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Abstract 
The worldwide expansion of education has brought the issue of large classes 
to researchers’ attention. In China, following the university enrolment expan-
sion since 1999, an increasing number of Chinese educators are faced with the 
issue of managing large classes efficiently. However, studies on the enrollment 
policy and the subsequent large class phenomenon are scarce. This study pri-
marily examined enrolment expansion in Chinese higher education by ana-
lyzing policy documents and existing literature on both enrolment expansion 
and large class phenomenon. Additionally, the current study amplified the 
need for future research on issues pertaining to large classes that can help 
teachers, school managers, and policymakers devise effective strategies for 
addressing problems affecting teaching practice. 
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1. Introduction 

Because of the high demand for higher education and the subsequent educa-
tional expansion, large classes have become a common worldwide phenomenon 
at the university level (Lipinge, 2013). In China, the policy of increased enrol-
ment in higher education was proposed in the Third National Conference on 
Education in 1999 to promote university education and invigorate China through 
developments in science and education. In observance of the guidelines, higher 
education institutes successfully accomplished enrolment enlargement, leading 
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to the drastic increase in enrolment figures from 3,408,7641 in 1998 to 4,085,8742 
in 1999. Particularly, the ratio of teachers to students in Chinese higher educa-
tion was 1:16.3 in 2006, which was noticeably higher than the best ratio (1:14) in 
developed countries (Yan & Chang, 2008). 

Researchers (e.g., Fan, 2003; Lipinge, 2013; Peng, 2005) have acknowledged 
that the enrolment initiatives have created insurmountable problems for both 
students and teachers, thereby leading to a degradation in the quality of teaching 
and learning. Therefore, an examination of the enrolment expansion policy and 
the issues engendered by large classes warrant attention. Such studies will con-
tribute to the indigenous literature focused on the Chinese context and explain 
the developments in Chinese higher education. Furthermore, they will provide 
insights into effective means of enhancing learning and teaching under the uni-
versity enrolment expansion policy. 

2. Literature Review  
2.1. Interpretations of Large-Sized Classes 

Many educational researchers have attempted to quantify large classes (e.g., Az-
har, 2004; Todd, 2006); however, no unanimous agreement on the class size could 
be achieved. Todd (2006) concluded that the concept of a large class is a loosely 
defined one with various interpretations depending on the contexts. Heppner 
(2007) defined a large class as one that is “taught in a lecture hall with fixed seats 
and has a number of students greater than the number whose names you can 
reasonably learn by semester’s end.” (p. 2) Table 1 shows different researchers’ 
estimation of the numbers of students in a large class in different educational 
contexts.  

Table 1 shows how the class size of a large class is interpreted differently on 
the basis of researchers’ subjective judgment pertaining to specific teaching con-
texts. For instance, the minimum number of students in large classes is 50 in 
China, while in Kenya the number is 40, and in the United Kingdom, it is only 
25. According to Coleman (1989), the assessment of the ideal number of stu-
dents in a large class can be subjectively influenced and is dependent on the 
usual class size of the teaching staff concerned. Furthermore, the figures in Table 
1 highlight that the size of large classes in developing countries starkly contrast 
that in developed countries. This is because the number of learners in devel-
oping countries is considerably more than that in developed countries. For in-
stance, the size of a large class ranges from 40 to 150 students (40 in Kenya and 
150 in China) in developing countries, whereas large classes comprise >40  

 

 

1Source: Changes in Undergraduate Enrolment in 1998 published by the Ministry of Education of the 
People’s Republic of China.  
http://www.moe.gov.cn/publicfiles/business/htmlfiles/moe/moe_573/200505/7674.html  
(Accessed 27/03/13) 

2Source: Changes in Undergraduate Enrolment in 1999 published by the Ministry of Education of the 
People’s Republic of China.  
http://www.moe.gov.cn/publicfiles/business/htmlfiles/moe/moe_563/200505/7788.html  
(Accessed 27/03/13) 
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Table 1. Numbers of students in large classes. 

Author No. of Students Teaching context 

Gu (2009) 50 China 

Jimakorn & Singhasiri (2006) 35 - 100 Not mention 

Lei (2015) around 80 China 

Li (2008) 60 - 150 China 

Mulryan-Kyne (2010) 300 - 1000 Not mention 

Nakabugo, Opolot-Okurut, Ssebbunga,  
Manni, & Byamugisha (2008) 

70 Uganda 

Nakabugo et al. (2008) above 40 Japan 

Nakabugo et al. (2008) above 60 Developing countries 

Nakabugo, Albert & Maani, (2006) 40 Kenya 

O’Sullivan (2006) above 35 US 

Smith & Warburton (1997) 25 - 30 UK 

Ur (1996) 40 - 50 Not mention 

Wang (2002) 70 - 80 China 

Yang & Yang (2006) 60 China 

Yang (2008) around 60 China 

Yuan (2004) 50 China 

 
students in Japan, >35 students in the United States, and between 25 and 30 stu-
dents in the United Kingdom. Gu and Wang’s (2017) statement that teaching 
English to large classes is common in developing countries highlights the phe-
nomenon of crowded classes in these countries.  

2.2. Features of Large Classes 

Todd (2006) suggested that massive classes are likely to present various chal-
lenges to the teaching and learning of English. Thus, familiarity with the charac-
teristic features of large classes is critical for teachers to improve teaching quality 
in these classes. The following sections discuss both advantages and disadvan-
tages of large classes. 

Regarding the advantages of teaching large classes, some previous studies have 
demonstrated that a large student count can promote effective teaching and 
learning. McLeod (1989) argued that teaching a large class can reduce instructor 
expenses because it effectively utilizes time, resources, and talent. Furthermore, 
some researchers (e.g., Li & Wang, 2008; Peng, 2007) have acknowledged that 
large classes provide students an environment that is conducive for the exchange 
of information and learning experiences, thereby broadening the scope of their 
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learning. Additionally, the competition among learners is quite robust in large 
classes, which creates a competitive atmosphere that ultimately increases stu-
dents’ learning motivation (Yuan, 2004). 

Many previous studies have highlighted the shortcomings of large classes (e.g., 
Al-Jarf, 2006; Gu & Wang, 2017; Herington & Weaven, 2008). LoCastro (1989) 
classified the problems pertaining to teaching large classes into three categories, 
namely pedagogical problems, management-related problems, and affective prob-
lems. The following section reviews the problems related to large class teaching 
from these three aspects.  

First, regarding pedagogical problems, some educators (e.g., Al-Jarf, 2006; 
Cleek, 2005; Locastro, 2001) have reported that teachers find it difficult to attend 
to each student in large classes. After examining teachers’ responses to a ques-
tionnaire assessing the impact of large classes, Locastro (2001) extracted the fol-
lowing five instructional problems: 
• Increased difficulties in executing speaking, reading, and writing tasks.  
• Difficulties in monitoring student learning and providing feedback. 
• Problems with individualizing lessons to suit learners’ needs. 
• Difficulties in establishing communicative tasks. 
• Tendency to avoid demanding activities. 

Additionally, Christensen (1994) highlighted two major problems encoun-
tered during large class teaching, difficulty in moving around the classroom and 
attending to all students. Furthermore, Western researchers have identified the 
following pedagogical issues affecting teachers of large classes: difficulties in 
promoting students’ learning motivation (Herington & Weaven, 2008), difficul-
ties in designing assignments and awarding grades in accordance with students’ 
individual characteristics (Cleek, 2005), and being equipped with only a limited 
range of teaching methods (McLeod, 1989). Additionally, Hayes (1997) sug-
gested that teachers find it considerably challenging to “handle the workload, 
and thus, resort to using no papers and no essay exams, and rely only on the 
multiple-choice exam.” (p. 85) 

Similarly, Chinese researchers have reported that teachers of large classes find 
delivering good teaching quality difficult because the teaching approaches and 
materials at their disposal cannot satisfy the learning needs of all students (e.g., 
Li, 2011; Niu, 2016). Additionally, designing activities that can involve all stu-
dents and is a challenging task (Wang & Yan, 2011), as is communicating or in-
teracting with all students (Li, 2011; Yang, 2008). Most importantly, teachers of 
large classes have to shoulder a heavy workload, especially when evaluating stu-
dents’ assignments (Gu & Wang, 2017; Yang, 2008). Yang (2008) explained that,  

Teachers always complain that they feel frustrated when checking students’ 
work, and they are anxious about giving students feedback on time. For re-
ducing the burden of checking assignments of all students, teachers have to 
randomly select and examine the work of some of the students. This defi-
nitely reduces the effectiveness of learning because teachers cannot get fa-
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miliar with students’ learning outcomes.  

Second, regarding the management problems associated with large class teach-
ing, the effective management of large classes presents educators with a critical 
challenge. Locastro (2001) listed the following problems that teachers of large 
classes encounter: 

• Pair and group work often cumbersome to execute 
• Noise level high, affecting neighboring classes 
• Difficulties in attending to all students during class time 
• Discipline problems more acute 

(p. 494) 

Relevant literature revealed that managing the chaos in large classes is chal-
lenging for teachers (e.g., Benbow, Mizrachi, Oliver, & Said-Moshiro, 2007; Lo-
castro, 2001). Therefore, teachers have to invest more effort into resolving dis-
cipline issues and grading students’ assignments rather than into improving 
their teaching quality.  

Additionally, researchers have highlighted that teachers of large classes strug-
gle with time management. Wilson (cited in Benbow et al., 2007) claimed that 
“large classes take a toll on the teacher’s ability to manage time, requiring more 
time to be devoted to instructions, task management, and behavioral manage-
ment, thus leaving less time for actual instruction.” (p. 6) 

Moreover, in China, a lot of teachers’ time is spent on addressing discipline 
problems (Niu, 2016), which hinders the achievement of learning effectiveness 
(Wang & Yan, 2011). Niu (2016) reported that, 

In the large classes, it is inevitable that some of the students become dis-
tracted, and even take initiatives unrelated to learning such as speaking with the 
desk mate in a whisper, using mobile phones, sleeping, and eating snacks. For 
ensuring adherence to the teaching schedule, teachers must ignore the students 
who are distracted, and this may lead to discipline problems in the classroom. 

Third, regarding affective issues concerning large classes, Wright (2005) 
opined that “the affective domain is central to learning and its management, a 
central concern in teaching and learning.” (p. 149) Particularly, Locastro (2001) 
highlighted the following affective problems:  

• Difficulties in learning students’ names. 
• Impossibility of establishing a good rapport with students. 
• Concern for weaker students who may get lost. 
• Crowd phenomenon: students’ not listening to the teacher and other students. 
• Problems in assessing students’ interests and moods. 

(pp. 494-495) 

Moreover, Nakabugo et al. (2008) indicated that the feeling of anonymity 
pervading the class and distance between teachers and students affects large class 
teaching. Additionally, Chinese researchers noted that students’ confidence and 
learning interests can weaken as a result. Yang (2008) demonstrated that,  

https://doi.org/10.4236/jss.2020.88001


Y. M. Shan 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/jss.2020.88001 6 Open Journal of Social Sciences 
 

Most Chinese students are the only child in the family and are very shel-
tered by their parents. Therefore, it is easy for these children to become 
self-centred. In the large class setting, teachers cannot interact with each in-
dividual student. In particular, these self-centred students feel ignored and 
consequently lose interest in learning. 

Because of the abovementioned pedagogical problems, management concerns, 
and affective issues, teachers face more problems in organizing their classes and 
controlling their students in large classes than in small classes. 

3. Methodology 

Policy analysis refers to “a process through which we identify and evaluate al-
ternative policies or programs that are intended to lessen or resolve social, eco-
nomic, or physical problems.” (Patton & Sawicki, 1993: p. 21) This study per-
formed a policy analysis to examine the impact of enrolment expansion policy in 
mainland China’s higher education. Two types of policy analysis were adopted 
to conduct a systematic evaluation of the policy. One was descriptive policy 
analysis that was used for analyzing “past policies,” and the other was prescrip-
tive policy analysis that was adopted to “recommend actions” (Patton & Sawicki, 
1993: p. 24). 

The analysis process was designed by referring to the rational model presented 
by Fallon & Rublik (2011)3 and Weinmer & Vining (1992)4, both of which 
mainly focus on problem analysis and solution analysis. As Fallon & Rublik 
(2011) mentioned, “rational models of policy analysis are useful because they 
deal with the incremental and multi-staged nature of policy development.” (p. 4)  

4. Findings 
4.1. Enrolment Expansion in China 

Before 1999, the number of students enrolling in higher education institutes was 
small and increased gradually. To contribute to China’s economic development, 
in the beginning of 1999, some economists argued that acceleration of higher 
education development should be adopted as an important strategy to increase 
the domestic demand for education. Thus, in June 1999, the State Council ap-
proved the policy presented by the Ministry of Education of China, namely the 
Action Plan for Reinvigorating Education in the 21st Century, to increase stu-
dent enrolment in higher education institutions and expand domestic consump-
tion. As seen in Figure 1, a drastic increase was noted in the enrolment figures 
since 1999. Wang (2009: p. 1) stated that “the numbers just kept climbing”  

 

 

3Fallon & Rublik (2011) concluded that “the rational models of policy analysis focus on under-
standing policy formation,” which contain “problem definition; clarification of values, goals, and 
objectives; identification of options; selection of courses of action; evaluation of a course of action; 
and modification of policies.” (p. 3) 
4Weimer & Vining (1992) presented a seven-step rationalist mode: “understanding the problem, 
choosing and explaining relevant goals and constraints, choosing a solution method, choosing eval-
uation criteria, specifying policy alternatives, evaluating and recommending actions.” (p. 3) 
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Figure 1. Students enrolled in higher education institutions. Source: Baidu Encyclopedia. 
(n.d.). Retrieved from http://baike.baidu.com/view/990168.htm 

 
following the implementation of the enrollment policy. For example, in 2011, the 
enrolment figure of higher education institutes was 6.75 million, which was six 
times more than the figure in 1998 (Figure 1).  

Additionally, problems emerged both before and after the implementation of 
the policy. Concerning the process of policymaking, Yan & Chang (2008) argued 
that the implementation of the enrolment enlargement policy was rather fast. 
Particularly, there was a gap of only four months between policy approval and 
implementation. According to Yuan’s (2000) statement, because of time con-
straints, the supporting polices for enrolment expansion could not be formulated 
and implemented. According to Innes (cited in Patton & Sawicki, 1993), the 
knowledge of users (such as decision makers or clients) is likely to influence 
their decision-making. However, as highlighted by Yan & Chang (2008), this 
policy’s policymakers mainly comprised State Council’s economists and officers, 
and educators or people from the educational administrative department were 
largely excluded. Therefore, the manner in which the enrolment expansion poli-
cy was devised and implemented seemed inappropriate for the Chinese educa-
tional context.  

Furthermore, a fresh set of problems surfaced in China after the policy im-
plementation. According to Azhar (2004: p. 1), “with the rapid development in 
all spheres of life, the need for mass education arose, which resulted in the 
emergence of large classes.” However, the large classes created to accommodate 
the increased enrolment presented challenges for Chinese educators. Addition-
ally, Gu & Wang (2017) emphasized that teachers faced numerous obstacles 
during large class teaching in China. The following section will examine poten-
tial solutions to the problem engendered by enrolment expansion.  

4.2. Solutions to Challenges of Enrolment Expansion and Large 
Class Teaching 

The aforementioned literature reveals that enrolment expansion has drastically 
changed the teacher-to-student ratio and significantly increased the workload of 
teachers of large classes. Chinese educational researchers (e.g., Peng, 2005; Yan 
& Chang, 2008; Zhang, 2010) have reported that enlarging enrolment led to a 
degradation in the teaching quality.  
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http://baike.baidu.com/view/990168.htm


Y. M. Shan 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/jss.2020.88001 8 Open Journal of Social Sciences 
 

For effective policymaking, policymakers should make adjustments in course 
of the implementation. As Younis and Davidson (cited in Patton & Sawicki, 
1993) stated, “policies often change during implementation” and “implementers 
shape policy at every stage of the policymaking process.” (p. 308) Yan & Chang 
(2008) acknowledged that the more perspectives or knowledge policymakers 
have, the more practical is the policy implementation. Therefore, involving edu-
cators in the formulation of the enrolment expansion policy is critical. Further-
more, teachers, especially novice teachers, should be provided with specialized 
teacher training for managing large classes. Fan (2003) and Shi & Li (2001) hig-
hlighted that offering long-term training to teachers is necessary in that it can 
enhance their professional knowledge and support their teaching. 

Additionally, reducing the maximum number of students that can be enrolled 
in a class could attenuate the consequences of the crowded class phenomenon 
(Al-Jarf, 2006). However, as Bahanshal (2013) claimed, reducing the class size is 
rather impossible in developing countries. Additionally, Markee (1997) men-
tioned that “innovation must also engage teachers in the more abstract tasks of 
developing their methodological skills and changing their ideas about what con-
stitutes good teaching.” (p. 54) Educators (e.g., Azhar, 2004; Li, 2011; Nakabugo 
et al., 2008; Song, 2009) have shifted their research focus from analyzing the ef-
fects of class size to exploring effective methods of addressing challenges and 
innovative strategies for improving teaching quality in large classes. Some 
teaching strategies for addressing problems engendered by large classes, catego-
rized into three aspects on the basis of LoCastro’s (1989) classification are pre-
sented in Table 2. 

Table 2 shows how a majority of the suggestions focus on management prob-
lems and pedagogical issues to mitigate the drawbacks of large classes. O’Sulliven 
(2006) highlighted that any examination of the teaching or management strate-
gies for large classes should consider the teaching context. Furthermore, Nde-
thiu, Masingila, Coonor, Khatete, & Heath (2017: p. 6) explained that “context, 
specifically culture, plays a very significant role in determining a teacher’s degree 
of tolerance for large classes.” Otienoh (cited in Ndethiu et al., 2017) suggested 
that “class size effects vary depending on grade level, student characteristics, na-
ture of the programme, teaching approach, and other interventions.” (p. 8) 
Therefore, familiarity with students and information on vital aspects, such as 
their learning needs and language-proficiency levels, constitute a key component 
of large class teaching. As explained by Niu (2016), teacher’s attention greatly fa-
cilitates learning motivation. By contrast, students lose interest in learning if 
they feel ignored by teachers.  

5. Conclusion 

With the rapid growth in student population following the implementation of the 
enrolment expansion policy, examining the issues engendered by large classes in 
China is necessary and useful. Yang (Cited in Mu, 2006) predicted that “college 
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Table 2. Teaching strategies for managing large classes. 

 Strategies Researcher(s) 

Management 
concerns 

Get instructions right and clear; 
Create positive learning environment; 

Involve students in active learning; 
Reduce workload of teacher 

Wu, 1993 

Reward students for being present Michelson, 2003 

Run group work 
Dong & Cao, 2006; Li, 2011;  

Peng, 2007; Song, 2009 

Affective 
issues 

Use audio-visual aids in ELT classes Azhar, 2004 

Get to know students’ names  
and their needs 

Dong & Cao, 2006; Hayes, 1997; 
Nakabugo et al, 2008; Peng, 2007; 

Song, 2009; Wu, 1993 

Move around the classroom 
Dong & Cao, 2006;  

Nakabugo et al, 2008 

Pedagogical 
problems 

Personalise feedback; 
Get the students to listen; 

Help students create connections; 
Exploit stories and examples; 

Take participatory lecture; 
Use of questions 

Azhar, 2004 
Azhar, 2004;  

O’Sullivan, 2006 

Use two-way communication Li & Wang, 2008; Michelson, 2003 

Vary the rhythm of the class Michelson, 2003 

Multimedia technology Peng, 2007; Song, 2009 

Adopt games, competitions and role-play Peng, 2007 

Chang from teacher-centred to student-centred Li, 2011; Ma, 2001; Song, 2009 

 
enrollment will increase in the future because China’s population is still grow-
ing.” (p. 1). Therefore, this paper performed a policy analysis to examine the 
problems and solutions related to the implementation of the enrolment expan-
sion policy in China. The study results revealed that college enrolment leads to 
the large class phenomenon that makes teaching considerably challenging. For 
solving the problems caused by enrolment expansion, the expansion policy must 
be adjusted and effective teaching strategies for large classes must be explored in 
terms of the particularities of the teaching context. 

The results of this policy analysis can assist policy makers and researchers at-
tenuate the issues faced by teachers of large classes in China. Teachers are sug-
gested to consider management-related, affective, and pedagogical concerns when 
teaching large classes. This article’s limitation was that it adopted only a policy 
analysis to examine the large class phenomenon caused by university enrolment 
expansion. Future studies are recommended to investigate the consequences of 
enrolment expansion through different approaches for a more in-depth under-
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standing of the large class phenomenon. 
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