
CLASS SIZE DILEMMA 
 
In the past, SDFA has published this same article, Class Size Dilemma, which addressed a 
large number of the most frequently heard questions and concerns about class size. With 
each new master contract negotiations, members ask what can be done about large class 
size, and with site departments currently in the process of developing new master 
schedules for next school year, SDFA thought it would prove valuable to rerun this article. 
Below, you will see an updated version of the Class Size Dilemma article. If you have 
questions regarding any part of the article, please don’t hesitate to contact SDFA. 
 
Why are class sizes so large? 
Very simply, it’s a money issue. Funds are not available to reduce class size. Reducing 
class size is such an enormous financial cost, it requires a tremendous influx of new funds 
from the State of California, dedicated to that task, in order to make any significant impact 
on lowering class sizes. Currently, many school districts, including ours, have even had to 
eliminate the few State class size reduction programs due to the fact that the State did not 
adequately fund these programs. Prior to discontinuing the State class size reduction 
programs, San Dieguito was supplementing these programs with well over a million dollars, 
which, with flat enrollment and the current district budget crunch, created a serious and 
detrimental dollar drain away from the other instructional needs of all district departments. 
 
Why doesn’t the District have enough funds? 
Problems in California really started with a lawsuit and a State proposition. The lawsuit, 
Serrano v. Priest, stated that every child in California was entitled to the same quality of 
education regardless of the wealth of any particular school district. The only way to 
redistribute the wealth was for the State to assume much of the control over local tax 
income to school districts. Local control over the ability of a school district to tax itself was 
greatly limited. The amount of funds given to any school district by the State was 
determined by how much the district had been spending previously. Unfortunately for the 
San Dieguito District (and all of us), a very conservative School Board at that time (in the 
late 70’s) had been very reluctant to tax locally or spend much, and ever since then our 
District has received less State funds than most other districts in California! (See the 
Vanguard article, San Diegutio: A Low Wealth District?, also available on our SDFA website, 
www.sdfa.net. 
 
The State proposition mentioned above was numbered 13. Before Proposition 13, inflation 
in California was raging and was combined with a State Legislature’s willingness to 
increase taxes. State residents were being taxed out of the homes they had purchased. 
People revolted, and the rest is history. The ability to increase taxation now requires a twothirds 
majority vote, and obtaining that majority has been almost impossible. Property 
taxes have not kept up with inflation or educational needs in California. We pay a much 
lower property tax here in proportion to the value of a home than do homeowners in most 
other states. For more information on the history of California School Finance, please visit 
the following very informative website: 
http://www.californiaschoolfinance.org/FinanceSystem/History/tabid/68/Default.aspx 
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What are the costs associated with lowering class size? 
Incredibly, lowering class sizes district-wide by an average of only one student per class 
would cost nearly $1.2 million, based on current costs (and conversely, of course, raising 
the class size average even one “saves” the District approximately $1.2 million)! 
This figure does not include costs of the additional classrooms needed for these students or 
the funds required to initially equip and then maintain these new classrooms. The major 
component of this cost is the hiring of additional teachers. The average beginning salary, 
dependent on which steps the new teachers are hired, is now nearly $55,000, and when 
benefits such as STRS, Medicare, Unemployment Insurance, the Flex Spending Account 
(now almost $7,000 alone), etc. are added in, the amount required by each new teacher 
averages around $69,000. And, remember, these costs will continue to increase as the new 
teachers advance through the salary schedule. 
 
Is there a contractual limit to class size? 
Yes, there is. It’s called Master Contract Article 6.01 (see complete text of this article 
below). For more than 40 years our contract has contained an article on class size. 
Unfortunately, it does not provide much assistance in keeping class sizes lower. Over 40 
years ago, some district and teacher groups negotiated this article’s language without 
thinking of the possible future ramifications. In defense of those who originally allowed this 
article into our contract, they must never have envisioned a time when class sizes would 
grow as large as they are today. They must have believed that there was no danger in 
allowing such language into our contract. 
We have learned several very important lessons from this language being allowed into our 
contract: 
1. it is extremely difficult to remove a valuable “right” conceded to the “other side” 
during negotiations; 
2. we must always be very cautious as to what is allowed into our contract because it is 
almost impossible to remove something that the other side views as important to 
them. This also makes another strong argument for having an experienced, 
knowledgeable negotiations team made up of members who have been in the district 
for a while and can see the “big picture.” 
 
Article 6. 01 Class Size of our Master Contract reads: 
A. The Board shall establish an annual school staffing ratio. The initial school staffing 
for the year will be based upon fall projected enrollment. The maximum ratios shall 
be: 
High Schools - 32 students to 1 certified teacher 
Middle Schools - 29 students to 1certified teacher 
The formula for reporting average class size is as follows: 6/5 x actual staffing ratio. 
Editor Note: This means they are taking 6 periods of students and cramming them into 5 
periods. 
Those unit members and students involved in the special education classes shall not be 
included in the staffing ratio. 
The District shall consider special program needs when establishing the annual school 
staffing ratio and any effect such special programs may have on other class enrollments. 



B. Unit members classified as counselors, librarians, psychologists, teacher-onspecial- 
non-teaching-assignments, categorically funded positions (i.e., SIP, 
Chapter 1, and Title VII) shall not be included in the staffing ratio. 
In simple terms this equates to a maximum possible high school average of 38.4 students 
per class and a maximum possible junior high average of 34.8 students per class. For the 
2006-07 school year, District high schools were staffed for an approximate site average of 
34.6 students per class, and middle schools were staffed for an approximate site average of 
33.8 students per class. These high school and middle school staffing ratios have not 
changed in the past five years. Also, in past years, with more student growth and a 
healthier district budget, the District often gave various sites extra sections to alleviate any 
class size “dilemmas”. Unfortunately, the District no longer has the funds available to help 
reduce these class size “hot spots” that often occur at the beginning of a school year. This 
lack of funds and the elimination of class size reduction programs at the high schools is the 
reason that many members have seen an unusual jump in the size of their student loads. 
Certainly some departments on different sites may have higher or lower averages than 
those mentioned above due to the manner in which a site administrator decided to allocate 
the sections given to him/ her. Remember, the district allocates sections to all high schools 
and middle schools according to the high school or middle school formula for that year; NO 
sections come down from the district office labeled for delivery to any particular 
department. Site administrators have the right to allocate these sections to departments 
based on site priorities and programs. For instance, if your department has lower class 
size averages than other departments, then your site administrator has decided to commit 
more sections to your department. 
 
How is class size determined in the San Dieguito Union High School District? 
Prior to the beginning of a new school year, our District estimates the student population 
for the new year using student “move ahead” numbers and other projected demographic 
data. This enrollment projection is divided by the formula for the average class size as 
determined by the District for that school year, and the number of sections is calculated. 
Next, the District allocates sections district-wide to each site administrator and the mad 
scramble and politicking begin! Each department makes its case to his/her site 
administrator as to how many sections the department wants. After considering 
departments’ requests, site administrators allocate sections site-wide. Some administrators 
may consider such factors as safety issues, available workstations, class work generated, 
preparation time required, and the amount of student work to be corrected at home. Some 
administrators may appear to allocate sections site-wide in a totally arbitrary manner. 
Again, remember that NO sections come down from the District Office labeled for delivery to 
any particular department. Unlike many districts, the San Dieguito District Office allows 
site control over how their sections are allocated. Capable and reasonable site 
administrators will take advantage of this “site control” to make the best decisions for 
his/her site; however, site administrators must also be just as willing to accept the 
responsibility for the decisions he/ she has made! 
 
 
 
 



Why don’t we have class size “caps” or maximums for different subject teaching 
areas? 
It is true that some departments have come forward and asked why SDFA has not 
established class size caps for their departments. Each of these departments has supported 
its request with very legitimate evidence of its workload needs. However, while some 
departments feel they deserve lower class sizes more than other departments, we must 
realize that all departments can make a valid case for their workload needs with exactly the 
same passion and strength of conviction as any other department. Members, individually, 
certainly have the right to evaluate for themselves the “case” for lower class sizes that could 
be made by any department. Please remember, however, SDFA cannot take the role of 
advocating for one department and its members over another. SDFA has an obligation to 
provide equal and fair representation for all its members. The issue of class size caps can 
be a very negative and divisive wedge within a unit just at the time when we all need to be 
working together to overcome the many challenges we face in public education. 
Colleagues should not be forced into the role of “judge and jury”, deciding which of our 
District’s departments has the greatest workload and, therefore, deserves lower class sizes. 
Some may then say: don’t lower just one department’s class size, lower them all. While this 
may be the ideal or best thing to do, it’s just not realistic. Again, lowering class size brings 
with it such a tremendous financial cost for which there are simply not the funds. Also, to 
lower even one department’s class size would mean a significant increase in other 
departments’ class sizes. Why? Simply because there are not an infinite number of 
teaching sections available. To give more sections to one department does not mean that 
the District would provide more sections to a site (again—there is simply not the money for 
this). It means first taking those sections away from another department; the end result 
being increased class sizes for the department from which the sections are taken. 
However, each site principal does, in effect, create artificial caps on class sizes by the 
academic priorities he/she determines. Each principal, as the site’s instructional leader, 
then allocates more sections to those departments he/she believes are more important to 
that site. 
 
What, realistically, would need to happen to lower class sizes in our district? 
Since lowering class size is such a tremendous financial cost, our district would need a 
huge infusion of additional funds from the State of California dedicated to the concept of 
lowering class size. Current district funds, or new funds generated by a cost-of-living 
adjustment the State provides to our district could not be used without a significant 
negative impact on the staff, students, and current programs. The State has demonstrated 
no inclination to provide local districts with the funds necessary to reduce class size. 
Actually, as you might have read, CTA has had to actually take the Governor and the State 
to court just to ensure local districts receive the minimum level of funds guaranteed by 
Proposition 98. With the cost of lowering average class size in our District by just one 
student well over a million dollars, you can see why our district cannot currently afford to 
reduce class size averages on its own. 
Besides additional State funds, another thing which could help our district afford a limited 
class size reduction (or at least help prevent further increases in class size) is for our 
district to conduct a successful parcel tax election. Parcel tax elections are really one of the 
only methods left for local school districts to raise additional funds from their local 



communities. In past years, SDFA and the district’s Budget Review Committee have 
requested that our School Board conduct such an election. The pros and cons of 
conducting a parcel tax election have been discussed many times in past issues of the 
Vanguard. At this time, the SDFA still supports the idea of our School Board conducting a 
parcel tax election. 
Finally, please be assured that, regardless of the expense, SDFA continues to lobby our 
district to do whatever they possibly can to address class size issues (workload, safety, etc.) 
that impact all members and district departments. SDFA will always make class size a 
priority in the hope that one day our district will have the funds necessary to make a 
productive change. If you have further questions regarding class size, please feel free to see 
your SDFA Building Rep. Also, please make sure to read carefully future issues of the 
Vanguard and SDFA Bulletins. 


