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Abstract

This article presents a systematic review of scientific literature and book
chapters addressing the situation of rural schools in Spain during the 21st
century. It focuses on analyzing their current status, the challenges they face,
and proposed strategies to improve rural education in the country. The method
employed is based on the PRISMA protocol, with specific inclusion criteria for the
rigorous selection of relevant studies and detailed data analysis. After reviewing
a total of 863 publications, 20 were selected for an in-depth examination of rural
education in Spain, highlighting the main challenges, identified opportunities,
and relevant educational policies. Among the conclusions, the crucial role of
rural schools as spaces for pedagogical innovation and community dynamization
is emphasized, with significant socio-educational potential. The need to provide
specific training for teachers working in rural settings is underscored, as well as
the importance of establishing an updated legislative framework that strengthens
their identity and resources. Priority is also given to addressing the digital divide
and promoting technological integration in rural schools to ensure quality
education in these contexts.
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Resumen

Este articulo presenta una revision sistematica de la literatura cientifica
y capitulos de libros que abordan la situacion de la escuela rural en Espafia
durante el siglo XXI. Se enfoca en analizar su situacion actual, los desafios que
enfrenta y las estrategias propuestas para mejorar la educacion rural en el pais. El
método utilizado se fundamenta en el protocolo PRISMA, en criterios de inclusion
especificos para la seleccion rigurosa de estudios relevantes y en un andlisis
detallado de datos. Tras revisar un total de 863 publicaciones, se seleccionaron
20 para examinar en profundidad la educacién rural en Espafia, destacando los
principales desafios, las oportunidades identificadas y las politicas educativas
relevantes. Entre las conclusiones, resalta el papel crucial que desempena la
escuela rural como espacio de innovacion pedagogica y dinamizacion comunitaria,
con un gran potencial socioeducativo. Se insiste en la necesidad de proporcionar
una formacion especifica para el profesorado que trabaja en entornos rurales y
en la importancia de establecer un marco legislativo actualizado que fortalezca
su identidad y recursos. Se destaca también la importancia de abordar de manera
prioritaria la brecha digital y promover la integracion tecnolégica en las escuelas
rurales para garantizar una educacion de calidad en estos contextos.

Palabras clave: escuela rural, educacion rural, revision sistematica, politica
educativa, Espana.

Introduction

Education in rural Spain has faced continuous challenges since the
nineteenth century due to educational policies that overlook the needs
of rural schools and exacerbate their lack of recognition and support.
There is a need to overcome economic, sociocultural and geographical
obstacles which defy more urban centric perceptions (Corchén Alvarez
et al., 2014). This systematic review aims to present a complete picture
of the rural school in the twenty first century through explanations of
the characteristic, challenges to and opportunities for this type of school
(Gonzalez et al., 2021).

Educational practice in rural schools is different to that in urban
schools (Abés y Boix, 2017; Castro, 2018; Chaparro y Santos, 2018; Garcia
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Prieto et al., 2 021) with advantages such as the use of the environment
as an educational resource and personalized attention to each pupil.
(Alvarez y Vejo, 2017; Selusi y Sanahuja, 2020). Personalized attention
and peer learning is key in rural schools (Ruiz y Ruiz-Gallardo, 2017).
Yet, combining educational levels in one classroom requires efficient
management of both time and resources (Uttech, 2003). Teachers
design activities adapted to different age groups (Uttech, 2003) and
foster interaction appropriate for each stage of development (Ruiz y
Ruiz-Gallardo, 2017). Although there are fewer students than in urban
schools, rural teachers often travel between different towns and villages,
establishing a special connection with the rural environment to develop
enriching educational experiences. (Hernandez, 2000) that highlight the
unique pedagogical importance of the rural school.

Rural schools are key agents in the fight against depopulation in rural
Spain (Barba-Sanchez et al., 2021), not only for educational purposes
in their regions but also to settle families in these areas, preserve
regional identities and contribute to social cohesion. They are of special
community and social value, carry out regulatory functioning and help
reduce inequality. (Berlanga, 2003). For a relevant analysis of the situation
of rural schools in twenty-first century Spain, we should delve into what
they mean both pedagogically and at communitarian and social levels
considering the legal framework built around them. From the Moyano
Education Law in 1857 until the General Education Law of 1970, the
model of the unitary classroom was installed up and down the country.
This led to the concentration of schools in certain rural areas and the
disappearance of those with less students (Santamaria, 2012). The
organization for groups of rural schools (Colegios Rurales Agrupados
(CRA) began in 1986 with the Spanish law (Real Decreto 2731/1986) to
improve education management in rural areas. Spanish education laws
like “LOGSE”, “LOE” and “LOMCE” refer to rural schools in several articles
of law and the last few decades have seen an increase in references to
quality of rural education (Santamaria, 2014). The most recent education
law “LOMLOE” highlights the importance of rural schools and the need
to train teachers and provide them with adequate resources.

Research on rural schools in Spain is scarce although researchers like
Santamaria-Cardaba y Sampedro (2020) have looked at characteristics
and considered challenges. Carrete-Marin y Domingo-Pefafiel (2021)
have studied technical resources in rural schools. Ferrando-Félix et al.
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(2019) explored the importance of physical education in rural schools
and earlier research, like that of Feu (2004) y Alvarez-Alvarez et al. (2020)
point out historical and contextual limitations in education in rural Spain.
Gonzalez et al. (2021) helped to analyze the role of the teacher and their
relationships with the rural community.

To research this topic, we carried out a systematic review at three
levels of analysis based on Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Theory (1986),
micro, meso and macrosystemic to describe the current situation and
then analyze public policies in relation to rural schools in Spain. Our
main objective is to carry out a systematic review of the research to
date and assess the realities of the Spanish rural school in the twenty
first century in two ways. First, by analyzing the academic research that
targets the main challenges to education in a rural setting in the twenty
first century and secondly, by analyzing research on policies, initiatives
and proposals to improve education in the rural setting.

Method

Systematic Review Design

To carry out this systematic review, the PRISMA (Preferred Reporting
Items for Systematic reviews and Meta-Analysis) for systematic revision
and metanalysis was used (Sanchez-Serrano et al., 2022; Page et al., 2021).
Methodology was qualitative to systematically identifyand structure
content taken from scientific publications.

Inclusion Criteria

The following inclusion criteria were established to guarantee updated
literature relevance, appropriate in the context of rural education in
Spain in the 21* century.

a. Sources: Peer-reviewed scientific articles published in indexed
scientific journals and academic book chapters, ensuring reliable
information that stands up to rigorous assessment.

b. Methodological design: Qualitative, Quantitative and Mixed
Methods studies allowing for broad and deep understanding of
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rural education in Spain. Grey literature, systematic reviews and
scientific articles that did not provide a detailed explanation of
their research methodology were excluded.

c. Date of Publication: Only those articles published after 2000
reflecting the current situation of rural education in the twenty
first century, recent policies and new developments were included.

d. Languages: Studies published in either Spanish or English for
easier comprehension and analysis.

e. Related terms: Studies must contain terms related to the semantic
field of “the rural school”, guaranteeing total relevance for our study
field in form and substance. Studies carried out in a rural schooling
environment yet lacking information on the characteristics and
particularities of rural schools were excluded since they focused
on the theme of rural schooling as opposed to the specific context
of rural schools.

f. Spotlight on Spain: Studies should be centered on the characteristics
and situation of rural education in a Spanish region to meet study
objectives.

Search Strategies

This exhaustive search was carried out in academic data bases such as
Scopus, Web of Science, ERIC, Dialnet, Redalyc and Google Scholar, using
a search strategy adapted to cover a wide range of relevant sources.
The search equation used with Boolean operators was as follows:
(“escuela rural” OR “instituciones educativas rurales” OR “ensefnanza en
zonas rurales” OR “rural education” OR “educacion rural”) AND (“Spain”
OR “Espafnia”) AND (“desafios” OR “oportunidades” OR “challenges”
OR “opportunities” OR “estrategias” OR “politicas” OR “strategies” OR
“policies” OR “mejorar” OR “improving”).

Stages of the Systematic Review
The following review stages were developed using the same protocol:

1) Definition of the research problem, 2) Design of a protocol for the
systematic review, 3) Shortlisting and selection of studies, 4) Information
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extraction, 5) Analysis and assessment. In the first phase, the field of study
was defined focusing on the questions and objectives posed beforehand.
The process involved the review of the relevant literature and an assessment
of antecedents and contexts to establish a solid theoretical framework.
This defining process established the base for the development of our
methodology and posterior development of our study.

In the second phase dealing with the protocol design of the systematic
review, we described the steps to take while searching for relevant
literature, the inclusion and exclusion criteria, the consulted databases,
search equations and search strategies.

In the third phase, shortlisting and selection of studies, we proceeded
to search for studies following the already established protocol. Articles
with the same title were discarded or shortlisted based on the inclusion
and exclusion criteria. This process was carried out independently by
both researchers to minimize bias and error. A review of the concordance
and difference between both reviewers” selected literature was later
carried out to establish a final sample.

In the fourth phase, information extraction, a data extraction sheet
was drawn up to register data, methodically and systematically collected
from the included studies. The areas included on the sheet were, study
title, authors, publication date, research methods and key findings.

In the fifth phase, analysis and assessment of the information, a detailed
analysis of all registered data taken from studies included in the research
was carried out. Tendencies, patterns and key findings were identified
using Atlas.ti, version 23, as working software to organize and analyze the
information. During this phase, a critical assessment of analyzed data and
constant review of the categorization and recategorization process were
carried out. Finally, all this information was set down in the scientific article.

Results

We compiled 863 publications from diverse data bases during the initial
phase of research. Duplicates were eliminated leaving a total of 648
publications This selection was carried out in two stages, first a shortlist
based on titles and abstracts and the second, after an analysis of the
complete text. We found 97 studies that met our research criteriawhich
we analyzed in detail. 20 studies out of those 97 were selected for the
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FIGURE I. PRISMA flow diagram for article selection

Studies identified through the
criteria —»| Duplicates are removed.

n=2863

Studies identified Screening by titles and abstracts:
n=648 - Systematic reviews are excluded.
- Grey literature is excluded.

Studies identified
n=221

Screening with full-text article review:
—P - Sufficiency criteria: Articles that
address the topic in a very specific
manner and do not provide general
1 information are excluded.

Final screening:

—P - Methodological criterion: Articles
that do not detail the method are

excluded.

1 - Relevance criterion: Articles must

Studies identified
n=97

provide knowledge about rural
schools in Spain.
- Concordance among researchers is
Final sample reviewed.
n=20

Source: Own elaboration.

systematic review. Figure I shows results for the basis of the systematic
review comprising relevant quality studies specifically targeting the
situation of rural education In Spain in the 21* century and the challenges,
opportunities, strategies and policies involved.

General characteristics of selected studies

The final sample included 20 articles published between 2014 and 2022 (see
Table I). 18 studies were written in Spanish and 2 in English, most of which
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aimed to describe, know or analyze the diverse variables linked with the
rural school such as, the current situation, teacher training and satisfaction,
the use of information and communication technologies (ICT), the use of
textbooks, PISA results, students” interests, inclusion exclusion processes
and innovation. Only one of the article objectives was linked to investigative
action. Most of the 20 studies employed quantitative methods (10), followed
by qualitative methods (6) and finally, mixed methods (4). The most common
data sources came from the teachers themselves because from their position
as teachers, they have access to data relevant to the study perspectives.
Students, directors, advisors and parents were sources least consulted in the
studies analyzed. Although the important role of the rural schools in each
region was identified, no members of the rural community were interviewed
in the articles. Finally, the main conclusions present relevant data on rural
schools and will be analyzed in detail during code analysis.

Results by category and code

Through an in-depth analysis of the articles using both open and axial
categorization considering the central category, reality of the rural school,
we generated codes for the 4 initial categories: 1) current situation of
Spanish rural schools, 2) challenges to rural schools, 3) opportunities for
rural schools and 4) policies, initiatives and proposals for improvement. We
then calculated the frequency of citations for each of the codes (see Table
ID. The total number of citations came to 624 and those with the greatest
number of citations were as follows: lack of training and short teaching
stays (68), the current rural school (64) and the visible school (61).

The Current Situation of the Spanish Rural School

In twenty first century rurality, concern about the possible extinction of
the rural school due to depopulation caused by migratory flow towards
cities persists (Tamargo et al., 2022). However, some authors like Alvarez-
Alvarez et al. (2020), Morales-Romo (2017) y Santamaria (2020), describe
a new, heterogeneous rurality. There has been a change from agrarian
economies to economies based on tourism, leisure and second homes,
causing temporary forms of settling (Alvarez-Alvarez, 2020; Alvarez-
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TABLE 1. Frequency of citations by code

CATEGORIES CODES NUMBER OF
CITATIONS
1. Current Situation of the 1.1. Rurality in the twenty-first century 29
Spanish Rural School 1.2. Rural schools today 64
1.3. Validity of rural schools 24
2. Challenges 2.1. Lack of resources 36
2.2. Lack of training and short-stay teachers 68
2.3. Lack of students 17

2.4. Curriculum and teaching programme adjustment | 25

2.5. Isolation and geographical dispersion 24
2.6. Dualisms: global/local, traditional /innovation, 45
rural/urban
2.7. The invisible school 29
3. Opportunities 3.1. Openess to innovation 34
3.2. Technologies 17
3.3. Statements from international organisms 13
4. Policies, Initiatives and 4.1. Administration policies and initiatives 39
Proposals 4.2. Community, family and school 59
4.3. The visible school 61
4.4. Improvement Proposals 40

Source: Own elaboration.

Alvarez et al., 2021; Garcia et al., 2017; Morales-Romo, 2017). Rural
areas are seeing the influence of new technologies, visibility of women,
changes in communication and transportation systems and a certain
hybridization process of the rural and the urban (Alvarez-Alvarez et al.,
2021; Morales-Romo, 2017).

Rural schools today are presented in diverse ways, which makes
categorization difficult (Alvarez-Alvarez y Vejo-Sainz, 2017; Alvarez-
Alvarez et al., 2020; Garcia Prieto et al., 2017; Lorenzo et al., 2017; Monge
et al., 2020). Some authors prefer to refer to them as “schools in rural
environments” (Bustos, 2007; Martinez y Bustos, 2011; Garcia, 2015, cited
in Alvarez-Alvarez y Gémez-Cobo, 2021). Diverse forms of organization
like Grouped Rural Schools (CRA), State-run Rural Schools (CPR), Early
Learning and Primary Schools (CEIP), Rural Schools for Educational
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Innovation (CRIES) and multigrade classrooms that vary depending on
the context, have all been identified (Alvarez-Alvarez, 2017; Garcia Prieto
et al., 2021; Matias Solanilla y Vigo Arrazola, 2020; Moreno-Pinillos, 2022;
Pedraza-Gonzalez y Lopez Pastor, 2015; Raso et al., 2015; Raso et al.,
2017). Among these characteristics, cultural diversity due to repopulation
processes is currently highlighted (Alvarez-Alvarez y Vejo-Sainz, 2017;
Garcia et al., 2017; Moreno-Pinillos, 2022). The use of textbooks and
information technologies is increasing (Alvarez-Alvarez y Vejo-Sainz,
2017; Raso et al., 2015), as is investment in more modern infrastructure
(Raso et al., 2014; Tahull y Montero, 2018).

The validity of the rural school is evident with its flexibility and
adaptability, making it essential for students and communities alike
(Manzano y Tomé, 2016 cited in Lorenzo et al., 2017). It contributes
notably to keeping rural territories active (Morales-Romo, 2017). Families
are placing ever increasing value on the rural school, thus avoiding
migration to urban areas in search of a higher quality education (Alvarez-
Alvarez y Vejo-Sainz, 2017).

Challenges

The lack of resources describes the lack of educational material or material
adapted to a rural environment. Difficulties in accessing the internet in
certain rural areas and deficiencies in infrastructure and installations are
also mentioned (Alvarez-Alvarez y Vejo-Sainz, 2017; Alvarez-Alvarez et al.,
2020; Alvarez-Alvarez et al., 2021; Garcia et al., 2021, Pedraza-Gonzalez
et al., 2015; Monge et al., 2020; Raso et al., 2015; Raso, et al., 2022).

The lack of specific training and the problem of short stay teachers
are key challenges to rural schools (Alvarez-Alvarez y Vejo-Sainz,
2017; Morales-Romo, 2017; Raso et al., 2014). Teachers coming to this
environment often know very little about the rural world, suitable teaching
methods or information technologies (Alvarez-Alvarez et al., 2021). They
are recommended to acquire competences in the fields of Sociology
and Psychology (Alvarez-Alvarez et al., 2021). Even those teachers who
do have experience in a rural environment often lack adequate ICT
training (Raso et al., 2014). This lack of experience is common to both
teachers and directors, who have usually worked in urban environments
beforehand (Gonzalez et al., 2021; Monge et al., 2020; Pedraza-Gonzalez
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y Lopez Pastor, 2015; Raso et al., 2015). Job dissatisfaction and this lack
of experience and training turn rural schools into centres for short term
teaching posts with a constant coming and going of staff (Raso et al.,
2015).

The lack of students is another worry since the existence of schools
depends on the number of students. Such reduced numbers, multigrade
classrooms and unitary classrooms bring challenges for designing,
working with and evaluating several grades at the same time. Yet, it is
important to mention that working with a reduced number of students
fosters innovation and allows for attention to diversity (Alvarez-Alvarez y
Vejo-Sainz, 2017; Pedraza-Gonzalez y Lopez Pastor, 2015; Matias Solanilla
y Vigo Arrazola, 2020, Morales-Romo, 2017; Moreno-Pinillos, 2022). The
scarcity of students has caused administrations to consider how much
they invest and thereby increase student ratios by grouping schools
together (Morales-Romo, 2017).

Houw the curriculum, content and teaching programmes are adequately
adjusted is another key challenge. Firstly, because the content is not
related to the context (Alvarez-Alvarez y Vejo-Sainz, 2017; Garcia et
al., 2021; Pedraza-Gonzalez y Lopez Pastor, 2015) and secondly, all the
necessary teaching programmes are developed by one teacher, which
complicates their workload.

Isolation and geographical dispersion pose the challenge of the
distances between certain areas Alvarez-Alvarez et al., 2020; Alvarez-
Alvarez et al., 2021; Lorenzo, et al., 2017; Morales-Romo, 2017; Monge et
al., 2020). This makes student socialization processes with other children
from other towns and villages impossible. It is also an impediment for
access to culture and different recreational activities, (Monge et al., 2020;
Moreno-Pinillos, 2022; Raso et al., 2015) generating professional isolation
(Alvarez-Alvarez y Vejo-Sainz, 2017; Pedraza-Gonzilez y Lépez Pastor,
2015). This isolation leads to exhaustion in the itinerant teachers since
they must travel between schools (Morales-Romo, 2017).

The rural school is confronted with dualisms that define their identity
and future. They must opt between keeping their traditional rural
identity or adopting more urban characteristics (Monge et al., 2020). The
grouping strategy is another cause for dilemma since it may cause the
invisibilization or even the disappearance of certain particularities in the
different contexts (Santamaria, 2020). Educational reflections are centred
on preserving local identity as opposed to adapting to any other context
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(Garcia et al., 2017; Lorenzo et al., 2017; Raso et al., 2014; Tamargo et al.,
2022). Students face the uncertainty of working in the rural environment
or migrating, given the limitations for economic activity (Lorenzo et al.,
2017). The technological divide is another challenge since access to the
internet is limited which impedes the use of computers (Raso et al.,
2014). Educational quality is also measured in the same parameters as for
urban schools, reinforcing a more metrocentric vision, which limits rural
development (Garcia et al., 2017; Lorenzo et al., 2017; Morales-Romo,
2017; Moreno-Pinillos, 2022).

The rural school has been invisibilized by urban schools as shown
in PISA (2015) reports or in legislation where it is barely mentioned
(Morales-Romo, 2017; Pedraza-Gonzalez et al., 2015; Moreno-Pinillos,
2022; Santamaria, 2020). The rural school “is plunged into the shade”
(Pedraza-Gonzalez y Lépez Pastor, 2015, p.5). This invisibilization
becomes more tangible when the administration gives greater support
to urban schools through investment and public policy (Morales-Romo,
2017). They even seem to be forgotten by academia since there is very
little research on the topic (Monge et al., 2020) and, in some cases, they
seem to be disadvantaged because of where they are situated in the
Spanish territory (Moreno-Pinillos, 2022).

Opportunities

The rural school s openness to innovation with teachers intent on creating
collaborative actions to facilitate learning (Alvarez-Alvarez y Vejo-Sainz,
2017; Garcia et al., 2021; Morales-Romo, 2017; Moreno-Pinillos, 2022;
Pedraza-Gonzilez y Lopez Pastor, 2015; Raso et al., 2014; Raso et al.,
2015) must be highlighted. This innovation goes from teacher training to
the use of technologies to overcome isolation or promote relationships in
the environment Alvarez-Alvarez y Vejo-Sainz, 2017; Garcia et al., 2021).
The idea that these innovations may first arise in the rural school is also
considered since teachers take advantage of the small numbers of students
to propose less conventional ideas (Garcia et al., 2021). Along the same
lines, the arrival of new technologies provides a valuable opportunity
to access and create didactic resources, bring communities from other
territories together and discover other realities (Alvarez-Alvarez y Vejo-
Sainz, 2017; Raso et al., 2015).
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Finally, it is important to point out the declarations made by
international organisms on the importance of the rural school. For
example, UNESCO, the EU territorial Agenda 2020 or The Food and
Agricultural Organization (FAO) have pointed out the importance of
maintaining the rural contexts as “guardians of the territory” (Santamaria,
2018, p.6). Over the last 20 years, Spanish rural areas have received
funding from the European programmes (LEADER2 y PRODER3)
(Morales-Romo, 2017).

Policies, Iniciatives and Proposals

Regional administrations have implemented improvement proposals to
improve aspects of rural schools. For example, Las Directrices Generales
de la Estrategia Nacional frente al Reto Demografico (General Guidelines
of the National Strategy for Demographic Challenge) have suggested
contemplating the demographic impact in all their laws (CGRD, 2019,
p. 42, cited in Santamaria, 2018). El Instituto Nacional de Tecnologias
Educativas y Formacion del Profesorado (National Institute for Educational
Technologies and Teacher Training) offers teacher training programmes
and the Centres for Educational Innovation ((CRIes) provide experiences
such as cinema, bilingualism and robotics (Alvarez-Alvarez y Vejo-Sainz,
2017; Pedraza-Gonzalez y Lopez Pastor, 2015). Initiatives to integrate ICT
into rural schools such as El Plan Andaluz de Introduccién a las Nuevas
Tecnologias de la Imagen y la Comunicacion (PAINTIC) (Andalucia Plan
for the Introduction of New Image and Communication Technologies)
have been promoted along with the programmes REDAULA y AUL@BUS,
and the creation of different ICT centres (Raso et al., 2015, p.3).
Itinerant teachers may also obtain benefits such as reduction of
teaching or complementary hours and some councils provide economic
incentives to teachers living in these rural areas (Alvarez-Alvarez et al.,
2021). A solid policy from the Education and Technical Training Ministry
is necessary to provide the required specialist training for these teachers.
The school-family-community relationship is still crucial (Alvarez-
Alvarez y Vejo-Sainz, 2017), with strong commitment from the families
(Alvarez-Alvarez et al., 2021; Morales-Romo, 2017) and empbhasis on direct
contact and collaboration in difficult situations (Garcia et al.,2017; Matias
Solanilla y Vigo Arrazola, 2020; Monge et al., 2020; Moreno-Pinillos, 2022;
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Raso Sanchez et al., 2017). Teachers have proposed measures like including
parent representation in coexistence commissions (Matias Solanilla y
Vigo Arrazola, 2020; Moreno-Pinillos, 2022; Tahull y Montero, 2018).
The community also plays a significant role by integrating local culture
into the school through collaborative projects (Morales-Romo, 2017) and
collaborations with different entities (Alvarez-Alvarez y Vejo-Sainz, 2017;
Alvarez-Alvarez et al., 2020; Pedraza-Gonzilez y Lopez Pastor, 2015;
Santamaria, 2020). Collaborative work is also fostered among teachers with
groups for professional updating and the creation of networks of rural
schools at state level (Alvarez-Alvarez y Vejo-Sainz, 2017). To integrate local
culture into the curriculum, initiatives like “Comunidades de Aprendizaje”
(Learning Communities) and “Trabajo por Proyectos” (Working Projects)
(Moreno-Pinillos, 2022; Morales-Romo, 2017) are highlighted.

Improvement Proposals emphasize the need to investigate in
collaboration with educational institutions and to convert the rural schools
into “centres for research” (Moreno-Pinillos, 2022). The importance of
policies and economic resources (Alvarez-Alvarez et al., 2021; Raso
Sanchez y Santana Aranda, 2022) has been underlined as well as the
creation of networks between different regions to promote collaboration
among education centres (Moreno-Pinillos, 2022). The importance of
maintaining rural identity as part of the curriculum and develop didactic
material to that end is highlighted (Garcia et al., 2021; Santamaria, 2018),
as is training of teachers in rural themes and technology (Alvarez-Alvarez
et al., 2021). Reflections are made on the necessity to reinforce processes
of project exchange between rural and urban schools (Santamaria, 2018)
while calling for greater participation in subsidized projects (Alvarez-
Alvarez y Vejo-Sainz, 2017).

Finally, we highlight the rural school as a visible model in different
areas. These schools can be examples of curricular adaptation,
methodological innovation and management of student diversity, as well
as collaboration with the community, families and other professionals
(Alvarez-Alvarez et al., 2021; Garcia et al., 2021; Santamaria, 2018; Tahull
y Montero, 2018). Interactions among students of different age groups,
teacher initiatives and collaborative work leads to closer relationships,
strengthens autonomy and fosters solidarity, which contributes to higher
education levels and effective curricular adjustments (Tahull y Montero,
2018). These achievements can be observed in areas which urban schools
are still exploring how to approach.
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Conclusions

Considerations on the potential of urban schools are promoted by voices
in educational centres, institutions and universities (Boix, 2004). Although
they undergo the same economic and symbolic marginality as the rural
environment itself, the rural school stands out as a space for pedagogical
innovation (Beach y Vigo-Arrazola, 2018) and as a dynamic force behind
rural communities (Santamaria-Cardaba y Sampedro, 2020).

Despite some isolated cases of specialist teacher training in rural
education (Villalustre y Del Moral, 2011), it is essential to include subjects
dealing with the rural context to the teacher training curriculum. Training
rural teachers is crucial (Santamaria-Cardaba y Sampedro, 2020), yet
university training on education in rural schools is perceived as scarce
and insufficient (Ruiz y Ruiz-Gallardo, 2017).

In the study by Monge et al. (2022), where 2224 study guides from
the university degrees of Early Teaching and Primary Teaching in Spain
were analyzed, it was revealed that university teacher training did not
guarantee the necessary competences for working in rural schools. This
indicates the sparse attention given to this context in teacher training
programmes (Moreno, 2020). The rural school is notably absent in the
list of educational competences that a teacher should achieve during
teacher training since few related subjects are taught. (Anzano et al.,
2022). Training in rural education is essential and urgently needs to be
included in teacher training programmes as seen in some pioneering
universities.

In the context of the rural school diverse conceptions based on
“hypothesis” and “false beliefs”, lacking rigorous analysis through
reflexive and critical training, can be observed (Abés, 2011). These beliefs
may even affect the pupils, reporting lower interest levels and academic
expectations in young people in rural areas than in urban areas (Tamargo
et al., 2022). A current general framework on the legislation and rural
educational models should be established, ensuring a socio-territorial
voice backed by training models, post assignation and incentives suitable
for rural teaching staff (Lorenzo et al., 2021).

The issue of the rural school transcends the lack of specific training
for teaching staff. It must also deal with new inexperienced short-term
teachers who have no sense of belonging. This threatens the identity of
these institutions (Heredero et al., 2014). The lack of resources, means,
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material, infrastructure, short-staffed schools and the lack of legislation
makes teaching in these schools a tough challenge.

Not only is adequate training important but a sense of commitment
and belonging is also key since settling teachers in rural schools in Spain
is crucial for maintaining close relationships and collaboration among
educators and local communities (Rothenburger, 2015).

The scarcity of literature available on rural education in the Spanish
educational context becomes very evident when compared to research in
areas like ICT, basic competences or coexistence in educational centres
(Bustos Jiménez, 2011).

The rural school in Spain faces challenges due to the constant
changes in educational legislation influenced by the different political
parties down through the years of democracy in the country. The
intervention of some political parties and trade unions in support of rural
education (Feu, 2004) as well as the need for political stability and an all-
encompassing “Pacto de Estado” (State Pact) (Boix y Domingo-Pefafiel,
2015) is essential.

The rural school has great potential, especially as an organization
that can optimize limited resources and allow for more coordinated
working environments (Gonzidlez et al., 2021). Currently, lifestyles
and customs in the rural school are undergoing gradual urbanization
(Bustos Jiménez, 2009).

The digital divide worries the directorate (Del Moral et al., 2023).
It is necessary to push forward with the transformation of classrooms
by integrating technology (Fardoun et al., 2014), and new learning
environments that provide resources to enhance educational achievement
in rural settings (Carrete-Marin y Domingo-Penafiel, 2023). We must
develop new ways to facilitate multigrade learning and promote digital
competence with the unique characteristics of the rural school in mind.
We recommend setting up teacher support networks to foster effective
resource exchange and continuous training in new technologies to push
educational innovation forward (Carrete-Marin y Domingo-Pefafiel,
2021). This can already be seen with the advent of Artificial Intelligence,
which may be either a valuable teacher tool or a source of conflict due to
lack of adequate training, dependence on connectivity to the internet, the
need to adapt it to rural characteristics and human intervention (Montiel-
Ruiz y Lopez, 2023).
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Limitations

This research focuses on rural schools in Spain after 2000. There are
limitations to the study in relation to the sample of analyzed articles.
We have observed, in quite a few cases, that emphasis is placed more
on the study theme than on the rural context itself. For example,
several studies concentrate on didactic aspects but omit relevant
data on school life in rural environments. We have also found studies
describing very specific local contexts, which makes it difficult to
extrapolate the results to a national level. For this reason, we excluded
those studies with results that could not be generalized, maintaining
those contributing to the study of the rural school as a whole.

Prospective

We have looked at different proposals that we will now summarize. It
is essential to work on comprehensive support policies for the rural
school, not only to repopulate “Espana vaciada” (Abandoned Spain) but
also to promote identity and give visibility to these institutions. Teacher
training programmes based on successful experiences of rurality in
a proper rural context, as opposed to a more urban context. must be
prioritized.

It is necessary to continue with this line of effective research
involving systematic review on didactics and strategies which can
bring current innovations in the field to light. However, it is also
essential to transcend descriptive or correlational studies and start to
design research using methods like the systemization of experiences
and participatory action research. The former generates knowledge
through practice, which would allow rural schools to show how
they, themselves, understand the rural school and to share useful
strategies with urban institutions. The latter allows for transformation
and change in response to the needs of the context. Both research
methods guarantee the effective transfer of knowledge along with the
practical applications of said knowledge inside the study field.
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