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FOREWORD





What struck me most about this wonderful book is that while there are innumerable challenges running, working and supporting small schools, there’s also a vibrancy and energy from so many colleagues working in this part of the sector. This isn’t to be Pollyanna-ish or sentimental; rather, it’s a hard-nosed observation that colleagues working in and supporting small schools have both much to celebrate and plenty for other parts of the sector to learn from. I truly believe there are insights here that we can all reflect on.


There are two aspects to Small and Mighty: the first is to celebrate schools’ unique characteristics and the fizz they bring to children and their communities. The second is that everyone, wherever they work in the sector, can take something from this collection of conversations, reflect on it and possibly apply it to their own practice.


I found the same in the conversations I had for SEND Huh. For instance, Gary Aubin’s terrific metaphor that we might consider an inclusive curriculum through the metaphor of a set of automatic doors: useful for all and essential for some. While this was a conversation related to Gary’s work in SEND, I make the case that this insight is something we can all reflect on. Each chapter in Small and Mighty offers a glimpse into the extraordinary efforts dedicated to providing a rich curriculum, and to teaching children, a testament to the deep-seated role that small schools play in their communities.


By way of example, everyone would gain something from Jo Luxford’s observation: ‘We all know that school can be much more than the place our children spend their time, or where they learn to read and write. Working in a tiny school brings that into focus in a way that I’d not experienced before.’ And we might all reflect on this, from Jennie Gill: ‘I have known three of my predecessors in my classroom and between us we span most of the last 60 years. They have passed on to me a legacy of respect and goodwill for the role that they worked hard to achieve. This level of ‘knowing’ and ‘being known’ in a community brings both great privilege and great responsibility. There are also fascinating accounts of how to make small schools work at scale – for example, Dave Ellison-Lee’s account of how his trust supports curriculum development, professional learning and sense of community across 26 schools, 13 of which are below one form entry. Again, we might all reflect on how some of these ways of working might influence our practice, even though we are in a different part of the sector.


There are terrific examples of how to plan and teach the curriculum in mixed-age classes. For example, Alex Pethick’s account of how she supports schools to sequence what children need to learn, over more than one year, is immensely helpful for anyone planning a curriculum. In a small school, every child is more than a name on a register, they are individuals known by their teachers, peers, and families. What we glean from the interviews is that the educators and leaders within these schools are not just teachers—they are mentors, advocates, and often lifelines for families.


However, the challenges faced by small schools cannot be understated. Limited resources, the need for multifaceted roles and the pressure of meeting diverse educational needs can be overwhelming.


Yet, even with these constraints there’s tremendous ingenuity and determination: their voices in these chapters show how collaboration and creativity can transform obstacles into opportunities.


Anyone reading this will find invaluable insights into innovative practices, the importance of fostering a culture of belonging, and the significance of community engagement. The stories not only celebrate the victories of small schools but also challenge us to recognise the value they hold within the broader educational landscape.


Mary Myatt






















INTRODUCTION





Anyone who has taught or led in a small primary school knows that while they exist, like all schools, to educate children and serve their communities, life in small schools is different. For almost half of my teaching career so far, I have had the privilege of teaching and serving as a school leader in small schools, and those years, while immensely rewarding, have demonstrated just how challenging this endeavour can be.


Small schools are often the beating heart of their communities, places where every child is known by name, every family feels personally connected and every staff member plays a vital, multifaceted role. However, behind the warmth of these close-knit environments lies the reality of limited resources, tight budgets, and the constant need to adapt to ever-changing demands. Working in a small school requires a unique combination of flexibility, innovation, and resilience—qualities that small school practitioners demonstrate on a daily basis.


This book brings together the voices of those who understand these joys and challenges best: the teachers, leaders, and staff who work in small schools. Through a series of interviews, these practitioners share their firsthand experiences—the triumphs, the struggles, and the creative solutions they’ve found to ensure their schools continue to thrive. Their stories offer a window into the complexities of leading and teaching in small schools, where the constraints of size often give rise to remarkable ingenuity and community spirit.


The interviews presented here are more than just reflections on the challenges small schools face; they are a celebration of the unique strengths of these environments. From fostering deep relationships with students and families to finding ways to deliver a broad curriculum with fewer resources, these practitioners reveal the heart and soul of small school life. Their insights show how, even in the face of adversity, small schools can achieve extraordinary things through collaboration, dedication, and a shared commitment to their children.


It has been a privilege to speak to colleagues across the country and I hope the stories in this book inspire other to appreciate the incredible work being done in these vibrant, resilient communities.






















LEADING ACROSS SCHOOLS: MANAGING TEAMS AND TRANSFORMING SMALL COMMUNITIES





A conversation with Jo Luxford




Jo Luxford is hub principal of four tiny schools in rural North Devon: Bridgerule C of E Primary School, Bradford Primary School and Nursery, Black Torrington C of E Primary School and Highampton Primary School. Jo also leads on the Early Years Foundation Stage across the 14 primary schools in her trust and is chair of governors for a cluster of three small schools in another local trust. Jo has taught in schools of all sizes but has developed a real passion for championing the relevance of small schools both in terms of their roles in village and rural communities and of their place in the educational landscape of the UK.





Twitter/X @joannapple


Small schools are ideal places for research, innovation and development; in teaching and learning, curriculum development, leadership and for developing quality practice in education through collaboration and partnership. Small schools are connected with, central to and assets for communities through their influential relationships with pupils, parents and extended families and as such provide opportunities for adult learning, developments in technology and sustainability.


Dr Cath Gristy and Neil Short, Small Schools Manifesto (2022)*





Please can you tell us about your current role and your experience working with small schools?


My own teaching experience from 2001 to 2017 was predominantly in fairly standard, two- or three-form entry, first and primary schools where I taught in Reception, Year 1 and Year 2 over the years, including 10 years part time while I raised my three children. I became fascinated by tiny schools when we moved to Devon and my children attended our two-class local village school of around 30 pupils. The village school community was a lifeline for me as a young mum of three in a relatively isolated area and I threw myself into school and village life. When the opportunity came up to interview for the job of Reception/Year 1/Year 2 class teacher at the same school I took it. I had to do some soul searching as my youngest son was just entering Year 2 so I would be teaching him, but I went for it and have not looked back. Over the next couple of years, the school went through some changes, with both the head of school and the administrator off work for long periods. This was a bit of a ‘boot camp’ for me. I learned ropes I hadn’t previously even known existed! The job was exhilarating, gruelling and bonkers but I found it more rewarding than any job I’d held before. There was something about the privilege of building relationships with a close-knit community of families, and of being hands-on with both EYFS induction and Year 6 leavers that made the whole primary journey make sense in a way it hadn’t previously. We all know that school can be much more than the place our children spend their time, or where they learn to read and write. Working in a tiny school brings that into focus in a way that I’d not experienced before.


Following this experience, at the start of 2022 I was asked by my trust lead to take on an associate principal role at two tiny schools. Two schools became three at the start of 2023 and from September 2023, when we moved to a hub model as a trust, a fourth school was added to my hub. The Dartmoor area has a lot of tiny village schools. My trust has three small school hubs encompassing 12 schools, so I work alongside the other hub principals closely.







Can you tell us more about each of your schools and how they are structured?


The largest of my schools has around 80 pupils in three classes plus a popular nursery. The classes are currently Reception and Years 1/2, 3/4 and 5/6. I have an associate principal based there, who has an 0.5 teaching load and works as maths lead across the hub.


The next largest has 30 pupils in two classes, Reception and Years 1/2 and Years 3/4/5/6. My lead teacher is based there, he has an 0.6 class responsibility and works across the hub including as reading lead over the three smaller schools.


The next smallest has a role of only 23, but the nursery that we started only last year is already popular and growing. We currently take children from two years old but plan to take children from nine months in the very near future. Growing this provision is one of the projects I am most excited about at the moment.


Finally, my smallest school that draws the most shocked intakes of breath – it currently has eight children on role! As an historically very small, village church school, we are completely committed to keeping it open for business so we are exploring innovative ways to do this in a way that is educationally and socially viable. Currently, the children are taught in one class by an amazing teacher job-share and an equally amazing HLTA. They travel frequently to Bradford in the afternoons for shared lessons and social time.







What are the benefits of having an executive principal across four schools?


I think on paper the greatest benefit for the school is obviously around saving money. The cost of employing me is spread over the four schools which makes it affordable in a way it definitely wouldn’t be otherwise. If we are to keep our smallest schools open and thriving, then we have to make every penny of precious tax-payers money work as hard as it can. Combining multiple, very small, schools to create the equivalent of a smallish single school is a solution that can work. We also share an administrator over the four schools, and lots of the other operational aspects of school life are centralised in our trust. We have worked hard to make these aspects of school life work for us. I love a system, so we rely a lot on those.


Secondly, I think an executive headteacher post can have a manageable, if complex, leadership-focussed work pattern. Traditionally, small school heads have part-time class teaching responsibilities, which I feel brings a range of problems, even if you can recruit to the role! I have been a class teacher recently enough to know that the job is all-consuming, and it doesn’t really leave time or headspace for the work of leading and running a school. It is also the case that although it is completely possible to schedule the strategic aspects of leadership into a two-day release arrangement, often, unfortunately, safeguarding issues, operational issues and general day-to-day dramas don’t behave themselves and occur on your non-teaching days! By being non-class based, I am flexible enough to be able to deal with the inevitable as well as being able to maintain focus on the strategic work. I teach some PPA cover sessions which means I keep my hand in, but these are flexible enough to fit into my week. Typically, I spend the equivalent of a day a week in each school, plus a day for trust level EYFS work. In practice this looks like two-half days in each school, with lots of popping in and out en route, and the EYFS work fits in around things. My schools are within a 20-minute drive of one another, with the three smaller schools being within 10 minutes. I travel a lot, but I feel it is important to be present and visible and I make calls and voice notes a lot while I drive, so it isn’t wasted time.


Easily the biggest benefit of the executive leadership model for me is around having a diverse and broad team of people working across the schools. Small school headship can be a lonely and overwhelming job but as an executive head I have an actual senior leadership team! Over the four schools I have an associate principal, a lead teacher and an assistant SENCO, all of whom teach part time. We share a SENCO with another hub. This group of incredible people share both the day-to-day responsibilities for running the schools and the strategic school improvement work with me. I believe that if tiny schools are to be sustainable in the long run, we need to find creative ways to create teams of talented, skilled and dedicated people and not rely on one individual to shoulder everything alone.


Finally, I think the schools can benefit in the same way, from working as part of a bigger team across more than one site. There is more support, a wider range of expertise and opportunities for collaboration and sharing – something that teachers are so good at but that can be tricky in small schools.







Does working as a group of schools have benefits for the teachers in terms of professional development?


I believe that teachers are naturally curious, hungry to learn and develop and absolute experts in creative problem solving. Teachers benefit from all kinds of opportunities to collaborate and share, and one of the joys of my current role has been really working to develop robust systems and processes around team-working over multiple sites. For example, we have reduced the number of staff meetings and made the remaining ones a bit longer, plus allowed travel time, so we can meet in person as a whole team at one of the schools regularly. The power in collaborative planning and moderation is so worth it. I love it in a staff meeting when I can see teachers from across the schools challenging, supporting and inspiring one another. We have also created a shared digital space, where everyone can see and collaborate on almost all of the documents we use, from planning to resources to risk assessments.


The hub model we use also shares subject leadership responsibilities over the four sites, so a subject lead benefits from a bit more to get their teeth into, the chance to work with a wider group of peers and the space to focus on one subject rather than multiple subject lead roles (up to six, sometimes), which is what subject leadership looked like in stand-alone small schools when I started out. I think this is brilliant for career progression and building confidence as well as expertise.


I hold to the idea that teaching in a small school is basically leadership bootcamp and actively encourage my teams to attribute value to the things they think nothing of doing on a daily basis. They are all skilled at dealing with parents, safeguarding issues, behaviour; you name it, they do it. There needs to be a shift in how teachers see themselves from ‘I just work in a village school’ to ‘I basically run a school’. The job has built in professional development, we just need our teachers to recognise it.







We know that small-school teachers have complex roles demanding a lot of time, how do you ensure teachers are able to stay up to date with the latest research around pedagogy and practice?


I don’t think I have found the solution to this, but I do have a few strategies that can at least help. I think it is all about attempting to create a culture where keeping up with research is what you just do. So, firstly I try to always reference research – the EEF (Educational Endowment Foundation) is great for bitesize stuff – in every staff meeting, in pupil progress meetings, in my weekly team newsletters and just in conversations. I also try to give pre-reading for staff meetings or, if possible, pre-listening of a relevant podcast. Secondly, I have spent a little bit of precious budget on a small CPD library which I rotate around the schools, and I always take in my copies of Impact and leave them around! I love the bit in the Small Schools Manifesto, above, which talks about how small schools are ideal places for research and innovation. Finally, I think there is work to be done in changing the narrative around small schools, not just in the way others see us, but in the way we see ourselves. Yes, we wear a lot of hats, but there are aspects of small school life that are easier than those of our colleagues in big, city schools so we can’t let ourselves off the hook too readily. We need to stop seeing ourselves as behind the times and lean into the idea that we can actually be ahead of the curve! We can be so agile; we can explore and implement new ideas quickly, can measure their impact easily and can try things a bigger school would struggle with, without making huge waves.








Do you have any advice for leaders in small schools who are aware of the evidence base around what makes great teaching but also face the challenges and complexities of very busy small school life?


I really don’t think there is any such place as a school that isn’t challenging and complex, no matter the size. There are aspects of ‘great teaching’ that are clearly universal, and we need to make sure we are focussed on getting these down in our small schools as in the bigger ones. No-one could argue that the knottier aspects – very mixed-age classrooms, tiny cohorts, larger representation of children with SEND – are not a challenge in tiny schools but if we remember that we’re all on a journey, and make a conscious effort to travel with an attitude of hope, curiosity and humility, then we have a good chance of getting to where we need to go. My only advice would be to network. Don’t accept isolation, push yourself to raise your eyes from the day-to-day. Reach out and surround yourself with other leaders in a similar position. There are amazing groups on X, WhatsApp; the NASS (National Association of Special Schools) is excellent; there are small-school-specific training opportunities, particularly through the Church of England but also elsewhere; your work has made sure that the small schools agenda is heard in the Chartered College. You might not agree with everyone, you might not be in the exact same situation, but if we want to give children from our rural and coastal communities access to the very best, evidence-based teaching then we have a much better chance of getting it right if we collaborate.


___________


* Can be found at https://smallschools.org.uk/small-schools-manifesto


























LESSONS IN LEADERSHIP: GROWING THROUGH THE OPPORTUNITIES OF SMALL SCHOOL HEADSHIP





A conversation with Claire Bills




Claire Bills is an experienced educator with 16 years in the field, currently in her seventh year as a head teacher. Her diverse background spans from large three-form entry schools in Nottingham City to smaller, four-class rural schools in Nottinghamshire. Claire has worked in various educational settings, including community and church schools, where her faith has significantly shaped her leadership approach. Now in her second year as head teacher at a 1.5-form entry primary school in Nottinghamshire, Claire is committed to integrating the close-knit, personal touch of smaller schools into her new, larger setting.







Please could you tell us a bit more about your journey from being a head teacher in a small school to a head teacher in a bigger school?


I moved to be head of a small primary school six years ago. Our school was a trust school in a rural Nottinghamshire village with 115 children on roll with four mixed-age classes. Prior to taking up the post, I had got to a point in my career where I was quite frustrated by the leadership of the school I worked in and I decided that the way to change a culture is to be the one that sets it. I decided to take on a headship. I absolutely loved it. I loved everything about being in a small school, I felt like I was part of a community very quickly. I had an amazing deputy head teacher, and we co-lead the school together. It was just such a joyful and encouraging role to come alongside someone who had so much potential and so much skill. She took the headship when I left, and I couldn’t be more delighted. My current school is much bigger. We are a one-and-a-half form entry, there are many more staff and I now have a full senior leadership team.







It’s clear that you enjoyed your role as head of a small school. Why did you decide to look for a headship in a bigger school?


I loved being head of that school. I loved every single child, and I knew the families really well. My biggest issue was that over time, I just found the financial model more and more difficult to work within. The way that we were supporting the children with the resources we had just wasn’t sustainable. That really upset me quite deeply, I felt that we were less and less able to meet the increasing needs of the children because we were so limited by so many things. A personal driver for me is that I have always needed to work in a school where I know we are offering children the absolute best. At the start of my headship, I was really confident that every child was getting as good, if not a better, quality of education than a child in any of the larger schools nearby. That mattered. When I showed a prospective parent around I could say with absolute integrity, ‘If you choose us, I can promise you we will be able to offer your child an outstanding quality of education’. Over time I became less certain that I could offer that guarantee under the restrictions we faced.


A number of families chose our school because of our small size. Often this was because their children had additional needs, but sometimes just because they thought they would be better suited to a smaller school environment. There were two bigger schools on either side of us graded by Ofsted as outstanding, but for some families, we really were best placed to meet their children’s needs. We developed a reputation where parents felt confident that their child was going to be known, loved and valued exactly as they were. As a new pupil in the school from day one, you know all the staff and the staff know you. I could say to parents ‘when your child starts in preschool or Reception, the Year 6 teacher will know them that day, so by the time they get to Year 6, the relationship that they’ll have, seven or eight years later, is phenomenal’. I think that is incredibly powerful.


Alongside that, the better and better job we did at providing for our special needs children, but with no funding to match, meant that I was becoming increasingly frustrated. The picture across the whole country is that the level of SEND need is rising. In our school, it had always been incredibly high and was rising further. Our ability to staff that just wasn’t being matched by the local authority, who were in a crisis in terms of funding. Our staff desperately wanted to give these children the education that they deserved but it was becoming more and more difficult. I stopped being able to say, hand on heart, that we were able to provide a truly outstanding education for all our pupils, and that just didn’t sit with me. That was not a place that I could continue to lead from. It was a really hard place to have got to, but when you look at your salary scale and think, if someone could start at the bottom of this scale, at least they’d have five years of money in the budget to use elsewhere. I needed to balance the budget to protect the education of the children and the model just couldn’t include me.







Are those problems less of an issue now you lead a bigger school?


I was really lucky that an opportunity came up in another church school quite near to where I lived.


We’ve got 320 pupils so we’re about three times the size. Lots of the challenges are the same but particularly in terms of funding, the difference is phenomenal. We have similar levels of SEND, and needs continue to rise. Whilst I’m still really proud of the support that we give to our SEND children, it’s so much easier when there is money to spend. It has become so apparent that there is such inequity in the system. In my current post I have got the budget to be able to put in place the staffing or other things that the children need – in my previous role we were thrilled to end the year with a surplus of one or two hundred pounds. Even though birth rates are falling, and we are unlikely to be full this September or next, our budget can cope – in my previous role, that would have been catastrophic; there was nothing left to cut.


In my new role, the ability to do what needs to be done to meet the needs of our pupils has reignited my love of the job – this is what the job should be. Since I started at my new school, we’ve welcomed a number of children with very high levels of need, so we have brought in extra staff. The pupils brought with them some level of funding which doesn’t completely cover the provision we have put in place, but actually, as a school, we can cover it. It’s that ability to not to have to put more unreasonable demands on staff which makes the difference. If you can’t put in an additional teaching support system, it either means you’re stretching thinner, you are expecting even more of the teaching assistants you’ve got, or you’re putting work on class teachers who are already trying to juggle and manage so much. It just feels like now I have the ability to make the right decisions in the interest of the school, which means I’m not putting unrealistic expectations on colleagues for them to be able to continue to do their job and ensure our children flourish and do well. I’m not saying that small schools can’t provide a great education for all their pupils and be completely and successfully inclusive, they 100% can. But if we don’t deal with the funding issues, that is likely to become less and less of a reality and that is so sad. Honestly. I am a little bit heartbroken that I’ve had to step out of the way. I know that small schools can do phenomenal things for their children.







What is it about small schools that can make them so effective in supporting pupils’ particular needs and are you trying to replicate that in your new role?


I think what works well is that setting culture and setting ethos in a small school is quick. You have got a handful of staff who you sit down and talk with. You can spot things that aren’t working quickly and talk together about what we think we need to do. Literally the following day, you can make the change and everyone’s on board. Everyone’s looking out for those children who might be finding things harder for different reasons and there was an absolute culture where we sweated the small things that come up. If something wasn’t right, we nipped it in the bud, we stepped in straightaway, and everyone stepped in. So, there wasn’t a sense of ‘that’s their problem’. Nothing was ever one person’s problem. Everything was always ‘our’ problem. We all took collective responsibility. The children saw that and knew that too. Part of the joy of mixed ages is you’ve always got an older year group who show you the ropes and take the responsibility. If someone is doing something that they know is not acceptable, they were shown with love how that doesn’t work here, that isn’t the way that we behave.


In a bigger school, developing ethos and culture takes longer. The more staff you’ve got, the more time it takes to bring people on board with different ways of managing behaviour and developing relationships and that kind of thing. I’m trying to bring in that consistency, but very much in a way that says, ‘we’re not going to shout at children, we’re not just going to tell them what they’re doing wrong, we’re all going to love these children and we’re going to learn to build that alongside each other’. So, it’s trying to take the heart of what was so special about my first school and develop that in my current school. We’ve made some steps to get there but it’s going to take probably at least another full year, really, to get to where I want us to be. I do know that we can get there 100%, because I’ve got teachers who are amazing and love what they do and are passionate about what they’re doing. Another big part of our culture work is that we’re revising our vision. I want our vision and values to be central to everything we do and it’s important that everyone’s on board and everyone’s really clear. You can’t rush things like this, especially if you want to bring everyone with you to feel part of that.








In terms of your leadership style, is there anything you have had to purposefully change as you have moved to a bigger school?


When I knew I was moving to a bigger school I was excited about having the opportunity to delegate again and I definitely underestimated how much I needed to stop it just being me who did all of the work. As head of a small school, you might identify a problem and might aim to delegate that but then you are the one that ends up dealing with it. Now there is the potential for a more collaborative approach because there are more people but equally there is more of a definition between what people see as their role or not their role. In a small school, everyone gets involved with everything. One of the things I hadn’t anticipated was that, despite the size of the team, people would not be used to a more collaborative approach and that has been quite a change.
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