Professor Toby Greany and Dr Mike Collins – Written Evidence on Falling Primary School Rolls – FPS0019
Note on evidence. This response draws on early insights from on an ongoing research study into mixed age teaching in primary schools being undertaken by the National Foundation for
Educational Research (NFER) and the University of Nottingham. The research is funded by the Nuffield Foundation and began in January 2026. It is set to complete in July 2027. At this stage, we have completed a preliminary literature review, expert interviews (n=6), two focus groups with school and trust leaders (n=14) and three school case study visits (out of 10 that are planned). In the autumn term, we will run a large-scale survey and we are undertaking further
statistical analyses. Our analysis of the qualitative data is in the early stages, so we are cautious about making firm claims, but wanted to indicate the importance of mixed age teaching issues given the enquiry’s focus on declining pupil numbers. We only address questions where our
evidence base is relevant.
Please note that all the early findings and evidence outlined below are preliminary and could change as our research progresses. We would ask that this is made explicit if they are cited publicly.
1. How is demand for primary schools changing and expected to change? Our initial evidence indicates that:
· Around a quarter of all primary schools in England utilise some version of mixed age classes.
· Qualitative research insights suggest that the majority of these schools are small, but some larger schools (e.g. 1, 2 and 3 form entry) appear to be adopting mixed age teaching as pupil numbers decline, in order to maximise class sizes and thereby ensure financial viability.
2. What are the causes of falling primary school rolls? How do the causes and scale of the issue diverge between different types of schools (for instance, local authority-run
schools and academies) and between different areas in England?
There appear to be wide regional variations in the numbers of schools utilising mixed age teaching: for example, one large county near London has only a handful, whereas in a similar sized county in the north we heard that around half of primary schools adopt mixed age. These regional differences appear to interact with decisions on changes to school PANs and, potentially, closures (i.e. a school in the first county operating mixed age might be considered less viable, whereas the same school in the latter county might not).

Our initial three case study visits have been to schools (2 x infant, 1 x primary) in towns/large villages with three or more primary schools, revealing a mixed picture of how local status hierarchies operate at primary level in a context of declining demographics. In all three case study schools (all of which were utilising mixed age teaching) we heard that pupil numbers are declining, though often in volatile ways, with fluctuations from year to year. The schools had all opened or extended their nursery provision in recent years, partly to attract local families early so that they would then continue into the school itself. The headteachers of the case study schools reported that changing demographics are playing out differentially in other local schools. 

One head indicated that all schools in her locality were not fully subscribed, which she attributed to the lack of new housing in the village. In her view this was exacerbated for her Catholic primary school by changes in the number of families seeking a specifically Catholic education, particularly since the pandemic. In another (infant) school, we heard that while pupil numbers were challenging for all schools in the village, a combination of factors including geography/location, the alignment of schools in different Multi-Academy Trusts (MATs) and parent preferences for faith (with CofE and Catholic options available) and primary (as opposed to infant/junior) all served to make that particular school less attractive.

It is not clear whether adopting mixed age classes/teaching necessarily makes a school less attractive to parents, but this issue merits further investigation. Across the focus groups and case study visits we heard that some parents can be nervous about their child being placed into a mixed age class. However, as indicated above, these issues might play out differently in different regions, reflecting the extent to which mixed age is encountered as more or less common and the viability of sending children to other schools.
3. What are the impacts of falling primary school rolls? How do these differ by context?
As noted above, our qualitative findings suggest that some primary schools are adopting, or are considering adopting, mixed age class arrangements in order to maintain viability. This shift has significant implications:
· organisationally (e.g. for staffing and budgets)
· for leaders and teachers (e.g. increased workloads)
· for learning (e.g. curriculum design and sequencing, assessment and pedagogy).
8. How can the Government better support the education sector to deal with falling demand for school places?
Our evidence so far is that there is very little research evidence or guidance on how schools and teachers can best adopt and enact mixed age approaches. No significant research has been conducted in this area in England in the past 20 years.

The dominance of single age classes in both policies/systems and norms and expectations is striking – especially given that around a quarter of schools appear to
have adopted this model for many years. As a result, mixed age is widely perceived as an imperfect necessity that is harder to teach and less well understood by parents, inspectors, governors and other school stakeholders. Our qualitative insights suggest only a minority of teachers may have experience of mixed age setting when they are trained, possibly making recruitment into mixed age schools more challenging.

Once a headteacher/school decides to move to adopt mixed age teaching, this is a significant change for them and their staff. We would encourage national and local bodies (DfE, curriculum bodies, professional development providers, Local Authorities and MATs etc) to invest in developing/strengthening resources and networks that can support schools to achieve this successfully.
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