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Student interactions 
annually

1.2B+

Individuals on our student 
success management system

1M+

Institutions we are 
proud to serve

1,300+

Start with best 

practices research

› Research Forums for presidents, 

provosts, chief business officers, 

and key academic and 

administrative leaders

› At the core of all we do

› Peer-tested best practices research

› Answers to the most 

pressing issues

Then hardwire those insights 

into your organization using 

our technology & services

Enrollment Management 

Our Enrollment Services division provides 
data-driven undergraduate and graduate 
solutions that target qualified prospective 
students; build relationships throughout the 
search, application, and yield process; and 
optimize financial aid resources.

Student Success 

Members of the Student Success Collaborative 
use research, consulting, and an enterprise-wide 
student success management system to help 
students persist, graduate, and succeed.

Growth and Academic Operations 

Our Academic Performance Solutions group 
partners with university academic and business 
leaders to help make smart resource trade-offs, 
improve academic efficiency, and grow academic 
program revenues.

Goal: Make 
education smarter
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LEGAL CAVEAT

EAB Global, Inc. (“EAB”) has made efforts to 
verify the accuracy of the information it provides 
to members. This report relies on data obtained 
from many sources, however, and EAB cannot 
guarantee the accuracy of the information 
provided or any analysis based thereon. In 
addition, neither EAB nor any of its affiliates 
(each, an “EAB Organization”) is in the business 
of giving legal, accounting, or other professional 
advice, and its reports should not be construed as 
professional advice. In particular, members 
should not rely on any legal commentary in this 
report as a basis for action, or assume that any 
tactics described herein would be permitted by 
applicable law or appropriate for a given 
member’s situation. Members are advised to 
consult with appropriate professionals concerning 
legal, tax, or accounting issues, before 
implementing any of these tactics. No EAB 
Organization or any of its respective officers, 
directors, employees, or agents shall be liable for 
any claims, liabilities, or expenses relating to (a) 
any errors or omissions in this report, whether 
caused by any EAB organization, or any of their 
respective employees or agents, or sources or 
other third parties, (b) any recommendation by 
any EAB Organization, or (c) failure of member 
and its employees and agents to abide by the 
terms set forth herein.

EAB is a registered trademark of EAB Global, Inc. 
in the United States and other countries. Members 
are not permitted to use these trademarks, or any 
other trademark, product name, service name, 
trade name, and logo of any EAB Organization 
without prior written consent of EAB. Other 
trademarks, product names, service names, trade 
names, and logos used within these pages are the 
property of their respective holders. Use of other 
company trademarks, product names, service 
names, trade names, and logos or images of the 
same does not necessarily constitute (a) an 
endorsement by such company of an EAB 
Organization and its products and services, or (b) 
an endorsement of the company or its products or 
services by an EAB Organization. No EAB 
Organization is affiliated with any such company.

IMPORTANT: Please read the following.

EAB has prepared this report for the exclusive 
use of its members. Each member acknowledges 
and agrees that this report and the information 
contained herein (collectively, the “Report”) are 
confidential and proprietary to EAB. By accepting 
delivery of this Report, each member agrees to 
abide by the terms as stated herein, including 
the following:

1. All right, title, and interest in and to this 
Report is owned by an EAB Organization. 
Except as stated herein, no right, license, 
permission, or interest of any kind in this 
Report is intended to be given, transferred to, 
or acquired by a member. Each member is 
authorized to use this Report only to the 
extent expressly authorized herein.

2. Each member shall not sell, license, republish, 
distribute, or post online or otherwise this 
Report, in part or in whole. Each member shall 
not disseminate or permit the use of, and shall 
take reasonable precautions to prevent such 
dissemination or use of, this Report by (a) any 
of its employees and agents (except as stated 
below), or (b) any third party.

3. Each member may make this Report available 
solely to those of its employees and agents 
who (a) are registered for the workshop or 
membership program of which this Report is a 
part, (b) require access to this Report in order 
to learn from the information described herein, 
and (c) agree not to disclose this Report to 
other employees or agents or any third party. 
Each member shall use, and shall ensure that 
its employees and agents use, this Report for 
its internal use only. Each member may make 
a limited number of copies, solely as adequate 
for use by its employees and agents in 
accordance with the terms herein.

4. Each member shall not remove from this 
Report any confidential markings, copyright 
notices, and/or other similar indicia herein.

5. Each member is responsible for any breach of 
its obligations as stated herein by any of its 
employees or agents.

6. If a member is unwilling to abide by any of the 
foregoing obligations, then such member shall 
promptly return this Report and all copies 
thereof to EAB.

Project Director

Christina Malin

Contributing Consultants

Tyler Richardett

Managing Director

Rachel Keller Eisman

Academic Performance Solutions
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Are Our Smallest Classes Small by Design?

Institutions are constantly balancing the demand to meet student needs and promote success, against 

an imperative to make the best possible use of resources. This challenge is particularly evident when 

determining class sizes. With instructor salaries making up the bulk of departmental costs, small 

classes represent a substantial investment. There are many benefits of small classes, and institutions 

are rewarded in national rankings for having a greater share of classes with 20 or fewer students.1

An analysis of data from EAB’s Academic Performance Solutions, though, shows that many small 

classes are not designed to be small; instead, they are a byproduct of low enrollment. This is 

especially true for very small classes—those with fewer than 10 students—which represent 24% of all 

sections, yet produce only 4% of student credit hours. 

The proliferation of small and under-filled classes increases teaching demands on faculty without a 

proportional increase in SCH production. By extension, this also puts pressure on academic leaders to 

hire adjuncts as a way to address capacity needs in higher-demand classes. Enrollments in very small 

classes may also result in the section’s costs exceeding its revenues. The break-even point differs 

among institutions, but it typically falls between six and ten students.

Institutions should carefully evaluate small classes and determine when they exist out of pedagogical 

necessity. This will help ensure that those investments are intentional and the best use of resources 

for both students and faculty. For sections that are small due to low enrollment—or where there has 

been an increase of independent study classes—there may be opportunities to consolidate offerings, 

reduce demands on faculty, and provide students with engaging alternatives. 

Source: Academic Performance 
Solutions data and analysis, 2018.

1) Robert Morse and Eric Brooks, “Best Colleges Ranking Criteria and Weights”, U.S. News and World Report.

2) Includes only sections of undergraduate courses with enrollment caps set at greater than zero and with greater than zero 
attempted student credit hours; AY 2017. Weighted averages by total attempted student credit hours at the institution (n = 53).

Introduction

Sections with Fewer than 10 Enrolled Students2

AY 2017

n = 53 institutions

20%

54%

26%

Intentionally small
(Max cap is less than 10)

Unintentionally small
(Max cap is 10 or greater)

Independent study

Fifty-four percent of sections with fewer than 10 
students have low fill rates, indicating that the class 
was not designed to be small and there may be 
opportunities to reallocate instructional resources.

https://www.eab.com/
https://www.usnews.com/education/best-colleges/articles/ranking-criteria-and-weights
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Ensuring Intentional InvestmentsOnly about 20% of sections 

with fewer than 10 students 

are designed to be that small. 

In some cases, there are 

recommendations from 

discipline-specific associations 

or guidelines for accreditation 

that dictate specific ratios. 

Certain nursing classes, for 

example, must have a 

maximum clinical-faculty-to-

student ratio. 

An institution’s size and 

mission may also be 

fundamental in determining the 

ideal amount of investment in 

small classes. Across the APS 

collaborative, mid-sized, 

teaching-oriented institutions 

have a median of 24% of 

intentionally small classes, 

while mid-sized, research-

oriented institutions have a 

median of 13%.2

In other cases, though, the size 

of the class may be a result of 

faculty preference or a lack of 

clear policy and guidelines for 

setting maximum enrollment 

capacities. To ensure small 

classes are an intentional 

investment, unit leaders should 

review offerings each term and 

engage with faculty to 

document the pedagogical 

reasons for the section size. 

For classes that do not need to 

be as small, leaders should 

consider raising the enrollment 

cap to allow more students in 

the class.  

Source: Academic Performance 
Solutions data and analysis, 2018.

Small Classes Are a Necessity at Times

Share of Small Sections That Are 
Intentionally Small, by Department1

AY 2017

n = 53 institutions

22%

22%

23%

26%

34%

57%

Education

Sociology

Medical Sciences

Agricultural Sciences

Legal Studies

Nursing

1) Includes only sections of undergraduate courses with enrollment caps set at greater than zero and with greater than zero 
attempted student credit hours; AY 2017. Weighted averages by total attempted student credit hours at the institution (n = 53).

2) APS cohorts are designed using the following variables from IPEDS: sector, basic Carnegie classification, total expenditures, and 
undergraduate enrollment.

Share of Small Sections That Are 
Intentionally Small, by Cohort1,2

AY 2017

n = 53 institutions

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

Regional
Comprehensives

Small, Private High-Research
Comprehensives

Very Large
Research

Some departments, 
like nursing, may have 
externally set quotas 
for small classes.

Institutions with a greater 
proportional focus on 
instruction (versus research) 
tend to have a greater share of 
intentionally small classes.

24%

13% 15%
13%

https://www.eab.com/
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Managing Low-Enrollment Classes

The greatest opportunity for improving efficiency is 

examining the sections that have a cap of 10 or 

greater, but have not filled due to low enrollment. This 

situation accounts for 54% of very small classes, for 

which there are likely opportunities to shift resources 

toward higher-demand areas. 

One source of small classes may be a new program 

that has just launched and does not yet have the 

enrollment to sustain large classes. This low demand is 

expected the first few years as you build a strong 

recruitment strategy and make investments to expand, 

but over time there should be anticipated growth. 

However, if short- or long-term growth is unlikely, 

curriculum review and redesign, or elimination, may 

warrant consideration.

If lacking student demand is the cause of low 

enrollment, consider curriculum review and redesign. 

Proliferation of low-demand classes and programs 

leads to underutilized capacity and higher costs. 

More choices and requirements also extend time to 

degree and generate excess credits. Setting in place a 

low-enrollment policy is one option—establishing 

certain thresholds under which small sections may be 

cancelled. Avoid blanket policies, however, which fail to 

take into account which classes students may need in 

order to graduate.

Nearly all unintentionally small classes have fill rates of 

75% or lower, which means there may be reallocation 

opportunities for those courses with more than one 

section taught throughout the academic year. Not all 

under-filled sections should be collapsed or 

consolidated, though. Some are scheduled to 

accommodate students taking co-requisites scheduled 

at the same time as the other sections of the course, 

for example. However, according to interviews with 

institutions that have gone through the process, the 

cost savings from even a small number of 

consolidations still merit the effort.

Source: Academic Performance 
Solutions data and analysis, 2018. 
Instructional Capacity Playbook, 
Academic Affairs Forum, EAB.

Not All Small Classes Are Intended to Be Small

2

Consider curriculum review 
and redesign

Addressing Low-
Enrollment Classes

• Course not publicized 

• Instructor reputed to be 
ineffective

• Course too specialized

Lack of Student Demand
3

Consolidate sections

• Number of courses offered 
at level exceeds need

• Course offered too 
frequently

Excess Offerings
1

Monitor demand 

• Initiative to grow new 
program, but limited 
number of majors

New Offering

https://www.eab.com/
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Limiting Excess OfferingsFor multi-section courses, 

potential cost savings could 

arise as a result of collapsing 

all superfluous sections (i.e., 

those that can be consolidated 

without reducing the overall 

course enrollment). The same 

rule applies to single-section 

courses—though rather than 

collapsing two sections into one 

within a single semester, an 

institution may choose to only 

offer one section of a course 

during the academic year, as 

opposed to one section in each 

the fall and spring.

In a department-by-

department breakdown, APS 

data reveals that nursing has 

the greatest share of 

consolidation opportunities—

among courses made up 

entirely of unintentionally small 

sections—with 64%.

Because there is significant 

variation among institutions, 

academic leaders should 

regularly audit low-fill courses 

for consolidation opportunities. 

As one example, a small, 

private university offered three 

sections of a 100-level 

business course with an 

average maximum enrollment 

of 24 for each section. 

However, each section had 

eight or fewer students, so the 

course could have been 

consolidated into one section, 

allowing for reallocation of 

resources that were devoted to 

the two extra sections.

Source: Academic Performance 
Solutions data and analysis, 2018.

Opportunities to Reallocate Resources

1) Includes only sections of undergraduate courses with enrollment caps set at greater than zero and with greater than zero 
attempted student credit hours; AY 2017. Weighted averages by total attempted student credit hours at the institution (n = 53).

2) A course was deemed to be ripe for consolidation if a) it was a single-section course that could be taught during fewer semesters 
during the year while still remaining at or below the target fill rate of 85%, or b) it was a multi-section course with collapsible 
sections at a target fill rate of 85% or below.

43%

48%

49%

53%

57%

64%

Business

Sociology

Finance

Education

Social Work

Nursing

Share of Unintentionally Small Classes with 
Consolidation Opportunities, by Department1,2

AY 2017

n = 53 institutions

Potential Pitfall: Inconsistently Set Enrollment Caps

The precision of fill-rate analyses—such as this one—are highly 
dependent on accurately set enrollment caps. Before identifying 
consolidation opportunities on your campus, ensure that max caps 
are reliably set. Use the Maximum Capacity Toolkit to diagnose 
root causes of inconsistency and develop new policies.

Consolidating Excess Course Sections

100-Level Business Course at a Small, Private University

Excess Course Capacity

Max Enrollment = 24
Seat Utilization = 24%

Consolidated Sections

Max Enrollment = 24
Seat Utilization = 71%

8

6

3

1733%

13%

25%

71%

https://www.eab.com/
https://www.eab.com/technology/academic-performance-solutions/resources/max-cap-toolkit
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Incentivizing Faculty to Modify Independent Studies into Group Courses

Over one-quarter of classes with fewer than 10 students are independent study, which constitutes 

about 5% of faculty credit hours—yet less than 1% of total student credit hours—at the average 

institution. As the research and service demands on faculty increase, the disproportionate impact of 

these courses could become unsustainable.

Source: Academic Performance 
Solutions data and analysis, 2018.

Optimize Investment in Individual Instruction

0.7% 0.5% 0.6% 0.8%

6.7%

5.2% 4.8% 5.0%

High-Research
Comprehensives

Regional Comprehensives Small, Private Very Large Research

SCH Taught FCH

Independent Studies Across the APS Cohorts1.2

AY 2017

n = 53 institutions

0.7% of Student Credit Hours Taught 5.5% of Faculty Credit Hours

To rightsize investment in individual instruction, institutions may consider creating small group 

courses for related topics. The below example represents how an institution could consolidate three 

independent study courses into one small group course. Institutions should regularly review 

independent research topics to identify topics that are closely aligned. By combining related courses, 

the institution encourages students to collaborate and engage in discussions, while simultaneously 

reducing the instructors’ course loads.

Faculty Topic Enrollment

Smith Political Legacies of 
Founding Fathers

1

Smith The Continental 
Congress

1

Smith Women of the 
Revolutionary War

1

Routinizing Independent Study Reviews

Regular Reviews of 
Independent Research Topics

Incentives for Faculty to 
Consolidate Sections

Travel gainsharing

Release buyoutCombined Course

“Exploring 
Revolutionary 

Politics”

Course Cap = 3

1) Includes only sections of undergraduate courses with enrollment caps set at greater than zero and with greater than zero 
attempted student credit hours; AY 2017. Weighted averages by total attempted student credit hours at the institution (n = 53).

2) APS cohorts are designed using the following variables from IPEDS: sector, basic Carnegie classification, total expenditures, and 
undergraduate enrollment.

Visit EAB.com/APS for 
more information.

https://www.eab.com/
EAB.com/APS
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