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Staft-Child Ratios and Group Size in Early Care and Education

arents’ demand for early care and education serv-
P ices has surged over the last 30 years, as higher per-

centages of parents of young children have entered
the workforce and as families have sought experiences that
promote early learning and development. This policy brief,
the fourth in a series exploring the components of a high-
quality early care and education (ECE) program, focuses
on particular features of ECE programs: staff-child ratios
and group size. Common sense and research both suggest
that children in smaller groups and with better staff-child
ratios get more individual attention and better supervi-
sion. The brief explores research on the importance of ap-
propriate ratios and group size, reviews requirements in
Wisconsin ECE settings, and offers implications for Wis-
consin public policy.

Nearly all studies of staff-child ratios and group size in
early care and education have concluded that these factors
are key indicators of quality, leading to better experiences
and outcomes for children. This section highlights a few
key studies and reports.

National Day Care Study

The National Day Care Study, the most extensive early
study of child care in the United States when it was re-
leased in 1979, found that group size and adult-child ratios
were two of the most important influences on quality.’
The study found that when children were in larger groups
they received less interaction from adults; exhibited more
crying, apathy, and aimless wandering; and engaged in less
conversation, less interaction and less focused play. In
larger groups, adults were often more engaged in dealing
with behavior problems, and there was less cognitive and
language stimulation. In smaller groups, children were
more cooperative, more verbal, and more responsive to
adults and peers.

National Research Council

The National Research Council’s 2001 report, Eager to
Learn: Educating Our Preschoolers, concluded that both
group size and adult-child ratios are correlated with
greater program effects.? After three years of review that
examined over 20 rigorous research studies, the Council’s
panel of experts found that low ratios of children to adults
are associated with more extensive teacher-child interac-
tion, more individual attention, and less restrictive and
controlling teacher behavior. The panel also found that
small group size correlated with children being more ac-
tive in their learning, more opportunities for teachers to
help children develop language proficiency, and more de-
velopment of children’s exploration and problem-solving.

“Small classes and better ratios enable teachers to pro-
vide more individual attention and nurturing interac-
tions. They are associated with higher scores on global
measures of quality and, more specifically, more exten-
sive teacher-child interaction, more individualization,
less restrictive and controlling teacher behavior, and
children engaging in more social interaction, more ex-
tensive and complex language, and more complex play.”
—National Research Council, Eager to Learn: Educating
Our Preschoolers, 2001.

NICHD Study on Infant/Toddler Care

The National Institute of Child Health and Human Devel-
opment (NICHD) conducted one of the nation’s most ex-
tensive studies of early child care, following more than
1,000 children through their first four-and-a-half years of
life. Researchers measured the impact on children of what
they called “regulable features”—that is, features that can
easily be regulated, such as adult-to-child ratio, group size,
and the training and education of the child care provider.
The study found that children in classrooms that met more
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of the recommended standards were more ready for
school, had better language comprehension, and had fewer
behavior problems by age 3.3

NIEER Report on Class Size for 3- and 4-Year-olds
A report from the National Institute for Early Education
Research found that class size reduction can improve ed-
ucational outcomes. Economist Steve Barnett reviewed a
series of studies that point to the benefits of smaller classes,
and concluded that in sum preschool research strongly in-
dicates that smaller class sizes are associated with greater
educational effectiveness and other benefits.* In fact, he
concluded that only those programs with small class sizes
and high teacher-to-child ratios have been found to pro-
duce very large educational benefits.

In short, the consensus of research in early care and ed-
ucation agrees that both reasonable group size and child
care ratios are linked to higher quality programs and more
desirable impacts on children.

Summary of Research Findings on Group Size

and Staff-Child Ratios

« Infants, toddlers and preschoolers in smaller groups and
with fewer children per adult were more cooperative,
more verbal and more responsive to adults and peers.
Low ratios of children to adults are associated with more

extensive teacher-child interaction, more individual atten-
tion and less restrictive and controlling teacher behavior,
especially benefiting children from low-income families

Small group size is correlated with more child initia-
tions, more opportunities for teachers to help children
develop language proficiency, and more development of
children’s exploration and problem-solving.

Children in classrooms with lower group sizes and fewer
children per adult were more ready for school, had better
language comprehension and had fewer behavior problems.

While most researchers would agree that appropriate
group size and ratios do not by themselves produce nur-
turing and educational programs, those two quality indi-
cators appear to contribute to higher quality programs and
better child outcomes.

National Association for the Education of Young
Children (NAEYC)
The National Association for the Education of Young Chil-

dren sets standards for both group size limits and teacher-
to-child ratios for programs to be nationally accredited as
meeting high quality standards.

Below is a table showing the NAEYC standards regard-
ing teacher-to-child ratios for each group size by age group.®

It should be noted that these are high quality standards
that are difficult for most early childhood programs to
meet, given the resources available to them.

Age group Group size

6 8 10 12 14 16 18 20

22 24

Infants
(birth-15months) 1:3 14

Toddler/Twos
(12-36 months)
12-28 months 13 14 14 14
21-36 months 14 15 16

Preschool

2.5 year-3 year olds

(30 - 48 months) 16 1:7 1.8 19
4-year-olds 1:8 1.9 1:10
5-year-olds 1:8 1:9 1:10

Kindergarten 1:10

National Institute for Early Education Research
(NIEER)

NIEER sets quality standard benchmarks for preschool pro-
grams for 3- and 4-year-olds. The standard for group size is
no more than 20, with a teacher-to-child ratio of 1:10.¢

Head Start

Head Start has the most rigorous group size and ratio re-
quirements among major ECE programs, as shown in the
table below. Head Start serves primarily children in poverty.

Head Start Standards

Age of child Group size maximum Staff-child ratio
4-5 years 20 1:10
3-4 years 17 2:17

Wisconsin Child Care Regulations
Wisconsin child care licensing regulations on staff-child
ratios and group size in child care centers are more strin-
gent than most states for children age 3 and under, and in
the average range for 4-year-olds.”

The table below shows licensing standards for group
child care centers.

1:11 1:12
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Wisconsin Licensing Standards for Child Care Centers

Age of child Group size maximum  Staff-child ratio
4-5 years 24 1:13

3-4 years 20 1:10

2% -3 years 16 1:8

2-2 > years 12 1:6

Birth-2 8 1:4

Wisconsin allows a maximum of eight children in care by
a licensed family child care provider, and a more stringent
ratio if there are two or more children under age 2. Again,
Wisconsin’s policies are about average, with 17 states with
requiring smaller groups for a family child care provider
(typically six children), and at least 13 states with less strin-
gent group size and ratio requirements.®

Four-Year-Old Kindergarten

Wisconsin does not set state standards for group size and

teacher-to-child ratios in 4-year-old kindergarten (4K),

primarily because of a long-standing tradition of local
control for school districts. The Department of Public In-
struction’s Policy and Information Advisory on 4K indi-
cates that class size and teacher ratios policies are local
policies determined by the school board.’

The Advisory provides information on other group size
and ratio standards that school districts may consider:

« 1:10 with a maximum class size of 20 as per the quality
benchmarks outlined by the National Institute on Early
Education Research (NIEER);

« 1:13 with a maximum group size of 24 as required in
state child care licensing regulations;

o 1:15 ratio required by the Student Achievement Guaran-
tee in Education (SAGE) class size reduction program and
early childhood special education inclusion models; or

“Across all nonmaternal settings...the comprehensive
National Institute of Child Health and Human Develop-
ment (HICHD) Study of Early Child Care found lower
child-adult ratios and groups sizes to be the strongest
predictors of positive (i.e., sensitive, warm, responsive,
and cognitively stimulating.... The NICHD study also
found positive toddler caregiving more likely when
child-adult ratios and group sizes were smaller....”
—Child Care & Early Education Research Connections,
Infant and Toddler Child Care Quality, 2005.1°

—

« 2 teachers working with groups of 16 to 20 as advised by

the National Association for the Education of Young
Children (NAEYC).

A study sponsored by the Wisconsin Council on Chil-
dren and Families (WCCF) of 65 school districts that pro-
vided 4K found that the average class size was 16."
However, it was not clear from the data available whether
the classrooms had one or two adults—a sole teacher, or a
teacher and a teacher assistant. Another report indicated
that Milwaukee Public Schools’ teacher-student ratio pol-
icy for 4K is 1:25, but again, the extent to which classrooms
have both a teacher and a teacher assistant is unclear."

Policies establishing high standards for group sizes and
staff-child ratios can be expensive to implement, primarily
because the per-child cost of a program increases when
there are fewer children for each teacher or provider. While
Wisconsin standards may not meet the high levels recom-
mended by NAEYC and NIEER, they appear to be in a rea-
sonable range.

Efforts to provide high quality early care and education
are often plagued by the cost of implementing the two qual-
ity features that have the greatest impact on overall program
cost: group size/ratios and staff qualifications. Debate in
the field continues about the most cost-effective investment.
For instance, are ratios and group size more important than
staff qualifications and program curriculum?

According to economist Steve Barnett, the available ev-
idence is “not so precise as to permit definitive statements
about the optimal class size, given the tradeoffs between
costs and benefits”’> We do know, however, that the most
prominent ECE programs that have shown strong evidence
of long-term positive results maintained small class sizes
and high teacher-child ratios.!*

The research on group size and ratios for child care and
early education programs highlight the strong correlation
between those features and positive outcomes, but the ev-
idence does not lead to clear public policy prescriptions.
The following approaches may be worth consideration by
Wisconsin's policy-makers:

1. It may be prudent to address group size and staff-
child ratios in combination with other quality features. Be-
cause we do not have sufficient knowledge about how key
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quality features interact, we may want to address group
sizes and ratios along with other quality features, like staff
qualifications and the early learning environment.

2. Efforts to significantly improve group size and staff-
child ratios via regulation or requirements should be
linked to fiscal resources. Because of the cost of imple-
menting higher standards for ratios and group size, simply
mandating a stronger requirement is probably not prudent
in either the private or public sector.

3. Because the research is particularly strong regarding
positive impacts on children from low-income families,
Wisconsin may want to target efforts to improve group size
and ratios in programs with higher concentrations of low-
income children. The state could make special efforts to
help ECE programs that serve low-income families to
meet higher standards for group size and ratios, staff qual-
ifications, and curriculum. In particular, such an approach
could apply to children from low-income families served
through the Wisconsin Shares child care subsidy program.

More than a quarter century of scientific findings clearly
point to the quality features—including standards for
group size and ratios—which are the most effective in pro-
ducing positive results for children. If Wisconsin’s public
policy decisions are guided by a science-based framework,
state and local government will seize the opportunity to
transform the learning and development experiences of our
youngest citizens, with the promise of improving their lives
today and enhancing the future of our state.
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