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Technical Notes

The ratio of students to teachers, which is sometimes used 
as a proxy measure for class size, declined between 1990 
and 2006, from 17.6 to 15.9 students per teacher for all 
regular public schools (see table A-31-1). The student/
teacher ratio for regular public elementary schools also 
declined from 1990 through 2006 (from 18.2 to 15.6), 
with most of the decline occurring after 1996. In contrast, 
the student/teacher ratio for all regular public secondary 
schools increased between 1990 and 1996 (from 16.7 to 
17.6) and then declined to 16.6 in 2006. In regular public 
combined schools (schools that include both elementary 
and secondary grades), the student/teacher ratio fluctuated 
between 14.4 and 16.1 between 1990 and 2006 but was 
of similar size in 2006 and 1990 (15.7 vs. 15.8) (not all 
data shown). While in 1990 the student/teacher ratio for 
elementary schools was higher than that of secondary 
schools and combined schools, in 2006, the student/
teacher ratio for elementary schools was lower than 
that of secondary schools and of similar size to that of 
combined schools. 

In every year from 1990 through 2006, the student/
teacher ratio was positively associated with the enrollment 
size for elementary, secondary, and combined regular 
public schools: the student/teacher ratio for any given 
enrollment category was always higher than that of any 
smaller enrollment category. For example, in 2006, 
regular secondary schools with 1,500 students or more 
enrolled 6.5 more students per teacher, on average, 
than regular secondary schools with enrollments under 
300 students.

Generally, the student/teacher ratio of public elementary 
schools in each enrollment category declined from 
1990 through 2006, except in the largest schools 

(1,500 students or more) where the student/teacher ratio 
fluctuated over this period with a low of 19.4 in 2006 
and a high of 21.2 in 1996 (not all data shown). Student/
teacher ratios for regular public secondary schools in each 
enrollment category increased from 1990 through 1996 
and then declined from 1996 through 2006. For regular 
public combined schools, student/teacher ratios for the 
smallest and largest enrollment categories were higher in 
2006 than in 1990, and the student/teacher ratios for the 
middle three enrollment categories were lower in 2006 
than in 1990.

The student/teacher ratios for public alternative, special 
needs, and vocational schools fluctuated from 1990 
through 2006. For alternative schools and vocational 
schools, the student/teacher ratios were higher in 2006 
than in 1990, while for special education schools the 
student/teacher ratio was lower in 2006 than in 1990. 

In 2006, the student/teacher ratio for public schools 
with higher percentages of students approved for free 
or reduced-price lunch was generally smaller than the 
ratio of schools with lower percentages approved for this 
benefit (see table A-31-2). Also, the student/teacher ratios 
of schools in cities (16.3) and suburban areas (16.2) were 
generally larger than those of schools in towns (15.3) and 
rural areas (14.8). Within rural areas, the student/teacher 
ratio was largest in the fringe areas (15.8) and smallest in 
remote areas (12.6). 

Student/teacher ratios do not provide a direct measure of 
class size. The ratio is determined by dividing the total 
number of full-time-equivalent teachers into the total 
student enrollment. These teachers include classroom 
teachers; prekindergarten teachers in some elementary 
schools; art, music, and physical education teachers; and 
teachers who do not teach regular classes every period 
of the day. Teachers are reported in full-time-equivalent 
(FTE) units. This is the amount of time required to 
perform an assignment stated as a proportion of a full-

time position. It is computed by dividing the amount 
of time an individual is employed by the time normally 
required for a full-time position. This analysis excludes 
schools that did not report both enrollment and teacher 
data. Regular schools include all schools except special 
education schools, vocational schools, and alternative 
schools. Charter schools can be of any school type. For 
more information on the Common Core of Data (CCD), 
see supplemental note 3. For more information on free and 
reduced-price and locale codes, see supplemental note 1.

The student/teacher ratio for regular public elementary schools declined from 
1990 through 2006, while the student/teacher ratio for regular public secondary 
schools was of similar size in 1990 and 2006.
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 For more information: Tables A-31-1 and A-31-2
Glossary: National School Lunch Program; Public school



Section 4—Contexts of Elementary and Secondary Education    77 

Student/Teacher Ratios in Public Schools

1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 20062005

Students per teacher

0

25

20

15

10

5

Elementary

Secondary

Combined

School year

Students per teacher
Elementary Secondary

School year

0
1990 1995 2000 2006 1990 1995 2000 2006

5

10

15

20

25

1,500 or more
1,500 or more

1,000–1,499

1,000–1,499

500–999

500–999

300–499

300–499Under 300

Under 300

Figure 31-1.	 Student/teacher ratios in regular public schools, by school level: Fall 1990 through fall 2006

Figure 31-2.	 Student/teacher ratios in regular public elementary and secondary schools, by enrollment: Fall 1990 
through fall 2006

NOTE: The student/teacher ratio is determined by dividing the total number of full-time-equivalent teachers into the total fall enrollment. Regular 
schools include all schools except special education schools, vocational schools, and alternative schools. Combined schools include both 
elementary and secondary grades. This analysis excludes schools that did not report both enrollment and teacher data. For more information on 
the Common Core of Data (CCD), see supplemental note 3.								      
SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Common Core of Data (CCD), “Public Elementary/Secondary 
School Universe Survey,” 1990–91 through 2006–07.

NOTE: The student/teacher ratio is determined by dividing the total number of full-time-equivalent teachers into the total fall enrollment. Regular 
schools include all schools except special education schools, vocational schools, and alternative schools. This analysis excludes schools that did 
not report both enrollment and teacher data. For more information on the Common Core of Data (CCD), see supplemental note 3.
SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Common Core of Data (CCD), “Public Elementary/Secondary 
School Universe Survey,” 1990–91 through 2006–07.
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Table A-31-1.	 Student/teacher ratios in public schools, by type, level, and enrollment of school: Selected years, fall 
1990 through fall 2006

Type, level, and  
enrollment of school 1990 1992 1994 1996 1998 2000 2002 2004 2006

All schools 17.4 17.7 17.7 17.6 16.9 16.4 16.2 16.2 15.8
Regular schools 17.6 17.8 17.8 17.7 17.0 16.5 16.3 16.3 15.9

Elementary schools 18.2 18.1 18.0 17.9 17.0 16.5 16.2 16.0 15.6
Under 300 16.0 15.9 15.7 15.6 15.1 14.4 13.9 13.7 13.5
300–499 17.6 17.5 17.5 17.2 16.4 15.8 15.5 15.3 15.1
500–999 18.8 18.7 18.5 18.3 17.4 16.9 16.7 16.5 16.0
1,000–1,499 19.5 19.7 19.6 19.4 18.4 18.1 18.0 17.7 17.0
1,500 or more 19.9 20.3 20.4 21.2 19.9 20.5 20.3 20.5 19.4

Secondary schools 16.7 17.4 17.6 17.6 17.1 16.7 16.8 16.9 16.6
Under 300 12.3 12.3 12.7 12.7 12.5 12.0 12.0 12.0 12.0
300–499 14.9 15.3 15.7 15.5 15.1 14.5 14.4 14.7 14.3
500–999 16.1 16.7 16.8 16.7 16.2 15.8 15.8 15.9 15.6
1,000–1,499 17.2 17.9 17.9 17.9 17.2 16.8 16.9 17.0 16.5
1,500 or more 19.3 20.0 19.9 20.0 19.3 18.9 18.8 19.0 18.5

Combined schools 15.8 15.8 16.1 15.7 14.6 14.9 15.2 15.2 15.7
Under 300 11.0 10.9 11.3 10.0 10.4 10.4 10.8 10.3 11.3
300–499 14.8 14.5 14.4 14.6 14.1 13.9 14.1 14.2 14.4
500–999 16.7 15.8 16.5 16.6 15.6 15.9 16.2 15.9 16.0
1,000–1,499 17.8 18.5 18.1 17.9 17.2 17.6 18.1 17.6 17.5
1,500 or more 19.0 19.8 20.0 19.6 18.9 20.0 20.7 19.4 20.9

Alternative 14.2 16.5 18.0 16.6 16.4 15.2 14.9 14.4 14.8

Special education 6.5 7.0 6.9 7.4 7.3 7.0 7.0 7.4 6.0

Vocational 13.0 13.0 12.9 12.9 13.1 12.7 9.9 11.5 13.4

NOTE: The student/teacher ratio is determined by dividing the total number of full-time-equivalent teachers into the total fall enrollment. 
Regular schools include all schools except special education schools, vocational schools, and alternative schools. Combined schools 
include both elementary and secondary grades. Charter schools can be of any school type. This analysis excludes schools that did not 
report both enrollment and teacher data. For more information on the Common Core of Data (CCD), see supplemental note 3.		
SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Common Core of Data (CCD), “Public Elementary/
Secondary School Universe Survey,” 1990–91 through 2006–07. 
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Table A-31-2.	 Student/teacher ratios in public schools, by level, poverty level, and locale of school: Fall 2006

Poverty level and  
locale of school All schools

Regular schools

Elementary Secondary Combined

Total 15.8 15.6 16.6 15.7
Percent of students 

approved for free or 
reduced-price lunch

25 percent or less 16.4 16.2 16.9 17.4
26–50 percent 15.8 15.5 16.4 15.7
51–75 percent 15.3 15.1 16.2 14.8
More than 75 percent 15.4 15.4 16.2 14.5

Locale
City 16.3 16.0 17.8 16.7

Large 16.6 16.3 18.2 17.0
Midsize 16.2 15.7 17.7 16.3
Small 16.0 15.6 17.2 16.2

Suburban 16.2 15.9 17.1 16.9
Large 16.2 15.9 17.1 16.9
Midsize 16.3 16.1 17.2 17.0
Small 16.3 16.1 17.4 16.7

Town 15.3 15.2 15.8 16.1
Fringe 16.0 15.9 16.5 17.8
Distant 15.0 14.9 15.5 14.7
Remote 15.1 15.0 15.4 16.4

Rural 14.8 14.8 15.1 14.3
Fringe 15.8 15.6 16.3 17.8
Distant 14.3 14.3 14.4 14.1
Remote 12.6 12.9 12.3 12.3

NOTE: The student/teacher ratio is determined by dividing the total number of full-time-equivalent teachers into the total fall enrollment. 
Regular schools include all schools except special education schools, vocational schools, and alternative schools. Combined schools 
include both elementary and secondary grades. This analysis excludes schools that did not report both enrollment and teacher data. For 
more information on free and reduced-price lunch and locale codes, see supplemental note 1. For more information on the Common Core 
of Data (CCD), see supplemental note 3.				 
SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Common Core of Data (CCD), “Public Elementary/
Secondary School Universe Survey,” 2006–07.
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