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Executive summary 

During the Covid pandemic many schools, particularly those located in rural areas, faced severe 
challenges with the switch to distance and online learning, due to their limited digital readiness. Many 
teachers lack relevant digital competences or teaching materials for remote teaching, students often 
lack connectivity or access to digital devices, tools, and content at the place where they learn. This loss 
of learning opportunities impacted especially those living in rural areas. The call for Pilot Projects and 
Preparatory Actions in the field of "Communications Networks, Content and Technology" and 
especially the call for a Preparatory Action to increase access to educational tools in areas and 
communities with low connectivity or access to technologies is a timely priority for education and 
training, to assure the right to education for all. 

There are many important policy issues to consider for rural education, but this report will focus on 
compulsory (primary, lower and upper secondary, including vocational) education or the ISCED levels 
1 to 3, for which the government has to ensure access to education for all pupils. This includes in times 
of lockdown access to education from home, even from the most rural or remotest area  

The report “Addressing Challenges and Elevating Opportunities in Rural Education” intends to lay the 
conceptual foundations for the design of the Learning from the Extremes approach. The work in the 
related work package has prompted reflection within the consortium to start the discussion on the key 
focus areas for the project and particularly for the design and concept of the involvement of the target 
community through the call for proposal in work package 4. This document is the basis of the 
educational foresight work that will developed further throughout in the project and through the 
involvement of a large number of rural schools in the pilots. The ultimate aim of this part of the work 
which continues in task T2.3: Needs Analysis Study Implementation is to map the emerging trends, 
opportunities and challenges in the intersection of digital learning for schools, through a carefully 
coordinated, intensive process of critical forward thinking among all members of the consortium and 
the rural school communities’ stakeholders. 

In this report, we describe in broad terms the perspective, components, and principles of 
technology-enabled and resource-based learning especially in rural areas and the implications for 
creating and using digital resources for learning purposes in this context. We also tried to identify 
obstacles and enablers that will be discussed further in a series of participatory engagement 
activities for policy makers, teachers, learners as well as parents that will be organized in 
collaboration with work package 3.  

The research in this task reaffirms the conclusion that there is a gap between rural education and 
education in areas with a higher degree of urbanisation. The gap is multidimensional in both 
challenges as well as opportunities. Learning from the Extremes will engage with the target 
community in rural areas in WP3 and WP4 by supporting small scale pilot projects that address one or 
more of the most important actions that are expected to have a positive impact on rural schools. These 
pilot projects will be grounded on the local needs and requirements of the local schools, and it is 
expected they will focus on one or more of the following aspects:  

▪ Support teachers and school staff in their (continuous) professional development, and with an 
emphasis on digital learning and teaching competences and skills; 

▪ Provide networking and exchange opportunities for teachers and school staff; 
▪ Provide (online) access or guidance to high quality learning and teaching materials, 

methodologies and support, with a special focus on resources for science, technology, 
engineering, arts and mathematics education (STEAM);  

▪ Improve the quality and quantity of the ICT environment in the rural schools: provision of 
suitable broadband connectivity, access to networked devices, computers, local networking, 
peripherals, etc., appropriate software, reliable technical support and last but not least 
relevant training for all users and especially for teachers;  
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▪ Encourage more intensive involvement of schools in the local community, the interaction with 
and support from local stakeholders: parents, local authorities, businesses; 

▪ Encourage clustering activities between rural schools and other schools and institutions to 
improve and complement capacity in the rural schools.  

Finally, in the context of Learning from the Extremes and this report, we would like to quote Andreas 
Schleicher, Director OECD: “Learning is never a place, but an activity”.  
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1 Introduction 

1.1 Context 

The work in the Tasks T2.1 and T2.2 tries to gain insights and understanding related to the access and 
use of, and attitudes and needs towards the use of digital technologies in education by surveying head 
teachers, teachers, ICT coordinators, pupils and parents covering as many schools located in remote 
areas of as many EU Member States as possible.  

In order to start this task and prepare for the summative and comprehensive Needs Analysis (D2.3) 
this work starts with collecting comprehensive and high-value up-to-date and reusable data to mainly 
explore lessons learned during and after the Covid-19 pandemic well as to empirically validate the 
areas of necessary investment needs. This lays the theoretical foundation for the subsequent research 
activity.  

1.2 Methodology 

This report is the result of desk research, interviews with stakeholders and experts and a small survey. 
The report tries to define the main challenges for rural education, especially in the aftermath of the 
Covid pandemic. Given the limited amount of time and the large amount of data collected, the bulk of 
the results and conclusions are not presented in this report, but they will be comprehensively reported 
in D2.3 Needs Analysis.  
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2 Defining the scope 

The Covid pandemic has exposed a number of unique challenges to all parts of society and human life. 
One of these challenges that actually got more attention is the digital divide: many rural areas don't 
have the same kind of internet access as urban and suburban areas. While it cannot be stated that 
connectivity is no longer an urban issue as there are still many households, schools and even 
businesses in city centres with poor access, the connectivity issue tends to be much more pronounced 
in rural areas. The pandemic forced schools, teachers, teachers, and students all to go online at least 
for some part of the period. Remote teaching using ICT was not only limited by the lack of reliable and 
sufficient internet, but also by factors such as access to digital devices such as laptops or smart phones, 
or the lack of teachers’ experience in remote teaching methodologies and their limited technical skills. 
It became clear that that digital divide is still there and not all have the same level and quality of access 
to the means to teach and learn online.  

But this is not the only issue that exists: in many (rural) areas transportation is insufficient, unreliable, 
expensive, slow or at worst all at the same time. Pupils are limited in their mobility, especially in rural 
areas, the school they attend will largely be determined by the proximity to their home. And even then, 
travelling to and from school takes in some places more than two hours per day. Given the lack of 
opportunities for pupils to choose their school because of their travelling limitations and the distance 
to schools, therefore rural schools bear almost all the responsibility for the educational opportunities 
of young people in rural areas. 

In its Rural Study “Delivering Quality Education and Health Care to All Rural” OECD describes the 
multidimensionality of education provision and how it acts as a key factor both for rural economic 
development and for the well-being and cohesiveness of rural communities. Figure 1 taken from the 
same publication illustrates some examples of facilitating and impeding factors, rural outcomes and 
opportunities that shape rural education. 

 

Figure 1. Issues shaping rural skills and the provision of rural education (Source: OECD 2021) 

In the following chapters we will address these and other issues and opportunities that are most 
relevant to rural education within the context of the Learning from the Extremes (LfE) project.  

To give an idea of the proportion of the task at hand, some basic demographics: rural areas account 
for more than 341 m ha, which represent 83% of the total EU area in 2018.  
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Figure 2. EU land area (Source: Pigaiani, The LUISA Base Map 2018) 

30,6% of EU’s population lives in rural areas, and this population is the oldest within the EU: rural and 
remote areas have the lowest share of the EU population in the age groups below 50 years. Despite 
the general increase in the share of tertiary educated people aged 25-64 in rural areas, the increase 
was higher in cities. As a result, the higher education gap between rural areas and cities increased from 
17 percentage points in 2012 to 19 percentage points in 2019. 
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3 Rural education in Europe 

3.1 What is rural? 

According to Wikipedia “…in general, a rural area or a countryside is a geographic area that is located 
outside towns and cities. Typical rural areas have a low population density and small settlements. 
Agricultural areas and areas with forestry typically are described as rural.” According to Cambridge 
Dictionary rural means “in or relating to the country, not a town or city.” While both definitions largely 
reflect popular understanding, they also leave a lot of questions when definitions are required for 
policy making for example where the definition of rural determines whether a community or school is 
eligible for support.  

International organisations, national administrations and researchers apply a variety of definitions to 
define “rural” areas, often using criteria such as a community’s population size, density and/or distance 
from other settlements, mostly depending on what is relevant and feasible based on the underlying 
data source. For the sake of this report we refer only to two internationally accepted definitions that 
are relevant in the context of this work. Where relevant we will refer to national definitions as well in 
the following chapters.  

3.1.1 Eurostat 

The European Commission uses a categorisation according to Eurostat which is entirely based on 
objective and measurable data.  

 

Figure 3. Schematic overview defining urban-rural typologies (Source: Eurostat 2019) 

The new urban-rural typology uses a three-step approach to classify the NUTS level 3 regions. The first 
step is to identify populations in rural areas: 'rural areas' are all areas outside urban clusters. 'Urban 
clusters' are clusters of contiguous¹ grid cells of 1 km² with a density of at least 300 inhabitants per km² 
and a minimum population of 5 000. 

In the second step, NUTS 3 regions are classified on the basis of the share of their population in rural 
areas: 

• 'Predominantly rural' if the share of the population living in rural areas is higher than 50 

• 'Intermediate' if the share of the population living in rural areas is between 20 and 50 

• 'Predominantly urban' if the share of the population living in rural areas is below 20 
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To resolve the distortion created by extremely small NUTS 3 regions, for classification purposes regions 
smaller than 500 km² are combined with one or more of their neighbours.  

Finally, in a third step, the size of the urban centres in the region is considered: a predominantly rural 
region which contains an urban centre of more than 200 000 inhabitants making up at least 25% of the 
regional population becomes intermediate. An intermediate region which contains an urban centre of 
more than 500 000 inhabitants making up at least 25% of the regional population becomes 
predominantly urban. 

According to the 2018 Eurostat categorisation, 70.9% of the EU population lived in the cities, towns 
and suburbs, and 29.1% lived in rural areas.  

The up to date correspondence table LAU – NUTS 2021 for all EU-27 countries as well as for EFTA / 
available Candidate Countries is published every year in the form of an excel spreadsheet on  
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/nuts/local-administrative-units. The NUTS-3 classification of 
every Local Administrative Unit (LAU) can be found in this spreadsheet. These LAUs are the 
municipalities and communes of the European Union and the smallest part of the NUTS system. 
Looking up the name of any municipality or commune in Europe will result in the NUTS classification 
for urban or rural region.  

 

Figure 4. Sample of a search in the EU-27-LAU-2021-NUTS-2021.xlsx database (Source: Eurostat 2022) 

Eurostat provides rapid and easy access to comprehensive statistical and analytical data as well as the 
tools to compare this over time or across regions and countries.  

3.1.2 OECD 

The OECD Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) and the Teaching and Learning 
International Survey (TALIS) on schoolteachers and principals define the classification of a school 
setting, based on the principals’ characterisation of the community in which the school is located. 
Principals choose between the following classifications:  

• villages, hamlets or rural areas (< 3 000 people),  

• small towns (3 001 to 15 000 people),  

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/nuts/local-administrative-units
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• towns (15 001 to 100 000 people),  

• cities (100 001 to 1 000 000 people) and  

• large cities (> 1 000 000 people).  

OECD uses the term “rural schools” in its data to refer to schools in communities with fewer than 3 
000 people, according to the principal. Drawing on self-reports of non-experts in combination with 
criteria about size (“fewer than 3 000 people”) and type of area (“villages, hamlet or rural area”) can 
also contain errors and create ambiguities as there may be very small autonomous settlements in an 
urban area. Moreover, it does not capture rurality in its complex and multiple dimensions.  

3.1.3 Alternatives 

Some countries adopt their own specific methodology to define rural areas by considering features 
such as travel times, accessibility, quality of public transport. However, unlike with Eurostat and OECD, 
there are no comparable international data sets available that take these factors into account.  

3.1.4 Conclusion 

To conclude we can summarise the qualitative and quantitative characteristics of rurality as follows:  

▪ Remoteness or geographical distance causes a disadvantage in human capacity, a smaller offer 
in services such as health care, work, transportation, communication, education and culture. 
For example, the average road distance to the nearest doctor is 3.5km in a city, while this is on 
average almost 21.5 km in rural areas. 

▪ Small population size and sparse population, resulting in a disadvantage of economies of scale,  
▪ Declining population due to increased urbanisation and out-migration, 
▪ Lower socio-economic status in most countries,  
▪ Ethnically homogeneity and social cohesion contribute to a higher degree of community 

feeling. 

3.2 How location has an impact on education 

There are many different ways that remoteness (as is almost always the case in rural areas) impacts 
on education. First of all, there is much less competition between schools in rural areas than in urban 
areas. The commonly applied distance norm as recommended by the International Institute for 
Education Planning (IIEP)1 recommends to have access to a school within a radius of 3 kilometres (Km) 
from home. This norm may be achievable in most cases for primary education in rural areas. There is 
on average 50% less chance in rural areas that there is a choice between different schools within that 
distance. In (sub)urban areas twice as many parents indicate that there is competition for enrolment 
between two or more schools for their children at both primary and secondary level.  

 
1 http://www.iiep.unesco.org/en  

http://www.iiep.unesco.org/en
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Figure 5. School competition by location (Source: OECD2015) 2 

The declining number of children in rural areas has as a consequence that classes often are smaller 
(less pupils per class or less pupils per teacher) and schools in general are smaller too.  

 

Figure 6. School cluster size in rural and urban areas (Source: OECD2015) 

 
2 Note: for the sake of clarity and relevance in this report, we refer in the data representations and infographics 

to the target countries in the LfE project, unless otherwise stated. Note also that not all LfE partner countries 
are always represented in the relevant statistics.  
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Figure 7: Gap in student-teacher ratio in rural versus city schools (Source: OECD2015) 

 

Figure 8: Gap in class size in rural versus city schools(Source: OECD2015) 

3.2.1 Teachers 

Often there is also a shortage of teachers in rural areas. As one of its consequences, there are more 
multilevel classes in small rural primary schools than in urban schools. It must be noted that this 
approach can also be a pedagogical choice in some larger schools (for example in Sweden). OECD has 
found that multi-grade teaching may be neither positive nor negative for students’ learning, but that 
it requires different pedagogical practices and ways of organising lessons (OECD 2018). Meanwhile, 
rural schools often have staffing problems, with a high degree of teacher attrition or cumulation of 
tasks (principals in rural schools often perform teaching duties and often they have less support from 
other staff for administrative and managerial tasks). Finally, schools are struggling to offer support for 
example for special needs education, because of the shortage of specialised professionals. Despite 
these issues, teachers in rural areas are more likely to be satisfied with their salary than their 
colleagues in city schools. Rural teachers are less satisfied when they have the dual role 
principal/teacher, they often feel they are underpaid, because of the additional workload this dual task 
entails.  
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Figure 9: Gap in teachers' satisfaction with their salaries in rural and city schools (Source: OECD2015) 

Teachers in rural schools are in general more enthusiastic than their colleagues in urban areas. Still as 
already mentioned, it is challenging to attract highly skilled or experienced teachers and consequently 
there is a greater share of new and inexperienced  teachers and a higher turnover rate in rural schools.  

 

Figure 10. Mean index of teacher enthusiasm (Source: OECD2015) 

3.2.2 Students 

In general rural students have a socio-economic disadvantage compared to those in urban schools. 
This is due to the fact that they are, on average and in most countries, from family backgrounds with 
a lower socio-economic status, with lower income and lower education levels as the following graphs 
illustrates.  
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Figure 11. Ratio mean equivalised net income in rural areas compared to towns, suburbs and cities  
(Source: Eurostat 2020) 

There are some distinct differences between urban and rural living in the EU. While half the city 
population aged 30 to 34 years has completed some form of tertiary education, only 28% of the same 
age group living in a rural area has the same level of education. Only 48% of the population living in 
rural areas has digital skills that are basic or higher, compared to 62% in cities. 23.7% of people in rural 
areas are at risk of poverty or social exclusion, compared to 21.5% in cities. However, not all 
socioeconomic vectors appear to be negative for rural areas: the unemployment rate in rural areas is 
significantly lower (6.3%) compared to cities (8.1%).  

 

Figure 12. The rural-urban gap in students' socio-economic status (Source: OECD 2018) 

Results from PISA in 2018 show that students in rural secondary schools (i.e. in villages, hamlets or 
rural areas with fewer than 3 000 people) score on average 48 points lower in reading skills compared 
to urban schools, or more than the equivalent of a year of schooling. However, when the comparison 
accounts for socio-economic status of students and schools, the performance gap between rural and 
city schools was no longer statistically significant. Differences in the socio-economic composition of 
the population tend to explain the rural-urban gap in academic performance. 
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Figure 13. The rural-city gap in reading performance of secondary school students (Source: OECD 2018) 

 

Figure 14. The rural-urban gap and average science performance (Source: OECD 2015) 

Rural students’ educational expectations are also significantly lower than urban students: on average 
across OECD countries, students in rural schools are half as likely to expect completing a higher 
education degree as those in city schools. Lower financial resources, the remoteness, the quality of 
public transport but also the lack of role models and limited demand for highly skilled jobs in rural 
areas might discourage students in rural areas to move towards higher education, and thus to some 
extent reinforcing a vicious circle for the rural area. 



 D2.1. Addressing Challenges and Elevating Opportunities in Rural Education 18 

 

Figure 15. The rural-city gap in educational expectations (Source: OECD 2015) 

We can conclude that children who grow up in rural areas consistently invest less in their education 
compared with children who grow up in urban environments.  

3.2.3 Parents and stakeholders, rural education in the local community 

Results of PISA research in 2018 suggests that parents, local stakeholders, and the community are 
often much more involved in the activities supporting rural schools than in areas. They are often 
participating in support activities, from fund raising and building maintenance over ICT or 
administrative support to participation in learning as well as extracurricular activities: parents or local 
professionals are involved as resource persons, or sometimes even as teaching and learning support. 
It demonstrates the important and even sometimes central role that schools play for social cohesion 
at the heart of a rural community. Rural schools are sometimes limited to draw on local volunteer 
support because of bureaucracy but targeted programmes for example in Poland and Italy try to 
accommodate this type of volunteer support.  

3.3 The use of digital technologies in education in rural areas 

3.3.1 Access to broadband 

The condition in which schools find themselves does not differ from the general condition of ICT in 
their geographical environment. Like households and businesses, schools largely depend on the service 
that providers are offering in their area. Only 60% of households in rural areas have access to fast 
broadband (>30Mbps3), compared to 86% of the EU population as a whole.  

The 2nd Survey of Schools: ICT in Education study carried out in 2019 on behalf of the European 
Commission in the framework of the Digital Education Action Plan provided data and evidence 
regarding digitisation in education in order to benchmark progress in ICT in schools. The study provides 
detailed and up-to-date information related to access, use and attitudes towards the use of technology 
in education by surveying head teachers, teachers, students and parents. The study results show that 
less than 1 out of 5 of European students attend schools which have access to high-speed Internet 
above 100 Mbps. Large differences between and within European countries exist: Nordic countries are 
clear frontrunners in deploying high-speed Internet in schools, while other countries and especially 
also schools located in rural areas and villages, or small cities are lagging behind. The European 
broadband targets foresee that all schools have access to Gigabit Internet Connectivity by 2025. This 
ambitious objective seems hard to achieve at present.  

 
3 Digital Economy and Society Index considers broadband access the following: access speed of at least 

30Mbps by 2020 at all households, and 100Mbps or more by 2020 in 50% of households.  
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While at present large proportions of school connectivity is still provided with DSL or cable, it is 
expected that schools will need optical fibre connectivity in order to achieve the internet speed that is 
required for the teaching and learning applications of today and tomorrow including bandwidth 
demanding applications such as simulations, XR and remote or virtual laboratories.  

 

Figure 16. Internet connection type at schools in % of students (Source: European Commission 2019) 

 

Figure 17. Internet speed at schools in % of ISCED 3 students (Source: European Commission 2019) 

The figures clearly show the large differences between the different European countries. What these 
do not show is the difference within each country. In the 2nd Survey of Schools: ICT in Education, 
Objective 1 final report there is no distinction made between urban sub-urban and rural regions, the 
report only makes the distinction between cities of 15.000 citizens and above and villages/small cities 
below 15.000 citizens. The results therefore can only give a rough indication of the distribution and 
quality of Internet connectivity at schools in rural areas.  

 

Figure 18. Internet speed at schools in % according to location (Source: European Commission 2019) 

Taking into consideration the degree of remoteness for especially primary schools (see 3.2) it is not 
surprising that the share satellite connectivity is highest in the segment that includes the rural primary 
schools as is demonstrated in the following graph.  
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Figure 19. Internet connection type at schools in % according to location (Source: European Commission 2019) 

While the figures presented here are not favourable for rural areas, it should be noted that these are 
not describing the situation at present. Taking into account the fact that EU member states have 
approved €6 billion to be invested in broadband from 2014 to 2020 of which the majority is set aside 
to build broadband networks in rural areas. This is because the EU state aid rules say that public 
support can only go to so called “white areas”, areas with no current infrastructure, of which the vast 
majority are in rural areas. This can mean a giant technology leap forward for these areas as they are 
not hindered by the so called law of the handicap of a head start, of which we have seen examples in 
the Baltic States after their affiliation with the EU.  
In its framework of the Recovery and Resilience Facility (2021-2023) the EU commits to accelerate 5G 
and gigabit infrastructure deployment across Europe. Amongst its digital connectivity objectives are: 

▪ To ensure comprehensive 5G and fibre coverage 
▪ Large-scale deployment of 5G corridors and smart traffic management systems along 

transport pathways 
▪ To enable universal and affordable access to gigabit connectivity in all urban and rural areas.  

The European Commission proposes access to gigabit internet connectivity for all schools by 2025. In 
that way, schools can take full advantage of technological advances and innovative teaching methods 
from online learning platforms to video streaming. Based on estimations from the GSM Association 
and the European Investment Bank schools need Gigabit connectivity: eLearning may require only 
between 10 and 100 Mbps at latency < 100 msec. To take advantage of the available educational 
services on-line, a school of 20 classes with 25 students each would therefore need-up to 700 Mbps 
for simultaneous use. For applications such as AR/VR at least 1 Gbps at <1 msec is needed.  
In order to complete and update the picture of the situation at present, we plan a specific research 
activity including a stakeholder survey, of which results will be published in deliverable D2.2 Needs 
Analysis.  

3.3.2 Access to resources and capacity 

Computers have changed the way teachers teach and the way students learn. Computers play a vital 
role in every part of education from administration and management over content creation to teaching 
and learning at school as well as at home, as was clearly demonstrated during the Covid pandemic. 
Computers have made teaching and learning easier, more accessible and more interesting than before. 
Computers in education allow for amongst other: 

▪ Access to resources anywhere anytime by means of the Internet, 
▪ Communication between all parties involved (administrator, teacher, student, parent…), 
▪ Creation of shareable teaching and learning materials, 
▪ Data processing, 
▪ Learning structural thinking, coding and programming,  
▪ Processing and presentation of information, 
▪ Storage of information, 
▪ Creation, use and re-use of audio-visual media.  

In present day learning and teaching access is essential, and the rate of access to computing devices in 
schools is therefore an indication of the school readiness for learning and teaching challenges today 
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and in the future. But the access to computing devices is not representing the whole picture. The 
following elements are contributing to a comprehensive ICT enabled school:  

3.3.2.1 Hardware availability:  

▪ Computers, tablets, electronic whiteboards, peripherals such as printers, scanners, cameras, 
storage devices, servers, all in proportion to the school size,  

▪ Secure and sufficient access to the Internet in proportion to the school size, 
▪ Wired and/or wireless LAN infrastructure network, enabling use of BYOD,  
▪ Qualified maintenance and service support, including updates and replacement plans.  

3.3.2.2 Pedagogy for technology enhanced learning  

▪ Pedagogical skills, 
▪ ICT supported teaching skills,  
▪ Suitable ICT based teaching and learning materials, content, and software,  
▪ Continuous professional development in technology enhanced learning and teaching.  

While the 2nd Survey of Schools: ICT in Education study carried out in 2019 on behalf of the European 
Commission in the framework of the Digital Education Action Plan provides data and evidence 
regarding digitisation in education in order to benchmark progress in ICT in schools in general in all EU 
countries, there is hardly any differentiation in the geographical conditions. Consequently, there is a 
lack of up to date, detailed and reliable information on the presence of computing devices at schools 
on a geographical level. Some countries have collected relevant but partial information (e.g. students 
per computers, computers per classroom or per school, Internet connectivity) but comparation is 
difficult because of the lack of data.  
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4 Scanning the horizon: looking for solutions 

In the first months of the LfE project, a small-scale survey was held amongst the LfE partners and a 
number of other stakeholders such as Ministries of Education or their representative agencies. This 
survey confirmed some observations and suggested a concise list of priority challenges. Common 
observations are that there are almost nowhere any systemic or specific training activities for newly 
hired teachers or in services training for teachers that work in rural context. Only few countries have 
initiatives specifically addressed to rural education (Italy and Spain). 

The following were mentioned as the most important challenges for rural education:  

▪ Creating an effective learning method in the multilevel classroom, 
▪ Management of the multilevel classroom,  
▪ Teacher training in general and specifically learning from peers, 
▪ Use of ICT to overcome isolation, 
▪ Networking amongst practitioners to exchange teaching practices and to train teachers,  
▪ Developing teaching strategies to improve cooperative distance education (ICT usage, distance 

learning methods in small group) 
▪ Strengthen the relationship between school and local community and administration.  

The Covid pandemic has furthermore resulted in a number of concrete key recommendations. 
▪ assess the resources necessary for a transition to distance or hybrid learning, 
▪ extend the co-operation or partnership between schools and other institutions or national 

pedagogical centres, 
▪ consider not only teaching but also health, welfare and assessment in the education 

processes, 
▪ adapt the mode of education based on the assessment of resources,  
▪ provide professional support and capacity building for teachers,  
▪ involve all stakeholders on all levels: for policy support as well as for the delivery of 

education itself,  
▪ devise a comprehensive  communication strategy. 

Access to education amongst other public services can add to the attractiveness of rural areas, it can 
contribute to local economic development and help rural communities adapt to new challenges and 
new opportunities. The alternative, decreasing the access to quality education in the rural area, may 
widen the existing rural-urban divide further. The typical small school size puts a number of challenges 
to administrators, principals, and teachers, while they often lack opportunities for collaboration among 
colleagues and for professional development, which is a key factor for quality and job satisfaction. 
Also, the inability of small schools to attract special educational needs support to students with 
learning or other disabilities is a disadvantage.  

Preparing a sustainable future for small schools with a decreasing student population is crucial for 
education provision in rural and remote areas. Digital technology has the potential to overcome spatial 
and temporal limits and can help in establishing school networks. It can thus provide solutions to 
support schools no matter where and when and in that way, help overcome isolation due to 
remoteness, by providing technology mediated learning opportunities for both students and teachers, 
combatting at the same time depopulation of rural areas.  

As we described in the previous chapter, the socio-economic and geographical factors, the financial 
and quality effect of smaller school sizes and the difference in resources in schools in rural areas 
compared to urban areas have an effect on student and teacher performance and motivation. 
Research suggests first of all the restructuring of small rural schools into school clusters or school 
networks. Secondly new forms of provision including digital approaches can bring more quality and 
flexibility to school provision in rural and remote areas. Furthermore, it will be necessary to keep 
teachers engaged to teach in these locations, for example by offering opportunities for exchanges and 
collaboration with their peers, but also for continuous professional development and access to 
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innovative learning and teaching materials and methods. Teachers remain at the heart of education 
and should be encouraged to enhance their digital skills and competencies to manage multi-grade 
classrooms and other new learning environments and so that they can facilitate new ways of learning 
for their students. 

Furthermore, essential in such approach is the availability and quality of digital infrastructure in rural 
schools: all students and teachers require broadband Internet access, being connected to the Internet 
is a prerequisite for schools to apply today’s innovative technology-based student centered learning 
methodologies using for example online learning platforms or other increasingly bandwidth-
demanding applications such as video streaming, video conferencing, extended reality, simulations, 
remote resource access and so on. Furthermore, all stakeholders, teachers, students, and parents also 
need access to digital devices as well as the digital literacy skills to be effective users.  
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5 Conclusions 

The research in this task reaffirms the conclusion that there is a gap between rural education and 
education in areas with a higher degree of urbanisation. The gap is multidimensional in both challenges 
as well as opportunities.  

5.1 Challenges for rural schools 

Rural schools are in general embedded in areas with a lower socio-economic status. This has 
consequences on all levels. Rural schools on average have less resources than other schools: the 
number of staff especially with particular expertise such as special needs or ICT, the level of equipment, 
the number of hardware, software and learning and teaching materials, the connectivity. This is in 
many cases caused by a lower level of financing or a higher degree of costs or simply the lack of an 
appropriate offer like in the case of connectivity.  

A larger number of especially young teachers in rural schools compared to other regions, stays shorter 
in these schools: remoteness, isolation or lack of career or development opportunities are the most 
important reasons for a higher turn-over in rural schools. Teachers have less opportunities for 
networking and access to (continuous) professional development (CPD) or in-service teacher training.  

Students don’t escape from the overall condition in which they live: on average they and their parents 
have a lower socio-economic status. Students show on average a higher level of truancy and a lower 
level of study results. They have a lower expectation of accessing higher education after their 
compulsory education, moreover rural students are less likely to complete a university degree.  

5.2 Opportunities for rural schools 

Teachers are in general more enthusiastic in their jobs, and happier with their financial condition in 
rural areas, and while young teacher show a higher degree of attrition, the older segment of the 
teacher population on average stays longer in the same school, and consequently have a longer 
teacher experience. Teachers in general show a higher degree of commitment to the job (with less 
absence and neglect) and a higher degree of involvement with the parents and other stakeholders in 
the community. Students in rural areas show a better school discipline (classroom behaviour and 
punctuality) and are in general more satisfied with life (wellbeing and belongingness).  

Schools are smaller with fewer classes per school and on average fewer pupils per class or per teacher. 
This is an important opportunity for a more personal learning and teaching relationship if this is 
supported by the competences and skills of the teachers. Contrary to what would be expected, is the 
average number of computers available per student on average higher in rural areas than in non-rural 
areas, but this may show an incomplete picture as it may not reflect the quality and quantity of use of 
these devices, the access to digital resources or to suitable connectivity.  

Schools are in general better embedded in the local community and can rely more on support from 
local stakeholders, parents and businesses.  

5.3 Conclusions 

Access to good quality education is one of the most important activities that contribute to make life in 
rural areas more attractive to increase the socio-economic level, to attract and retain a more diverse 
population, and to stop the depopulation in these areas. In order to build on the research outcomes 
describing the gaps and opportunities for rural education, and to develop, pilot and evaluate actions 
that address and effectively alleviate the gaps between rural and non-rural education without 
disrupting the existing opportunities, this preparatory action Learning from the Extremes will engage 
with the target community in rural areas in WP3 and WP4 by supporting small scale pilot projects that 
address one or more of the most important actions that are expected to have a positive impact on 
rural schools. These pilot projects will be grounded on the local needs and requirements of the local 
schools, and they will focus on one or more of the following aspects:  
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▪ Support teachers and school staff in their (continuous) professional development, and with an 
emphasis on digital learning and teaching competences and skills; 

▪ Provide networking and exchange opportunities for teachers and school staff; 
▪ Provide (online) access or guidance to high quality learning and teaching materials, 

methodologies and support, with a special focus on resources for science, technology, 
engineering, arts and mathematics education (STEAM);  

▪ Improve the quality and quantity of the ICT environment in the rural schools: provision of 
suitable broadband connectivity, access to networked devices, computers, local networking, 
peripherals, etc., appropriate software, reliable technical support and last but not least 
relevant training for all users and especially for teachers;  

▪ Encourage more intensive involvement of schools in the local community, the interaction with 
and support from local stakeholders: parents, local authorities, businesses; 

▪ Encourage clustering activities between rural schools and other schools and institutions to 
improve and complement capacity in the rural schools;  

In the Learning from the Extremes 80 rural schools in 10 European countries will receive funding to 
initiate a pilot project that will address one or more or all of these aspects that are expected to improve 
their teaching and learning practices. The project proposers will be invited to express in their own 
terms and wording their own conditions, needs and requirements by way of the project proposal they 
submit to receive funding. This will allow us to validate the findings in tasks T2.1 and T2.2 as well as 
the continuous desk research in WP2, of which the conclusions and final results eventually will be 
published in D2.3 Needs Analysis.  
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6 Next steps 

As a result of the preparatory work in task 2.1 and task 2.2 a survey form was created with a dual 
purpose: it formed the basis of the information collection in the Call for Financial Support to Third 
Parties (FSTP) which was published in May 2022. The same draft survey form will also be used as the 
basis for further information collection with subscribers and participants in the LfE pilots supported 
under the FSTP. The results will be used to validate the conclusions of this report, to enhance and 
complement these and to result in a conclusive report D2.3 Needs Analysis that relates the general 
research outcomes from this report with further research from the target communities, collected at a 
national and regional level, and from the schools and local level itself.  

6.1 Pilot participant survey 

1. School identification 

(Please add links and attach relevant documentation where relevant) 

1 School ID  

2 Address  

3 First name(s) and name(s)  

4 Email address(es)  

5 Target region or country  

6 NUTS classification?  

7 other classification(s)?  

2. Is the school participating in:  

(Please add links and attach relevant documentation where relevant) 

8 regional or national rural development 

programs that are targeted specifically at 

education?  

 

9 internationally funded programmes that 

are targeted specifically at education. For 

example World Bank? UNESCO? 

European Commission? 

 

10 regional or national support programs 

that are targeted specifically at ICT for 

schools? for rural schools? 

 

11 regional or national support programs 

that are targeted specifically at 
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broadband for rural areas? for schools in 

rural areas? 

12 regional or national support programs 

that are targeted specifically at capacity 

building for teachers and school staff?  

For example:  

• in general ICT,  

• in digital and media literacy,  

• in technical support,  

• in didactical and pedagogical 

support,  

• in creation, use reuse and of 

educational resources or teaching 

and learning materials  

• in collaborative teaching and 

learning and working, networking 

 

3. Additional School Information 

13 Number of Teachers:  
 

 

 Number of Pupils:  

 Number of Support staff:  

14 School level(s) 
(Use ISCED or Primary/Lower secondary/Upper 
secondary education) 

 

15 Number of classes  

16 Distance to nearest urban centre (in Km) 
(an urban centre is considered a larger city for banking, 

shopping, health care, entertainment…) 

 

17 School bus available?  

18 Public transport available?  

19 Broadband availability in town: which 

provider(s), type (DSL? Cable? WiMax…), 

quality offered 

 

20 Broadband availability in school: 

provider, type, quality 

 

21 Broadband availability in class?  
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22 Measure bandwidth availability in class: 
Please take 3 speed measurements on 3 different days: 

https://speed.measurementlab.net/#/  note results for 

Test Server, Download, Upload, Latency and 

Retransmission 

 

 

23 Is there Wi-Fi in school?  

24 Number of computers in school:  

• in total  

• for teaching (accessible to 

teachers) 

• for learning (accessible to 

learners) 

 

25 Is it allowed to bring your own device in 

class? Can pupils use their own laptop, 

tablet, smart phone in the classroom 

during the lessons?  

 

26 Is Qualified IT support available: 

• in school? 

• In town? 

• In urban centre?  

• Remote support? 

 

27 Is the school part of a 

cluster/association/network of schools?  

 

28 Is the school supported by a teacher 

training college, or a (regional) education 

centre for in-service teacher training or 

continuous professional development? 

 

29 Has the school carried out a SELFIE 

Assessment? Please add result 

 

30 Does the school participate in regional, 

national or international collaborative 

projects? eTwinning? Erasmus+? … 

 

https://speed.measurementlab.net/#/
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