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Identification of the Statement of the Problem Elements in
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Lasting Benefits in Mathematics Achievement at Grade 9”
Perhaps the most influential study of class size effects in the early grades, the Tennessee STAR project has been the subject of numerous articles in recent years.  “The Long-Term Effects of Small Classes in Early Grades:  Lasting Benefits in Mathematics Achievement at Grade 9” (Nye, Hedges, & Konstantopoulos, 2001) provides the material for identifying the statement of the problem elements for this week’s assignment.

The elements of the statement of the problem are the topic, the problem, the justification, the deficiencies in previous research, the address to specific audiences, and the research approach (Creswell, 2001).  Nye, Hedges, and Konstantopoulos (2001) include all of these elements except one in their article.

Identification of the Topic

Nye et al. (2001) begin their article on class size effects by stating the topic.  They begin the article by writing, “Class-size reduction is a policy option that is gaining increasing attention nationwide” (p. 245).  Class size reduction is the general topic of interest to the reader, and by stating the obvious; the authors capture readers’ attention.

Identification of the Problem

After explanatory detail on the fact that “no universal consensus” exists on interpreting the relationship of class size effects and academic achievement (Nye, Hedges, & Konstantopoulos, 2001, p. 246), Nye et al. state the specific problem their research will hopefully answer.  Specifically, they say, “In the present study, we investigated whether assignment to small classes in the primary grades has lasting effects on mathematics achievement, and if so, whether those effects vary across schools with different characteristics” (p. 246).  Their specific problem is that it is unknown whether or not small classes in kindergarten through third grade have lasting effects on students.

Identification of the Justification

Nye et al. (2001) then immediately follow their statement of the problem with a justification for their research.  “Mathematics achievement,” the authors write, “is often characterized as a gatekeeper for college admission, a critical filter restricting choice of majors, and a significant predictor of overall college success” (p. 246).  They continue with, “Mathematics achievement has also been found to be an important predictor of other desirable life outcomes, such as earnings” (p. 246).  Therefore, if there are significant class size effects in the upper grades due to small classes in the primary grades, it is desirable that researchers discover this information.

Identification of Deficiencies in the Research

Nye et al. (2001) mention two deficiencies in the research on class size effects.  One deficiency is that “most class-size experiments have been small scale and short term” (p. 246), and the other deficiency is that “There is relatively little evidence about whether small classes in early grades have enduring effects on later academic achievement” (p. 248).  Thus Nye et al. (2001) hope to mediate these deficiencies by utilizing information from the STAR project, which utilized a relatively large number of students and which lasted for many years and for which researchers are still collecting data.

Identification of Addressing Specific Audiences

At this point, Nye et al. do not state the importance of addressing these deficiencies or their research for a particular audience.  Perhaps they do not specify an audience for their research since the topic of education is presumably of importance to every person in the United States (and elsewhere in the developed world for that matter).  Obviously, the authors’ research is directed at other researchers who can continue class size effects research, but I also believe that their research is directed at administrators, teachers, government officials, and other policy advisors, including parents, grandparents, aunts, uncles and cousins.  American political culture includes the ideas that education is important to every person and that education affects everyone, not just those who are currently in school; therefore, for the authors to state whom their audience is would be redundant.

Identification of the Research Approach

The final aspect of the statement of the problem is the research approach.  The authors use two paragraphs to address their research approach in their analysis.  Before these paragraphs, though, they discuss two difficulties with their research:  attrition from the STAR project and the fact that all students did not spend the same amount of time in small classes.

Nye et al. (2001) handled these factors by including “students who entered the experiment at any point between kindergarten and Grade 3 and who received at least 1 year of the small (or regular) class size” (p. 249).  They also analyzed the treatment effect “By comparing the results of this analysis [spending all four years in the treatment] with those of the first analysis [spending at least one year but less than four years in the project]” (p. 249).  By approaching the analysis of the research from these angles, the authors take into consideration the movement of students out of and into the STAR project.

Conclusion

Nye et al. (2001) are obviously aware of the deficiencies in past research on class size effects and on the problems of their own study.  Their blunt statements about these issues make it obvious that they are attempting to improve the body of research on class size effects, and their straightforward discussion of the issues facing class size research helped me not only identify the statement of the problem elements but also to determine that more research must be conducted on class size effects at the secondary level.
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