
Introduction 
Small schools exist al l over the world —  in rich countries suc h as 
Canada and Japan , an d in poor countries such as Mauritania and 
Dominica. Even Hong Kong, which most people think of as one big 
city, has a rural periphery with a few one-teacher schools . And in 
such countrie s a s Finlan d an d th e Maldives , smal l school s fa r 
outnumber th e medium-sized an d bi g ones. 

But althoug h the y ar e ver y common , smal l school s ar e no t 
universally liked . Some people strongly recommend them, arguing 
that the y ca n provid e a  persona l atmospher e an d a  centr e fo r 
community development . Thes e peopl e wis h t o protec t existin g 
small school s an d t o ope n ne w ones . Othe r peopl e dislik e smal l 
schools, arguing that they have high unit costs and can offer onl y a 
restricted curriculum . Thes e peopl e woul d lik e t o clos e existin g 
small schools and t o prevent ne w ones from bein g opened. 

Both sets of view s have some validity, and administrators ofte n 
find i t hard to devise appropriate policies. This book aims to help 
them. I t review s the international evidenc e on the advantages and 
disadvantages o f smal l schools. 

(a) Different Models 
The book identifies several different educationa l models. The main 
options fo r polic y makers may be summarised as : 

1. acceptin g smal l school s an d classe s bu t usin g multigrad e 
teaching and othe r technique s to make them work ; 

2. ensurin g fairl y larg e classe s bu t i n rathe r smal l school s b y 
having biennial or triennia l intakes; 

3. ensurin g fairl y larg e school s an d fairl y larg e classe s b y 
extending th e geographica l rang e o f th e schools , e.g . b y 
boarding and bussing; 

4. ensurin g fairl y larg e schools but wit h rather smal l classes by 
combining primary and secondary sections to form 'straight -
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through' schools ; and 
5. tryin g to have both fairly large schools and fairly large classes 

by raisin g enrolmen t rate s an d b y rationalisin g competin g 
schools. 

These models are discussed in different chapters . The book also 
looks at staffing policie s for small schools, and at needs for centra l 
administration an d support . I t i s chiefly writte n fo r nationa l an d 
provincial educational administrators, but some points may also be 
relevant t o loca l leve l staf f an d t o teacher s i n smal l school s 
themselves. 

(b) The  Meaning of Cost-Effectiveness 
Cost-effective investment s may be defined simpl y as the ones that 
produce the best results from a  fixed se t of inputs . Usually, policy 
makers us e cost-effectivenes s analysi s whe n the y hav e alread y 
identified a  goal and want to decide on the best way to achieve it. 

Sometimes, administrator s star t wit h fixe d budgets : a  project' s 
financial ceilin g has already been set, and the administrators want 
to know how money can be spent in the best possible way. On other 
occasions the y hav e n o fixe d budge t i n mind , bu t wan t t o kno w 
how t o inves t resource s wisely . An d o n ye t othe r occasion s the y 
have to cut budgets by a certain amount, and need to know how to 
do so . I n al l cases , the y ca n us e cost-effectivenes s analysi s t o 
compare different strategie s and decide on the best action . 

An Example 
The natur e an d purpos e o f analysi s ma y b e explaine d b y a n 
example. Suppose that educational administrators want to raise the 
mathematics score s o f a  group o f students . They ca n asses s cost-
effectiveness i n five steps: 

Step 1:  Identify Alternative  Ways  to Achieve the  Goal 
In this case, four alternative s ar e identified : 

i) employing a  specia l instructo r t o wor k wit h smal l remedia l 
groups; 

ii) designing a  programm e fo r self-instruction , i n whic h 
students wor k a t thei r ow n pace in a  special resource room 
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with specia l curriculu m material s an d a  coordinator ; 
iii) introducin g computer s o n whic h student s ca n practis e 

problem-solving; an d 
iv) introducin g peer-tutoring , i n whic h olde r student s spen d 3 0 

minutes a  da y tutorin g younge r ones . 

Step 2:  Work  out  the  Costs  of  Each  Strategy 
i) The firs t metho d woul d hav e a  hig h cost . Becaus e o f it s lo w 

pupil:teacher ratio , th e administrator s estimat e a  cos t o f 
$200 pe r student , 

ii) Th e secon d on e would requir e a  specia l room , material s an d 
a coordinator. Bu t i t could cate r for 25-30 students at a time, 
so woul d onl y cos t a n estimate d $10 0 pe r student , 

iii) Th e thir d metho d woul d requir e a special room, a  computer , 
a coordinato r an d som e specia l materials , an d woul d cos t 
$150 pe r student . 

iv) Th e fourt h metho d require s som e instructiona l materials , a 
coordinator an d som e stud y space , bu t a t $5 0 pe r studen t i s 
the cheapest . 

Step 3:  Estimate the  Effectiveness  of  Each  Strategy 
The effectiveness o f eac h strategy can be determined b y comparin g 
the tes t score s o f student s wh o gai n hel p wit h thos e o f simila r 
students wh o receiv e no help . O n th e basi s o f researc h studie s an d 
their ow n experience , th e authoritie s decid e that : 

i) the first metho d wil l improve each pupil' s score by 25 points, 
ii) th e secon d metho d wil l improv e eac h pupil' s scor e b y 4 

points, 
iii) th e thir d metho d wil l improv e eac h pupil' s scor e b y 1 5 

points, an d 
iv) Th e fourt h metho d wil l improv e eac h pupil' s scor e b y 1 0 

points. 

Step 4:  Combine the  Information  in  a  Table 
Cost Effectivenes s Cost -

per Studen t (tes t score ) Effectivenes s 
(a) (b ) (a ) +  (b ) 

Small Group s $20 0 2 5 $  8 
Self-Instruction $10 0 4  $2 5 
Computers $15 0 1 5 $10 
Peer Tutorin g $  5 0 1 0 $  5 
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Step 5: Analyse the Results 
From th e table , tw o main points emerge: 

* I n thi s example , pee r tutorin g i s th e mos t cost-effective . I t 
costs onl y $ 5 t o increas e a  pupil' s scor e b y on e point , 
compared wit h $ 8 for smal l groups , $1 0 for computers , an d 
$25 for self-instruction . 

* I n this case, the most cost-effective strateg y also happens to be 
the cheapest. But the second most cost-effective (smal l groups) 
is the most expensive . Although smal l groups are costly, they 
have a big impact. 

Of course , th e authoritie s woul d the n hav e t o decid e whethe r 
massive implementatio n o f th e mos t cost-effectiv e optio n woul d 
always yiel d th e sam e return , o r whethe r return s woul d diminis h 
with scale . I f the y fel t tha t return s woul d diminish , the y migh t 
instead decide on another option, or on a combination of options. 

The authoritie s woul d als o nee d t o conside r th e amoun t o f 
money that they have available. Sometimes the budget is restricted, 
and expensive items cannot be chosen even if they are highly cost-
effective. 

Most importantl y o f all , th e authoritie s woul d hav e t o chec k 
both tha t thei r origina l estimate s o f cos t an d effectivenes s wer e 
reasonable, an d tha t the y woul d stay  reasonabl e i n th e future . 
A chang e i n costs , fo r example , coul d radicall y chang e th e 
conclusions. 

Cost-Effectiveness and Cheapness 
Cost-effectiveness is  not  necessarily  the same  as  cheapness: 
some strategies may be cheap but ineffective.  Sometimes  it  is 
worth investing more money on a project, choosing  a higher-
cost strategy that also has higher cost-effectiveness. 

However, cost-effectiveness  can  always  be  increased  by 
improving efficiency . If  one  strategy uses more resources  to 
achieve the same goal as another strategy, then it is both less 
efficient and less cost-effective. 
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(c) Cost-Effectiveness  Analysis  and  School  Size 
The abov e exampl e illustrate s th e mai n principl e o f cost-effective -
ness analysis : tha t i t combine s informatio n o n cost s with informa -
tion on effectiveness t o reach a  conclusion o n the best developmen t 
strategy. A s reader s g o throug h thi s book , however , the y wil l 
become awar e o f severa l difficultie s whe n usin g suc h analysi s t o 
decide o n school-siz e policies : 

* Objectives:  Policie s o n schoo l siz e ofte n hav e severa l 
objectives, whic h sometime s conflict . Fo r example , th e 
authorities migh t simultaneousl y b e worrie d abou t th e exten t 
to whic h (i ) pupils in smal l school s perform wel l in exams, (ii ) 
large school s hav e disciplin e problems , (iii ) childre n i n smal l 
schools lac k socia l contac t wit h othe r childre n o f thei r ow n 
age, and (iv ) every community need s its own school as a centre 
for socia l development . Th e existenc e o f severa l objective s 
means tha t analyst s mus t creat e a  'basket ' o f goals , i n whic h 
some ar e weighe d agains t others . 

* Measurement:  Man y o f th e benefit s o f larg e o r smal l school s 
are hard t o quantify . Th e role of a  school in a community, fo r 
example, i s a  ver y qualitativ e matter , whic h ca n b e assess -
ed differentl y b y differen t observers . Th e sam e applie s t o 
discipline problem s an d children' s socia l contacts . Exam -
ination score s shoul d b e easie r t o quantify , bu t i t shoul d 
not b e assume d tha t administrator s do  hav e th e necessar y 
information. Compariso n o f schoo l score s i s a  comple x 
research exercise , an d th e result s var y betwee n schools , 
between localities , an d ove r time . 

* Costing:  Fe w administrator s hav e accurat e dat a o n costs . 
Because o f th e wa y governmen t budget s ar e constructed , i t 
is har d t o compar e expenditur e o n smal l school s wit h 
expenditure o n larg e ones . I n addition , man y financia l cost s 
are incurre d b y familie s an d individual s rathe r tha n b y th e 
government. An d thirdly , man y cost s ar e no t financia l a t all : 
they ar e th e cost s o f tim e (e.g . o f pupil s travellin g a  lon g wa y 
each da y t o atten d a  larg e school) , o f tiredness , an d o f socia l 
problems. 

Because of al l these difficulties, thi s book canno t presen t a  detailed 
framework tha t i s applicable in all settings. However , i t can at leas t 
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discuss the elements for analysis : the advantages and disadvantage s 
of bot h larg e an d smal l schools , an d th e factor s tha t determin e 
costs. I t can also indicate some ways to use existing resources mor e 
effectively, i.e . t o maximis e effectivenes s fro m a  fixe d cost . 

(d) How  Small  is  Small? 
Finally, a  conceptua l proble m o n scal e mus t b e deal t with . Smal l 
is a  relativ e term , an d wha t on e perso n ma y cal l a  smal l school , 
another ma y cal l a  larg e one . Moreover , primar y an d secondar y 
schools have to be treated separately . Mos t people would consider a 
primary schoo l wit h 18 0 pupils t o b e medium-sized ; bu t th e sam e 
people might consider a secondary school with only 180 pupils to be 
rather small . 

As a  guideline , thi s boo k wil l conside r primar y school s t o b e 
small whe n the y hav e 10 0 pupils o r less , and secondar y school s t o 
be small when they have 18 0 pupils or less. However, man y school s 
are much smalle r tha n this . I n some countries i t is common t o fin d 
primary school s wit h fewe r tha n 1 5 pupils, an d secondar y school s 
with fewe r tha n 6 0 pupils . I n genera l discussion , therefore , i t i s 
dangerous t o se t cut-of f point s tha t ar e to o rigid . Government s d o 
sometimes nee d t o se t specifi c cut-of f points , e.g . t o decid e whic h 

Categorising Schools:  A  Canadian  Formula 

Like many  authorities,  the  Government  of  Canada's  Manitoba 
Province needs  a  specific  definition  in  order  to  determine 
which schools  are  eligible  for special  grants.  The  definition  it 
employs is  that: 

a small primar y school  is  one in  which  the  number  of  pupils 
enrolled, divided  by  the  number of  grades  taught,  is  less than 
15; and 
a small secondar y school is  one in  which there  are fewer than 
200 students  in  Grades  9  -12. 

However, other  governments  might  find  these  definitions 
too rigid,  and  inappropriate  in  their  cut-off  points.  Each 
government should  work  out  its  own  definitions  to  match  its 
own circumstances. 
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schools are eligible for specia l grants and staffing. However , these 
definitions alway s have the problems: 

i) that school s o n th e borderlin e ma y constantl y requir e a 
change of classification i f their size fluctuates each year, and 

ii) tha t institution s jus t outsid e th e limit s gai n n o help , eve n 
though their problems are barely different fro m school s that 
are just insid e the limits. 

In mos t contexts , therefore , i t i s mor e usefu l t o thin k o f a 
continuum of siz e and it s associated advantage s and problems. 
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