
1 Rurality and 
G&T education

A fifth of all pupils in England are educated in rural 
environments. Rural schools have been defined as:

‘Those schools, often small, as identified by local factors 
where geographical location and sparse population 

can make networking and the delivery of effective 
provision problematic’.

National Rural Network for Gifted & Talented (2010)

Children and young people growing up in rural 
areas experience the same challenges as children 
and young people growing up in towns and cities. 
But rural schools often have characteristically 
different approaches to meeting the needs of their 
children and young people. 

According to the Commission for Rural 
Communities (2009), ‘rural schools are at the heart 
of many rural communities and play an important 
role which goes beyond the provision of education. 
A thriving school can be the focal point of 

community life and activity, underpinning village 
life and strengthening social and community ties’. In 
turn the community offers a significant resource on 
which the school can draw to develop the quality of 
their G&T provision.

There is however a clear disparity between more 
affluent and stable rural communities and those for 
which the current climate is one of anxiety due to 
rapid economic change, as traditional forms of rural 
employment come under threat, vital services close 
or relocate, and younger people are forced to move 
to urban areas. For some, low income, poor housing, 
inadequate services and limited transport 
characterise day-to-day living in the countryside. 

In this section we explore the implications of the 
challenges faced by rural schools in developing a 
positive strategy to meet the needs of their G&T 
learners.

What do we mean by ‘rural’?

www.ruralgandt.org.uk
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Creating Better Neighbourhoods
State of the Countryside Update

Challenges to schools

Patterns of achievement

Rural context
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Factor

Less competition between
schools (particularly in sparse
areas)

Limited capacity (small schools)

Urban pupils have the choice of more
local schools and these are therefore
likely to be more competitive 

Smaller schools may lack capacity to 
deal with specialised needs

Potential challenges
for schools

Limited focus on achievement for high 
attaining learners

Lower achieving learners concentrated 
in areas of deprivation
 
Lack of awareness or capacity to deal 
with the needs of more able learners

More dispersed local resources to 
support provision

Limited transport (particularly in
remote areas)

Reduced availability and high cost of
public transport in some rural schools

Reduction in participation in extended 
school provision

Difficulties in accessing external providers

Difficulties in developing and operating
networks of schools or learners

Smaller pool of staff to draw 
from (particularly in sparse areas)

Urban schools tend to have larger 
pools of available teachers, often with 
a broader range of specialisms

Problems of recruitment and retention to
leadership and specialist positions

Difficulties in matching staffing to needs 
and aspirations of learners

Smaller range of subjects taught
(particularly in small schools or
sparse areas)

Rural schools may be less able to 
provide a broad curriculum

Poor career opportunities and
lower aspirations in rural schools

Low aspirations caused by limited 
availability and ranges of jobs may be 
a problem in particular rural areas

Narrowness of outlook and timidity

Reluctance to challenge learners to 
seek high achievement

Glass ceiling effects

Lowered parental aspirations 
and life experiences in some 
rural areas

More limited range of experiences and
voices within the community

Perpetuation of low expectations of 
social mobility

Reluctance to aspire to high demand
occupations and courses

Local oportunities likely to be far more
limited in some remote areas

Lack of range and depth of
cultural experiences

Local capacity to deal with EAL learners 
and diversity likely to be more limited

Rural schools are less likely to have 
specialist provision for those with 
learning difficulties

Potential problems in accessing specialist 
support required for advanced learners

Difficulties in developing the cultural capital
required for high achievement and future
choices

Difficulties in addressing dual or multiple
exceptionalities

Disruption to learning in settings where 
support is not provided 

More homogenous ethnic makeup
(particularly in remote areas)

Inadequate support for pupils 
with SEN (particularly in 
sparse areas)

Difference from urban 
context

Rural G&T education

Difficulty in offering breadth and depth 
of curriculum

Difficulties in providing access to new
opportunities to identify hidden talent

Being in a rural environment clearly does not automatically place the 
school or its learners at a disadvantage - indeed there are many 
advantages. 

The following table considers how the recognised issues of 
disadvantage relate particularly to rural G&T education.
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How can we make it happen?

A transferable model 
This document and the accompanying website 
deliver practical ideas, which can be adopted by 
schools or adapted to suit their own context. Its use 
should enable schools to become more confident in 
their own capacity to meet the needs of G&T 
learners in a rural context.

In our experience, the core ideas behind what works 
are transferable from one setting to another but 
local contexts vary. What a good idea looks like in 
practice is determined by the context; there is no 
one-size-fits-all solution. 

High achievement is strongly related to many 
different factors, both within and beyond the school. 
Rurality is seldom an issue on its own; it interacts 
with many other factors.

In each section we raise issues that relate to what 
good G&T provision may look like and how these 
interact with a rural context. This is written to 
support a dialogue about how school provision can 
become more sensitive to the needs of rural 
learners.

1. Rurality and G&T education. 
Much of the literature on rurality focuses on barriers 
to learning and deficits, and on a distinctly limited 
comparison between rural and urban schools, 
tending to present the advantages of one as the 
problems of the other. This is far too simplistic to be 
of real use to schools looking to support their most 
able learners, so this guidance offers a more positive 
and transferable set of ideas.

2. Identification and rurality. 
The dangers of identification of G&T learners 
becoming an end in itself are explored, with a clear 
message that schools can make much better use of 
provision to enrich and expand the talent pool of 
the school. The section then guides schools into 
analysing how they can agree actions that will 
address any gaps that emerge in terms of their rural 
learner cohort.

3. Provision. 
This section seeks to identify the features of 
interesting practice in schools which are providing 
stretch and challenge for G&T learners with 
appropriate support for learners for whom access is 
an issue. It offers ways for schools to review the 
extent to which the curriculum is sensitive to a rural 
location, and the needs of rural learners, in terms of 
formal and informal learning opportunities, both 
within and beyond the classroom. 

4. Communities and parents. 
Many rural schools significantly enhance and 
extend their G&T provision through extensive and 
creative engagement with the local community that 
may effectively mitigate, for example, the influence 
of poverty on school attainment. The guidance 
provides a means to explore the idea of community 
as curriculum and school as community and how 
these critical aspects of provision in rural schools 
can be more fully developed.

5. Leadership. 
This section is designed to enable schools to look 
past any rural issues and problems. It is not about 
the search for a silver bullet or panacea, nor it is an 
attempt to mislead colleagues into believing that 
rural issues necessarily need a rural solution. Four 
strands for leadership are proposed in order to 
support constructive dialogue with the issues 
arising from rurality.
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