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AAC Guideline 5.7 – Section Size Administrative Guidelines 

 

BACKGROUND / DISCUSSION 

I.  Background:  

The system Section Size Policy (also referred to as the “4/7/10 Rule”) establishes minimum 

enrollments in course sections. The intent of the policy is to require institutions to use 

instructional resources efficiently, limiting the number of low enrolled courses that an 

institution may offer annually. The origins of the policy date to the Board’s December 1995 

meeting. The original policy required a minimum of ten (10) students in undergraduate 

courses and seven (7) students in a graduate course, with each institution allowed to have 

2% of their course sections outside of the required minimums. Over time, the policy 

evolved to differentiate minimum enrollments in master’s and doctoral courses and the 

Board raised the percentage of courses eligible to run beyond the application of the policy. 

The August 2000 Board minutes quote a regent as stating “controlling the use of small 

section sizes is a critical element for the efficient management of the system. 

 

II.  Current Application of Policy 5:17 / Section Size Policy:  

The current policy establishes minimum enrollments for undergraduate, master’s, and 

doctoral courses (10/7/4) and allows exceptions to the policy of up to 4% of selected 

courses for SDSM&T, SDSU, and USD and 5% for BHSU, DSU, and NSU. All course 

sections are assigned an instructional method (each method is defined in AAC Guideline 

5.7). The list of instructional methods is divided by “selected courses” and “unselected 

courses.” “Selected courses” are those courses that are subject to the Section Size Policy; 

“Unselected courses” are those course to which the Section Size Policy does not apply. For 

example, course sections assigned instructional methods of Lecture and Seminar are 

https://www.sdbor.edu/policy/documents/5-17.pdf
https://www.sdbor.edu/administrative-offices/academics/academic-affairs-guidelines/Documents/5_Guidelines/5_7_Guideline.pdf
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“selected courses”; course sections classified as Independent Study, Internship/Practicum, 

and Studio courses are considered “unselected courses.”1 

 

The Board receives an annual Section Size Report summarizing compliance with the policy 

each year. In addition, the information about section size compliance is available on the 

SDBOR Section Size Dashboard.  

 

III.  2020 Section Size Report/Recent Compliance Levels:  

The 2020 Section Size Report is available in Attachment I.  A total of 8,923 “selected” 

sections were offered in the university system during FY2020. Overall, 4.1 percent of 

selected sections (n=361) were classified as “small” under the 4-7-10 rule. 

 

Between 2014 and 2019, the percentage of system sections exceeding the section size 

policy limitations remained steady, averaging between 2.9% and 3.9%. For FY2020, this 

percentage increased to 4.1%. The increase is likely due to temporary reporting disruptions 

related to the student information system conversion (i.e., Colleague to Banner). Given 

these challenges, the increase in the 2020 is reasonable. Over the last five years, section 

size policy compliance has generally remained consistent. 

 

Small Sections by Institution & Year 

(Percentages) 

 FY16 FY17 FY18 FY19 FY20 

BHSU  3.1 4.5 4.7 3.2 4.5 

DSU  4.1 3.8 3.9 4.9 6.8 

NSU  4.0 4.0 4.0 2.5 4.7 

SDSMT  2.2 2.6 2.2 2.5 3.0 

SDSU  2.8 2.6 2.9 3.4 3.7 

USD  3.3 2.5 2.2 1.9 3.5 

System  3.1 2.9 3.0 3.0 4.1 

 

 

The COVID-19 crisis greatly altered standard planning options for delivering face-to-face 

coursework for the FY21 academic year. Social distancing requirements demanded new 

approaches, resulting in the Board’s authorization of a Temporary Suspension of the 

Section Size Policy for FY21; however, the Board will still receive the section size report. 

 

 

 

                                                 
1 Instructional method classifications subject to the 10/7/4 rule for course enrollment include those courses 

designated as Discussion/Recitation; Seminar; Large Ensemble; Laboratory and Alternate Laboratory; Physical 

Education Activity; and Lecture Courses. Instructional method classifications excluded from the 10/7/4 rule for 

course enrollment include those courses designated as Studio; Small Group; Small Group Ensemble; Competency-

based, Self-paced Study; Clinical Laboratory; Clinical Experience; Independent Study; Design/Research; Private 

Instruction; Restricted PE Activity; Tracking; Internship/Practicum; Thesis; Thesis/Research Sustaining and 

Workshop. 

https://www.sdbor.edu/dashboards/Pages/Section-Size-Dashboard.aspx
https://www.sdbor.edu/policy/Documents/COVID-19-Exceptions/Section-Size-Policy_SP20.pdf
https://www.sdbor.edu/policy/Documents/COVID-19-Exceptions/Section-Size-Policy_SP20.pdf
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IV.  Current Policy Issues/Concerns: 

 No enforcement mechanism exists within the policy; if an institution exceeds the stated 

limits, nothing occurs to promote future compliance. 

 The Section Size Policy does not address all course sections, only those that are 

“selected.” There are often good reasons; an internship, for example, is a course section 

and may only apply to a limited number of students. However, in 2020, there were 

13,102 total course sections subject to the Section Size Policy; of those, 8,923 were 

selected and 4,179 were non-selected course sections.  This means the Section Size 

Policy did not apply to nearly one-third (1/3) of the eligible course sections offered in 

2020. 

 Institutional requests for new or revised courses often include requests for instructional 

method designations that are “unselected,” often with insufficient justification as to 

why the structure of the course would prohibit compliance with the Section Size Policy. 

This leads to ongoing debate and discussion between Board office staff and institutions 

over which instructional method is appropriate. Of 245 new or revised course requests 

submitted by institutions to the Board office over the last year, nearly 20% have 

requested “unselected” instructional methods. 

 

IMPACT AND RECOMMENDATION 

The following options are presented for the Board’s consideration. The options are not 

intended to be all inclusive. 

1. Maintain the current policy without changes. 

2. Establish and enforce a penalty for non-compliance. 

3. Establish limits on the number of un-selected courses per institution. 

4. Eliminate instructional method designations; assign institutions a percentage of all 

course sections that may exist outside of the policy. 

5. Long-term: review unselected courses to determine status relative to credit hour 

generation, graduation requirements, and verifying course instructional method status. 

6. Long-term: analyze duplicative online course sections offered from multiple 

institutions to determine if collaborative options exist. 

7. Charge the Board’s Committee on Academic & Student Affairs and the Academic 

Affairs Council to review the existing policies for areas of refinement. 

 

ATTACHMENTS 

Attachment I – Section Size Report FY2020 



Section Size Report 

Policy Background and Data Notes 

BOR Policy 5:17.C.4 stipulates the minimum number of students that must be enrolled in course sections 
offered at the state’s public universities.  As stated in this policy, undergraduate and dual-listed sections must 
enroll at least ten students, entry-level graduate sections (i.e., 500-600 level) must enroll at least seven 
students, and upper-level graduate sections (i.e., 700-800 level) must enroll at least four students.   

This so-called “4-7-10 rule” applies to all state-supported and self-supported course sections delivered 
through “selected” instructional methods (e.g., lectures, seminars).1  Exceptions to the 4-7-10 rule are allowed 
for up to five percent of selected sections at BHSU, DSU, and NSU and up to four percent of selected 
sections at SDSMT, SDSU, and USD.2  These exception limits are based on cumulative data from the fall and 
spring terms.3 

Analysis 

Small Sections4 

A total of 8,923 “selected” sections were offered in the university system during FY2020.  Overall, 4.1 
percent of selected sections (n=361) were classified as “small” under the 4-7-10 rule.    Figure 1 displays 
recent trends for these indicators. 

Figure 1 
Small Sections by Year 

1 See Appendix A for detailed lists of the university system’s “selected” and “non-selected” instructional methods.  
2 Readers should be aware that a policy change approved by the board in March 2018 resulted in two key changes to the university 
system’s rules related to small section management.  The first change was that section size minimums began to be applied not only to 
state-supported sections, but also to self-supported sections.  The second change was that small section exception limits were raised 
by one percentage point for all regental institutions.  Both of these changes became effective in FY2019.   
3 Data for this report are sourced from census date extracts. 
4 Figures presented in this section exclude any sections that are exempted from policy 5:17.C.4 under AAC guidelines. 
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https://www.sdbor.edu/the-board/agendaitems/2014AgendaItems/2018%20Agenda%20Items/March/6_C2_BOR0318.pdf


Table 1 shows that small section percentages in FY2020 ranged from a high of 6.8 percent at DSU 
to a low of 3.0 percent at SDSMT.  As displayed below, one regental institution (DSU) exceeded its 
annual exception limit stipulated in board policy.5  It should be pointed out, however, that due to 
reporting disruptions related to the university system’s conversion to the Banner student 
information system during this time period, universities were given temporary leeway to (slightly) 
exceed their regular exception limits during FY2020 if needed.  Given these circumstances, the 
FY2020 rates below can be considered reasonable. 

Table 1 
Small Sections by Institution and Year 

(Percentages) 

FY2016 FY2017 FY2018 FY2019 FY2020 

BHSU 3.1 4.5 4.7 3.2 4.5 
DSU 4.1 3.8 3.9 4.9 6.8 
NSU 4.0 4.0 4.0 2.5 4.7 
SDSMT 2.2 2.6 2.2 2.5 3.0 
SDSU 2.8 2.6 2.9 3.4 3.7 
USD 3.3 2.5 2.2 1.9 3.5 

System 3.1 2.9 3.0 3.0 4.1 

Table 2 displays FY2020 small section counts by institution and course level.  It can be seen that 
undergraduate courses tend to account for a majority of small sections at most institutions.  Note 
that these data are provided for reference only; no specific exception limits have been established 
with respect to particular course levels. 

Table 2 
Small Sections by Institution and Course Level, FY2020 

BHSU DSU NSU SDSMT SDSU USD 

Undergraduate 41 56 35 13 90 66 
(4.4) (7.2) (4.7) (1.8) (3.3) (4.0) 

Dual-Listed 3 0 1 7 14 6 
(10.3) (0.0) (4.2) (6.9) (8.8) (4.4) 

Graduate 1 3 2 7 13 3 
(3.5) (3.4) (5.0) (8.6) (4.9) (0.8) 

Total 45 59 38 27 117 75 
(4.5) (6.8) (4.7) (3.0) (3.7) (3.5) 

5 Again, as stated in board policy, exception limits are five percent at BHSU, DSU, and NSU, and four percent at 
SDSMT, SDSU, and USD. 
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Average Section Size 

Average section size remained steady in the university system in FY2020.  Figure 2 shows that, 
across all institutions and course levels, the average section size among selected sections was 26.5 
students.  Average section size was highest among undergraduate sections (28.0), followed by dual-
listed sections (24.5) and graduate sections (15.2).  Overall, an average of 19.2 students enrolled in all 
course sections (selected and non-selected combined) offered by the university system in FY2020. 

Figure 2 
Average Section Size by Section Type and Year 

Large Sections 

Large sections (those with an enrollment of 100 or more) are used for a variety of purposes in the 
regental system.  For example, introductory courses (e.g., Introduction to Sociology, United States 
History I) offer students an overview of a discipline.  Other large sections (e.g., Biology Survey I, 
General Chemistry I) require students to enroll in supplemental laboratory experiences that allow for 
small group interaction in a traditional classroom environment.  Participation/orientation courses 
(e.g., Marching Band, Orientation to Nursing) are experiential requirements for particular degree 
programs.  Nearly all large sections are associated with one of these broad categories. 
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Of the 14,566 total course sections offered by the university system during FY2020, 128 (0.9 
percent) had an enrollment of 100 or more students, down slightly from the prior year.6  As seen in 
Figure 3 below, 59.4 percent (n=76) of these sections enrolled 100-149 students, with approximately 
3.9 percent (n=5) enrolling 300 students or more. 

Figure 3 
Sections with an Enrollment of 100 or More, FY2020 

Table 3 shows historical institutional data, and indicates that SDSU has tended to deliver more large 
sections than any other university.   In FY2020 specifically, enrollments in the university system’s 
ten largest sections ranged from 243 to 345 students; all ten of these sections were delivered by 
SDSU. 

Table 3 
Large Sections by Institution and Year 

FY2016 FY2017 FY2018 FY2019 FY2020 

BHSU 0 0 0 0 0 
DSU 0 1 1 1 2 
NSU 3 1 0 0 3 
SDSMT 8 6 5 6 6 
SDSU 92 102 95 91 85 
USD 26 24 20 26 32 

Total 129 134 121 124 128 

6 “Large” sections are defined here as those with enrollments greater than or equal to 100; enrollments are reported as 
aggregations of all cross-listed sections.  Unless otherwise noted, the figures presented in this section refer to all 
unduplicated sections, not just selected sections. 
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Appendix A 
Background Information 

Selected Instructional Methods Non-Selected Instructional Methods 

Discussion/Recitation Studio 
Seminar Small Group 
Large Ensemble Small Group Ensemble 
Laboratory and Alternate Laboratory Competency-based, Self-paced Study 
Physical Education Activity Clinical Laboratory 
Lecture Courses Clinical Experience 

Independent Study 
Design/Research 
Private Instruction 
Restricted PE Activity 
Tracking 
Internship/Practicum 
Thesis 
Thesis/Research Sustaining 
Workshop 
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Appendix B 
DSU Response to 2019-20 Section Size Report 

 
 

 

DSU acknowledges that we exceeded the target percentage for lower enrolled sections.  Once the 

section size requirements were suspended for the 2019-20 academic year, we considered the 

implications of the Banner Conversion and the adoption of DegreeWorks as the self-service degree 

audit system.  We believed that the conversion to DegreeWorks needed time to be adequately tested 

in use. One of the typical strategies that had been used in previous semesters was to convert lower 

enrolled sections to “independent studies”, thereby making them exempt from the section size counts. 

We made the decision to maintain the sections with course numbers and names, knowing that 

DegreeWorks would not recognize independent studies in the degree audits, thereby possibly creating 

confusion for students and faculty during the initial run of DegreeWorks as our audit system.  

Maintaining course numbers and titles rather than moving to independent studies did not affect our 

expenditures for teaching to any significant effect and reduced the workload of our registrar’s office 

which had played a very significant role in the Banner conversion. 

In addition, with the suspension of the section size report, we chose not to spend the time and effort 

reviewing the report for revision.  For example, of the lower enrolled sections identified, six were co-

requisite laboratories attached to the lecture for science courses and cross-listed sections were counted 

as independent sections. We also point out that 30% of the lower enrolled sections were senior-level 

courses typically required for graduation that fell only one student short of the requisite number of 10 

students.  
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