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Introduction

In the past, some research summaries on the educational situation of small vil-
lages and small schools have been produced both in the international literature,
such as those by Harrison and Busher (1995) and Fickermann et al (1998), and
in Hungarian publications, such as those by Forray (1998, 2009), Imre (2009),
Janké (2011) and Andl (2020). Also, the digital curriculum introduced during
the COVID19 epidemic, the implementation of online education, and the con-
sequences of the transition or some aspects of the transition have been the sub-
ject of several studies in Hungary'. Some of these studies emphasised aspects
of equity (Hermann 2020; Kende et al. 2021), showing that the disadvantaged
situation of the municipality and the high proportion of disadvantaged pupils
(HH) and pupils with special educational needs (SNI) made it more difficult to
reach pupils, and that the existing disadvantages of pupils were exacerbated.
However, to our knowledge, the impact of the digital switchover process in
small schools has not yet been studied on a national or international level. Our
research, conducted in spring 2021 — when primary schools switched back to
distance learning — aimed to explore the implementation of distance education
methods in small schools in Baranya county with only lower (primary) grades
based on interviews conducted with the heads of the researched institutions.

! For example, Molnar et al. analysed the impact of distance education on the knowledge and skills of
students in grades 2-8 (Molnar et a. 2021), and N. Kollar examined the experience from the perspective
of teachers (N. Kollar 2021).

? An extended version of the study was published in Hungatian in Andl Helga, Laki Tamasné (2022):
Kisiskolak és a tavolléti oktatas [Swmall schools and distance education). 1n: Kéri, K., Botbélyova, D. & Gubo,
S. (eds): 13th International Conference of J. Selye University. Sections of Pedagogy and Informatics.
Komarno, Slovakia, J. Selye University. pp. 9-25. https://doi.org/10.36007/4133.2022.09
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Statistical data on the institutional scope of the survey
In the academic year of the research, there are twelve institutions where only
primary education is provided in Baranya county, with upper secondary stu-
dents having to attend another institution. In these small schools the propor-
tion of SNI pupils is higher than the county average; based on our experience
on the field, there are two main reasons for this. On the one hand, the ac-
ceptance of SNI pupils may mean stability/increase in the number of pupils
for institutions that are threatened with closure in more than one case; on the
other hand, parents are also looking for schools with a low number of pupils,
hoping that their children will receive more attention in these small institu-
tions. The proportion of disadvantaged (HH) pupils is also slightly above the
county average, but contrary to our preliminary assumption, the proportion
of pupils with a cumulative disadvantage (HHH) is lower. (Table 1.)

The data show that, although not typical, there are also some schools
with no SNI pupils and schools where the proportion of HH and HHH
pupils is below the national and county averages — a rather mixed picture for
the institutions studied. While on average it is true that the municipalities
in which the schools are located are disadvantaged in some respects, and in
many cases the institutions are largely disadvantaged, this is not the case for
all institutions.

Table 1. Number of primary school places
in Baranya county, October 2020 (own edit)

Number | Proportion of Portion | Portion Portion
Number ¢ " SNI il of HH | of HHH of HH
of schools | O PUP® F uptis pupils pupils | and HHH
(persons) ) %) ) | pupils (%)
Total number of
138 25.750 9,23% 8,27% 8,42% 16,70%

primary schools

Primary schools
with primary 12 320 11,87% 9,37% 4,68% 14,06%
education only

Sources: KIR-STAT, Oktatdsi Hivatal, https:/ | dari.oktatas.hu/ kozerdeku_index [2021.04.16.]

Small schools and distance learning

Aims, questions and methods of the research
The aim of our research was to explore the implementation of distance
(digital) education in small schools in Baranya county during the COVID-19
epidemic in the spring of 2021 based on the experiences and opinions of the
heads of institutions.
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The main research questions were:

-What is special about small schools with only a primary education in
terms of distance (digital) education?

-How are the institutions responding to the new challenges?

-What strategies do they use to reach students and ensure effective
teaching? How is equity, especially support for disadvantaged pupils and pu-
pils with special educational needs, ensured?

In our study, we reached ten schools out of twelve schools in Bara-
nya county with only primary education. The research was conducted during
the online education period from 8 March to 19 April 2021. The interview
method was chosen to explore the experiences of the heads of the institu-
tions: semi-structured interviews were conducted online with the heads of
ten small schools — member schools or sites — during the first half of April
2021. For the interviewees, being in it meant both a high degree of subjectiv-
ity and a more unreflective narrative, which, as we anticipated, could bring
them closer to the reality they experienced; thus, the ‘there and then’ strategy
allowed the interviewees to develop a less ‘combed through’ or ordered posi-
tion in their narratives.’

Results of the research
Some characteristics of the schools in the survey

Among the ten schools surveyed, there are nine schools operating in rural ar-
eas and one in an urban area. Most of the schools are state-run, one of them
is run by a religious institution. The smallest school has only 8 pupils, but
there are also schools with 69 pupils. All of these schools accept pupils from
other municipalities, while not all local pupils attend the local school. One of
the characteristics of small schools is that they teach in an undifferentiated or
semi-differentiated way: eight of the schools surveyed had groups of pupils,
although for the main subjects they usually use ‘group splitting’, i.e., they are
taught by year groups. Nationality education is also a feature of small schools
—itis often one of the schooling strategies (see Andl 2015) —, therefore, in Ba-
ranya county, which has a high nationality ratio, it is not surprising that seven
of the schools surveyed are German nationality schools.

? The interviews quoted in the study are followed by a letter of the alphabet in brackets to indicate the
school, in order to protect anonymity.
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Digital education at school — digital timetable, online lessons
There is a wide variation between schools in the implementation of digital
education. The most fascinating element of the implementation process is
the emphasis that this group of institutions has placed on the digital curri-
culum — which all schools have created — and held actual online lessons: only
one school is an exception, with nine schools having lessons every day of the
working week. Regular lessons were important for schools not only to keep up
with the curriculum, but also to maintain pupil’s regular schedules.

All the schools used the KRETA platform, but they did not necessarily
use DKT [DCS] (Digital Collaboration Space) for their online lessons; two
schools used Zoom, one used Skype, one used Facebook Messenger and one
used Jitsi, i.e., mostly those that had worked well in the previous distance
learning period. We also met schools that have their own web interface.

The clustered or semi-clustered groups of students that were typical in
face-to-face teaching scenarios have almost disappeared in online teaching: all
but two schools preferred a grade-by-grade breakdown, as it was considered
impossible or difficult to co-present different grades in the online space, at
least for the ‘core subjects’.

The timetable and the breakdown by year group did not allow for all
lessons in all subjects, but all schools insisted on keeping the ‘core subjects’
(Hungarian language and literature, mathematics), and German lessons were
also held in the schools with national minority education. In addition, different
subjects per school were included in the online timetable: environmental
studies, English, religion, technology, and singing were also taught online.
Some of these were optional: one of our interviewees (School I) simply told
pupils, “if you feel like singing or talking, come”. And one school systematically
combined group and individual lessons: group lessons usually involved 2-5
pupils and individual lessons were usually with a single pupil.

One of the biggest challenges was accountability, with three schools
reporting difficulties in this respect. All schools required students to produce
returnable/uploadable assignments (possibly in the form of a video), but
there were also examples of scanned quizzes and online essays.

The digital competences of the teachers
In their study on barriers to teaching mentioned that among teachers, Sza-
b6 et al. claim that teachers in the lower grades were the least prepared
to implement online education, due to the lower level of digital tools and
programmes in their classroom practice (Szabo et al. 2021). In our research we
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found that schools have made great efforts to develop teacher competences.
The digital competences of teachers vary widely, but it can be concluded from
the narratives of the interviewees that significant changes have taken place in
a year. Teachers have mostly increased their knowledge through self-organised
‘training’: in some cases the I'T teacher gave a quick in-house training session
the weekend before the switchover, in others, the wife of the head of the
institution, also a teacher, helped teachers:

“My colleagnes came to my our flat so they could learn it. My wife taught my two
colleagues and her colleagues how to use it. They were there until 8 o’clock at night.”
(School H)

Despite initial difficulties and fears, the knowledge and use of digital
platforms and programmes became commonplace, with the vast majority of
teachers showing a willingness to innovate.

Equipment at home, use of equipment

Hermann’s analysis based on data from the 2017 National Competency Sut-
vey and published in April 2020, following the introduction of distance learn-
ing, showed that around a fifth of primary school pupils had either no or
limited access to online education (Hermann 2020). This was confirmed by
the Osvath’s study which found that nearly a third of students were unable
to participate in digital education or were not able to participate adequately
due to a lack of equipment (Osvath 2020). The schools in our study were also
strongly affected by this problem, although the experience of the individual
institutions varied. Due to the situation of the municipality and the differ-
ences in pupil composition, we found a wide variation in the (digital) device
provision of families/students: ‘all families have more devices’ and ‘some de-
vices’ are the two extremes of the scale. Where there was a large shortage of
devices, schools were making and effort to ensure that students did not fall
behind completely in their learning. The most typical solution — and one that
has attracted the attention of schools that do not offer online classes — is lap-
top or tablet rental, which meant that even teachers’ laptops were distributed.

Even if they have the tools to learn online at home, there can be addition-
al problems, with many families not having a room or desk for their children:

“I¢ is a terribly poor family, and last year I could hear my colleague crystal clear as she
was giving a maths lesson, but I conldn’t hear the little kid, so I addressed the mum (...), I said:
can't you move the kid to another room (...) but the mum said they didn't have another room
(..) And then she put the kid in the kitchen. They did everything they could.” (School A)
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A bigger problem was that, although a governmental decree made inter-
net access free during the digital working hours, the most disadvantaged families
could not benefit from this, as the discount was only available on subscription.

“If they have the money, theyll upload to the system again. When it runs out, we
switch to postal. If the parents have the money, they upload again. 1t5s quite eclectic. We're
[lexcible so that the child, who comes first, doesn t get damaged in it.” (School H)

In response to the shortage of equipment and internet, three schools
have enabled the use of computers in school when needed:

“I hold a reception in the mornings. One by one, two by two, they come in and use the
school computers. I have everything from cameras to microphones and can help with home-
work. I'm there all morning and often in the afternoon as well (...) 1t is a family atmosphere,
and it is totally informal.” (School H)

As much as the schools tried to provide equipment, there were times
when they had to send the assignments by post. In addition, the lack of other
tools — such as paper, scissors, and glue —also made learning difficult, espe-
cially for pupils in primary education who had to do a wide range of manual
tasks at school. For children from families with a more disadvantaged socio-
economic status, it was of particular importance for schools to find alterna-
tive solutions, and several good practices were identified:

“T was happy to find out on Thursday [about next week’s changeover], and I
spent most of Friday photocopying for them. (...) I stayed up all Thursday night preparing
for arts and crafts, because these kids don’t have glue, scissors, drawing paper, colonred paper
at home, 1 prepared everything. 1 even wrote on the drawing paper that this was going to be
the bunny drawing. 1 gave them a spatula; 1 gave them cut ont coloured paper. Some of them
even returned a beautiful piece of work.” (School A)

Keeping in touch with families

Interviewees reported that while during the digital switchover in 2020 it was
more difficult to contact families; in three of the surveyed schools, interview-
ees were unable to communicate with some children and their parents. In the
school year of our research, there were no such problems: there were no
unreachable children in the schools surveyed. In four schools, contact
houts were offered in addition to online lessons to ensure that children could
be involved in some way in their education.

In order to help families, childcare was also provided by the schools,
with parents in five institutions using it on a permanent or temporary basis.
Overall, however, few families asked for childcare, one of the reasons being
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that some parents were unemployed. In addition, childcare was a problem for
the few staff in the school: if the teacher was teaching a lesson for others,
childcare had to be organised separately for the children in the school.

Support for schools; networking

Katalin R. Forray defines the relationship between the village school and the
local society in the following way: “Local schools are important factors in the develop-
ment of rural areas and in preventing cultural depopulation. The close, emotional attach-
ment of the population to the local small schools, which can be expressed in the form of
[inancial or physical sacrifices for the institutions, is a valuable element in the cobesion and
survival of the community (...) While it is true that each school is part of the local society,
the small school is, if one can put it this way, an even more important part of the social
environment.” (Forray 2009, 254 p.)

Bearing in mind the previous quote, our study attempted to tackle the
strong embeddedness of the small schools in the local community and their
close links with other services in the municipality which were evident during
the epidemic. Although the municipalities no longer run the schools, several
forms of support were present during the period under study. On the one
hand, the role of the village guardianship service, which took on the role of
‘mailing’ paper-based tasks, can be highlighted:

“And for the children in... the village caretaker comes every day for lunch, and he
also does the postman's job, so he does it for us, (...) he brings it to them and brings it back if
we ask_for something back. This is not new, it was like this before COVID.” (School A)

As mentioned above, the majority of the schools are German national
schools, so it is not surprising that support has also come from the national
minority municipalities. In addition to the municipalities, the schools could
count on the support of the family and child welfare services, especially in
engaging hard-to-reach children in the learning process, and one interviewee
highlighted the role of the school social worker.

According to a questionnaire survey of teachers conducted by N. Kollar
(2021), the help of a specialist with I'T skills was the most lacking among teach-
ers. However, in the schools featured in this study, we found the opposite was
true: the majority of schools received significant support from an I'T teacher
or a colleague with IT expertise. (N. Kollar 2021) The maintainer was only
mentioned by interviewees in connection with the digital timetable or the lend-
ing of equipment, and they did not ask for professional help, which was mostly
justified by their perennial peripheral situation, as one of them put it:

“T'm quite self-driven becanse my experience is that help always came later.” (School G)
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Those whom schools could really count on to help were the parents
— and here we should not just think of the exceptional case of an IT parent
creating a web interface for the school, but of the evidence of cooperation
that teachers have repeatedly experienced:

“If parents were not so flexible, we would be in big tronble.” (School B)

One example of cooperation was when a teacher asked for parental
help in delivering tests:

“One mother just took her daughter out for an evening walk to deliver their next
day’s test. And it was written on the envelope that you can only open it on the 25th and only
in_front of me.” (School I)

Also, an extraordinary donation from a former student was reported
in one school, although this was during the digital switchover in 2020: a for-
mer student and his father lent the school sixty laptops. With this help, all the
students had ‘their own’ laptops that they could work on.

What seems to be an untapped potential is cooperation with other pri-
mary education schools. This is not only a feature of the epidemic period, but
also of the general operation. In our view, professional cooperation, exchange
of experience and learning from each other’s good practices could signifi-
cantly change the situation of the institutions and strengthen their self-image.
An example of such an initiative can be seen in Italy, where the Movimento
delle Piccole Scuole (Movement of Small Schools) brings together geographi-
cally isolated schools and schools with a small number of pupils (Andl 2020)

Further challenges
The gravest challenge our interviewees identified, apart from teaching, was
providing emotional support to children and parents. On the one hand,
families were affected by individual tragedies and losses, and on the other
hand, the lack of contact with peers often required virtual meetings and con-
versations outside the classroom.

“With viral outbreaks come tragedies near and far. The children also feel the effects
of disconnection from community and friends. Increasingly, we also have the role of emo-
tional support. Both the children and the parents are tired.” (School ])

Many students were home alone, so it was particularly important that
teachers kept in touch with students:

“20% are home alone, third or fourth graders. First-graders and second graders are
not left home alone. They [the parents| then negotiate with their bosses, telecommute or
other things. But here, parents usually do physical work, and you can't do that from home.
You can't get off the tractor.” (School H)
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Emotional support was also needed because young students were diso-
riented by changes in their familiar environment and unexpected situations:

“Our children love going to school. They cried when the Prime Minister annonnced
that there will be no school. I've never seen anything like it, I'm telling you, 1 was crying
t90.” (School H)

Advantages and disadvantages of online education

Although there were significantly more disadvantages of online education,
the heads of institutions also listed advantages. The development of digital
competences of teachers and students was highlighted everywhere, and
the development of independent learning was mentioned by many. It is
worth mentioning the reflection of one of our interviewees that in some
respects they have entered a calmer period: the small teaching staff and the
low number of students put a lot of pressure on teachers and students in the
organisation of different programmes or even in the expected presence at
competitions, “we can pay more attention to what we are supposed to do, we are not the
entertainment industry” (School I).

Sorting out the disadvantages, our interviewees approached the situa-
tion from an emotional point of view: they “wiss each other” (School A). The
lack of physical presence in the common space, the lack of direct contact,
was the most frequent motive:

“Co-vibration is extremely important; it doesn’t come across like that here.” (School J)

In this context, a frequently mentioned disadvantage of online education
is that it is less conducive to the development of social competences. While
progress is being made with the curriculum, there is also falling behind, with
difficulties in teaching writing being a particular problem. At primary education
level, the foundation period is impaired, especially the development of fine
motor skills, and the teaching of writing is much more difficult. Assessment is
also difficult, as learning conditions vary widely, and the extent of parental sup-
port cannot always be identified. In addition, the differentiation that typically
operates in small schools is more difficult to achieve in the online classroom.

One of our interviewees pointed out that a great deal of attention had
to be paid to first grade pupils, as they were the ones who had not received
the usual pre-school preparation the previous year, when they were still in
kindergarten, and they had a big gap. Focusing on the disadvantages, the main
factors listed were the difficulties for pupils, but the administrative burden on
teachers and the increase in the time taken to prepare for lessons were also
reported by heads of institutions.
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The specific situation of small schools in im-
plementing online education
During our research, we found that the institutions studied tried to take ad-
vantage of being a small school in online education, which was largely re-
flected in flexibility and the search for flexible response options:

“I think the same [speciality of the school] as in normal education is flexibility.
At least we do it in a way that whoever needs what, we try to provide it. 1t may not be com-
Pletely regular, but we can manage. We have children here, if we can read in the afternoon,
we read in the afternoon.” (School F)

One head of an institution used the solution of cycling around before
class, dropping the tests in the postboxes, and then asking the children to go
to the postbox, open the envelope, solve the problem in front of the teacher,
put it back in the envelope and take it to the postbox. The teacher then went
round again and collected the papers.

The small class and school size also made it possible to take into account
the fact that in one school the timetable was set so that siblings’ classes were
not at the same time if possible. Similarly, in another school, the inclusion of
private lessons in addition to group lessons in the timetable proved to be a use-
ful solution. Our experience has been that differentiation and personalisation
in this institutional context are transposed from real to virtual spaces.

“The heart of the digital thing is that we're trying to somebow preserve the human
side of 1t.” (School J)

Szilveszter (2021) and his colleagues examined the educational success
of children from different socioeconomic families during the Spring 2020
distance education period. Their results showed that socioeconomic status
and educational attainment were not so much influencing factors, but rather
whether families could successfully adapt to the new situation, provide a calm
environment, develop a predictable schedule, and whether students could
maintain an appropriate level of motivation. The schools in our study have
sought to help families by ensuring that children’s school activities follow a
fixed timetable, largely in line with the practice of attendance education, with
daily online lessons being one of the main aims. Our previous examples have
also shown that a variety of tools have been used to support individual learn-
ing pathways to maintain and increase student motivation.

Conclusion
The introduction of distance education has been a major challenge for insti-
tutions which had to find broad solutions to a wide range of problems — and
this is of course also true for small schools with only primary education.
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The research shows that the institutions surveyed have been as flexible
as possible in adapting to the challenges and have made many efforts to en-
sure that all students participate in some form of learning, Family background
and school attitudes have a significant influence on the possibility of engaging
in digital learning, and the schools that were the ‘sites’ of the research have
sought to support families through regular contact. Nine out of ten schools
have provided daily online lessons and other opportunities to increase the ef-
fectiveness of education, with digital tools, platforms and programmes being
the most used options.

We have found that, although the disadvantaged location of the munici-
pality and the high proportion of disadvantaged pupils and pupils with special
educational needs make it more difficult to reach pupils (cf: Kende et al. 2021),
the small number of pupils, the strong embeddedness in the local society, the
intensive personal contacts and the differentiation (which is already a daily
practice), make it possible to give more opportunities for individual treatment
in small schools, and thus, for these opportunities were mostly used, aspects
of equity were strongly present in the institutions studied. In other words,
while the effectiveness of small schools is often questioned, we have shown
through the institutions included in the research that, in the unexpected situ-
ation of the pandemic, the characteristics of the small school setting can be
interpreted as opportunities that can induce effective solutions.
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