Scientists have spent lifetimes researching numbers: everything from Pi, which
measures the ratio of a circle’s circumference and can be found in nature, to
predicting the amount of snow the Wasatch Mountains will receive in a season.
We are both baffled and motivated by humbers, which represent so much more
than just a simple quantity.
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And so it may be no surprise that the optimum class size for online learning is
not an absolute and simple amount. To many students and educators in higher
education, it's an unsolved equation.
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For University of Utah accounting major Lisa Liu, the bottom line is how much
she can learn and how difficult the online course is. She sits in the Marriott
Library, neck straining over a large stack of books, room as quiet as it is empty.
She explains how she took an online economics class in which class size
seemed unimportant compared to the compact schedule and lack of extra
credit.
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“We only had readings and a couple of tests so the size of the class didn't really
matter. The teacher was readily available to help, but I like regular classes
better,” she says.
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Recent studies — including a meta-analysis by the U.S. Department of
Education released in June 2009 — show that college students who take part in
online instruction tend to perform better than through the same course in a
traditional classroom setting. But overall, little is evidenced on how many
students per course make for the best online learning experience.
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http://www.insidehighered.com/news/2009/06/29/online
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When the University of Utah began its online program in fall 2000, the U
wanted to grow the program slowly “to be able to monitor and research what
strengthened the program and what did not,” said Jay Deuel, the U’s online
program director. That monitoring didn’t necessarily include research about
online class size. The Technology Assisted Curriculum Center does not decide
the number of students allowed in each online class. “The individual
departments are in charge of making those decisions. We are just the support
system,” Deuel explained.
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Eric Oestmann, Online Educators International president, and psychologist
Joanne Oestmann studied whether there were differences in learning outcomes
based upon online class size. Their report, “Relationship between online class
size and student discussion interactivity,” released in 2005 through the Journal
of Online Educators (JOE), shows that an online class with 20 or more students
has more interaction (classroom discussion and number of discussion posts)
and higher final grades than a smaller online class of 10 or less students.
Helpful information when deciding online class size, but much more goes into
the process than a simple optimum number for an online course.
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http://tacc.utah.edu/
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Nora Wood, Political Science Department advisor and instructor, said her
department makes decisions about online class size from the feedback they
receive from professors. "Through experience, professors find the optimal class
size for the curriculum they are teaching.”
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In her online POLS 1100 class, Wood finds that about one-third of her class
does the bare minimum, while five to six students keep the online
conversations going. “A class needs enough people so that the discussion
continues, while too many students (which seem to be more than 30 in my
class) make it difficult for the professor to keep up with grading,” she said.
Online classes were once capped at 20 students in the Political Science
Department, but the demand for more online course offerings raised the
number to 30 students. “Online classes need to have enough students to make
the cost worthwhile for the department offering the class,” Wood said.
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The percentage of students signing up for online courses has increased steadily
since 2000, Deuel said. The delicate balance between varying factors such as



course goals, technology and department guidelines further complicates the
equation of the perfect online class size. But does it really make a difference to
students?
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Easton Ercanbrack, a chemical engineering student, said he wouldn't let on if
there was a problem with the size of the online class — instead he’d work
harder to get the work done. "I took a financial lit class online ... and the
number of students in the class was not a concern to me.”
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Biomedical engineering student Seth Welborn would speak up. “Fifty people
signed up for my online ethnic studies class. With the amount of people that
participate, about 30 ... the discussions are very helpful. If there were more
people contributing it would be overwhelming and I would probably say
something to the professor.”
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There may be no magic number for the optimum size of an online course and it
may not matter. With more and more students signing up for — and
departments offering — this style of course, it may only be an issue of personal
taste.
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Sandy Margulies contributed to this story.
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