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Dear ladies and gentlemen,

This paper will present selected outputs of a research project started over one year ago by our team at the Department of Educational Sciences, Faculty of Arts, Masaryk University, Brno, Czech Republic.
 The project is called Small Schools with Composite Classes in the Czech Republic: potential for development and growth
 and included a questionnaire survey undertaken in the spring of this year; selected data from which will be the subject of our contribution. 
Small schools with composite classes in the context of the Czech system of education
In the Czech Republic, like in other European countries, small schools with composite classes are located mainly in rural areas. They are set up where the numbers of children eligible for compulsory school in the catchment area are low. Within the Czech system of education, small schools with composite classes are a traditional unit or organization in the network of schools providing compulsory basic education. Czech legislation distinguishes between schools which are fully levelled and schools which are not. Small schools with composite classes are a type of not fully levelled basic schools, i.e. schools with just one level (e.g. primary school). Classes in these schools are usually small and their age structure is heterogeneous. Pupils of more than one grade can be taught within a single class, which is possible only in primary school. In the Czech Republic, primary schools consists of five grades, but small schools with composite classes do not open all five grades. Some schools run three or four grades only and instruction for higher grades is provided by the nearest basic school in the catchment area. 
In 2004, a new Educational Act was adopted in the Czech Republic, involving – apart from the curricular reform – a decentralization of the system of management in education, and decision-making concerning the existence of basic schools, including small schools with composite classes, became fully the responsibility of the school founders (the municipalities). These schools had to become legal subjects, which gave them the opportunity to manage their economic affairs themselves, but meant a significant increase in bureaucracy including accounting, legal norms, HR management etc. on the other hand. New minimum limits for the number of pupils in class were set for the different types of schools
 and in case that this limit is not observed and the schools has fewer pupils it is up to the founder to decide whether they are willing to contribute towards teachers’ salaries and run the school under exceptional circumstances or close it down.
 Basic schools, including small schools with composite classes, get finance for salaries from the state budget, namely the budget of the Ministry of Education, which funds continuing education of teachers and activities directly related to the development of schools and education. The amount of this money is calculated using a norm per pupil, whose determination is relatively complicated. Operational and investment costs are covered by the school founder (municipalities in the case of small schools with composite classes).                                                                   

Small schools with composite classes represent a relatively high proportion among all basic schools in the Czech Republic – around 40%. Despite their high number they have been a more or less marginal topic in professional as well as public political discourse. We believe this situation has to do with a lack of interest in rural regions which have still been perceived as insignificant periphery.
Questionnaire survey methodology
To obtain empirical evidence on small schools with composite classes in the Czech Republic, we conducted a questionnaire survey in the spring of 2008. The questionnaire was distributed by mail among two groups of respondents: headmasters of small schools with composite classes and representatives of their founders. We opted for differential questioning (Ferjenčík, 200), using two mutations of the questionnaire targeting the two groups of respondents mentioned above and aiming at a comparison of a part of these data between these two groups.
The fact that small schools with composite classes have been neglected was confirmed at the very start of our research. Even to obtain a mailing list of these schools proved to be a problem. We approached the Czech Institute for Information on Education (IIE), a body processing primary statistical data on schools in the Czech Republic, and only prolonged negotiations led to a promise of this mailing list (as of September 30, 2007). Unfortunately it later turned out that many schools on the list were not small schools with composite classes, just schools which were not fully levelled (see Footnote no. 5). This is also why we are not able to come up with an accurate figure characterizing the real number of small schools with composite classes in the Czech Republic; our population included not fully levelled basic schools which however have no classes merging several grades. The list we acquired contained 1,510 addresses; 85 schools were excluded based on our own judgment and a set of 1,425 schools became the basic population of our questionnaire survey. This list of small schools with composite classes was supplemented with a mailing list containing all their founders and both groups were then mailed with the questionnaires.
 The survey was, in fact, a census survey because the whole target population was addressed. Overall data on the size of the research population and the return rate are presented in Table 1.

Table 1: Size of the research population and the structure of the return rate on the questionnaire
	Target group
	Basic research population 

(IIE)
	Adjusted research population 
	Return rate
	Return rate in %(
	Return rate, small schools with composite classes only
	Return rate, small schools with composite classes only, in %

	Headmasters
	1,510
	1,425
	596
	41.8
	537
	37.7

	School founders
	1,446
	1,368
	825
	60.2
	738
	53.9

	Total
	2,956
	2,793
	1,421
	50.8
	1,275
	45.6


( The return rate in % was calculated using the adjusted research population.
The overall return rate for the method of questionnaire administration selected by us (by land mail) can be assessed as good (50.8%). The question is what caused the different return rates in the two groups of respondents. One of the factors may have been the length of the questionnaire as the version distributed to school founders was several items shorter. Some of the headmasters sent email messages pointing out their extreme business preventing them from devoting their time to participation in the research.

The data we have acquired are now being subjected to analysis. Those that will be presented here were analyzed using Statistica software.
The questionnaire survey covered different areas concerning small schools with composite classes while this presentation will focus on those parts of the survey which directly concern cooperation and communication between small schools with composite classes and their founders. The questions we asked and will attempt to find answers to are the following:
How and by what do small schools with composite classes contribute to the social life of their municipalities? Which kinds of services do they offer for the local communities above the framework of  the educational activities prescribed by law? How do headmasters and school founders assess their cooperation and communication?

The following analysis uses selected socio-demographical variables characterizing municipalities in which there are small schools with composite classes and the rest of the data concern activities of schools and municipalities we have identified and also subjective reports of assessment of cooperation and communication by the headmasters and school founders.

Selected results of the survey
As Table 1 shows, the questionnaire survey covered a total of 596 schools and 825 school founders. Table 2 lists respondents by their job positions.
Table 2:  Respondents by their job positions
	Schools
	
	

	Job position
	Number
	Number in %

	headmaster
	574
	96.30 

	Teacher
	    5
	 0. 83

	Other
	  13
	 2. 18

	Total
	592
	99. 32

	School founders
	
	

	Job position
	Number
	Number in %

	Mayor
	642
	77. 81

	elected representative
	  37
	 4.48

	Other
	143
	17. 33

	Total
	822
	99. 63


Note: The remaining per cent up to 100% are respondents who have not stated their job position. 

The respondents were thus mainly headmasters of small schools with composite classes (96%) and mayors of municipalities that are the founders of these schools (just below 78%).

As for the socio-demographic profile of the municipalities where small schools with composite classes exist, we will first deal with municipality size (municipality population and then the community facilities available in the municipality. These characteristics are based on the data reported by school founders (n=825). 
Table 3: Population in municipalities with small schools with composite classes (n= 825)

	Population
	No. of municipalities
	No. of municipalities in %

	0- 500 
	183
	22.18

	501- 1000 
	445
	53.94

	1001- 1500 
	113
	13. 70

	1501- 2000 
	 24
	 2.91

	2001- 2500 
	  7
	 0.85

	2501- 3000 
	  2
	 0.24

	3001- 3500 
	  3
	 0.36

	3501- 4000 
	  3
	 0. 36

	4001- 4500 
	  1
	 0.12

	4501- 5000
	  1
	 0.12

	5001 or more
	 31
	 3.76

	Total
	813
	98.54


Note: The remaining per cent up to 100% are missing answers.
There were most small schools with composite classes in municipalities with populations of up to 1,000 inhabitants in our research population – 628 of them all together (i.e. 76%). Maříková (2003) reports that as many as 2% of very small municipalities with populations of up to 199 had their own school. Small schools thus operate typically in rural municipalities with populations of up to 2,000 (741 schools, i.e. 89%).

Rural areas in the Czech Republic have been affected by restructuring of the national economy, which has brought about a heavy attenuation in agriculture. It is in rural regions rather than urban areas where more people from low-income groups live and are exposed to a greater risk of unemployment and poverty. In the 1990s, big agricultural companies disintegrated and the employment rate in agriculture went down.
 People living in the country most often live in their own houses. People living in rural households do not till large expanses of land and keep fewer and fewer farming animals. Ways of life in the country are changing: the traditional bonds to one’s land are weakening, but the garden (especially next to the house) has remained a part of the village home. Czech surveys of the lifestyles of rural population nevertheless report that rural population regards their living standards as good to average and they view the living standards of their neighbours in a similar light (Nešetřilová, Minaříková, 2002).
What distinguishes Czech rural areas from urban ones is what is referred to as community facilities. Community facilities include precincts and organizations serving the members of the municipality community. We distinguished two types of community facilities for the purpose of our survey. There are, firstly, public-service organizations – non-profit facilities which cannot cover their costs by providing the activities they focus on but are nevertheless needed in the municipalities. Running these facilities in municipalities is not attractive to commercial subjects, therefore they are largely run by the municipalities or the church. This group includes almost all educational, cultural and social-care facilities (caring especially for seniors and people with social or medical handicaps) and partly also public services (such as the post-office and the general practitioner). The other type of community facilities involves commercial services. They form, in fact, a whole network of shops, accommodation services, food services, and other services. This group of subjects is entirely private in the Czech Republic and a whole range of services has also been provided by companies offering employment.
Tables 4 and 5 below provide a summary of community facilities in municipalities with small schools with composite classes based on data provided by the school founder group of respondents (n=825). Our experience also allows us to say that municipalities with a population of over 3,000 people usually have better community facilities. These municipalities have the full range of non-commercial and commercial community facilities – this is why they are not included in the table. 

Table 4:  Non-commercial community facilities in municipalities with small schools with composite classes in % (n=825) 

	Municipality size 
	library
	social hall
	playground
	sports ground
	GP
	church
	public welfare
	post office

	0-500 
	 96 
	 55 
	 78 
	 92 
	 31 
	 68 
	 4 
	 45 

	501-1,000 
	 98 
	 58 
	 77
	 96 
	 47 
	 74 
	14
	 67 

	1,001-1,500 
	 96 
	 54
	 89
	 97
	 69
	 82
	31
	 86

	1,501-2,000 
	100
	 46
	 75
	 96
	 87
	 87
	29
	 95

	2,001-2,500 
	100
	 68
	 89
	100
	 72
	 68
	29
	100

	2,501-3,000 
	100
	100
	100
	100
	100
	100
	50
	100


Non-commercial community services, i.e. mainly services in education, culture, sports and social welfare, are highly differentiated depending on municipality size. The table contains data covering 774 rural municipalities (93.8%). It may nevertheless be said that a primary school of one’s own is virtually a standard non-commercial community facility in rural municipalities. What is interesting is the high number of libraries in all municipalities, due to the tradition of public libraries, existing in the Czech Republic for over 80 years. Present-day libraries provide people with access to public internet, and lend CDs and DVDs, books and magazines for symbolical prices. The data also show that a high proportion of municipalities including the small ones have sports grounds and playgrounds (92% and 78% respectively). These are most often football grounds, but a smaller number of municipalities have volleyball grounds and tennis courts, too, while other sports grounds are rare. The municipality playground mostly comprises a small sandpit and several (two or three) playground features without adult supervision.
Commercial facilities supplementing the range of community facilities are distributed very unevenly in the municipalities studied by us. A summary of the individual types of facilities is in Table 5. 
Table 5 Commercial community facilities in municipalities with small schools with composite classes in % (n=825)

	Municipality size 
	restaurant/

pub
	public accommodation
	shop
	agricultural company
	company

	0-500 
	 87 
	 36 
	 55 
	56
	30

	501-1,000 
	 94 
	 43 
	 58 
	57
	44

	1,001-1,500 
	 95
	 52
	 54
	50
	65

	1,501-2,000 
	100
	 75
	 46
	46
	54

	2,001-2,500 
	100
	100
	 68
	86
	71

	2,501-3,000 
	100
	50
	100
	50
	100


It is restaurants/pubs that have the biggest distribution while not many of the municipalities have its own shop/s. Employment opportunities are created by agricultural companies and the greater the size of the municipality, the more other companies offering employment there are. The number of agricultural companies is however rather low; they provide employment in approximately one half of the municipalities included in our research population. 

The above-stated data allow us to say that the availability of community facilities in municipalities with small schools with composite classes varies. The bigger the municipality, the higher the number of non-commercial and commercial facilities. The availability of educational and cultural facilities and all kinds of shops and services in rural municipalities is worse than in urban areas – mainly due to economic factors. The low population density does not allow for economically efficient operation of cultural, commercial, sports, administration and other community facilities, which is not likely to change in rural municipalities even in the years to come.

As far as services provided by small schools with composite classes for community members (beyond compulsory education prescribed by law) are concerned, the degree to which schools provide these services for their communities differs. Responders representing small schools with composite classes in our research population (n=596) reported they most often focus on out-of-school education, prepare leisure-time activities, and offer regular leisure-time activities for children, their pupils, during the school year, i.e. for 9 months each year. These activities are regularly organized by 549 schools, i.e. 92% of small school with composite classes. Only 53 schools, i.e. less than 9%, however, organize these activities for children during the summer holidays. In some schools, teachers working for regional arts schools (especially their music departments) teach in the afternoons. Small schools with composite classes prepare even other events to help children spend their leisure time, but these events are considerably diversified. The schools organize occasional entertainment events such as fancy balls (286 schools, i.e. almost 48%) or bus trips with visits to cultural events (theatre performances, exhibitions; 409 schools, i.e. 68%). 
There were 103 schools (nearly 17%) that provide educational opportunities for all members of the community. Small schools with composite classes also organize educational trips and help to organize social evenings and balls (281 schools, i.e. 47%) and organize hobby groups for adults (165 schools, i.e. 27%).
More than by schools, social life in rural municipalities is organized by non-profit non-governmental organizations. Some municipalities have their own non-profit organizations whose clients are children (e.g. Skaut – Scout). These opportunities however exist only in 102 municipalities, i.e. 17% of the research population. Adhering to the tradition, sports clubs (such as Sokol, TJ, Orel etc.) are relatively active in rural municipalities, organizing especially collective sports, which concerns mainly football, exercises developing physical ability, but also tennis. These are typically more often sports activities for men. These opportunities exist in 368 municipalities, i.e. 68% of the villages with small schools with composite classes. Rural municipalities also have their church associations and other civic non-profit associations – volunteer fire brigades, horticultural clubs, animal breeders’ clubs,  folklore clubs, amateur theatre troupes etc.
Small schools with composite classes also contribute to services and activities performed for the benefit of the municipality, based on an agreement with the local representation. Table 6 identifies these schools’ activities based on data acquired from respondents representing small schools with composite classes (n=592).
Table 6   Activities of small schools with composite classes performed for the benefit of their municipalities (n=592) 

	Type of activity
	No. of schools
	No. of schools in %

	municipality image building
	330
	55.37

	organization of social events (balls, celebrations)
	281
	47.14

	social welfare services (e.g.  food preparation)
	185
	31.04

	public space maintenance
	 79
	13.25

	library management
	 44
	  7.40

	village chronicle keeping
	 43
	  7.20


It can be concluded that small schools with composite classes are not too active beyond providing compulsory education; despite this they are partly involved in activities for the benefit of their municipalities. The schools focus on providing activities for children living in the community while they do not cater for adults significantly. They follow the tradition of creating most opportunities for children by organizing leisure-time activities in the school building. In this respect we would like to mention the concept of community education, as a reaction to the efforts aimed at strengthening the roles and functions of schools towards the places they operate in. The concept of community education certainly seems an interesting and inspiring one with respect to small schools with composite classes operating in Czech rural areas. In the concept of community education, school is viewed as an open institution actively and immediately responding to the conditions of social life in the community. The whole concept is based on the idea of civil society in which citizens’ activities play a primary role. In civil society, the fundamental assumption is that the individual is a part of the community on whose life s/he participates voluntarily and actively. The existence of community schools requires the existence of open society consisting of socially responsible citizens taking initiative. The document called Czech Civil Society 2004 (Vajdová, 2005) reports that 57% of citizens of the Czech Republic participate in citizenship activities, but cultural and educational activities are least often among them (or people claim they are willing to organize them least often); volunteers most often organize sports activities. The good news for small schools with composite classes is that people living in rural areas were found to be significantly more willing to participate in citizenship activities and they were also more often involved in them in reality (STEM. Občanská společnost, 2004). The concept of community schools has nevertheless not found much response in Czech rural schools and small schools with composite classes. As an example of a unique but successful project focusing on support to community education and operation of community schools in rural areas, the project called “Community Village Bory” can be quoted. This project was supported from the Rural Renewal Programme financed by the Ministry for Local Development and co-financed by the European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development. (The Rural Renewal Programme aims, among other things, at strengthening the sense of belonging to the community in rural villages, creating new job opportunities and reducing the rate of unemployment in rural areas.) One of the outputs of the project “Community Village Bory” is setting up a civic association called the National Network of Village Community Schools
 in order to support establishing village community schools focusing on educational programmes for adults.

Evaluation of cooperation between school managements and school founders including evaluation of mutual communication was another area we were concerned with in our research survey. The subjective answers of respondents from both groups made us conclude that the mutual relations and communication are seen in a very positive light. School representatives (n=596) found cooperation with their founders excellent in 23% of answers (i.e. 138 respondents) and another 55% (i.e. 464 answers) characterized it as very good. Only 2% of answers (i.e. 14 respondents) evaluated it as insufficient. School founders’ (n=825) evaluations were similar: 31% of answers (i.e. 258 respondents) regard the cooperation as excellent and 47% of answers (728 respondents) regard it as very good. Only 1% of respondents (i.e. 9 of answers) saw it as insufficient.
Final discussion 

The degree to which small schools with composite classes contribute to social life in their municipalities varies. They most often focus on children, organizing various activities for them, whether regularly and under firm leadership (leisure-time activities) in school buildings or occasionally (dress-up balls, theatre performances etc.). Schools are partly involved in activities for the benefit of adult members of their communities, too, organizing social events and various leisure-time activities, helping municipalities with image-building and helping to provide lunches for community members in need of this service. The potential of small schools with composite classes is however nor fully used in this respect. It is well possible that the relatively low degree of involvement in work for the benefit of the municipality has to do with absence of funds to pay for this work. Cooperation and communication between schools and municipalities was evaluated positively. It may thus be assumed that school founders more or less do not expect small schools with composite classes to provide other than educational activities to support social life in the community. This seems to be an almost universal phenomenon, independent of municipality size or availability of community facilities.
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� The research project is supported by the Czech Science Foundation (GAČR No. 406/07/0806).


� Schools with a single class have to have at least 10 pupils and schools with two composite classes at least 12 pupils per class on average; schools with 3 classes have to have at least 14 pupils per class on average. Primary schools with 4 or 5 classes have to have at least 15 pupils per class on average (regulation No. 48/2005 Coll., § 4).


� Authorization of these exceptions was within the competence of the Ministry of Education under the previous Educational Act.


� The research population of schools founders was somewhat smaller because several schools in some places shared the founder – who was asked to fill in just one questionnaire referring to a single small school with composite classes, this seeming to be a strategy not diminishing the willingness of school founders to fill in the questionnaire. 


� We got some positive feedback welcoming the research interest in small schools with composite classes, too, as well as further commentaries on the individual aspects of operation of these schools and offers for cooperation in the future. 


� The high rate of unemployment among rural population has been contributed to – among other things – by disintegration of big industrial companies which used to employ people living in the country. Especially less or narrowly qualified people are still coming to terms with the high unemployment rate, which fluctuates during the year and varies by the region. 


� The National Network of Village Community Schools was established in 2006. 
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