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INTRODUCTION 

The Small School Rural Community study focuses on the two-way relationship 

between small rural schools and their communities. In this section, we address the 

context of the study and its rationale. A definition of small rural schools is provided 

for the Northern Ireland context, and the schools are described regarding a range of 

variables. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

1.1. Study rationale  

There have been numerous research studies focusing on small rural schools in different European 

countries and further afield. However, there has been virtually no empirical research specifically 

focused on small rural schools in Northern Ireland. These schools in Northern Ireland are facing 

similar issues to those in other countries and jurisdictions, particularly in terms of the risk of closure 

or amalgamation.  Equally, these communities face specific difficulties in relation to access to social 

amenities, transport links, etc. compared to their urban counterparts on whom there has been a great 

deal more research.  

Notwithstanding these similarities, the Northern Ireland rural context is markedly different from the 

vast majority of its European counterparts, especially when considering the legacy of the conflict and 

the divided nature of its society. As such, social networks are demarcated with separate economic, 

religious, social, political, and sporting structures operating side by side in small geographical areas. 

In the context of ascertaining the shared challenges and opportunities of small rural schools in 

Northern Ireland, a study is long overdue. 

The Small School Rural Community Study is the first study in Northern Ireland to focus on the 

relationship between small rural primary schools and the communities they serve. The methods the 

study employed were an online survey of principals of small rural primary schools and five qualitative 

case studies. The case studies sought the perspectives of principals, other school staff, 

parents/guardians, pupils and others in the community involved with the schools. 

1.2. Small rural schools  

In the existing literature, rural schools are often viewed negatively in policy terms, facing potential 

closure or amalgamation, due to the challenges they encounter because of their geographical 

isolation, small size and especially their relative economic cost. A perception, at times exacerbated, 

by declining student numbers (as a result of rural population decline) and difficulties in attracting and 

retaining staff, especially principals (Beach & Arrazola, 2020). Moreover, despite the fact that around 

43 per cent of the world population live in rural communities (according to the World Bank data), 

education systems and educational policies are often conceptualized and created using an urban 

model of schooling (Bagley & Hillyard, 2019). Conversely, rural schools have also been found to be 

able to play a critical role in the social, cultural and economic life of a community (Halsey, 2011), 

operating as the ‘social glue’ that keeps the local community together (Kearns et al., 2010). 

Previous research undertaken on small rural schools reveals that they have been defined in different 

ways, but unsurprisingly these are based mostly on the number of pupils enrolled, with ranges from 

under 70 to under 140 for primary schools as to what constitutes ‘small’ (Hargreaves, 2009). Other  
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indicators that are referenced include small numbers of staff, small multi-grade classes, and 

principals with significant teaching commitments (Raggl, 2015).  

However, despite all these challenges, our recently published scoping review of the European 

literature published in English in the 21st century found that small rural schools can provide multiple 

opportunities, as they are often well placed to offer a ‘place-based curriculum’, forming strong links to 

their communities and identifying and addressing pupils’ individual needs (Fargas-Malet & Bagley, 

2022). 

“Judging by the literature reviewed, the sustainability and value of small rural 

schools depend not simply on their specific local circumstances and national 

policy context, but also on the lens of the individuals whose views are gathered 

– principals, teachers, policymakers, pupils, families and wider communities. 

Thus, although small rural schools in different European countries and rural 

areas appear to have many commonalities, their situation remains complex, 

diverse and socio-politically contested.” 

 

(Fargas-Malet & Bagley, 2022, p.19)  

1.3. The Education System in Northern Ireland: A Divided System 

As our research on the existing European literature concluded, the context of small rural schools in 

Northern Ireland is particularly different and notable due to the religiously divided nature of its 

schooling system. Following the 1921 partition of the island of Ireland into two territories (the 

unionist, Protestant-majority north, i.e. Northern Ireland, and the nationalist, Catholic-majority south, 

i.e. the Republic of Ireland), a denominationally divided dual system of schooling emerged, as the 

Catholic and Protestant churches opposed the Ministry of Education’s goal of a state-controlled public 

and secular education system (Bagley, 2019). Today, the schooling system, for the most part, 

remains religiously self-segregated (Armstrong, 2017), with pupils from the two major groupings 

mainly ‘choosing’ two different types of schools. Thus, most pupils from a Protestant community 

background attend Controlled (de facto state) schools (in which the Protestant churches have a formal 

role), and most pupils from a Catholic community background attend Catholic Maintained schools, 

owned by the Catholic church.  

In Northern Ireland, the complex administrative system of education comprises a range of political 

institutions and sectoral educational bodies with different obligations and powers, including: the 

Department of Education (DE), with overall responsibility for the provision of education, and the 

Education Authority (EA), responsible for planning the provision of schools. In addition, there are 

dedicated bodies for the different school types, such as the Council for Catholic Maintained Schools 

(CCMS), the Northern Ireland Council for Integrated Education (NICIE) and the Controlled Schools’ 

Support Council (CSSC) (Donnelly, McAuley & Lundy, 2021). Both Controlled and Maintained schools 
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are under the management of the schools’ Board of Governors, with a proportion of their membership 

being drawn from the local clergy of either Protestant or Catholic churches or their nominees. While 

the employing authority in Controlled schools is the EA, in Maintained schools it is the Council for 

Catholic Maintained Schools (CCMS). In 2020/21, these schools make up 87% of all primary and 

post-primary schools. There is also a small number of integrated schools, which are attended by 

children and staff from Catholic and Protestant traditions, as well as those of other faiths, or none. 

There are two types of integrated schools: 1) Grant-maintained integrated schools, which are self-

governing schools with integrated education status, owned and managed by Boards of Governors, 

supported by the Northern Ireland Council for Integrated Education (NICIE) and funded directly by 

the DE; and 2) Controlled integrated schools that acquired integrated status, which are managed by 

the EA. There are also independent schools (with no funding from the Department but funded by 

fees paid by parents and income from investments) that set their own curriculum and admissions 

policies. Finally, the system has a limited number of Irish-Medium schools (most are primary 

schools), where children are taught through Irish in more than half the compulsory subjects 

(excluding English). These are owned and managed by Boards of Governors, supported by Comhairle 

na Gaelscolaíochta (CnaG) and, generally, funded by the DE.  

Only seven per cent of pupils attend integrated schools, while the rest attend schools that are largely 

separated along the traditional Irish/Catholic-British/Protestant lines. The initial teacher education 

system reflects the divided schooling system it serves, with the two University College providers 

preparing students for primary teaching largely differentiated along religious lines, with one having a 

Catholic ethos predominantly chosen and attended by Catholic students; the other being non-

denominational and predominantly chosen and attended by Protestant students (Bagley, 2019)*. 

In contrast with the low number of students attending and receiving an integrated education 

(Integrated Education (Northern Ireland) Act 2022), Shared Education programmes have been 

more widely embraced, receiving considerable political backing from many political actors and policy 

stakeholders (Hansson & Roulston, 2021). Through Shared Education, pupils continue to attend their 

own schools but participate in joint classes and activities with pupils from other types of schools. The 

Shared Education Act (NI) 2016 represented a step forward in embedding sharing between schools 

serving different religious communities within the Northern Ireland education system. Research 

studies have found positive outcomes of Shared Education (Borooah & Knox, 2013; Hughes, Lolliot, 

Hewstone, Schmid, & Carlisle, 2012; Loader & Hughes, 2017a). 

 

*It is important to note the non-denominational provider works in partnership with its Catholic counterpart to offer the 

Certificate in Religious Education validated by the Church Authority; a prerequisite for a permanent teaching position 

in Catholic Maintained primary schools. 
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Nonetheless, according to the UK Children’s Commissioners (2015), concerns have been raised about 

the quality of some Shared Education initiatives, including the opportunity for all pupils to take part, 

and the sustainability of Shared Education. Indeed, some studies, including those by authors who 

previously reported positively on the initiative, have subsequently found that Shared Education does 

not necessarily lead to more meaningful cross-community contact between pupils from the two 

backgrounds (Loader & Hughes, 2017b; Roulston & Hansson, 2021). 

1.4. Small rural schools in Northern Ireland 

As in other countries, rural schools in Northern Ireland have appeared to be significantly more likely 

to experience enrolment, financial and educational challenges than their urban counterparts at both 

primary and post-primary level (as shown by data from the school viability audits) (Perry & Love, 

2013). Issues affecting rural schools include provision of a broad curriculum at post-primary, staff 

opportunities for professional development, difficulties in recruiting teachers and principals, and the 

threat of closure on the grounds of financial sustainability (ibid). In order to save money and avoid 

duplication, there have been calls for small schools (which would be close to other small schools of a 

different type) to merge and become integrated schools instead (Roulston & Cook, 2019).  

On the other hand, pupils in rural schools in NI have been found to perform significantly better than 

their urban counterparts (Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS) 2016), even when 

pupil characteristics (including eligibility for free school meals and social deprivation as measured in 

the Super Output Areas) are taken into account (Buzinin & Durbin, 2020). In addition, a range of 

potential advantages of small rural schools have been previously identified, including improved 

pedagogical engagement due to smaller staff teams and better school-community relations (Roulston 

& Cook, 2019). Potential implications of closing rural schools have also been identified, including 

young people living in remote areas with no local school missing out on broader educational and 

social activities, when due to issues related to transportation (especially in Winter), they are unable 

to reach school (Perry and Love, 2013). 

The nature of rural schooling in Northern Ireland is particular to the region with a tradition of having 

a significant number of small schools. For example, in 1964, there were over 450 schools having 

between 26 and 50 pupils. This number has declined rapidly, such that by the early 1990s, there 

were less than 150 schools with that number of pupils (Gallagher, 2002). In 2020/21, as shown by 

school enrolment figures provided by the Department of Education, 40 per cent of all 441 rural 

primary schools in Northern Ireland had less than 100 pupils enrolled. The reason for the continued 

relatively high number of small schools has been attributed to a number of factors, including the rural 

character of the region; a multi-sector and divided school system; a selective system of education; 

and a period of demographic decline (Gallagher, 2002; Roulston & Cook, 2019). In fact, a 

considerable number of small rural schools are side by side (often only yards apart) serving two 

communities, with a significant proportion having less than 105 pupils (Roulston & Cook, 2019).  
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However, despite their relative prevalence, small rural schools in NI have historically been viewed as 

less desirable than their larger urban counterparts and arguably treated less favourably in the policy 

arena, as they continue to face a risk of closure or amalgamation. For example, small rural schools 

have been perceived as being more costly and as having worse academic outcomes than larger 

schools (Gallagher, 2002), with multi-grade teaching (or composite classes) seen as contributing to 

poorer standards and outcomes.  

The Bain Report, published in December 2006, indicated that there was an excess of schools in 

Northern Ireland because of falling pupil numbers and the existence of many school sectors (i.e. 

Catholic Maintained, Controlled, etc.), and concluded that there should be larger schools, which are 

educationally sustainable, and maximise the potential of their resources. It established that primary 

schools in rural areas should have at least 105 pupils enrolled. In response to the Review, the 

Department of Education published and introduced ‘Schools for the Future: A policy for sustainable 

schools’ (SSP) (DoE, 2009), which recommended 105 as the minimum enrolment threshold for 

primary schools. This is a number which seemingly reflected the educationally unverified idea of 

separate grade instruction being of a superior nature than multi-grade teaching (Aberg-Bengtsson, 

2009; Lindström & Lindahl, 2011).  For instance, in 2016, in the publication of the draft Education 

Authority’s Providing Pathways - Strategic Area Plan for School Provision 2017-2020, the Minister for 

Education, Peter Weir, stated: 

“In primary schools, pupils should be in a class with no more than two year groups but ideally they 

should be in single year group classes. […] However, there are still a significant number of schools that 

are struggling, for a wide range of reasons, to deliver the best for their pupils. This is particularly 

evident in the primary sector and, despite the best effort of teachers, it becomes harder to deliver a 

high quality education if pupils are taught in composite classes. We have too many small primary 

schools with more than two year groups in a single class.” 

In policy terms, the financial costs or sustainability of small rural schools frequently aligned 

discursively to their educational value and desirability. A standpoint, at odds with the findings of 

current research:  

“the overall body of evidence suggests that multi-grade classes, especially in 

the early years of primary education, have the potential to be a useful tool to 

stimulate the learning of academically strong and relatively mature pupils by 

exposing them to older, more experienced peers” 

(Borberly et al., 2021, pp. 16-17) 

To restate, in the Northern Ireland policy context, small rural primary schools are those primary 

schools located in rural areas (NISRA, 2015) with less than 105 pupils enrolled.  This is the 

definition adopted for our study, which in 2020/21, found 43 per cent of all rural schools to be small, 

with 191 schools meeting these criteria, located all over Northern Ireland (see Figure 1.1). 
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Figure 1.1: Map of small rural schools 2020/21 

Most of the 191 schools were either Controlled (n=83; 43%) or Catholic Grant-Maintained (n=101; 

53%) schools, and they were spread all over Northern Ireland. The remaining seven schools were 

either Controlled Integrated (n=5) or Irish-Medium schools (n=2).  

For the survey of principals (and its findings reported in the next section), the initial selection of the 

schools was based on the data for the 2019/20 school year, when there were 198 schools that fitted 

these criteria.  Two closed at the end of that school year, leaving 196 schools. Subsequently, when 

the data from the 2020/21 school year became available, another five schools met the eligibility 

criteria and were included in the sample. In addition, ten of those that met the criteria in 2019/20 

had an increase in pupil numbers, having just over 105 pupils in 2020/21. Nevertheless, they 

remained in our sample. All the 201 schools included had less than 116 pupils in 2020/21. 
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1.5. Characteristics of the 201 small rural schools identified 

 

  

The counties with a larger 

proportion of small rural schools 

were Tyrone (n=53), Antrim 

(n=43) and Down (n=38) and 

the ones with the least amount 

were Fermanagh (n=18) and 

Armagh (n=20) (Figure 1.1). 

Most of the schools were either 

Catholic Maintained (n=104) or 

Controlled (n=89), with only two 

being Irish-Medium, one Other 

Maintained and five Controlled 

Integrated. 

Nearly 60 per cent (n=120) had 

less than 80 pupils enrolled in the 

year 2020/21, and 21 per cent 

(n=43) had less than 50 pupils 

enrolled in 2020/21. 

The mean number of pupils was 

70.29 (SD 25.29). 

Most of the schools’ enrolment numbers had changed between 2019/20 and 2020/21, with 97 having 

had their enrolment numbers decreased and 88 having had them increased. 

In terms of the social deprivation of the area where the schools are located, the schools were 

distributed quite evenly. In relation to social deprivation in the different areas, we used the Northern 

Ireland Multiple Deprivation Measures (NIMDM) 2017, which provides information on seven types of 

deprivation and an overall measure of multiple deprivation for small areas. Based on the school’s 

postcodes, we identified the Super Output Areas where they are located. Super Output Areas (SOA) 

are ordered from most deprived to least deprived on each type of deprivation and then assigned a 

rank. The most deprived SOA is ranked 1, and as there are 890 SOAs, the least deprived SOA has a 

rank of 890. The mean for all the schools was 418.53 (SD 162.9). We divided the SOAs into 

quintiles, with one being the most deprived and five being the least. Only a very few schools were 

located in the most deprived quintile (8.5%) but even less schools were in the most affluent (4.5%). 

The rest were distributed between quintile 2-4, but there were more schools in quintile 2 than in 

quintile 4 (Figure 1.2). We also looked at the percentage of pupils entitled to free school meals, 

although some of the schools (n=18) were too small to provide a figure (Figure 1.3). Of the 183 that 

provided these data, 25 per cent had at least 30 per cent of the children enrolled entitled to free 

school meals. Most of the schools (71%) had between 10 and 29 per cent of their pupils entitled to 

free school meals. 
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Figure 1.3: Percentage of pupils entitled to free school meals (grouped) 

   

17 (8.5%)

56 (28%)

73 (36%)

46 (23%)

9 (4.5%)

1 2 3 4 5

16 (9%)

30 (16%)

62 (34%)
67 (37%)

8 (4%)

40+% 30-39% 20-29% 10-19% <10%

Figure 1.2: Super Output Area quintiles (1 being most deprived to 5 being least deprived) 
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SURVEY OF PRINCIPALS 

We conducted an online survey of principals of small rural primary schools in 

Northern Ireland. The findings of the survey revealed that:  

• the challenges they faced were similar to those found in studies across 

Europe; 

• they mostly served divided communities; 

• churches were very influential both within these communities and the schools 

themselves; and 

• schools appeared to be a key part of the community. 
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2. SURVEY OF PRINCIPALS 

An online questionnaire was distributed to principals of all the 201 small rural schools identified in 

Northern Ireland between April and June 2021. In total, 91 principals took part; five of the responses 

were incomplete. The participants were not significantly different from the entire population of 201 

schools in terms of type, size of school and size change (Tables 2.1-2.3). 

Table 2.1: School type (%) 

 Full population (n=201) Completed survey (n=86) 

Controlled 44% 45% 

Maintained 52% 51% 

Controlled Integrated 3% 4% 

Irish Medium 1% 0 

 

Table 2.2: School size (%) 

 Full population (n=201) Completed survey (n=86) 

Very small (<50 pupils enrolled) 22% 28% 

Small (50-79) 38% 34% 

Larger (80+) 40% 38% 

Mean (num. pupils enrolled) 70.29 (SD 25.3) 67.3 (SD 26.5) 

 

Table 2.3: Size change between 2019/20 and 2020/21 (%) 

 Full population (n=201) Completed survey (n=86) 

Enrolment decreased 48% 52% 

Enrolment stayed the same 8% 7% 

Enrolment increased 44% 41% 

Mean (num. pupils changed) -0.2 (SD 6.4) -0.45 (SD 6.6) 

They were also largely similar in terms of geographical distribution, socio-economic context and 

percentages of SEN pupils. 
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Figure 2.1: School age in years (N of schools) 

According to the survey findings, some schools appeared to have changed principals often, as 49 per 

cent of the 91 principals that answered the question had been the school principal for less than six 

years (see Figure 2.2). There were no relevant differences regarding school type. 

 

21

Over 100

20

80-100 yrs

32

50-79 yrs

12

21-49 yrs

2
<20 yrs

3
unsure

10 (11%)

6 (7%)
5 (5.5%)

25 (27.5%)
27 (30%)

14 (15%)

4 (4%)

20+ years 16-20 years 11-15 years 6-10 years 3-5 years 1-2 years First year

2.1. General information on the schools  

Most of the schools had been established a considerable time ago in the 20th or even 19th century; 

nearly half of the schools were 80+ years old, and a further 36 per cent were between 50 and 79 

years old (see Figure 2.1). Controlled schools tended to be older than Maintained schools, with 57 

per cent of the former being 80+ years compared to 33 per cent of the latter. All the integrated 

schools that took part were 80+ years old. 

Figure 2.2: Principal’s years’ experience as principal at that school 
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However, over half of the principals (53%) had over five years’ teaching experience in their school 

prior to becoming principal, with over one third (37%) having had over 10 years’ experience. Thus, 

many had had considerable experience of working at a particular school. 

Nearly all the principals that took part were teaching principals with considerable teaching 

commitments. Only three of the 91 principals did not currently teach. One of them was a principal of 

two schools. 

Most of the principals did not live locally, with 64 per cent living over six miles away from the school 

(23% living over 15 miles away), and only 15 per cent living within three miles. Just over half of the 

schools (53%) had at least half of the staff living within five miles of the school. Most principals lived 

in a farm or home in the country (44%), a small town (27%) or a country village (22%). 

In terms of principal job satisfaction, of the 88 principals who answered the question, most were 

satisfied with their job as principal (62%), with a sizeable proportion neither satisfied nor unsatisfied 

(27%), while one in ten were unsatisfied. There were no significant differences in terms of school 

type related to job satisfaction. However, there was a significant correlation with school’s pupil 

numbers in 2020/21 on two counts. Firstly, the larger the pupil numbers the higher the job 

satisfaction; and secondly, in schools where pupil numbers had grown from the previous year, the 

job satisfaction was higher. 

2.2. Key school challenges 

In the online questionnaire, principals were asked to select a maximum of five key challenges their 

schools were facing. Principals could choose from a range of potential challenges, including those 

found in the literature (e.g. pressure/threat of potential closure or financial pressures) and others 

that many schools, not necessarily rural, appear to be facing (e.g. rising mental health difficulties for 

pupils and staff).  

As shown in Figure 2.3, out of the 90 principals that answered this question, most principals selected 

financial pressures and lack of funding (74) and staff’s intense workloads (72) as key challenges. 

This finding echoes those reported in research on small rural schools in Europe and globally. The 

other most selected challenges were: increasing numbers of pupils with special educational needs 

and disabilities; declining pupil numbers; and pressure or threat of potential closure. 

There were only three substantial differences between principals of the different school types. First, 

while only 23 per cent of principals in Catholic Maintained schools selected threat of closure, 40 per 

cent of principals in Controlled schools cited this as a challenge. Second, while only 19 per cent of 

principals in Controlled schools selected a lack of opportunities for professional development, 32 per 

cent of principals in Catholic Maintained schools cited this as a challenge. Finally, 16 per cent of 

principals in Catholic Maintained schools identified competition from other schools, this compared 

with 29 per cent of principals in Controlled schools. 
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Figure 2.3: Key challenges of small rural schools 

There were also some differences in relation to school size. For instance, as it may be expected, 

pressure/threat of potential closure was a challenge common to smaller schools (for 72% of very 

small schools, i.e. with less than 50 pupils); as it was with declining pupil numbers (for 84% of very 

small schools and about half of small schools of 50-79 pupils). On the other hand, a bigger 

proportion of principals of larger schools (80+ pupils) selected lack of staff opportunities for 

professional development (31% vs 12% in very small and 26% in small schools) and increasing 

numbers of pupils with SEN (69% in larger schools vs 32% in very small schools and 50% in small 

schools). 

 

2 (2%)

6 (7%)

18 (20%)

20 (22%)

22 (24%)

28 (31%)

45 (50%)

47 (52%)

72 (80%)

74 (82%)

Difficulty retaining staff

Pressure/threat of amalgamation

Rising mental health diff for pupils/staff

Competition from other schools

Lack of staff opportunities for prof. development

Pressure/threat of closure

Declining pupil numbers

Increasing numbers of SEN

Staff's intense workloads

Financial pressures & lack of funding
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In addition to closed questions, an open-ended ‘other’ option was included in the questionnaire, 

where principals could state other challenges not included in the list; an option selected by 17 

principals. Some principals took the opportunity to refer further to challenges already listed. The 

following quotes provide some examples and the issues they covered, including:  

• access to support services: 

“Difficulty accessing support services E.g-counselling, advice and support regarding specific special 

educational needs, numeracy / literacy support, etc.” 

 

• school closure: 

“We are actually closing on 31 August this year.  It is, in the absence of other workable alternatives 

the only possible decision.  However, the actual process of closure has been one of the most stressful 

times in my life, professional and personal. The single biggest issue is lack of clear, consistent & 

timely information.  Our situation is undoubtedly more complicated because we are (in name) a CoI 

maintained school but we have also had immense difficulties getting straight answers from EA.  And 

when I say that, we still have not got them despite sometimes asking four times and trying FoI.” 

• school enrolment: 

“Flexibility from DE in allowing us to increase our enrolment one year enabling us to offset years when 

we have fewer applications” 

“Not having enrolment number increased and having to turn pupils away.” 
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Other comments concerning challenges included: pressure over transfer tests and results; safety 

regulations due to Covid-19; too much paperwork; constant threat of redundancies; lack of 

collaboration for staff; etc. In contrast, the principal of one school explained they were facing less 

challenges due to their pupil numbers having grown exponentially in the previous four years, which 

had meant their ability to recruit more teachers and “invest heavily in resources”.  

At the end of the survey, there was also an open text box where principals could add anything they 

wanted in relation to their schools. Five principals mostly focused on the challenges their schools 

faced. These comments often showed how some of these challenges are deeply interconnected: 

“Our school is at the heart of the community and acts as an important rural 

hub for an isolated community. Unfortunately, the threat of closure is ever-

present, and this has stopped some families enrolling at the school thus 

resulting in a fall in our enrolment numbers which are hard to recover from. 

Our physical site also needs a lot of investment, but this does fail to materialise 

because of question marks over our future which results in the local 

community not having faith that our school will remain open and so they 

choose to travel further away.” 

2.3. Relationship between parents/families and the school 

Principals were asked to rate between one (not important) and five (very important) the importance 

for their school to engage with parents/families. All 89 respondents considered that engaging with 

parents/families was either very important (85 out of 89 answered 5) or important (the remaining 4 

answered 4).  

Principals were also asked to rate the level of involvement that parents and families had with the 

school (1 not involved to 5 very involved). Two thirds of the 89 respondents felt that most parents 

and families were involved with the school (with 67 answering 4 or 5). The rest answered 3 (n=21) 

and one answered 2. 

We also asked principals to select the ways the principal and the school engaged with 

parents/families prior to the pandemic from a list of options; and 89 principals answered this 

question. They could select as many as it was relevant and there was an ‘other’ option with an open 

text box, which was selected by three principals.  

• All the schools had parent-teacher face-to-face meetings prior to the pandemic, with over half 

having them once a year, over 40 per cent twice a year, and a few (6%) more than twice a 

year.  
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• The majority of schools also had a range of ways to provide information to families via regular 

letters, texts and emails (95%); information sessions for parents/guardians (86%); regular 

newsletters or pamphlets (79%); and communication through social media (74%). Online 

(email or videoconference) or phone sporadic communication between parents/guardians and 

teachers or principal was a lot less common (35%). 

• School plays (86%) and school assemblies and special events (including harvest assembly, 

sports days, etc.) (91%) were selected by the majority of principals. Open days were also 

common for the majority of schools (82%). 

• In many of the schools, parents were involved with the school in a range of ways, including: 

parents/guardians or other family members volunteering/being invited in the classroom to talk 

to the children about their area of expertise (54%); parents/guardians helping with school 

trips and events (53%); and Parent-Teacher association’s (PTA/PTFA) activities and 

fundraising events (83%). 

• In a few schools, there were also evening or after school classes delivered to 

parents/guardians/family to improve IT skills (26%). Only six principals selected Parents’ 

Council activities as something the school did to involve parents/guardians. 

• The three principals that ticked the ‘other’ box specified the following other ways of 

engagement: 

o Couch to 5k course run for parents; 

o Open door policy – informal chats to parents at drop-off and pick-up times; and 

o Young people from the village having work experience in the classroom. 

Most principals (57%) believed there was less engagement between the schools and the 

parents/guardians because of the pandemic. However, almost a quarter of respondents (19; 21%) 

believed that there was more engagement, while 17 per cent that engagement remained. 

2.4. Relationship between the community and the school 

The principals that took part described the communities their schools served as mostly either 

Catholic or Protestant. Only 16 per cent described the communities as mixed; and these were five 

principals of Controlled schools and nine principals of Maintained schools. The ascription of the 

community depended on school type (see Figure 2.4). Thus, the majority of principals of Controlled 

schools described their communities as mostly Protestant while the majority of principals of Catholic 

Maintained schools described their communities as mostly Catholic. Perhaps surprisingly, however, 

the three principals of Integrated schools described their communities as mostly Catholic. 
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Figure 2.4: Description of community by school type 

 

Principals were also asked to select the most influential institutions or organisations of the 

community the school served from a list that included a range of options (i.e. the school/s, the 

church/chapel/parish, a sporting association, a cultural organization, a community voluntary group, 

youth club and other). The most identified institution was the church/chapel/parish, which was 

selected by 90 per cent of the 87 principals that answered this question. The finding suggests the 

importance and significance of religious institutions to many small schools in rural communities (see 

Figure 2.5). There was very little difference regarding type of school, with the finding equally 

applicable to the two sides of the community divide. The second most influential organisation was 

deemed to be the school itself, which was selected by 80 per cent of the principals. 
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Thus, the majority of principals saw their school as a key institution in the community. This view was 

reflected in many of the open-ended comments they wrote at the end of the questionnaire: 

 “This school is very much at the heart of the community; our school is literally 

situated right in the centre of the village with the community able to see into 

the grounds on all sides. If there is something happening everyone will see it. 

We have built and maintain a familial relationship with our parents and the 

community. We are involved on a social level with events. Any events that are 

happening we are involved. “ 

 

Figure 2.5: Most influential institutions/organisations of the community the school serves by school type 

Just over half of principals (n=46) identified a sporting association as one of the most influential 

organisations, with the majority being principals of Catholic Maintained schools (39 out of 43). This 

response is one perhaps indicative of the popularity of Gaelic Athletic clubs (GAC) promoting Gaelic 

games in predominantly Catholic rural areas in Northern Ireland. Indeed, all but one of the principals 

serving mostly Catholic (38 out of 39) communities selected a sports organisation as a key 

institution/organisation, contrasting with only one principal whose school served a mostly Protestant 

community. One principal, while acknowleding the significance of Gaelic sports, perceived their 

influence to be potentially problematic. They observed: 

“GAA seems to be very important to the local community, however, I would like a broader approach 

to sports for those children who do not like GAA or are part of the local club. The children feel like if 

they do not play GAA, then they are not part of the community. I am trying to ensure that we provide 

a curriculum that suits everyone, however, budgets are tight, so this is not always possible.” 

(Principal, Catholic Maintained school) 
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Other institutions selected by principals included: community voluntary groups (n=13), youth clubs 

(n=9) or a cultural organization (n=5). Most of those that selected youth clubs were Catholic 

Maintained school principals (only 2 Controlled primary school principals selected this category). In 

the ‘Other’, principals included: bands (n=2), traditional music group (n=2), community association, 

local business, Orange Order, Village Hall Committee, and Young Farmers’ club.  

Respondents considered that engaging with the community was either important or very important 

for their school. On a scale where 1 was not important to 5 very important, 86 out of 87 rated it as 4 

or 5. Most respondents (63%) considered that the community organisations were somehow involved 

with the school (prior 2020). Catholic Maintained school principals were more likely to feel that the 

community institutions were involved with the school pre-pandemic than Controlled school principals 

were (76% vs 46% respectively). 

Principals were also asked to identify the ways as principals/school engaged with the local 

community and its main institutions/organisations prior to the pandemic. In Table 2.4, we report on 

all the ways they enaged ordered by the number and percentage of principals that selected them. 

 

N % 

Church/religious leaders coming regularly to the 

school to visit pupils and teachers 
68 78 

Community leaders being in the BoG 67 77 

The school or/and principal maintaining social 

media accounts (Facebook, Twitter, Instagram) 
64 74 

After-school activities organised by community 

organisations taking place in school grounds or  

being advertised by the school 

56 64 

Pupils being actively encouraged in school to get 

involved with particular com. organisations 
55 63 

Active involvement in social media with members 

of the public, liking/responding posts 
36 41 

Regular meetings between school staff and 

members of the church/religious organisations 
33 38 

Other community leaders coming regularly to the 

school to visit pupils and teachers 
32 37 

Other 6 7 

 

 

Table 2.4: Ways the principal and the school engaged with the local community and its main institutions 

prior to the pandemic 
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The findings reflect the importance of the church and religious institutions, with ‘church/religious 

leaders coming regularly to the school to visits pupils and teachers’ and ‘community leaders being in 

the Board of Governors of the school’ being common participant responses.  

Religious leaders visiting staff and pupils appeared common in both Catholic Maintained and 

Controlled schools but not in those which were integrated. However, regular meetings between staff 

and religious and church leaders were found to be more common in Catholic Maintained schools than 

in Controlled ones (51% vs 22%). 

Social media was also a common way in which principals and schools communicated with the wider 

community, with 74 per cent maintaing social media accounts and 41 per cent being actively 

engaging with the public in those. Examples of other ways that were stated in the ‘Other’ box, 

included: 

“Involving children in community events, e.g., cross community carol Service, visiting 2 local nursing 

homes to sing at Christmas and deliver gifts and handmade cards”; 

“We would advertise community/sporting/church events but not promote”; and 

“Christmas or summer fairs”. 

The majority of principals indicated that their schools had regular engagement with cross-

community initiatives/activities/events prior to the start of the pandemic (other than Shared 

Education activities) (see Figure 2.6). In terms of differences regarding school type, this was 

reported slightly more by Catholic Maintained principals than Controlled school principals. A more 

notable difference was in relation to school size, as a greater proportion of larger (80+ pupils) and 

small (with 50-79 pupils) schools (29% and 24%) answered that their school had not participated in 

such activities/events compared to those schools deemed very small schools (8%).  

The majority of principals (88%) believed there was less engagement between the school and the 

community because of the pandemic. Only three of 87 principals believed there was more 

engagement and six that there was the same level. 
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Figure 2.6: Regular engagement with cross-community initiatives/activities/events prior to the pandemic 

(other than shared education activities) 

2.5. Relationship between other schools and the school 

The majority of principals (88%) considered engaging with other schools as very important or 

important.  

Only two, both Controlled schools, of the 86 schools that answered this question did not have a 

relationship with other schools, and nine did not have a relationship with other schools other than 

with those in the Shared Education programme (5 Controlled and 4 Catholic Maintained). Schools 

engaged in a range of activities with other schools prior to the pandemic, including: 

• Staff training and development (79%) 

• Joint sport programmes/competitions (71%) 

• Teaching collaborations (51%) 

• Joint schools and events (49%); and 

• Resource and facilities sharing (39%) 

In addition, a smaller number of principals (13%) provided other examples including 

“sacramental links”  

“liaising with bigger schools – children transitioning” 

“Member of several principal groups” 

Most schools (84%) had collaborated with one to three other schools, while 11 per cent reported 

associations with four to eight schools and five per cent with 11-20. 

In terms of Shared Education, 75 per cent of schools had recently participated in Shared Education 

programmes and a further four per cent had participated in the past. Only 20 per cent had never 

done so. Schools with less than 80 pupils were more likely to have participated in Shared Education  
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programmes than larger schools, with 33 per cent never having participated. In contrast, 15 per cent 

of schools with between 50 and 79 pupils and eight per cent of schools with less than 50 pupils had 

never participated. There were no significant differences regarding school type. 

The ways of engagement in Shared Education most frequently identified, in order of most identified, 

were:  

• Pupils coming together from different schools for curriculum-based collaboration (97%) 

• Shared planning days to develop and co-ordinate shared activities (94%) 

• Shared professional development for teaching/support staff and/or joint training for Boards of 

Governors (79%) 

• School sharing facilities and resources with another school/s (64%) 

• Joint teaching and learning/assessment policies for shared subjects, joint pastoral policies and 

joint action plans (38%) 

• Shared extra-curriculum activities (32%);  

• Shared teaching and non-teaching staff (26%); and 

• Shared Board of Governors (12%) 

A larger proportion of principals in Catholic Maintained schools stated that their Shared Education 

activities involved sharing staff (33% vs 17%) and sharing resources (70% vs 55%) than principals 

in Controlled schools. 

The majority of principals (92%) believed there was less engagement between the school and other 

schools because of the pandemic, with five stating there was the same level of engagement and only 

one saying there was more. 

2.6. Relationship between policy organisations and the school 

School principals were asked how supportive different policy organisations and institutions had been. 

A larger proportion of Catholic Maintained (than Controlled school principals) (84% vs 58%) and all 

the Controlled integrated principals found the Education Authority (EA) supportive/very 

supportive. The Other Maintained school principal found the EA unsupportive. 

When asked about the Council for Catholic Maintained Schools (CCMS), of the 43 principals of 

Catholic Maintained schools that answered the question, the majority found the CCMS supportive 

(58%) or very supportive (14%). 

When asked about the Controlled Schools Support Council (CSSC), the 36 Controlled school 

principals that answered the question found the CSSC supportive (42%) or very supportive (19%), 

with the three Controlled Integrated school principals finding it supportive. 
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The Northern Ireland Council for Integrated Education (NICIE) was found to be either very 

supportive or supportive by the three Controlled Integrated school principals that took part. 

When asked about the Council for the Curriculum, Examinations and Assessment (CCEA), 14 

principals answered that it was not applicable (7 Controlled and 7 Catholic Maintained). The CCEA 

was found to be supportive by 33 per cent of Controlled school principals, 36 per cent of Catholic 

Maintained school principals, and one Controlled Integrated school principal (34%, i.e. 23 principals 

overall). No one found it very supportive, and most (57%) principals found it neither supportive nor 

unsupportive.  

In contrast with the CCEA, most principals felt that the Education Training Inspectorate (ETI) had 

been either supportive (55%) or very supportive (14%). Only five principals had found them to be 

either unsupportive (3 Catholic Maintained school principals) or very unsupportive (2 Controlled 

school principals). 

Principals were also asked how they regularly used to communicate with these organisations prior to 

the pandemic. The most common were e-mails, letters and phone calls or checking their website. 

Very few answered formal face-to-face meetings. 

2.7. Highlights  

After analysing the findings of the survey, it is important to highlight the following: 

 Small rural schools in Northern Ireland face similar challenges as those found for small rural 

schools in other countries and jurisdictions. The most common are financial pressures and 

staff’s intense workloads, especially considering that nearly all the principals in these schools 

are teaching principals. For the smallest schools, declining pupil numbers and threat of 

potential closure were also considerably prevalent. 

 Most small rural schools are in areas considered as either mostly Catholic or mostly 

Protestant; and this very much corresponded to school type. 

 Principals considered their schools to have a strong relationship with their communities, with 

the schools engaging with parents and the wider community in a myriad of ways. 

 The role of the churches appears to be considerably relevant both within these communities 

and the schools. There were some differences in relation to school type, with Integrated 

schools identifying less ways in which the school engaged with the church than Controlled and 

especially Catholic Maintained schools did. 

 Three quarters of the schools had recently participated in Shared Education programmes. 
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CASE STUDIES 

Five schools were identified to be part of the case study qualitative research. These 

were two Catholic Maintained schools, two Controlled schools and one Controlled 

Integrated school in different areas of Northern Ireland. The case study schools and 

the communities they serve are described at the start of this section. For the case 

studies, the perspectives of the principals, other staff, parents, pupils and others in 

the community involved in the school were sought. The section is divided into the 

different themes that emerged from the data, including the schools’ strengths and 

challenges; and the relationship between the schools and the community.   
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3. CASE STUDIES  
Five schools were selected to take part in the case studies.  Data collection took place during the 

school year of 2021/2022. The schools were selected from all the 50 primary schools whose 

principals had ticked the box at the end of the online survey agreeing to be contacted again. They 

were chosen based on: 

• Type of school: two Controlled; two Catholic Maintained; and one Integrated school. 

• School size (four very small and one larger); and 

• Geographic location (located in four different Counties, some in villages or open countryside, 

some close to large towns/cities, and one close to the border). 

In order to answer our research questions, the research utilized a range of methods. Ethical approval 

had been granted for both the survey and the case studies by the School of Social Sciences, 

Education and Social Work at Queen’s University Belfast, and informed consent had been sought 

from all participants. 

Once we had five school principals agreeing to take part, they were interviewed and asked to help 

arrange data collection in their schools. Semi-structured interviews with principals and focus groups 

with parents were conducted online through Microsoft Teams, but the rest of data collection was 

done face-to-face. In Spring 2022, one of the authors/researchers visited the schools and conducted 

discussion groups with the pupils followed by the activity of drawing a picture or writing a shape 

poem of something that reminded them of the word ‘community’. Most pupils chose to draw rather 

than write a poem. After or while they were drawing their picture, they were asked about their 

pictures and their brief answers were digitally recorded and transcribed. In all the schools except for 

St Mary’s, the pupils that took part were in the eldest multi-grade class in the school. In St Mary’s, 

pupils from the three different class groups took part. The schools were visited again after that so 

they could be gifted with a poster of the pupils’ scanned drawings and staff could be interviewed. In 

two schools, staff chose to be interviewed together in a focus group while in the other three, they 

were interviewed separately. Finally, community members were also interviewed in their place and 

time of choosing. 
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3.1. Description of the schools 

The name of the schools and the townlands and villages have been given pseudonyms to maintain 

anonymity. Table 3.1 describes each school. As previously mentioned, the five case study schools 

comprised two Controlled primary schools, two Catholic Maintained primary schools and one 

Controlled Integrated primary school. The schools were over half a century old, with four of them 

being over a hundred years old.  Three of the schools had a female principal and two of the schools 

had a male principal. They were all teaching principals, teaching between 18 and 24 hours a week, 

and all the schools comprised multi-grade classes. 

Table 3.1: Description of the case study schools 

Pseudonym School type Pupil number 2021/22 Number of 

classes 

Saint Mary’s PS, Ballyneagh Catholic Maintained 30-40 3 

Killyloch PS Controlled 15-25 2 

Mullabally Integrated PS Controlled Integrated 30-40 3 

Aghreah PS Catholic Maintained 80-100 4 

Carryhill PS Controlled 41-50 3 

3.2. Findings 

Below we present some of the key findings of the qualitative case studies. Two main large themes 

are represented here, namely: strengths and challenges; and the relationship between the school 

and the community. We begin with the strengths and challenges. 

A. Strengths and Challenges 

Principals, teachers and other staff, parents and pupils described their schools in positive terms and 

identified a range of strengths, although they were also able to pinpoint some disadvantages and 

challenges that they faced. Figure 3.2 summarizes the different strengths and challenges identified in 

the interviews by the different participants in all five schools. Some issues were perceived in both 

ways, as a challenge but also as an opportunity. 

Commonly identified strengths included: small class sizes and low pupil-to-teacher ratio; close 

relationships; a safe and nurturing environment; better at identifying and addressing needs; 

approachable staff; academic, cultural and sporting achievements; well resourced; and actively 

engaging the local community. On the other hand, challenges commonly mentioned during the 

interviews were: pressure to close and falling pupil numbers; excessive workload and staff with 

many roles; lack of support and funding and tight resources; and multi-grade teaching challenges. 
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Table 3.2: Strengths and Challenges 

Strengths Challenges Strengths and/or Challenges 

Small class sizes Excessive staff workload Multi-grade teaching 

Family-like environment Falling pupil numbers Closer relationships 

Approachable staff Pressure to close Resources 

Academic achievement Increasing number of SEN pupils  

Cultural & sporting opportunities Lack of support  

Community engagement   

A.1. Small class sizes and low pupil-to-teacher ratio 

According to several interviewees, small class sizes and low pupil-to-teacher ratios had many 

advantages. Parents, principals, teachers, and other community members frequently mentioned it as 

being especially beneficial to the pupils because teachers could dedicate more of their time to each 

child. This was also recognised in pupil class discussions when pupils were asked what was good 

about their school: 

“The teachers have a bit more time for each individual pupil because the classes are smaller.”  

(Pupil, age 10, St Mary’s) 

In addition, this meant that individual children’s needs were more likely to be identified and 

addressed. 

“… we didn’t realise that H had poor eyesight and that he couldn’t see. […]… and his teacher, Mrs D 

actually said to us, you know, ‘I think H might need his eyes tested because I’m noticing that he’s 

struggling to see the board from where he’s sitting’ or whatever, you know, and that’s something that 

we had a… […] a friend who had a very similar situation but it wasn’t picked up upon until their child 

was in Primary 6, and they’re attending a school, you know, that maybe has 30 kids in a class. […] 

Personally, we feel because it was such a small class and there’s so much attention paid, you know, 

like the teacher and pupil ratio… you know, they just can’t pay the same, the same amount, I think, 

or the same level of attention to the children if there’s 30 of them, you know, in the class.”  

(Parent, Killyloch) 

Interviewees stressed that small class sizes also often led to closer relationships between pupils, and 

between pupils and teachers. Teachers had a good understanding of each individual child’s strengths 

and needs, and could see their pupils developing for longer periods of time, i.e. more than just one 

year. 
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“And you get to have them for two years, so you really get to know them really well.  You really get 

to know what their strengths are and what you need to support them more with.  And it’s good 

because I feel if you only have them for a year, you’re only really getting to know at this time now.  

The P4s that I have now I really know what I’m going to target next year with them.”  

(Teacher, Aghrea) 

A.2. High achievement 

Small class sizes were seen to help children achieve their potential and do well academically. In fact, 

interviewees in all the schools claimed that the schools were providing a high-quality education and 

the pupils were doing well academically. 

“I mean there are great academic successes from our school. We have a lot of children who have 

done really well, and gone on to schools and university and all sorts of things. […] I think we also get 

children who grow in great confidence from being here as well. A lot of schools that our children go to, 

they would say ‘oh the children who go to Carryhill are so confident’… and I think that stems from 

again the nurturing and the small class size.”  

(Teacher, Carryhill) 

“I always adhere to the saying ‘Quality over quantity’.  Each child gets more time and attention.  

There was a feature on one of the news programmes here last week. It was going over the actual 

figures.  It’s costing almost twice as much per head per child in a small school as opposed to classes 

in bigger schools.  Then you get what you pay for.”  

(Principal, Mullabally) 

As well as doing well academically, interviewees also talked about cultural and sporting 

achievements. In all schools, pupils were given opportunities and were encouraged to take part in 

many activities, with the schools entering events and competitions, and participating in a range of 

initiatives: 

“… over the last number of years even though we have small numbers, we have performed very well 

in sports both GAA and soccer as well and have had success in those areas and also camogie, so 

that’s all very positive.”  

(Principal, St Mary’s) 

“And we have done so many things over the years even though we are small. We recently just 

renewed our eco flag, so we have got our eco team. We had choirs over the years at events and 

competitions. Just because we are small doesn’t mean that we don’t take part in things. We entered 

the garden show Ireland in [town] recently… we have built a scarecrow, we have miniature gardens, 

so we still do everything that other schools do. Yes, it means more work for the staff because there 

are less of us, but the children don’t miss out on opportunities. They get to do it as well.”  

(Clerical officer, Killyloch) 
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A.3. ‘Family-like’ environment 

There were numerous mentions by all interviewee cohorts of the ‘family-like’ and nurturing 

environment of the schools, where everyone knew and supported each other. Interviewees often 

contrasted it with larger schools, where this was not believed to be possible to the same extent. 

“The atmosphere in the school is great.  And the family atmosphere that we have between families 

and kids where all of my Primary 7s know all of my Primary 1s by name and vice versa.  All of my 

Primary 1s know all of my Primary 7s by name.  You don’t get and certainly won’t get that in many 

other schools.”  

(Principal, Carryhill) 

“Well, it is very much family orientated so it is. All the teachers seem to know all the pupils’ names. 

The principal would make it her point to know about the families behind the children.”  

(Parent, Aghreah) 

“I think what’s really unique about this school and what’s really lovely about the school is, it is like 

family. It feels like a family and… I mean there is obviously a small staff, a small number of pupils… 

but I think there is actually so many benefits to that.”  

(Classroom assistant, St Mary’s) 

It was not just adults that believed this to be the case. In class discussions and when commenting on 

their drawings, pupils in the different schools often expressed how being in a small school meant that 

they were closer to the other children, and it was easier to make friends. Some pupils also 

commented that there were less bullies than in bigger schools, and everyone was ‘nice’ to each 

other. 
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Staff in all the schools felt they worked in a supportive setting, felt close to the other staff, and often 

praised the principal and everyone in the school for creating this caring environment. However, it 

was also reflected that closer relationships with people could be perceived as both a positive aspect 

and a minor challenge at times: 

“… in bigger schools also apart from delegating there is different types of friendship groups and stuff… 

where here everybody is a friend…. So that could be a challenge, but it could be good. There is no 

time for being precious, you just have to get on with it, you know where in other schools you could 

probably have different clicks of people… […]  but in here that’s it… you have to suck it up, but I think 

that is quite good for diversity and actually enriches your life.  And you have to accept people’s 

differences regardless where a school with more staff you could just say ‘actually….’”  

(Clerical officer, Killyloch)  

Another strength that parents mentioned regarding the schools was the fact that staff were, not 

only professional, but also caring and approachable, and the schools had what they called an 

‘open door policy’ (or had had prior to 2020). The close relationship between parents/families and 

teachers was also mentioned by the staff interviewed. In addition, the pupils themselves talked 

about the school being a safe environment where they could talk with staff if they had any 

worries. 

“I find that that is one of the top things in terms of I suppose one of the great things about the 

school. I think the communication is brilliant. Like I have children that go to reception, P2 and P4 but 

I find that I could go to anyone of those teachers regardless of what year… like I know them, even the 

classroom assistants.”  

(Parent, Aghreah) 

“So most of the parents we would know by first name terms, and we get on really well with them. I 

suppose COVID affected our open-door policy a wee bit, but we encourage parents to come anytime 

there is a problem to come and speak to us either in a phone call or in person and you know we try 

and deal with it pretty much as it arises.”  

(Teacher, Killyloch) 

“Well, because we have smaller class sizes, we are closer with the parents, without a shadow of a 

doubt. I have worked with classes over 33 and some parents I didn’t meet until parent teacher night. 

I know all the parents of all of the children, I have met at some stage.”  

(Teacher, Carryhill) 

“Erm… it’s a very safe place in here because if you think you’re struggling with any stuff, you can go 

talk to your teacher or principal.”  

(Pupil, age 10/11, Aghreah) 
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Sometimes that could also be perceived as a challenge for teachers and principals, when the 

relationship with parents was somehow ‘too informal’ or increased their already considerable 

workload (i.e. answering parents’ messages at night). This was partly attributed to the use of new 

digital communication tools since the start of the pandemic. 

“They interact with us a whole lot more than any other school I have ever worked at. Which has its 

pros and cons. […]  Okay, the pros are if there is anything you see them straight away and you can 

say it and the same for them. The con is that we are far too accessible… far too accessible. Like in a 

big school you get the secretary, and the secretary might pass on a message and then you get there… 

our parents get us straight away, or you get the principal straight away. There is no line of how you 

go. Which on the whole is absolutely fine but as with every school there is always a couple of parents 

who maybe over step that a little bit. But on the whole it works well.”   

(Teacher, Mullabally Integrated)  

“There’s as I say google classroom, so you know you can share photos of what’s going on in class. We 

are email contactable. Since covid, we are possibly too contactable now you know, it sort of blares the 

lines… I think a lot of teachers are finding this, but you know… there is lot of late-night messages and 

you have to kind of just switch off and say ‘nope, I am not going to open that email once I get home’”  

(Parent/Teacher, Mullabally Integrated) 

A.4. Multi-grade teaching 

Although teachers acknowledged the potential challenge associated with the provision of multi-grade 

teaching, these difficulties were perceived as outweighed by its positive aspects and pedagogical 

opportunities, as children of different ages and abilities could learn from and support each other.  

“Well, probably, the challenges are that you know there is different ages and abilities in the one 

classroom, […] so there is a lot of preparation and planning, and everything is doubled in workload 

and you have to make sure that you are meeting the needs of every child. Yeah, but apart from that 

you also see positives of… in my class, the older children are very good in supporting the younger 

children. […] you can see the younger ones learning from the older ones”  

(Teacher, Killyloch)  

“It’s more workload for the teachers because you’re trying to look at both curriculums but then it’s 

good for the pupils too because you have those ones maybe who are kind of struggling in P5 but then 

you have the ones that are maybe high in P4 and they kind of work together. And then you’ve got the 

older P5s who will come up and scoop up the weaker P4s and work with them. So, it’s really good 

team work and I feel that the older ones get that chance to be kind of like mentors in the classroom, 

and then when they go to the next classroom then they’re the wee babies again. So they get to 

experience it from both sides.”  

(Teacher, Aghreah) 
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Teachers and principals had been teaching multi-grade classrooms for many years. As expressed in 

the quotes above, despite them feeling it added to their workload, they appreciated the opportunities 

and benefits it provided to their pupils. This was echoed by the parents, who either believed their 

children had benefitted from being in multi-grade classes or that this had certainly not been 

detrimental for their education: 

“Well I think it’s great because like I feel like the kids get taught more maybe because there’s small 

classes and there’s different classes in the one room and I think it helps too because they’re picking 

up things from the older ones maybe.”  

(Parent, St Mary’s) 

“… a lot of people talk about composite classes as if it is a bad thing, but I always saw the benefits of 

it. I know my own children were able to work ahead because they were in the classes.  My son was 

always very good at Maths and was always able to basically progress faster if he needed to but then 

maybe on subjects that he wasn’t doing as well… and a lot of that came from the quality of teaching, I 

think we have always been lucky.”  

(Parent, Aghreah) 

A.5. Positive community engagement 

Principals, teachers and parents also commented on how the schools were very successful in 

engaging the local community. This is further explored and developed in theme B, but quotes also 

feature here, exemplifying positive community engagement as one of the strengths of the schools: 

“… we are very much part of the community, and that is huge achievement. Like I think it is an 

achievement in Ballyneagh, which you know has been affected by the conflict like everywhere else […] 

So I think the school is part of that success and the two schools work very well together on that. So I 

think being here and being part of creating a harmonious village has been a big thing and is a very 

important thing so I would see that as actually holding the community together.”  

(Classroom assistant, St Mary’s)  

“We had our big jubilee party there a couple of weeks ago, you know, a street party for the whole 

community and the number here were amazing, you know people who don’t really have any 

connections to the school… as in they don’t have any children at the school… they just came from the 

whole community to the area, so I think one of  our achievements is our links with you know [local 

Catholic Maintained] school… with the local community… that you know we have forged ahead in that 

sort of regard and made really good community relations.”  

(Teacher, Killyloch) 
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A.6. Falling pupil numbers and pressure to close 

This challenge was highlighted by interviewees in four of the five schools. In Aghreah, falling pupil 

numbers had been an issue in the past, but the school’s situation had changed dramatically in five or 

six years, with pupil numbers experiencing considerable growth ever since. For the other four 

schools, falling pupil numbers and the threat of closure was one of the challenges most mentioned by 

interviewees. Principals and other staff attributed different reasons to the falling numbers. One of the 

main ones was a declining population and a lack of new housing provision in the area: 

“Yeah, there’s no new housing in Ballyneagh at all. The last new housing developments were ten, 

fifteen years ago so there has been nothing in the line of new houses that would attract new families 

or young families.  So young people in the village are moving away they are moving elsewhere and 

that’s one big reason why we find ourselves in this position.”  

(Principal, St Mary’s) 

A decrease in pupil numbers was at times attributed to the policy context in Northern Ireland, in 

particular the Sustainable School Policy and Area Planning. According to interviewees, this policy 

context led to frequent rumours of the schools having to close, which meant that parents were less 

likely to enroll their young children as they did not want them to have to change schools. 

“I know we are under area-based planning so there was a lot of you know ‘are we going to 

amalgamate with the school at the top of the hill?’… and that was supposed to happen for a while… so 

I think it has muddied the waters and it has made some parents a bit reluctant to consider us because 

they are not entirely sure after all that… whether we are secure”  

(Parent/Teacher in Mullabally Integrated) 

“This last number of years because of… and I put it down to strongly… to the publication of the 

Education Authority report which says anything… any school that is not over 105 is not viable. Once 

that report was published the school lost pupils dramatically because parents, once they hear that 

they automatically assume that that school is no longer going to be there. So I would say we lost 

droves of pupils whose parents were concerned that the school was going to close.” 

(Member of the Board of Governors, Killyloch) 

The Principal of Killyloch Primary School commented further on the ways in which rumours and the 

constant threat of closure had a broader impact on morale and well-being: 

“When you’ve got that threat of area planning hanging over your head constantly it’s very hard to, 

you know, to keep on going and to say well where do we go from here and to have that hope.  I mean 

I was at a principal well-being conference yesterday and they were like ‘oh you’re the leader, so you 

have to supply hope for the staff’, and I’m going, ‘well really, with area plan over my head I’m really 

struggling here’.”   

(Principal, Killyloch) 
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Parents were equally very aware of the threat of closure and expressed the worry of their children 

having to move schools: 

“C is P4 now at the minute and he’s going into P5 in September, but I’m really worried about it closing 

in the next couple of years, especially coming up to transfer tests and having to move to a different 

school in P7 potentially maybe even in P6.  I just really worry I know for a fact that’ll really be 

difficult.  I know it’ll be difficult for him.  He’ll really not cope with the change.”   

(Parent, Killyloch) 

“I think it’s quite worrying that the enrolment numbers are down so much and whilst I’m in a good 

position that my daughter is at the far end of the school and I’ve no more coming behind her, I think 

it’s an awful shame that there are people in the village who could potentially be in a position that their 

children might not see out their days in the school because the enrolment numbers are down.”  

(Parent, St Mary’s) 

Interestingly, Aghreah Primary School is an example of how outside factors can change a school’s 

situation very rapidly. In the mid-2010s, Aghreah had been earmarked for closure due to falling pupil 

numbers. The school community, led by some of the parents and the Board of Governors, were 

successful in a legal battle against this development proposal. Around this time, Syrian refugee 

families settled in the local town, but the town schools were at full capacity, so the children were 

enrolled at Aghrea boosting pupil numbers. In addition, new housing developments have been built 

in the area, which have further led to the school continuing to grow: 

“… there were new housing developments built in the area, so with the wee Syrian children coming, it 

sort of bridged that year until there was the natural growth in the local population of school age 

children. And we are now seeing that… there is a development of 60 houses, it’s all got young couples 

or starter families moving into the area so they are naturally sort of just coming to the school. But if it 

hadn’t have been for the arrival of our wee Syrian children you know… and they are naturally coming 

through the school. Now the children who first arrived, their younger brothers and sisters are of 

school age now so they are coming in and joining us too, you know.”  

(Principal, Aghrea) 

Thus, context is ever changing for these schools, as different factors are at play; a point exemplified 

in this quote from a staff member in Mullabally Integrated School: 

“… our enrolment trend has been affected for the last five years because of area planning but we are 

definitely starting to see now that next year’s enrolments is looking really good... [….] and possibly 

the Integrated Education Act… we definitely had interest from maybe further afield as well, you know, 

because we are more rural, […] but even as far as [local town] who maybe didn’t get into their first 

preference integrated school there, that’s over-subscribed, you know. […] It nearly feels like [local 

town] is joining… [the village of] Mullabally is joining [bigger village] now…” 

(Teacher, Mullabally Integrated) 
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A.7. Resources 

A number of principals and teachers felt that their school’s resources were limited and inadequate, 

especially those leading the smallest schools. Therefore, principals and school staff explained having 

to be ‘creative’ and resourceful in obtaining further resources for their schools, by applying for 

funding schemes or fundraising (often by Parent Teacher Associations). Comment was also made to 

the benefit accrued from extra COVID-related funding: 

“The funding isn’t enough for the smaller schools basically.  I suppose grants and things that we’ve 

got over the past two years because of COVID have been in line with other bigger schools which has 

been good.  It has given me a little bit of freedom in spending.  But the overarching issue really is 

that there just isn’t enough money coming forward to maintain some of these schools in the way that 

we would like to do, the smaller schools.”  

(Principal, Carryhill)   

Parents and pupils did not appear to feel there was any scarcity of provision. On the contrary, pupils 

commented on being able to go to more school trips because of the lower numbers, and parents 

were mostly satisfied and sometimes even surprised on how much schools were able to provide for 

the pupils in their care. In some ways, the schools were perceived as being able to provide as much 

or even more for each individual pupil than other schools. 

“… what was an initial worry of mine at the start would have been… erm… like the funding that the 

school would have got as far as… you know, because you think it’s small and it’s a country school, you 

automatically think ‘well, are they gonna have all the same resources and stuff that a bigger school 

would have?’ But very, very quickly, we realized that they actually… per pupil, they have more, you 

know, […] We were amazed that they each had their own tablet, you know, whenever they were doing 

things like that. You know, and something like that was what I thought might have been a negative, it 

actually turned into a positive because their resources can be… more stuff per head than a…”   

(Parent, Killyloch) 

Several schools had had multiple renovations and extensions built in recent years, and many of the 

schools reported having good stocks of digital resources, such as iPads and interactive boards. 

However, this was at times funded through non-governmental organisations. 

“So we have, for instance, 24 iPads in school, based on my school numbers covers about half of the 

school.  But X [a grant-giving charity] paid for those.  So if I depended on the Education Authority I 

wouldn’t have had any of them.  We have a lot of work done to the building, painting, updating, new 

signage since I was appointed but X paid for all of that also.  If I depended on the Education 

Authority, none of it would be done because the funding isn’t there.  As far as books and pens and 

pencils and all of that we pay for that as best we can out of our budget and then we use support from 

our Parent Teacher Association to fund anything above that that we need.”  

(Principal, Carryhill) 
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A.8. Excessive staff workload 

In the five schools, as might be expected, smaller pupil numbers corresponded to a smaller number 

of staff. As explained by principals and teachers, this meant that everyone, including principals, had 

to fulfil a range of roles and ‘wear many different hats’. A challenge cited frequently during 

interviews with principals and teachers. 

“With a smaller school we’ve a smaller number of staff.  So here there’s myself, one full-time teacher 

and one part-time teacher. So between the three of us we have to be everything and act as co-

ordinators of everything.  So that obviously means that’s a lot of burden on one’s shoulder.  There’s 

nothing I can do about it.  My other full-time member of staff, she’s SENCO, numeracy co-ordinator, 

World Around Us co-ordinator, you know, she has so many roles there and there’s only so much you 

can do.”  

(Principal, Killyloch) 

Significantly, principals were not only having to fulfil the managerial and leadership commitments of 

a principal role, but also taught a multi-grade class two or three days a week. Workload pressures 

are summed up in the following comments: 

“I still have the same workload as any big school to do, just less time.  I teach three days a week and 

I get two days a week in the office to do the same workload.  You know we have the same number of 

policies, the same number of documentation for EA, the same number of budget considerations. Just 

because it’s a small school doesn’t change that level of workload.  But because it’s a small school and 

I’m trying to do a million other things at the same time, it increases that workload significantly.  And 

added pressures at the moment of not being able to find sub teachers or not being able to find 

substitute caretaker or cleaners then you kind of just become this jack of all and master of none.”  

(Principal, Carryhill) 

“The workload is heavy you know.  The preparation of work for the class, the marking of work and the 

delivery of the curriculum is a full-time job, but the post of principal is also a full-time job. That can 

prove to be very difficult and therefore requires maybe late evenings or weekend work in order to 

leave yourself ahead or try and catch up. So that can be particularly difficult.”  

(Principal, St Mary’s)  

Similarly, teachers in the schools referred to the many roles they had to fulfil. A small number of 

staff implied they had ‘to work harder on their own’ and it was more difficult to delegate any tasks or 

find cover: 

“I think the staff have a lot of jobs to do and a lot of different hats to wear. They have to be good at 

sport, good at IT, good at teaching as well as managing money, you know, there is no one to 

delegate the jobs to, and I think that is a bit of a challenge…”  

(Teacher, Killyloch) 
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“So I am the P3/4/5 teacher composite class. I am also literacy coordinator, world around us 

coordinator, shared education coordinator, Eco Schools coordinator. I do the sports day, I do the 

Christmas play, and I am on the Board of Governors. […] This is a small school, so you have to wear 

many hats… many hats in a small school. So that’s my responsibilities and the usual general teaching 

day to day.  […] I find that timing is challenging but all teachers do.”  

(Teacher, Mullabally) 

“I think it’s a lot harder for the teachers. I definitely have to work a lot harder and on my own.  

Whereas when I was in a big school, there were four classes of each year group, so I had a team and 

we all worked together.  Whereas here I have two classes and myself so definitely for the teacher 

there’s an awful lot more work and a lot less people to bounce off.”  

(Teacher, St Mary’s)  

Although many of the staff interviewed found workload a challenge, in order to deal with the 

pressures, they adopted different strategies to be able to cope with it.  

“You try your best to keep your routine, but your best laid plans can very easily go out the window.  

Every job’s the same.  No one can close the door and say that’s great, I got everything done that I 

wanted today. Some days you take things home with you and then other days you just can’t face it.  

Tomorrow’s a new day.  The key is always trying to establish and maintain that optimum work-life 

balance.”  

(Principal, Mullabally)  

B. The relationship between the schools and the community 

In exploring the relationship between small rural schools and their community, we turn first to the 

nature of these communities and the meaning ascribed to community as understood by the 

interviewees.  

B.1. Understanding of community 

Children in all the schools understood community as ‘groups of people’ and ‘places around you’, and 

they identified family and friends as part of their community during class discussions and some of 

the pictures they drew. Other participants also talked about the people living in the area, or those 

who had a connection with the school, as part of the community. 

“It’s like a lot of friendly people.”  

(Pupil, age 8-10, Killyloch) 

“Is it like a big group of people?”  

(Pupil, age 10-11, Aghreah) 
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“Community to me would be just the people around you in everyday life. Just people in the shops, 

your coaches, your street cleaners, your community as I say really, is all the families in the 

neighbourhood. Sometimes you get people from outside your neighbourhood as well. Community is 

just really a nice way of people looking out for each other, really.  Professionally via their work or, just 

spending time with each other in the same places.”  

(Teacher, Carryhill)  

“Everyone around you that helps and supports people”  

(Pupil, age 10-11, Carryhill) 

In some of the schools, interviewees described the communities as being ‘close-knit’ and everybody 

knowing each other and supporting each other.  

“Well I suppose when I think of the word community I usually think of a scenario […] going down the 

street or the village and stopping at the corner and speaking to people or… for example, in November 

time, we are doing a pantomime and that’s a real communal thing… a cross communal thing. So I 

suppose my idea of community is people together in… I suppose not in a common goal or common 

interest but in a situation together. You know if I needed something, I could ring a neighbour, or I 

could ring a friend or I could ring [the principal] for example or some of the teachers and it wouldn’t 

be a problem you know, the interest to help others is there.”  

(Member of the Board of Governors, St Mary’s) 
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“Like community is just an extension of family in one sense, I would say. It is not… obviously family 

without the blood ties so it is the same thing. […] I think it comes probably from the agricultural 

background of a lot of those families, but people assist each other as if they were family. You know so 

I watched my father-in-law last week taking a digger and heading out down a field to dig out a fence 

post for a fella who I wouldn’t have […] known that there was any connection. […] He was there for 

about four hours digging out a concrete post for somebody, and that’s just the way this area would 

be… it’s very much people help each other in the way that you wouldn’t get it in the cities or the 

towns unless it was your immediate family were helping. […] It is like nearly everybody here is your 

cousin or your brother or your sister and because you can ask for help with the expectation of getting 

it.”  

(Parent, Aghreah)  

Being ‘close-knit’ and small meant that, when tragic incidents happened, it impacted the whole 

community. 

“For example, I have triplets in my class whose mother has cancer.  She’s having treatment and I 

think this wouldn’t happen in a big school.  There are five sets of parents, that’s seven children, and 

the other four sets of parents […] have each taken different days and taken the girls home to their 

house to give the mother some respite.  Because it’s a small community and a small school, those 

five parents actually would go out together for a meal, you know, that way.  […]  So, I think, isn’t 

that what community is?  And that’s what a small school gives and brings out into the community.  I 

know that for example the butcher knows about that family, […] and he has been doing things to help.  

We, as a school, sent them a voucher for mummy to go and get take away pizza, we sent mummy 

flowers.  Big schools probably do that too, but I don’t know it’s just the personal thing.”  

(Teacher, St Mary’s) 

Parents, principals, teachers and others in the community described their position within the 

community in diverse ways. Some who had been raised in a different local area and had moved into 

that community talked about being a ‘blow-in’.  However, despite being a ‘blow-in’, many did feel 

part of the community. By bringing their children to school or working in the school, they knew the 

people and area well and, in turn, they were well-known to and felt welcome by everyone living and 

working locally. 

“You do become friends with the other parents as well. I know the three of us [parents in the focus 

group] have said we’re blow-ins, [one mother]’s not but I wouldn’t have known, ok my husband’s 

from the village but I wouldn’t have known any of the other people here had it not been for [my 

daughter] going to that school. You know and I’ve made friends, very good friends from [my 

daughter] being at that school for me personally, so it’s not just the kids.” 

(Parent, St Mary’s)   
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“Yeah, I think everybody knows each other, which is good too, because you feel like you’re part of 

the….my original home house is only like 10 minutes down the road so I kind of still feel like a blow-in 

but everyone’s been so welcoming to me here, like the staff here.  And cos I live now in the 

community, even round our development, you know, it’s lovely. A lot of my pupils live next door to 

me you know. So you’re walking down the street and they’re shouting Hello Ms [teacher’s surname].” 

(Teacher, Aghreah) 

“I think it is nice to know the local people because I live in the area, and I wouldn’t have got to know 

them if I didn’t work in the school. So this way I know my neighbours.  And particularly, because we 

are from a different religious background, I wouldn’t have got to know them if I wasn’t working in 

Killyloch. […] Even though I wasn’t born here, I have lived here for a long time. It is nice to feel that 

sense of community and to recognize people in the shops and it does make you feel like you belong, 

especially when it is your neighbours. Because the farms kind of touch on to each other… whereas in a 

big city you wouldn’t get that.”  

(Clerical officer, Killyloch) 

Some described a feeling and sense of belonging to the community. Sometimes, even a ‘sense of 

pride’ was stated by interviewees, but it was also communicated through the drawings and 

comments the children made. 
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“And I for one believe… I for one says ‘it takes a community to raise a child’… so my children went to 

that school, and they knew all the neighbours… they knew all the farmers going by… […] They are well 

rounded and probably the most important thing is they are very, very proud to have come from where 

they have come from. They are true Killyloch people, they are so aware of their roots, they are so 

aware of their culture, and so aware of the history of that particular area. […] In a small rural school, 

everybody knows everybody else, so you have P7 looking after P1… […] And I think, the principal 

there said that was the one thing that stood out for her was the fact that Killyloch pupils… they just 

know each other so well, and they are so proud of where they come from, and that connection with 

their geographical area is very strong.”  

(Member of the Board of Governors, Killyloch) 

B.2. Key organisations in the community 

Interviewees in all five schools identified and perceived the schools, the churches, community and 

sport organisations, and a range of businesses as part of the community. Schools had strong links 

with these key organisations. What organisations these were depended on the local context of the 

schools. Three of the schools (i.e. Aghreah, Killyloch and St Mary’s) were located extremely near to a 

church (i.e. beside, behind or on the same road); and the church was emphasized by most 

interviewees in those schools. The close association with the church was particularly evident in these 

schools, where a church representative was part of the Board of Governors, and the school often 

used church premises. In the Catholic Maintained schools, Aghreah and St Mary’s, pupils were 

prepared for their sacraments in school by staff and the parish priest who visited the school 

regularly. This was also the case in the Controlled integrated school and the two Controlled schools, 

where some of the pupils were from a Catholic background. The range of ways in which the school-

church relationship played out is described in the following quotes: 

“The Governors themselves, as we’re a controlled school, we’ve got our transfer representatives from 

the Presbyterian church beside us. […]  As we were originally a Presbyterian school with a hole in the 

hedge for example that leads through to the church property, and we make use of that church 

property quite a bit.  We use their hall and their space and things. […] we also have the local 

members of the Churches who’ll come in here and do wee holiday bible clubs or do wee talks.” 

(Principal, Killyloch)  

“I suppose it would be important to mention the church as well, because the church is right behind us 

there. […] the boys and girls at school, they’ve the sacraments. And that’s… we work together closely 

with the parish in helping to deliver those, erm… So Holy Communion for example, it’s always on a 

Saturday. And that’s a big school-parish celebration, and then we would have tea in the community 

centre with the parents and the families and that’s just the school and parish coming together, and of 

course Confirmation as well with the P7 pupils… […] the parish help out erm… you know, spiritually and 

also provide some assistance, possibly financially as well, maybe in resources and materials for 

sacrament preparation and things like that.”  

(Principal, St Mary’s) 
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Many pupils in these schools chose to draw the church, and they often reflected on its importance to 

them and to the community. The picture above is just one example. 

Interviewees in the two Catholic Maintained schools did refer to the local GAA club. There were also a 

few references to youth clubs and other community organisations. Some schools worked closely with 

these different cultural and sporting organisations (e.g. using their resources, inviting them to 

school, advertising their events, working on joint events, etc.) as exemplified by this quote: 

“So we very much work with the [local community association]. So they brought forest schools to us 

and worked with us to develop forest schools. We go down and we use it for our sponsored walks. We 

go down and we’ll do a bit of planting. During Lockdown, they […] brought us pots and seeds and soil 

and provided kits and we worked with them to send those out. They have little workshops for our 

children, and it mixes the two children [in Shared Education programmes] so we’d have a very close 

relationship with them. And then the sports clubs.  You’ve got the local GAA club. So we’d have a very 

tight connection with them. They would come in and they’ve sponsored kits. They have come down 

and coached and worked with the children.” 

(Teacher, St Mary’s)   

There were also examples of businesses helping the schools, and it was often argued that businesses 

had an invested interest for the schools to do well and remain in the local area. The importance of 

the schools for the economy of the local area was stated by a range of interviewees. 
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“We’ve gone to the local butchers and asked will you help us do a barbeque for sports day.  And that 

started off by the local butchers coming to us and saying we would like to do a barbeque for sports 

day to support what you’ve done for our children and then that continued. […]  Would it be the other 

way around? […] I think the community as in the shops and that need us because people come to 

collect their children and take it away.  But I think they would see a huge gap. […] That’s a link, that’s 

young children running down the street in their school uniform or calling in for their ice cream.”  

(Teacher, St Mary’s) 

“Well, we’re in a very small village and there’s a little store, post office or shop.  […] there was a 

period of time then when the children were off through COVID and it just hit me. I went into the shop 

one day and the shop assistant said to me they’d really noticed it in their takings in the shop because 

of the school and the comings and goings of the children- you know nipping in with the parents for 

bread and milk and sweets and papers and so on.  And you sort of think of the impact no matter how 

small our school has on someone’s business, their livelihood.” 

(Principal, Mullabally) 

“… as I say that jubilee event that we had… […] they really came and supported us, which is lovely to 

see. We would also have the support of the local businesses… you know there is [NAME] Trailors down 

there… [NAME] Tractors just up the road. You probably came through their farm yard as you drove 

in… so they all came together, the Killyloch community as such, even though it is very scattered. […]  

whenever sometimes when we are having a coffee morning, like sometimes the shops would provide 

maybe scones or… my husband works for [COMPANY NAME], so [they] supplied the butter for the 

coffee morning and things like that. I think because we are a small school, people are very supportive 

and kind of want to see us do well.” 

(Teacher, Killyloch) 

B.3. Shared Education and relationships with other schools 

Four of the five schools were involved in Shared Education programmes, but the partnerships 

appeared to work differently in the different schools. Shared Education activities in all these schools 

had been stopped in 2020 due to the COVID pandemic, and they had slowly resumed recently, 

although some activities had not yet re-started.  

Some of the schools appeared to have built very strong partnerships with these schools over the 

years. In Killyloch, for instance, pupils went litter-picking to a local village with pupils of the nearby 

Catholic Maintained school once every month. The two schools also shared resources, whereby one 

of the schools provided early morning care for all the pupils (i.e. breakfast club) and the other 

provided after-school care. Indeed, there was a particularly strong relationship between the two local 

schools, with shared classes taking place prior to the pandemic and numerous joint community 

events. They had even been involved in applying for a shared campus for the two schools; 

application that had been overturned by the Education Authority due to small numbers, as explained 

by a member of the Board of Governors below.  
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In Carryhill, the school had a Shared Education partnership with two schools in the Republic of 

Ireland, and pupils had been in the two schools and were doing a school show together. Thus, there 

was a wide range of ways the schools engaged in Shared Education, including: shared events 

(including joint PTA events), shared classes, sharing resources, joint Governor’s meetings, shared 

projects, joint school trips, joint staff training, and community events. 

“I am… meeting with Mr X on Friday. He’s the principal of Ballyneagh Primary School. And we were 

heavily involved in shared education. Erm… and we are going to try and get things up and running 

again now… but every year, there would have been a lot of shared projects erm… that took place. 

Erm… we visited… goodness me, we’ve visited lots of places together, taking part in lots of projects. 

Erm… and again because you’re doing that as a partnership… it can be difficult for me sometimes as a 

small school, trying to do things on our own, but whenever the two schools come together, you’ve got 

more pupils and it becomes a bit easier” 

(Principal, St Mary’s) 

“… we’ve still continued the joint staff training.  That has continued, we’ve never stopped that.  It 

moved remotely but it continued.  The children have been together.  The older ones have been doing 

joint litter picking in the local area again contributing to our local area I suppose in [local village] to 

do our bit.  We’re involved in the community organization there actually.  We’re trying to strengthen 

those links there.  So, no, the children have been together, and we’re having a joint lesson now with 

them as well in the next couple of weeks.  So, no, we will pick up and we will build up again just as 

we come out of COVID but yeah.” 

(Principal, Killyloch)   

“We came together for a shared campus and the work on that was progressing extremely well and 

then the Education Authority came forward to say that even though with the both schools coming 

together we would have that number of pupils. They said because we fell short. Just slightly fell short 

by about 5%, again it was unviable. So hence both schools have now suffered more of a loss. So not 

only did we get undermined for the 105 report that was published, we also then got undermined for 

the Shared Education report. And that has left two schools very vulnerable.”  

(Member of the Board of Governors, Killyloch) 

“Yes, with two schools in [County in RoI].  We have been involved with that partnership, this would be 

our fifth year now we’ve been in that partnership.  […] I definitely think there is a lot to be gained 

from crossing the border when we have this ideal position to do it. […] A lot of the projects we do 

together are on the beach, or in the sea or on boats or whatever so the experience that our kids get 

is completely different than if we were partnered with city schools in [nearby urban area].” 

(Principal, Carryhill) 
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“…  the decision was made by the Education Authority that [local village Controlled school] would be 

closed and we have remained, and we had been with them with the Shared Education programme for 

a period of years before that, and we did some very, very good projects. […] We did a show in 

[nearby village] one evening and in Mullabally the next evening. […] We were approached by 

Education Authority to invite the Bunscoil then to join our partnership. We had a three-way […] we 

worked it out and we had some lovely projects with them as well. But with Coronavirus, we haven’t 

been able to actually meet up for several months now. We would have had at least one meeting per 

term, a trip or a workshop or nature trails or whatever for each of the year groups at key stages but 

that has sort of gone and replaced by the virtual work instead to collaborate instead of being able to 

meet in person.” 

(Principal, Mullabally Integrated) 

As shown in the quotes above, staff in the four schools described positively these partnerships, and 

regarded them as contributing to good cross-community relations in the area as well as enriching 

pupils’ opportunities. Pupils in all four schools talked positively about their partner schools and the 

activities they did, and some pupils talked about having friends there. 

Child 1: - We have good friends because we do shared lessons with them. 

Child 2: - Erm… Charlie goes to [local Catholic Maintained] School and he says he likes playing 

football and everything. 

Researcher: - Very good, and who is Charlie? Is that a friend of yours? 

Child 2: - He’s my friend from the babysitters and he’s at [local CM School] right now. 

Researcher: - [Laughing] Very good, very good. And… erm… how often do you go there? 

Teacher: - We used to be there twice, well one day a week but since COVID, we haven’t been able to. 

Researcher: - Yeah, so do yous miss it? Do you miss going? 

Children: - Yeah, yeah. 

Child 3: - But we do a litter pick up at [local village]. 

Researcher: - You do a litter pick with them? With the…? So you still see the children in the school. 

Children: - Yeah. 

Teacher: - Once a month. 

Researcher: - Once a month, very good. And do you all have friends there? 

Children: - Yeah 

Child 2: - A lot. 

Child 4: - I’ve got three that I know. Joe, Michael and Jarlath. 

(Focus group with pupils, age 8-10, Killyloch) 

 



 
 

STUDY REPORT 
 

50 

 

Apart from Shared Education, some schools had relationships with other schools as well, which were 

sometimes centred on educational projects or religious events. Some schools had also relationships 

with post-primary schools, and they were considered ‘feeder schools’. 

“We have set up a cluster with ourselves and there are two other primary schools in the cluster, and 

we would share training… and you know sort of like saying ‘well, we are working on this area of 

literacy, does that help you? We are bringing in this expert to work in this area with us, would your 

staff like to come and avail of the training with her? and in the same way then they would reciprocate 

and say ‘well look we will absorb the cost of this training, if your staff want to come to that’… and then 

as well as that we are doing… we have just actually started a really exciting partnership, it is called 

‘Include’ … with two of the local secondary schools and think there is four primary schools in it.” 

(Principal, Aghreah) 

B.4. The position of the school within the community: At the heart? 

Most interviewees did agree with this characterization of the schools, namely as being ‘at the heart of 

the community’, but not everyone did. Perceptions of the school position within the community 

depended on the particular geographical and social context of the school. The context of each school 

differed. For instance, Killyloch Primary School, being situated within a townland surrounded by 

farmland where the closest shop was miles way, was perceived by all the interviewees in the school 

as being ‘at the heart’, in the sense of constituting the main ‘meeting point’ for members of the 

community: 

“I definitely think for our school that [being at the heart of the community] is true. We don’t have any 

shops, we don’t have a street that people would meet each other on… it is at the school gate, that is 

where the community meet… it is at school events…”  

(Teacher, Killyloch) 

According to interviewees, being ‘at the heart of the community’ also involved: school premises 

being used by members of the community in different ways; organising and hosting open community 

events; using community resources; helping out, e.g. litter picking in the village; and ‘working 

together’ with other organisations. Thus, interviewees talked about a range of ‘community practices’ 

that happened in school and around school. These could be everyday practices, such as parents 

talking at the school doors when bringing their children in, or community seasonal events, such as 

Christmas fairs/plays/concerts, sports days, charity events, etc. Interviewees gave many examples: 

 “And the parents are a good group for each other because at the end of the day nobody ever knows 

what’s going for with other people, and because it is such a small school, everybody mucks in.  

Something could be happening in someone else’s house, and you think the simplest thing like running 

their kids to school or bringing their kids home or taking them away for an afternoon or something so 

simple can mean so much to another parent because it is such a small community.”  

(Parent, St Mary’s)  
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“… we are still here and at the heart of that community.  I think for us it looks like the use of our 

premises for instance.  So, our premises are used by the local yoga club in the wee village beside 

come out and use our assembly hall.  Other groups would come and use the grounds for whatever 

they would like to use if for.  We hold a clothes bank on the property that the local community comes 

and donates to.  We’re a polling centre for everybody in this local community. […] We’re getting 

invited and involved in local events. The PTA held a 5K recently to raise some money and random 

members of the community came along, joined in and paid the money and went for the walk and we 

didn’t expect anybody from outside the community to come along. […]  We held a raffle before 

Christmas and all of the local businesses donated to that raffle you know.”   

(Principal, Carryhill) 

“… I think a lot of older people, it is a vocal point for them… they can come to events that the PTA 

run… like maybe some grandparents can come and bring other friends with them. Past parent still 

come back to support us. So, it is just the whole local area. And we have support from cross 

community… from both sides of the community as well. […] sometimes our choir would go into 

[nearby village] to the old people’s home to sing… that has happened in the past. Obviously, again, 

covid has sort of put an end to that. But when we put on a concert or a Christmas performance, 

everybody comes. […]  The PTA have done tractor runs where you know… my husband brought 

tractors from 28 miles away… and we involved the young farmers club in that as well, they helped to 

organize that. We have had cookery demonstrations. There is sports day coming up […]  we do a big 

breakfast with Santa at Christmas time, which we have to have two sittings for breakfast because so 

many people come. So they are very good in involving the community in the school.” 

(Teacher, Killyloch) 

In schools either located in more populated areas with more community spaces and structures or 

schools where children travelled long distances, there was a wider range of views. That does not 

mean that the school was not seen as important/crucial to that community, as all interviewees 

highlighted the importance of the relationship between the schools and their communities. However, 

there appeared to be different perceptions on what position the school occupied within them.   

“Yes and no. Because quite a few of our students choose to travel past a lot of other schools to come 

here. So, for me the community is the people, so it is not only a big part of this community… it is a 

big part of this community but also in communities around the area or around further away from 

here. There are students who travel 30/40 minutes easy to get to this school. And I think they choose 

to do that because they have such a good time here.”  

(Teacher, Carryhill)  
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“You have the chapel, the school and the football club… Essentially, they all have over a century of 

history, so you are talking about people who have parents, grandparents, and great grandparent’s 

stories that link between all of those places. People have met in the football club, dances, and got 

married in that chapel and their children went to the school… it is all intertwined, there is no 

separations. Technically, they are different institutions, but they operate in some ways as one […] 

[man’s name] who is the chairman of the football club was the chair of the school for a long time and 

since he retired from being the chair of the school, he drives the school bus for free every morning. 

So, I suppose you still have the same people across all those groups helping in whatever way they 

can. So, it is hard to say that the school is at the heart of the community in place of anything else in 

that it is in the middle, and everything is built around it… they are almost all one.”  

(Parent, Aghreah)  

Four of the schools had been established over a century ago, and one over 60 years ago, so they all 

had a long history of educating children and engaging with the local people. Some of the parents 

interviewed, one of the principals and one member of the Board of Governors had been pupils in the 

schools. It was often mentioned in the interviews how past pupils were keen to ‘give back’ to the 

school: 

“… the position became available here, and I was in the school, and I knew the school and the area.  

My own four children have all come through this school.  Three of my children have all graduated 

from university and my youngest is at GCSE stage so I can really put my money where my mouth is.  

[…] Another teacher here currently has her two children enrolled as pupils here.” 

(Principal, Mullabally) 

“So many of the locals around here are past pupils, parents or grandparents so most of them have 

been through Killyloch and even on those fun nights the people that are coming in, it’s a long time 

since they’ve been at school, but they have a connection or history with the school.” 

(Principal, Killyloch)  

“It is not the school that I went to, but it is the primary school that my wife went to. So when I got 

married I moved into this area where she is from, so all of her family would have went there. All her 

brothers, her father, her aunts, her grandmother too...” 

(Parent, Aghreah) 

“… one of the after school clubs is karate and it’s run by a former pupil, him and his dad and his two 

brothers. The brothers and him attended the school I think. When I was first started he was in 

primary 5, he is now in his thirties. But his two brothers then would come and help with teaching the 

children the karate and they come in… […] it is moments like that when you get past pupils arriving, 

working with the children or visiting, it is lovely.”  

(Teacher, Mullabally) 
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The fact that the community had united and worked hard to keep Ahgreah school open, as previously 

mentioned, was particularly revealing of how vital these schools were for their communities: 

“I think this place has to take pride because they had to actually fight tooth and nail. They had to go 

to Court, they had to take it to the highest possible way to keep this school open.  And now that it’s 

stayed open and it’s going the right way, you can see they take pride in it. People that maybe haven’t 

got children in the school any more or you know their past pupils, everyday if you meet them on the 

road or you’re going somewhere they’ll ask you how’s it going now, how’s everything doing. They’re 

invested, they’re emotionally invested in the school, so the school is at the centre of the community.” 

(Teacher, Aghreah) 

Some interviewees painted a bleak future for the rural communities if the schools closed. For many, 

the schools, as well as being crucial for the future of their pupils in terms of their education, were 

also sustaining and reproducing a sense of belonging to these communities.  

“ I’m trying to think of a scenario if the school wasn’t there, I think that’s where the community would 

be… the community events would no longer have somewhere to happen, that would be it, there would 

be no longer any community events because there’s no other space, erm… apart from the church, 

then […] the church helps the school run events but I don’t think the church run too many events. 

Whereas the school is completely cross-community, you know, anybody who lives in the area, you 

know, will come, erm… so I think if the school wasn’t there, that would be… nearly an end to what you 

can describe as the community. It would just be an area you live in. […]. So, that’s it done, last 

generation of a community, you know, dead basically.”  

(Parent, Killyloch) 
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3.3. Highlights 

The main findings of the case studies are: 

 In line with survey findings, the most common challenges facing the schools identified by 

interviewees were falling pupil numbers coupled with the threat of closure; and staff intense 

workloads (identified by principals, teachers and other staff).  

 Interviewees (including the pupils) highlighted the strengths and opportunities the schools 

were attributed with, including the family-like and nurturing environment in which they 

thrived academically, socially and culturally in terms of their educational growth, interpersonal 

relationships, and musical and sporting development. 

 The relationship between the school and the community was found to be a powerful, mutual, 

dynamic relationship, the intricacies of which depended on the historic, social and geographic 

context of the school itself. Bringing children to, working in, and attending the school were 

perceived as reinforcing a sense of belonging and pride to be part of that community. 

 Interviewees were dismayed at the prospect of losing the school, arguing that it would be the 

break-up/end of the community if that happened. 

 In line with survey findings, the role of the church was especially significant in most of these 

schools, particularly in areas where the church had a strong presence in the community. 

 Shared Education partnerships were exceptionally strong in certain communities, and they 

were considered to have a key role in creating and sustaining positive cross-community 

relationships in the local area. 
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KEY INSIGHTS 

After presenting the main findings from the Small School Rural Community Study, 

we condense what emerged from the survey and case study data, and we provide a 

list of key insights. 

We believe it is important these findings are taken into consideration when making 

decisions about the future of small rural schools in Northern Ireland, not least as 

these impact on the rural communities they serve. 
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4. KEY INSIGHTS 
These are some key insights from the study: 

 Small rural schools in Northern Ireland are not a homogenous group, as they vary in terms 

of geographical and socio-economic context, school type, resources, etc. It is important to 

recognize the particularities and complexities of small rural schools and their rural context in 

Northern Ireland in order to avoid the dangers of simplifying their situation. 

 Despite their diversity and in line with some of the findings from international research, small 

rural schools in Northern Ireland face similar challenges, most common being financial 

pressures and staff’s intense workloads (including teaching principals’ dual/multiple role). For 

many of these schools, particularly those with smaller pupil numbers, falling pupil numbers 

and the threat of closure is especially significant and (judging by the survey findings) 

negatively affects principals’ job satisfaction. Partly because of the policy context of area 

planning, the smaller schools appear particularly susceptible to rumour and speculation 

notably around closure, with parents in the community less likely to enroll their children when 

imagining that they will not be able to continue in the same school. 

 Small rural schools are also perceived to have similar strengths, most common being their 

strong relationship with the community, the low pupil-to-teacher ratio (ideal to meet children’s 

individual needs), and the family-like environment where everybody knows and supports each 

other. 

 Although multi-grade teaching has been argued to be (particularly in policy documents) 

educationally inferior to separate grade teaching, there is no evidence for that in both the 

general research literature and in our study. Interviewees in our case studies highlighted the 

advantages that multi-grade classes had for pupils, and they argued that pupils in the school 

did well academically (and in other areas, such as sports or music). 

 Most small rural schools are located within religiously divided areas, i.e. areas perceived as 

either mostly Catholic or mostly Protestant. This influences the type of 

organisations/institutions found within that community, including the type of school. 

 Small rural schools engage with the community (including parents, community 

institutions/organisations, other schools and policy organisations) in a myriad of ways. These 

were identified in the survey and further explored in the case studies.  
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 The role of the churches in these schools and their communities is especially significant, 

particularly in Catholic Maintained and Controlled schools. Many have a strong relationship 

with the church, as not only the church has a representative in the Board of Governors, but 

they also share resources (with some schools using the church hall, etc.), church leaders visit 

the schools regularly, have religious events and celebrations, etc. In Catholic Maintained 

schools, the children are prepared for their sacraments in school in conjunction with the 

church; and these become big annual celebrations for the whole community. However, 

Controlled and Controlled Integrated schools (as those in our case studies) also prepare their 

pupils from a Catholic background for their sacraments. 

 Most small rural schools have participated in Shared Education programmes and have 

robust partnerships with other schools. Although the COVID pandemic had stalled these 

partnerships, schools were slowly re-starting many of the activities they had organised and 

participated in prior to the pandemic. Judging by the Shared Education partnerships in some 

of the case study schools, these appear to play a key role in building and maintaining positive 

relationships among different communities in rural areas. 

 Small rural schools can help develop a sense of belonging and pride in the community 

within pupils, staff and parents, as they feel part of the community, partly because of either 

attending, working in or bringing their children to the school. Many small rural schools have 

been in these communities for many years, as parents were past pupils and staff bring or 

brought their own children to that school. Thus, relationships established within the schools 

are deep and resilient.  

 Small rural schools are a big part of their rural communities. Some are perceived to be ‘at 

the heart of the community’. This can mean different things depending on the school, but they 

often are a ‘meeting point’ where people come together. Schools organise community events, 

share resources with different groups, and contribute to the economy of the area, among 

many other things. 
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