
Chapter 3: 
Educational Factor s 

It is commonly said that large schools are qualitatively superior t o 
small school s —  particularl y becaus e the y ca n hav e broade r 
curricula, bu t als o becaus e the y ca n giv e thei r teacher s mor e 
support. The statement contain s some truth, but should be treated 
with caution . 

(a) The  Curriculum in Small Schools 
Usually, smal l school s ca n only offe r a  limited rang e o f subjects . 
This ma y b e especially seriou s a t th e secondar y level , bu t i s also 
true of primary schools. The range is limited by four main factors : 

* A  Limited  Pool  of  Talent:  Small school s hav e fe w teachers , 
and thus small pools of talent. The smallest schools have only 
one-teacher. They can only offer wha t that teacher can teach. 

* Limited  Demand  for Specialist  Subjects:  Even when teacher s 
do hav e specialist skills , th e number o f intereste d pupil s may 
be too small. For example, a small secondary school may have 
teachers wh o ar e abl e t o teac h busines s studie s a s wel l a s 
economics, Russian as well as French, and zoology and botany 
as well as biology; but the number of pupils who want to take 
those options may be too small to justify th e teachers' time . 

* Limited  Demand for Specialist  Facilities: Smal l schools find it 
hard t o justif y costl y investmen t i n libraries , computers , 
science equipment, sport s fields , etc . because they would no t 
be used by enough pupils . 

* Lack  of Children for Sports:  Very small schools may not even 
have enoug h childre n t o mak e u p a  pai r o f footbal l teams . 
Thus smal l school s ma y eve n b e handicappe d i n sportin g 
activities. 
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However, thes e problem s ca n ofte n b e reduced , an d sometime s 
can b e avoide d altogether . Man y government s supplemen t 
teachers' skill s wit h radi o an d televisio n broadcasts ; the y arrang e 
for school s t o shar e specialis t equipmen t an d staff ; an d the y 
encourage school s t o cooperat e i n sportin g an d othe r activities . 
Some o f thes e strategie s wil l b e discusse d i n late r section s o f thi s 
book. 

What Curriculum  can  a Small Secondary  School  Offer? 

Of course  there  is  no fixed and  internationally  valid  answer  to 
this question.  However,  some  general  observations  can  be 
made. 

Take, for  example,  a  rural secondary school  in  a developing 
country. Assume  that  it  has four teachers  and 60  pupils spread 
over three  grades. 

If at  least  some  staff  are  prepared to  teach  more  than  one 
subject, such  a  school  can  offer  five  basic  subjects,  such  as 
English, maths,  general  science,  social  studies  and  a  language. 

Although this  curriculum  might  seem  unadventurously 
academic, it  covers  the  basic  requirements  for  admission  to 
further education.  As  such  it  would  be  favoured by  parents. It 
would also  have  the  merit  of  being  cheap  to  offer. 

(b) The  Internal Environment  of  Small  Schools 
Small school s ar e als o criticise d fo r thei r restricte d interna l socia l 
environment: 

* pupil s lack competition , an d interac t wit h relatively few peers , 
and 

* pupil s may get stuck with the same teacher fo r a n entire schoo l 
career. 

The latte r ma y b e particularl y unfortunat e i f th e pupil s an d 
teachers suffe r personalit y clashes . I n a  larg e school , bot h pupil s 
and teacher s get  a  partia l ne w star t ever y academi c yea r whe n th e 
pupils move up one grade; bu t i n a small school thi s is less likely t o 
happen. 

The pictur e ha s anothe r side , however : 
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* smal l school s usuall y hav e a  mor e cooperativ e environmen t 
than large ones, and 

* teacher s i n smal l school s ca n ge t t o kno w thei r pupil s muc h 
better. 

The cooperativ e environmen t ma y b e particularl y importan t fo r 
children who lack self-confidence. Thi s can help both academic and 
extra-curricular activities: children learn from their peers how to do 
arithmetic o r t o recit e poetry , fo r example , an d the y hav e bette r 
chances o f joinin g th e schoo l footbal l tea m an d th e schoo l play . 
One researcher ha s summarised thes e benefits : 

All the children, by necessity, must be given responsibilities, and 
must contribut e t o discussion s an d assemblies . Thus , the y 
develop mor e self-confidence . I n large r schools , thes e respon -
sibilities ten d t o be given to a select few . 

(c) Teachers  and Teaching  in Small Schools 
Since th e qualit y o f educatio n chiefl y depend s o n th e qualit y o f 
formal teaching , on e mus t as k whethe r smal l school s ca n expec t 
better o r worse teaching than large ones. 

Although o f cours e th e answe r wil l depen d o n individua l 
contexts, severa l factor s ar e common: 

* Teacher  Qualifications: In man y countries , teacher s i n rura l 
areas (wher e smal l school s predominate ) hav e fewe r forma l 
qualifications. Thi s is for thre e reasons: 

— ambitiou s an d wel l qualifie d staf f ar e abl e t o arrang e 
postings in desirable environments, which usually means 
suburban o r urban ones; 

— administrators fin d themselve s unde r stron g pressur e 
to pos t th e goo d teacher s t o suburba n an d urba n 
communities, wh o usuall y hav e mor e politica l power ; 
and 

— remot e area s ar e sometime s use d a s dumpin g ground s 
for teacher s who are incompetent o r rebellious. 

* Isolation:  Teachers i n smal l rura l school s ar e professionall y 
more isolated than staff i n larger institutions. They have fewer 
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colleagues with whom to exchange ideas, and i t i s harder fo r 
the central administrators t o give them professional support . 

* Streaming:  Small school s canno t strea m pupil s accordin g t o 
ability. Indeed , teacher s ma y b e face d b y multigrad e classe s 
and wid e age-ranges . Thi s make s teachin g mor e challenging ; 
yet it is uncommon for colleges to give much attention to these 
matters while the teachers are being trained, s o teachers may 
be poorly prepared fo r thei r task . 

However, smal l school s d o no t alway s suffer . Whe n ad -
ministrators ensure that good teachers are posted to small schools, 
and when the teachers are well supported, th e quality of staf f an d 
their work can be at least as high as in large schools. Indeed, many 
teachers fee l tha t thei r effort s ar e notice d mor e readil y i n smal l 
schools. I n th e mor e persona l atmosphere , the y becom e mor e 
committed i n their work . 

Quality of Schools and Quality of Teachers 
In small schools, the quality of education is more dependent on 
the quality of individual teachers than is the case in big schools. 

In a single-teacher school, the personality of that  individual 
'makes or breaks' the whole educational process. By contrast, 
the average  quality  of  teaching  in  a  large  school  is  a 
combination of the good and the bad. Small schools cannot do 
so much averaging, so  tend to have greater variations. 

The question then  becomes: "Given that  small schools are 
more vulnerable  to  bad  teachers,  how  can  administrators 
ensure that  they  are  given medium-ability  or  good  ones? " 
Particular attention must be given to the needs of small schools 
when teachers are posted and  when  support mechanisms  are 
discussed. 

(d) Size  of School  and Educational Achievement 
It i s clea r fro m thi s discussio n tha t larg e school s usuall y hav e 
resource advantage s whic h hel p improv e th e breadt h o f th e 
curriculum. However , man y observer s fee l tha t i n th e pas t thi s 
factor ha s been given too muc h weight . Recen t researc h suggest s 
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that smal l school s ca n stil l provid e goo d (o r eve n better ) qualit y 
education, with a depth that can more than compensate for a  lack 
of breadth . Som e of th e conclusions are as follows : 

* On e of th e most comprehensiv e studie s in th e USA covered 
218 secondar y school s wit h enrolment s rangin g fro m 1 8 to 
2,287. It foun d that : 

— students from th e large schools were exposed to a larger 
number o f schoo l activities , an d th e bes t o f the m 
achieved standard s i n man y activitie s tha t wer e 
unequalled b y students in the small schools. But 

— students i n th e smal l school s participated  i n mor e 
activities, bot h academi c an d extra-curricular ; thei r 
versatility an d performanc e score s wer e consistentl y 
higher, the y reporte d mor e satisfaction , an d the y 
displayed more motivation in all areas of school activity. 

[W.J.Campbell, School  Size:  Its  Influence  on  Pupils,  1980. ] 

* Anothe r researcher investigated British primary school pupils' 
achievements i n French . Sh e followe d th e career s o f 17,00 0 
pupils ove r 1 0 years, and include d smal l rura l school s i n her 
sample. She reported: 

"In spit e o f apparentl y advers e circumstances , th e tes t 
performance o f the pupils in the small schools was consist-
ently superior to that o f the pupils in the large schools". 

The Chief reaso n fo r thi s appeared t o be: 
"The classroo m situatio n i n th e smal l schoo l tend s t o 
encourage cooperativ e behaviou r an d t o lac k th e negativ e 
motivational characteristic s o f th e competitiv e classroo m 
in whic h succes s fo r th e fe w ca n onl y b e achieve d a t th e 
expense of failur e fo r the many." 

[C. Burstall , Primary  French  in the Balance,  NFER , 1974. ] 

* Analysi s of the 198 5 examination result s in Alberta, Canada , 
showed tha t "pupil s i n small high school s (under 20 0 pupils) 
achieved a t o r nea r th e provincia l average , wit h som e 
exceeding the average significantly." Th e same was true at the 
primary level . [J.S . Farrant , Improving  the  Cost-Effectiveness  of  Small 
Schools, Th e Commonwealt h Secretariat , 1986. ] 
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* "There i s no evidence to suppor t th e view that smal l schools 
are any less educationally viable than large schools. [We have 
received] severa l well-founded report s tha t secondar y school s 
have foun d pupil s fro m smal l rura l school s no t onl y as well 
prepared academicall y a s pupils fro m othe r schools , but tha t 
they generall y ha d a  bette r attitud e t o work . Havin g bee n 
accustomed t o workin g muc h o f th e time on their own , they 
could be given more responsibility for the organisation of their 
w o r k . " [R.A.Howells , Curriculum  Provision  in  the  Small  Primary  School, 
1982.] 

* "Th e fear s ofte n expresse d abou t th e limite d curriculu m o f 
small schools received no support fro m th e visits except in the 
case of science , which is a weakness by no means restricted to 
s m a l l s c h o o l s . " [L.C . Comber e t al., The  Social  Effects  of  Rural  Primary 
School Reorganisation,  Universit y o f Aston , UK , 1981. ] 

* 'Ther e i s no evidence whatsoever fro m survey s of attainmen t 
in Wale s tha t th e measure d attainment s o f childre n i n smal l 
r u r a l s c hoo l s a r e d e p r e s s e d . " [R . Nash , Conditions  of  Learning  in 
Rural Primary  Schools,  SSRC , 1977. ] 

* "Ther e i s evidenc e tha t som e smal l school s d o succee d i n 
offering a s wide a curriculum as large schools. The evidence is 
that smal l schools can do a great deal to compensate for their 
size an d limite d resources , particularl y whe n the y hav e th e 
active suppor t O f thei r loca l a u t h o r i t y . " [Primary  Practice,  Th e 
Schools Council , UK , 1983. ] 

To summarise this chapter, therefore, i t appears that small schools 
may suffe r som e educationa l limitations , particularl y a t th e 
secondary level . However , the y als o have strong advantages , an d 
supportive educatio n authoritie s ca n help them to overcome thei r 
problems. By themselves, arguments about the quality of education 
are rarel y stron g enoug h t o justif y eithe r refusa l t o open , o r 
decisions to close, small schools. 
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