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SUBJECT: FY2014 Section Size Report 
 

As South Dakota’s public university system advances its efforts to balance instructional 
effectiveness with organizational efficiency, course section size has emerged as an important 
accountability measure.  The annual Section Size Report evaluates the extent to which the state’s 
six public institutions continue to meet Regental policy with respect to minimum enrollment per 
course section.  

 
Readers should note that due to a policy change adopted by the Board of Regents in 

October 2011, summer sections are now excluded from this analysis.  This change may affect 
trend data presented in this report, beginning with data for FY2013.  Additionally, each year 
Table 3 in the report provides the BOR with the percentage of selected sections that do not meet 
the 4/7/10 policy requirements established in BOR Policy 5:17.  Data depicted in the report 
indicate that the percentage of selected sections at BHSU exceeded the 4% threshold that is 
established in this policy.  Representatives from BHSU were asked to provide an explanation for 
exceeding this threshold which can be found in Attachment II.  
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Executive Summary 
 
BOR Policy 5:17.4 Small Section Limitation stipulates the minimum number of students that must be 
enrolled in course sections offered at the state’s public universities.1  As stated in this policy, the 
following enrollment guidelines are observed across the Regental system: 
 

Course Level Min. Enrollment 
Undergraduate (100-400) or dual-listed undergraduate/graduate (400-500) 10 
Entry-level graduate (500-600) 7 
Graduate only (700-800) 4 

 
This so-called “4/7/10 rule” applies only to state-support course sections associated with specific 
instructional methods (e.g., lectures, seminars).2  Exceptions to the 4/7/10 rule are allowed for up to 
four percent of selected sections at BHSU, DSU, and NSU and up to three percent of selected 
sections at SDSMT, SDSU, and USD.  These exception limits are based on aggregated section data 
from the fall and spring terms. 
 
The FY2014 Section Size Report offers a snapshot of institutional performance with respect to the 
implementation of this policy.  Key observations from this year’s analysis include: 
 

Small Sections 
 Of the 7,318 selected sections offered in FY2014, 229 (3.1%) could be classified 

as “small” under the 4/7/10 rule.  This figure is up somewhat from FY2013 
(n=200; 2.8%).  By course level, the number of small undergraduate and dual-
listed courses rose from FY2013 to FY2014, while the number of small graduate 
courses fell. 

 BHSU exceeded the mandated exception rate limit (BHSU’s rate was 5.7%; the 
limit is 4.0%).  By institution, exception rates were: BHSU (5.7%), DSU (3.8%), 
NSU (3.6%), SDSMT (2.4%), SDSU (2.6%), and USD (3.0%).   

 
Average Section Size 

 The average section size for selected sections offered in FY2013 was 27.4 
students.  This figure represents a small decrease from last year (27.6), and falls 
into line with figures seen in this metric over the last decade.   

 
Large Sections 

 A total of 138 course sections were offered in FY2014 with an enrollment of 100 
or more students, down from 140 in FY2013.  Over half (56.5%) of these sections 
enrolled between 100 and 149 students, and a large majority (62.3%) were 
offered at the 100 course level.  

 
 
 

                                                 
1 Requirements for minimum enrollment per course section – which are articulated formally in BOR Policy 5.17.4 – 
are known collectively as the “4/7/10 rule.” 
2 All data presented in this report refer to state-support sections only. 
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Full Report 
 
Background: BOR Policy 5.17.4 
 
BOR Policy 5.17.4 arose from an interest in monitoring course section enrollment trends across the 
six Regental institutions.  In the mid-1990s, the Board of Regents specified that no selected 
undergraduate/dual-listed sections with fewer than ten students and no selected graduate sections 
with fewer than seven students could be offered.3   When originally enacted, exceptions (i.e., sections 
enrolling fewer students than allowed by this policy) could not exceed five percent of all selected 
sections.  This annual exception limit was modified several times over the ensuing years.  As of the 
year 2000, the annual exception limit stood at four percent of all selected sections. 

 
In December 2010, the Board modified BOR Policy 5.17.4 in two important ways.  First, enrollment 
limits were lowered from seven to four for all upper-level graduate sections (i.e., those at the 700 or 
800 course levels).  This change was made in order to enable institutions the flexibility necessary for 
the cultivation of doctoral degree programs.  This change converted the original “7/10” rule into a 
new “4/7/10” rule.  Second, and as an accountability check stemming from the first modification, 
annual exception limits were lowered at SDSMT, SDSU, and USD (the state’s primary doctorate-
granting institutions) from four percent to three percent. 
 
Every state-support course section offered in the Regental system can be classified into one of two 
categories: selected or non-selected.  The distinction between these categories is based on the 
instructional method through which the section is offered.  Selected instructional methods are 
traditional delivery formats whose nature is such that course enrollments are not unusually limited.  
Non-selected instructional methods, on the other hand, include delivery methods that by definition 
typically enroll a limited number of students.  As delineated in BOR Policy 5.17.4, Table 1 provides a 
breakdown of selected and non-selected instructional types.  Non-selected course sections are 
monitored as part of the curriculum management efforts of department chairs, deans, and VPAAs.  
 
 

 Table 1 
Instructional Method Types 

 

Selected Instructional Methods 
 

Non-Selected Instructional Methods 
Discussion/Recitation Studio /  Small Group Instruction / Small Ensemble 
Seminar Competency-Based / Self-Paced Study 
Large Ensemble Clinical Laboratory or Experience 
Laboratory and Alternate Laboratory Independent Study or Private Instruction 
Physical Education Activity Design/Research 
Lecture Courses Tracking 
 Internship/Practicum 
 Thesis or Thesis/Research Sustaining 

 Workshop 
 Restricted PE Activity 

 
 

                                                 
3 Again, “selected sections” include only those sections that are state-support and are offered through one of several 
specified instructional methods.   
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Small Sections 
 
A total of 11,910 unduplicated state-support sections were offered across the Regental system during 
FY2013, 7,318 (61.4%) of which were selected sections and 4,592 (38.6%) of which were non-
selected sections.  Overall, 229 (3.1%) of the 7,318 selected sections were classified as “small” under 
the 4/7/10 rule.    Of these 229 small sections, 199 (86.9%) were undergraduate sections, 20 (8.7%) 
were dual-listed sections, and 10 (4.4%) were graduate sections.  Only 3.2% of undergraduate 
sections could be classified as small in FY2014, while 5.8% of dual-listed sections and 1.4% of 
graduate sections failed to meet enrollment minimums. 
 
Figure 1 (below) shows that the number of small sections offered in FY2014 falls into line with 
figures recorded over the last decade.  The 229 small sections recorded in FY2014 constitute a slight 
uptick from FY2013, when 200 (2.8%) of selected course sections were designated as small.  Though 
not evident from this graph, current small section figures are drastically lower than those recorded in 
the mid-1990s. 

 
 

Figure 1 
Number of Small Sections: Historical Trend 

 

 

 
 
 
Table 2 presents system-wide longitudinal trending figures for small sections by course level, and 
shows that the direction of change in the number of small sections by level varied from FY2013 to 
FY2014.  The number of small undergraduate courses spiked considerably, the number of small dual-
listed courses rose slightly, and the number of small graduate courses fell by more than half.  
Aggregating across all course levels, the total number of small sections remained near the previous 
five-year average.   
 

Table 2 
Small Sections by Course Level: Historical Trend 

 

   Section Type FY09 FY10 FY11 FY12 FY13 FY14 Pre-FY14 
5-Yr Avg. 

Undergraduate 160 130 170 152 162 199 154.8 

Dual-Listed  23  19 22 14 17 20 19.0 
Graduate   66   56 53 31 21 10 45.4 

Sum 249 205 245 197 200 229 219.2 
        

204 
214 217 

197 

249 249 

205 

245 

197 200 

229 

100
120
140
160
180
200
220
240
260

FY04 FY05 FY06 FY07 FY08 FY09 FY10 FY11 FY12 FY13 FY14



  ATTACHMENT I     5 
 

Table 3 provides a historical summary of small sections by institution.  As seen below, FY2014 
percentages ranged from a high of 5.7% at BHSU to a low of 2.4% at SDSMT.  BHSU’s rate of 
5.7% in FY2014 exceeded the annual exception limit (4.0%) stipulated in BOR Policy 5.17.4.  
Table 4 dives further into the major sources of small section offerings in FY2014 by displaying 
institutional breakouts of small sections by course level.  It can be seen here that exception rates 
tended to be roughly similar across institutions. 
 
 
 

Table 3 
Small Sections by Institution: Historical Trend 

 
Institution FY09 FY10 FY11 FY12 FY13 FY14 

BHSU 3.2% 2.5% 2.9% 2.4% 3.7% 5.7% 
DSU 3.0% 3.3% 4.0% 3.8% 3.8% 3.8% 
NSU 2.6% 2.5% 2.6% 3.0% 3.6% 3.6% 
SDSMT 4.0% 3.1% 3.1% 2.7% 1.9% 2.4% 
SDSU 3.4% 2.5% 3.9% 2.7% 2.7% 2.6% 
USD 3.3% 3.2% 2.5% 2.4% 2.4% 3.0% 

System 3.3% 2.7% 3.3% 2.7% 2.8% 3.1% 

 
 
 

Table 4 
Small Sections by Institution and Course Level 

 
 Section Type BHSU DSU NSU SDSMT SDSU USD   
Undergraduate 415.5%) 17(4.1%) 22(3.7%) 13(2.0%) 66(2.5%) 40(3.3%)   
Dual-Listed 1(25.0%) 0(0.0%) 0(0.0%) 2(3.2%) 8(7.2%) 9(5.8%)   
Graduate 1(50.0%) 0(0.0%) 0(0.0%) 4(5.1%) 3(1.2%) 2(0.7%)  

Total 43(5.7%) 17(3.8%) 22(3.6%) 19(2.4%) 77(2.6%) 51(3.0%)   
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The n=229 small sections offered in FY2014 can be categorized according to academic 
discipline using two-digit CIP codes.4  Table 5 provides frequency counts of small sections by 
discipline and course level. System-wide, the disciplines with the largest number of small 
sections were education (n=29), engineering (n=20), physical sciences (n=20), and biology 
(n=18).  A quick inspection of this table suggests that many of the small sections offered across 
the Regental system are in STEM or other high-need fields. 
 
 
 

Table 5 
Small Sections by Discipline and Course Level 

 

 
 
 
 

                                                 
4 This report uses federal CIP codes published by the USDOE National Center for Education Statistics.  The CIP 
coding system is a taxonomic framework used by USDOE to classify post-secondary academic programs.  Cross-
listed sections are unduplicated and reported under the CIP of the primary section. 

Discipline (CIP) UG Sections DL Sections GR Sections Total Sections
Education 27 1 1 29
Engineering 16 3 1 20
Physical Sciences 17 . 3 20
Biological and Biomedical Sciences 14 2 2 18
Foreign Languages, Lit, and Linguistics 15 . . 15
Business, Management, Marketing 15 . . 15
Social Sciences 9 5 . 14
Health Professions 12 . 2 14
Visual and Performing Arts 11 2 . 13
English Language and Literature 11 1 . 12
Engineering Technologies 11 . . 11
Mathematics and Statistics 7 1 . 8
Communication, Journalism 6 . . 6
Agriculture, Agriculture Operations 3 2 . 5
Area, Ethnic, Cultural, Gender, Group St 4 . . 4
Psychology 3 1 . 4
Family and Consumer Sciences 3 . . 3
Basic Skills and Remedial Education 3 . . 3
Public Admin and Social Services 2 1 . 3
History 2 1 . 3
Computer and Information Sciences 1 . 1 2
Multi/Interdisciplinary Studies 2 . . 2
Parks, Rec, Leisure, Fitness Studies 2 . . 2
Architecture 1 . . 1
Communications Technologies 1 . . 1
Leisure and Recreational Activities 1 . . 1

Total 199 20 10 229
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Average Section Size 
 
Average section size fell marginally across the Regental system in FY2014.  Across all 
institutions and course levels, the average section size among selected sections was 27.4 
students, compared with a mean value of 27.6 last year (see Figure 2).  Average section size was 
highest among undergraduate sections (x̄ = 28.9), followed by dual-listed sections (  x̄ = 22.8) and 
graduate sections (x̄ = 16.1).5  Across all course types (selected and non-selected combined), an 
average of 19.0 students enrolled in Regental course sections offered in FY2014.   
 
 

Figure 2 
Average Class Size by Type of Section: Historical Trend 

 

 
 
 
 
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 a supplemental laboratory 
experience in which faculty have the opportunity to engage small groups of students 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. 
 
 

                                                 
5 These figures describe state-support, selected sections only. 
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Of the 11,910 sections offered during FY2014, n=138 (1.2%) had an enrollment of 100 or more 
students, roughly the same as the prior year. 6  As seen in the chart below (Figure 3), 56.5% 
(n=78) of these sections enrolled 100-149 students, with approximately 5.8% (n=8) enrolling 300 
students or more.  Enrollments in the ten largest sections ranged from 291 to 385 students.  All 
ten of these sections were delivered by SDSU. 
 
 

Figure 3 
Sections with an Enrollment of 100 or More 

 
 
In FY2014, more than half (n=86, 62.3%) of large sections were offered at the 100 course level, 
with the remainder being offered at the 200 (n=37, 26.8%), or 300 (n=15, 10.9%) course levels.  
Table 6 shows historical institutional data, and indicates that SDSU has tended to deliver more 
large sections than any other university.   

  
Table 6 

Number of Large Sections by Institution: Historical Trend 
Section Type FY09 FY10 FY11 FY12 FY13 FY14 Pre-FY14 

5-Yr Avg.   
BHSU 3 4 5 2 1 1 3.0   
DSU 0 0 0 0 0 0 0.0   
NSU 2 2 3 3 4 4 2.8   
SDSMT 4 9 5 5 6 6 5.8   
SDSU 67 66 71 86 97 95 77.4   
USD 40 32 34 33 32 32 34.2   

Total 116 113 118 129 140 138 123.2   
                  

 
 

                                                 
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.   

100-149 
56% 

150-199 
20% 

200-249 
9% 

250-299 
9% 

300+ 
6% 



  ATTACHMENT II     9 
 

 

BHSU Rationale for Exceeding 4% Threshold 
 
 

BHSU conducted a careful analysis of the low enrolled course data and found that 13 of 
the courses listed as low enrolled had 10 or more students enrolled on the first day of classes.  An 
additional 6 of the courses could have been appropriately coded as either research or independent 
study.  One additional course (Engineering Technology) is self-support and was miscoded as 
state support.  Had the 13 courses retained their first day enrollment levels and had we done the 
re-codings, BHSU’s percentage of low enrolled courses would have been at 2.9.  In the future, 
we will continue to carefully monitor our course scheduling and course enrollments with 
particular attention to our online offerings which have substantially changed our scheduling 
procedures. 
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