comments in this category focus on instructor effectiveness and classroom size, with over half focusing on instructors’ inability to deal effectively with the large student numbers.  This finding reinforces earlier discussion of the reasons why classes are too large (see Table 13).

Appendix B:

Open-ended Comments Relating to Class Size

The last question in the Spring 2004 In-class Student Survey asked respondents for additional comments they might have about the topics considered in the survey. Of the 306 respondents who made comments, 50 (16%) used the open-ended question to discuss class size. In addition, 37 respondents provided comments about class size on an earlier question which asked why they considered their classes overcrowded or too large. 
  Comments from both questions have been combined and grouped into the categories listed below. Wherever possible, respondents’ comments were grouped in terms of their main theme. When a single respondent commented on more than one issue, the comments were subdivided and placed into the appropriate categories. The numbers in parentheses next to the category and subcategory titles below indicate the number of comments in each grouping.
C o d i n g   C a t e g o r i e s   U s e d
I.  Importance of small classes.

    A. Small classes are a key feature of CSUSM’s academic quality. (13)

    B. Recent growth in class size endangers academic quality. (15)
II. Reasons why classes are too large.


A. Class had more students than the instructor can effectively teach. (17)


B. Size of the classroom.


1. The classroom was too small or overcrowded. (8)

2. The classroom was too large. (3)


C. Budget cuts have forced larger classes.



   1. There are not enough instructors due to budget constraints. (7)



   2. Student demand exceeds the number of classes offered. (7)


      3. The instructor allowed too many students to “crash” the course. (3)

III. Current class size is not a problem.

A. None of respondents’ classes are too large. (9)


B. Large classes have advantages. (5)
R e s p o n d e n t  C o m m e n t s

I. Importance of small classes.


A. Small classes are a key feature of CSUSM’s academic quality.

Fewer students allow professors to spend more time one on one and answer most questions without skipping or rushing through material.

I appreciate the small class size/discussion format classes as well as the quality of instruction.

Keep small class size.

Class size is wonderful; it allows me to build a rapport with the instructor and other students in class.  

Class size.  I really like the small class size here at CSUSM.  I have attended SDSU and CSUN and at CSUSM, the teachers know my name, and I really like that.

CSUSM is a good school because of class size.  The size is great and it’s easier to learn.

CSUSM is awesome.  I like the class size and the fact that it’s easy to communicate with the professors.

Class size.  This is the reason that I recommend that people to go to CSUSM. If a “college atmosphere” doesn’t matter (ex. football games, school spirit) then CSUSM is a good purely academic school.  I think having smaller classes is better and the faculty/student interaction and ratio is great.  

I enjoy the small size of classes because I feel like I can always have input or ask questions.  However, if having a smaller class means fewer classes are available, then it is no longer an advantage.

CSUSM should keep the small class sizes in order for students to have a quality education and interact more with professors and classmates. 

The main reason I chose this campus is due to the smaller class size.

Class size really makes a difference with the quality of teaching.  I find I learn so much better in small classes.

I think that sometimes class size matters on the type of class.  For example, math classes should be smaller, because it would be easier and faster to receive help from the teacher.


I.B. Recent growth in class size endangers academic quality.

I feel the class sizes are the right size.  Increasing the amount of students per class would have a profound effect on my learning.  
I see a steady increase in class size, and I hope that does not continue.

I believe that if class sizes continue to increase, many of the students and staff will be very upset about it.

The classes were small when I first came here.  Now they are overcrowded. 

I think it would be horrible if class sizes grew and it is not the greatest experience.

Smaller class size with larger rooms.  

Class size:  I would really like to see a reduction in the size of some classes, because I came to this school for its small size and like personal attention. 

If class sizes increase, the University will see a decline in the excellence of their education program.

The reason I like the campus so much was because it was small, now that it’s getting bigger, it makes it somewhat harder to enjoy because class sizes are getting bigger.

If this campus wants to keep the low student/teacher ratio, you may not want to let the classes get much bigger than 30. 

Class sizes keep getting larger and tuition keeps getting more expensive.  These are not good things obviously.

Reduce class sizes and help insure professors (adjunct) are professors too.  

It would be nice to have smaller classes. 

Please try and keep the class sizes small.

Class sizes were great before this past year.

II. Reasons why classes are too large.


A. The class had more students than the instructor could effectively teach. 

Just a lot of people to get around to in class.

Not enough equipment for students.

It is a music lab. Minimal equipment for the class.

My main class is in a lecture hall with 100 plus students and one instructor. It is impossible to ask questions.

Instructor can’t handle it at all.

Too many students for teachers to give any individual attention.

It is too difficult to learn and ask appropriate questions with so many students.

Not enough personal attention.

Individual attention not gained.

It is very hard to hear the instructor.

Not enough time for questions to be answered from students.

Not enough personal interaction with teacher.

The class is a writing workshop and hard to get 1 on 1 if too many people.

Material is complicated and requires more individualized instruction.

Too many people, can’t talk to teacher.

You’re not able to get more attention from the professor.

Class size is shamelessly large.  That inhibits both student interface and their interaction with an instructor.


II.B. Size of the classroom



1. The classroom was too small or overcrowded.

Not all classes have desk space for all students.  Some classes are too crowded and students are writing with binders on their laps.

Need bigger rooms.

I believe the classrooms need to be bigger.  

I really think that class size is a problem on certain material and when the classroom is not large enough to hold everyone.  

Classrooms are too small.

Would be nice if there were fewer students in a class and if desks were not so crowded.

The classroom is half the size of a standard room and holds about 40 people.

Some classes are too large for the room assigned.



II.B.2. The classroom was too large.

Class in Auditorium too large for interaction.

Auditorium setting.

The room is large and only one instructor.


II.C. Budget cuts have forced larger classes.



1. There are not enough instructors due to budget constraints

Not enough instructors.

Combining 2 to 3 classes into one due to budget cuts.

Sessions of classes are combined for economic reasons (budget).

CSUSM keeps firing good professors so the top few can have fat-ass paychecks.

Why do you give the option for “small class size” when all classes are over-crowded this semester b/c of budget cuts?  There are no more smaller classes.

Class sizes are getting too big.  Also, classes are being cut.  There’s not enough room.

Not enough classes or professors.



II.C.2. Student demand exceeds the number of classes offered.

Too many students for classes offered.

Has to be held in a performance hall.  Too many students need the class and the instructor only teaches at a certain time.

[Class was too big because] 2 upper division requirements in 1 class is only avail. 1 semester per year.

Not enough sections.

Fewer classes offered, the harder it is getting classes makes more crashers.

Not enough class sections.

Only some get in the class. Not offered but one class.



II.C.3. The instructor allowed too many students to “crash” the course.

Faculty allowing 30 crashers.

Students need classes and not enough are offered—teachers trying to help.

The teacher added too many students on the first day, causing fighting for seats on test days.

III. Current class size is not a problem.


 A. Respondents’ classes are not too large.

They aren’t overcrowded.

Class size seems to be okay.

I am very happy here. Some classes are too big but smaller than most campuses.

Some classes are too big, but this semester they are just right in my case.

Class sizes are fine.  I have no had a large class and prefer the smaller, more intimate classes.  

Class size seemed to be a concern at first but so many people drop their courses that the class size is significantly reduced to a point where all seats are available.  In my view, this is beneficial because those who are already questioning their involvement in the course drop, therefore raising the watermark of motivation and intensity between those eager to learn and the professor.

Class sizes are fine. 
Class size is not so much a problem. 

The class sizes are mostly small which is good and hopefully they stay that way.  Although the classes with 60 people in it may be too big. 


III.B. Large classes have advantages.

I like bigger classes.

I think it is fine to have big class size, so we are able to get the classes we need.

Class size:  I like larger classes.

I think that the class sizes are okay, and if they need to be made bigger, that is okay with me.  

Make class size bigger to help students get the class and graduate in 4 yrs. vs. 6 yrs. because we cannot get in.
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� Detailed breakdowns by major are not presented as a result, since students in one major frequently take classes in another.


	� Classes in the College of Education have been excluded from consideration because so few of the respondents are pursuing degrees there.


	� Respondents studying Business are less likely than those specializing in Arts and Sciences disciplines to consider a class overcrowded or too large because the desks are packed too closely together (28% vs. 48%).  No firm conclusions can be drawn from this finding, however, because so few Business respondents consider one or more of their classes too large (n=25).


� If a respondent provided written-in comments about class size on both questions, the comments were compared to ensure that no duplicates are reported here. 





