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Just as the governor announces education funding will be protected from cuts in his budget plan, a new report touts the success of one of the programs he might have trimmed: the state's popular but expensive program to reduce class sizes in early grades in hundreds of schools.

The annual report, released today on the program known as SAGE, says students in smaller classes in Wisconsin continue to show greater gains than students in larger classes.

Skeptics had hoped the state's $1.1 billion budget crunch would at least lead to a fresh look at research about class size reduction - research that they say raises questions about the significance of SAGE's impact.

SAGE - Student Achievement Guarantee in Education - focuses on reducing the ratio of students to teachers in kindergarten through third grade classrooms to 15 to 1. It has been embraced strongly by politicians in both parties, as well as by educators across the state.

Begun five years ago in 30 schools with substantial numbers of low-income students, it has expanded to 563 schools statewide, with an estimated 81,000 students in the program this year. The program is expected to cost $76 million this school year and $95 million next year, but an effort by Gov. Scott McCallum a year ago to slow its growth was firmly rebuffed in the Legislature. This weekend, McCallum said SAGE will retain full funding in the budget he's proposing to the Legislature.

The new annual report, required by the state, comes from a group of researchers led by Alex Molnar, a former University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee professor and one of the key figures in creation of SAGE. Molnar now is on the faculty of Arizona State University.

The report analyzes data from standardized tests given to students in SAGE classrooms and concludes there is a connection between smaller class sizes and improved results overall.

"When scores are adjusted for pre-existing differences in socioeconomic status, ethnicity, attendance and prior knowledge, a SAGE advantage from the beginning of first grade to the end of third grade is shown on all sub-tests," the report says.

"The SAGE advantage persists," the report concludes. "Adding students lowers the average performance of classrooms."

But, as was found in prior research on SAGE, gains made by students become less significant as students move up the grades - in other words, the impact of smaller class size in third grade appears to be less than in first grade.

Skeptics about SAGE, such as Milwaukee consultant George Mitchell and the Wisconsin Policy Research Institute, have argued that consideration should be given to scaling back SAGE to focus on kindergarten and first grade. Mitchell also says previous research showed the improvement was significant for low-income minority children but not for middle-income children, while SAGE's popularity has led to broader use of the program in more middle-income settings.

Molnar said in an interview that he disagreed with those views. He said keeping students in smaller classes in second and third grade anchors the gains they make in earlier years. "That's not an inconsiderable accomplishment," he said.

Reacting to the report, state superintendent of schools Elizabeth Burmaster said, "This report confirms the fact that SAGE is a good investment and, as we face challenges, we must make full funding of SAGE a top budget priority."

She added, "One thing I know for sure is that small class sizes work, and they are a vital component of improving academic achievement and narrowing the achievement gap."

Beyond the issue of class size, the new SAGE report reinforces a substantial message from last year's report:

Teachers in classrooms that showed the most progress tended to have some traits in common, namely that they generally stress the basics in education, run structured classrooms with firm rules and routines, plan their lessons carefully and give a clear sense that the teacher is in charge.

"Teachers in lower-achieving classrooms tended to use more permissive management techniques, and their lessons appeared to be less carefully planned," the report said.

The report said that SAGE's one big advantage is that smaller classes allow teachers to engage in more individualized work with students, such as small-group exercises and one-on-one instruction.

Mitchell sent an e-mail to all members of the Legislature last week, encouraging them to look at other research on class size reduction that suggests it does not have as much impact as many educators argue.

"I'm not opposed to lower class sizes," he said in an interview. "It's a cost-effectiveness issue. SAGE is a hugely expensive program. You have to ask, if the benefits appear in one particular group (low-income minority students in the earlier grades), does it make sense to apply the remedy on a very broad basis statewide, particularly at a time when the state has a huge budget problem?"

But, given the program's popularity, he said there was "almost zero chance" the Legislature would cut SAGE spending in this round of budget decision-making.

