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Expression of interest

Title: Research into how small rural schools can be run efficiently
Project reference: 2018/019
Deadline for expressions of interest: Midday on 21st March 2018
Summary
Expressions of interest are sought to undertake research to improve understanding about the challenges facing small rural primary schools and how they can be overcome to run efficiently.  
Background
Evidence suggests that very small schools do not perform as strongly as other schools.  Those with an average cohort size of 7 or less (school size <50) are less likely than larger schools to be awarded an ‘Outstanding’ rating by Ofsted and have slightly lower mean attainment.   
Small rural schools face a number of challenges, which need to be overcome, these include:
· ability to manage cost base: they face the same cost pressures as other schools but have less capacity to make efficiencies relative to other schools;
· ability to withstand financial volatility: they are more vulnerable to pupil fluctuations (numbers and ability) and unexpected costs than large schools; and 
· Leadership and governance: they are likely to suffer from the same leadership challenges faced by other schools, but find it harder to attract good headteachers than larger, urban schools and have fewer governors (and potential trustees) from whom to choose.
There is a presumption against closure of rural schools so it is important to understand how schools have successfully overcome these challenges and share good practice across the sector.  
Research aims
The main aims of this proposed research are to:
· Identify an evidence base of good practice for individual schools and collaborations; and
· understand how interested parties assess the performance of small rural schools and their wider local contribution.
Methodology
Data collection method and definitions
This research will require qualitative interviews, which should be undertaken face to face. We think this will gain the necessary depth of information while minimising burden on the schools through being conducted on site, at agreed times and allowing financial data to be consulted.   The proposal is to interview the head teacher of small schools and the chair of governors.       
Definitions for this work
Small schools - having reviewed data and consulted the Church of England and Ofsted we propose to use the Ofsted definitions i.e. very small <50 and small 51-100.  
Rural schools - we will use the 2011 rural-urban classification of Census Output Areas (published in 2013) of rural areas - town and fringe, rural areas – village, rural areas - hamlet & isolated dwelling.
“Good” schools - Defining which small schools can be considered to be performing ‘well’ is difficult, due to the volatility of year-to-year attainment and progress scores that result from a very small cohort size.  We have a proposed definition and sample but this will be open for discussion.   
Proposed sample
Standalone schools
We will agree a sample of about 12 “good” stand alone schools. This will not be a perfectly representative sample and will involve a purposive sampling approach.  We propose to include variables such as size and school type.
Multi-academy Trusts
The research will include about 12 face-to-face interviews with MATs with a variety of structures including those consisting of: solely small primary schools; a combination of small and larger primary schools; a combination of secondary and small primaries; and faith-based. The target for interviews in each MAT will be confirmed once the target sample is agreed (likely to be CEO and senior finance lead and possibly head teachers)
Other stakeholders
Semi-structured interviews with stakeholders will allow a common set of questions but provide the flexibility to vary interviews depending on answers provided.  To reduce the resource demands for the project, these interviews should be completed via telephone. There are a number of other stakeholders who should be included: Local authorities, Dioceses and Regional Schools Commissioners.  
Timing
· Deadline for EOIs – 21st March - Midday
· Issue ITT – 23rd March 
· Deadline for bids - 5th April – 5pm
· Award contract 11th April
· Begin fieldwork in late May with most visits completed before the end of the summer term
· Final report due late October
Assessment criteria
Expressions of interest will be assessed against the following criteria: 
· Understanding of the Department’s requirement. 
· Capacity to develop an appropriate methodology and reporting approach 
· Evidence of experience of the proposed methods to be used. 
· Knowledge of the policy context. 
Each one of these criteria has equal weighting. 
· Expressions of interests submitted must be no more than 750 words – anything longer will be disregarded. 

	Closing date for EOIs: 21st March midday
Send your EOI form to: Robert.cirin@education.gov.uk



How to submit an expressions of interest
You must submit an expression of interest (EOI) in order to be considered to be invited to tender. To do so, please complete the NEW EOI Form which can be found under attachments. A submission of an EOI does not guarantee an invitation to tender and the Department does not routinely advise organisations that they have not been successful in being invited to tender. Feedback is however available on request. 
All contracts are let on the basis of the Department’s Terms and Conditions. You are encouraged to check these before submitting your expression of interest, as these form part of your contractual obligations.
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