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Socio-spatial networks and capital in small rural primary 
school voluntary activity
Taylah Law 

School of Social Policy, Sociology and Social Research, University of Kent, Canterbury, England

ABSTRACT
Small primary schools and schools with the lowest number of free 
school meal (FSM) eligibility are increasingly reliant on voluntary 
activity for the provision of core services. Significant disparities in 
where and how this voluntary activity happens risk widening 
inequalities between schools, especially when policies directly 
encourage them (and funding cuts necessitate them) to turn to 
their communities for support. However, we do not know how 
these differences play out in practice or what the implications 
might be. Drawing on ethnographic research, this paper explores 
how voluntary activity undertaken in small rural primaries is 
facilitated through socio-spatial networks (interpersonal 
connections rooted in space) and how capital is mobilised (and 
converted) through these networks. This research revealed how 
the work of education is carried out through many socio- 
economic modes, by different people and across a range of 
spaces, and that this influences the education provided in these 
environments.

KEYWORDS
Small; rural; socio-spatial 
networks; capital; voluntary 
activity

Introduction

Voluntary activity (the uncoerced and unpaid giving of time, talent, money, and 
resources) in primary schools is increasing. Between 2016 and 2018, ‘the amount 
schools raise on average has risen from £41 per pupil, per year to £51, increasing to 
£94 per pupil when we consider PTA [Parent Teacher Association] income’ (Body and 
Hogg 2018, 7). The amount of volunteer time schools receive has also increased from 
12.5 minutes per pupil, per week in 2016–21 minutes in 2018 (Body and Hogg 2018). 
Whilst there is much to celebrate about voluntary activity in education, in the context 
of government funding cuts per pupil of an estimated 8% since 2009 (Sibieta 2018, 
13), schools are increasingly seeing its use as a necessity rather than a choice, with 
primary schools becoming increasingly reliant on volunteers and fundraised income to 
provide education (Body and Hogg 2018, 7). Even more worrying is that gaps between 
schools are widening, with schools in wealthier areas attracting double the amount of 
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volunteer time and money than those in more deprived areas (Body and Hogg 2018). 
Consequently, increasing reliance on voluntary activity is potentially exacerbating 
already existing inequalities between schools, raising ‘both moral questions about 
whose responsibility education funding is and social justice concerns about how to 
ensure a level playing field for all children’ (Body and Hogg 2018, 22) in education.

Small schools appear to be attracting the most voluntary activity (Body, Holman, and 
Hogg 2017a, 2017b). These schools currently exist in a neoliberal system in which they 
must market themselves to parents, teach the National Curriculum to complex, 
mixed-age classes, care for a range of children with different needs, engage with their 
community and are expected to simultaneously compete and collaborate with similar 
local schools. All this is to be achieved with significantly lower numbers of staff and chil
dren (and funding) than other ‘normal’ sized primaries and with the threat of closure 
ever-present. Whilst voluntary activity is evident most in small schools, this should 
not be seen as simply a response to the political environment. Schools have their own 
unique histories and communities of stakeholders and do not simply react to policy 
changes independent of their contexts. Therefore, there must also be an understanding 
of previously existing ‘locally-based support strategies including inter-school co-oper
ation, anti-closure campaigns … voluntary fund-raising’ (Ribchester and Edwards 
1999, 49) and vital school-community relationships (CofE 2014, 2018; Hargreaves 
2017) which have helped sustain the provision of rural education and significantly 
shape the learning experience in these schools (Hargreaves 2009, 59).

In this context, my research aimed to explore voluntary activity in two small rural pri
maries of differing levels of deprivation in Southeast England through an ethnographic 
approach. This paper focuses on the role socio-spatial networks play in facilitating (or 
hindering) voluntary activity in these schools. First, the literature on voluntary activity 
in small rural primaries is examined, followed by a justification for using ethnography 
and network mapping to study this field. Findings from my research concerning how 
geographic and social capital combine to constrain and enable different voluntary activi
ties are then discussed within and between the schools. My paper concludes with a 
summary of the findings and a discussion of their contribution and implications.

Literature review: voluntary activity in small rural primary schools

Voluntary activity has always been a fundamental and enduring feature of small rural pri
maries since their founding, often many centuries ago. Church societies and voluntary 
organisations (or philanthropists) often provided education prior to the passing of the 
Elementary Education Act 1870 (Ball 2021, 66) on a voluntary basis. To this day, 26% of 
all primary schools in England are Church of England schools (Ball 2021, 139). Bell and 
Sigsworth (1987) recognised the importance of voluntary activity in contributing to the dis
tinct nature and learning experiences in small rural primaries. Their interviews and obser
vations emphasised the familial atmosphere and caring and supportive learning 
environments of small schools, and the significance of volunteer helpers who listen to chil
dren read, teach them French, needlework, cookery, and piano, and support school trips 
(Bell and Sigsworth 1987, 266–267). Similarly, Ribchester and Edwards (1999, 58–59) 
postal survey of headteachers from 12 rural counties across England and Wales highlighted 
the role of volunteers in providing vital funding, logistical support with school trips, 

2 T. LAW



reading and general classroom support and extra-curricular activities. More recently, a 
House of Commons debate on small and village school funding discussed the inspiring 
work of local charities, PTAs, parish councils, local businesses, friends, teachers, and 
parents who donate their time and money to support their local schools (Hansard (HC 
Deb), 2019, col. 429). Indeed, their small-scale nature means that these schools often 
occupy a special place in their communities, both symbolically as ‘the heart of the commu
nity’ (Bagley and Hillyard 2011, 2014, 2019; Bell and Sigsworth 1992) and socio-spatially as 
a meeting place and institution around which community action is built and mobilised.

Considering this literature, it may be tempting to attribute the increase in voluntary 
activity in small rural schools to the fact that they are particularly well-placed to draw 
on the social capital (Bourdieu 1986) embedded in their local communities and are 
working from a base of already loyal local support. Indeed, proponents of ‘the Big 
Society’ (a social policy agenda in the 2010s that encouraged local community action 
rather than government intervention) were keen to promote this interpretation (Flint 
2011) which both draws upon and contributes to a romantic pastoral narrative of the 
English countryside (Murdoch et al. 2003, 1). Yet, research has highlighted that whilst 
this ‘rural idyll’ is often promoted in policy and marketing strategies (Walker 2010), it 
is misconceived (Kvalsund and Hargreaves 2009) and indeed, is even a myth (Bagley 
and Hillyard 2011; Hargreaves, Kvalsund, and Galton 2009). Where voluntary support 
is common it is now far from ‘idyllic’ as it is increasingly used to deliver core educational 
activities, rather than extra-curricular ‘luxuries’ (Body 2017; Body, Holman, and Hogg 
2017a, 2017b; Body and Hogg 2018; Hansard (HC Deb), 2019).

Furthermore, the local contexts in which small rural primaries exist vary greatly. 
Drawing heavily on Bourdieu’s theory and concepts throughout their extensive 2-year 
ethnography in two contrasting rural villages, Bagley and Hillyard (2011, 2014, 2015, 
2019) argue that small rural schools are unlikely to have the capacity to realise ‘the Big 
Society’ due to the ‘highly differentiated [nature of the] countryside’ (Bagley and Hillyard 
2014, 63) which prevents the establishment of a stable community ‘core’ from which 
social capital can be expected to flourish (Bagley and Hillyard 2014, 75). They also 
found that whilst rural headteachers significantly valued strong school-community 
relationships, the contextual history of these relationships continued to either obstruct 
or facilitate efforts to promote close engagement (Bagley and Hillyard 2019). Moreover, 
demands on the headteacher’s time and professional pressures associated with managing 
a small rural school in the current policy context made a focus on developing social 
capital difficult (Bagley and Hillyard 2019, 299). So, small rural schools have access to 
different levels and types of voluntary activity (and social capital) and realising the 
skilled, supportive communities envisioned by government policy may not be a realistic 
option for many. If voluntary activities become an important means through which 
schools can continue to deliver education, as Body and Hogg (2018) suggest, understand
ing how this voluntary activity happens in practice, and the experiences and conse
quences for those involved in different small rural primary contexts, is crucial.

Methodology: ethnography and socio-spatial networks

In attempting to research voluntary activity, and in line with Glucksmann’s (1995, 2005) 
Total Social Organisation of Labour (TSOL) approach, it must be appreciated that 
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‘volunteer activities are embedded in inter-personal relationships with other volunteers, 
paid staff, and clients [in this case the children and their parents], as well as in specific 
organisational programs and settings [education and schools], and broader societal 
structures and dynamics’ (Hustinx, Cnaan, and Handy 2010, 425). Voluntary activities 
are a form of work (Taylor 2016) and within any society, work is ‘divided up between 
and allocated to different structures, institutions, and activities’ (Glucksmann 1995, 
67). Moreover, the structural relations and internal organisation within spheres of 
activity can change in different places, and over time (Glucksmann 1995, 71). Ethnogra
phy is particularly suited to exploring voluntary activity understood through the lens of 
the TSOL as it enables the access, observation, and forms of understanding necessary to 
consider work in all its forms, how it is organised, how activities relate to and are 
embedded within one another and the implications of these interdependencies on 
society, social groups, and individuals. It also appreciates the context-dependent 
nature of voluntary activity within the wider TSOL (Williams 2011b) of small rural pri
maries. Thus, I chose to adopt an ethnographic approach by embedding myself as a vol
unteer in two small rural primaries of differing levels of deprivation to explore voluntary 
activity first-hand, spending 7 months in each school community; June-December 2022 
and June-December 2023. I volunteered with the school communities up to 4 days a 
week, taking part in both curricular and enrichment activities and events, recording 
observations and autoethnographic accounts in fieldnotes (in the moment and later 
typed up in full), and engaged the children in (arts-based) research. I also conducted 
interviews and document analysis. The study received ethics approval from the Univer
sity of Kent and the schools and participants are anonymised.

During the research, the concept of ‘socio-spatial networks’ became apparent as a 
means to understand how voluntary activity is facilitated and organised. Williams 
(2011a, 2011b) used this concept when developing the TSOL approach to explore how 
informal, community self-help varies geographically and socially. To analyse the signifi
cance of socio-spatial differences between the two schools, I turned to Social Network 
Analysis (SNA). Although deriving from mathematical graph theory, SNA can be used 
to qualitatively understand ethnographic network data (Crossley 2011). A particular 
strand of SNA closely aligned with qualitative approaches is Visual Network Research 
(VNR). VNR uses visualisations (network maps) as both a data collection and presen
tation tool, and (as with TSOL frameworks) a means of structural analysis of social 
relationships (Lelong et al. 2016). The attractiveness of this method arose from its 
ability ‘to analyse the (mutual) influence of space on social structures and vice versa’ 
(Lelong et al. 2016, 6) and its capacity to represent complex webs of relationships and 
their attributes via different symbols, lines, and colour (Scott and Stokman 2015). This 
provided a useful way to visualise the positioning, linkages, and character of the socio- 
spatial networks of the schools. Concepts such as density (number of connections), inten
sity (multiple positions and types of connections) and ‘bridge figures’ (those who provide 
links between (otherwise unconnected) individuals and groups) were also relevant for 
constructing and analysing these network maps (Donath 2020). From this, the 
influence and consequences of networks (on individual members and their effect on 
the overall network) could then be explored and compared. Thus, I chose to construct 
qualitative network maps to illustrate and ground the exploration and comparison of 
the significance of socio-spatial networks in small rural primary voluntary activity.
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Context: the schools and their villages1

This ethnography takes place in (the communities of) two small rural primaries of 
differing levels of deprivation in Southeast England: Applegood (less deprived) and 
Oakington (more deprived). The two schools are federated with the same executive 
head (Katherine) and governing body. They are both Church of England schools and 
are voluntary controlled. Table 1 gives further details on the characteristics of these 
schools.

Applegood Primary is at the centre of its village whose population is concentrated in a 
small area and where the main road into the village ends at a country estate. The popu
lation size has ranged between 390 and 486 during the 1800s and early 1900s and cur
rently is around 390. The ‘lord of the manor’ erected Applegood Primary in 1835. The 
principal landowning family, now the Spencer’s, has supported the school financially 
since then and still owns the land on which the school is situated (and most of the 
village too). The family also donate the use of their woodland, land for parking, and 
its local gardens free of charge to the school. Applegood Primary also has long-standing 
connections with village residents (many of whom attended, and whose relatives 
attended the school).

Local facilities in Applegood include the estate house, gardens and café, village hall, 
church, and pub. As Figure 1 shows, these facilities are very close to the school, 
making it easy for the school to access and use them and forge links with the people 
within and around them. It also means the school and its children and staff are visible 
to the local community everyday as they move between and within these spaces. Many 
volunteers (including governors) and some staff live in the village. Katherine explained 
the relationship between the school’s geography and its (historic) sense of community: 

[A]t Applegood, the school sits in the middle of what is a quite tight knit local community. 
The school has historically been involved within the community, the governing board, 
mostly are people who live in Applegood. And I think, you know, just geographically the 
location of it, it’s right, literally, right in the village you know, three doors down from the 
local pub!

In contrast, Oakington Primary is on the outskirts of its large ‘scattered’ village, with 
its population dispersed across a larger area (4567 acres) than Applegood (1845 acres). 
Oakington’s population has risen from around 562 in 1801 to around 800 in the 
1800s, 774 in 1911 and is currently about 920. In 1801 there were six principal 

Table 1. Characteristics of the schools.
Characteristic Applegood (less deprived) Oakington (more deprived)

Number of children (2024)* 53 38
Rural School Designation Rural village Rural hamlet and isolated dwellings
IMD Ranking of school** top 50% bottom 40%
% of pupils eligible for free school meals (2024) 9.4% 57.9%
% of children with SEN support (2024) 16.7% 15.4%
OFSTED Rating Good (2019) Requires Improvement (2022)
Catchment area 3.8 square miles (2020/21) 1.9 square miles (2020/21)

* Pupil numbers in both schools fluctuate frequently during academic years. Both usually have around 40–50 pupils. 
** The Index of Multiple Deprivation (IMD) ranks every small area in England from 1 (most deprived) to 32,844 (least 

deprived). Exact rankings are removed to protect the schools’ anonymity.
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landowners (including the lord of the manor for Applegood at the time and the Spencer 
family who took over the lordship at Applegood in 1890), of which the Spencer family 
supported Oakington Primary (erected in 1820). Whilst the Spencer family still own 
the land on which Oakington Primary is situated, they do not exercise as much 
influence in Oakington as they do in Applegood (where the title-holding branch of the 
family live and where their commercial interests are focused). Oakington Primary also 
do not enjoy the historic connections with village residents that Applegood Primary 
do, with many former pupils having moved away, and with no staff or governors 
living in the village itself. Relationships are not helped by the school’s poor reputation 
locally (linked to a behavioural unit on the school grounds which, whilst separate 
from the school and now closed earned Oakington an enduring local reputation as a 
school for ‘naughty’ children).

As Figure 2 shows, the main road through Oakington passes nowhere near the school 
and so it feels like they are ‘not in the village!’ (Katherine). Consequently, the school com
munity is not visible to locals: ‘it’s like the school’s here. And Oakington exists around it. 
But we’re not part of it’ (Katherine). Some residents did not even know there was a school 
in the village. Whilst the farm and church are nearby (and links have been made), the 
village hall, local sports ground and a local religious community are further away and 
not easily accessible, making connections difficult to establish and maintain. The 
village pub has been closed for many years.

Both Applegood and Oakington have links with their local churches. However, the 
churches do not have any incumbents (resident priests), meaning ‘there’s no priest 
whose kind of bringing everything together’ (Katherine) and there is no local church 

Figure 1. Aerial drawing of (part of) Applegood Village, *VC = Village Hall Committee members.
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representative on the governing body. Thus, it falls to local church members in each 
village to maintain links with their schools. Applegood has a more stable connection 
through regular collective worship in their church once a week, facilitated by a local 
church volunteer. Whilst Oakington use their church for events, they do not (yet) 
attend weekly worship and do not have a consistent link with local church volunteers.

Despite a shared history of similar (and then the same) philanthropic landowning 
families, Applegood and Oakington have evolved into quite different villages and have 
very different geographies and socio-economic profiles. As a result, they have access to 
different socio-spatial network configurations; the people and groups they can maintain 
connections with and their location in space. I now move on to discuss my findings on 
the significance of these socio-spatial differences.

Findings: the socio-spatial networks

Proximity to the schools and the social links of their communities serve to facilitate or 
hinder (different forms of) voluntary activity through individuals’ positions and connec
tions in the socio-spatial networks. Figures 3 and 4 below detail the social network maps 
of voluntary activity for each school. The social connections in these networks include 
formal connections, informal connections (friendships), familial connections, and 
work relationships (colleagues). Multiple connections can exist between individuals sim
ultaneously (such as friendships alongside formal and work connections) and individuals 
can occupy multiple positions within the socio-spatial network (e.g. as a relative, village 
resident and staff member).

Figure 2. Aerial drawing of (part of) Oakington village.
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An initial comparison of these network maps shows a smaller network at Oakington 
than Applegood, with fewer individuals involved overall. The networks at both schools 
each have areas of density (the number of links individuals have), but Applegood has 
more individuals holding multiple positions and types of connections in their network 
(signifying more intense involvement). Oakington has only one local resident in their 
network, whereas Applegood has many.

I have categorised individuals within the networks as either: 

Figure 3. Social network map of voluntary activity at Applegood Primary. Note: Whilst all staff 
members (purple shapes) are colleagues, I chose to illustrate work relationships (green lines) 
between individuals who work particularly closely (e.g. in the same classroom or other workplace).

Figure 4. Social network map of voluntary activity at Oakington Primary.
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. Bridge Figures

. Core Volunteers

. Peripheral/Episodic Volunteers

Bridge figures provide connections between their school (which they represent as 
employees, pupils, or parents) and their own personal networks (who would not other
wise support the school were it not for the bridge figure). They hold multiple positions 
and have the largest number and type of connections but also tend to live close to the 
school and have personal and/ or longstanding associations and intense involvement. 
They are key to the flow of information and organisation of activity within their net
works. Core volunteers are those who have personal and/ or longstanding connections 
and intense involvement but do not necessarily live close by (many staff, governors 
and some parents fall into this category). Peripheral/episodic volunteers are those 
with less intense involvement, and who tend to live further away from the school 
(most parents and some community members fall into this category). Individuals 
may change category throughout their trajectory of involvement with their school, 
depending on changes to their position and connections within the socio-spatial 
network over time.

The rest of this section will explore the constellation of voluntary activities that take 
place in these networks from the point of view of the actors within each category and 
considering the significance of geographical and social capital to the voluntary activity.

Bridge figures

Sophie is a key bridge figure in Applegood’s socio-spatial network, having been a part of 
it for many years and holding multiple positions. She used to work as a teaching assistant 
(TA) at the school but could not afford to remain due to the low salary. However, Crys
telle, the head of school, ‘found’ her a job (admin position) with her husband’s company 
which pays more than Sophie’s previous TA role but also means she has the flexibility to 
devote time to her position as chair of the Applegood School Fundraisers (ASF) (e.g. 
leaving early to support school events). Thus, social capital within the school community 
facilitated a reorganisation of the TSOL so that Sophie’s voluntary activity could continue 
even though her paid employment ceased. Sophie also lives in Applegood, and her 
husband works in farming with Kate (the governor who also runs the farm school) 
and so she has a close connection to the local area. Sophie is also the parent of a Year 
1 child (her eldest also attended the school) and is a key member of the parent Whats 
App group for this class cohort. This gives her ready access to parents she can call 
upon for voluntary support, whether that be donation-drives or running stalls at fairs. 
Indeed, digital communication is vital in this network (Donath 2020). As Sophie is 
not often around at pick-up time to talk to other parents in-person, many turn to her 
online with their questions and concerns. Being able to communicate this way is 
crucial for a parent cohort who live at a significant distance from the school and from 
each other (Walker 2010), and whose differing work patterns mean they cannot all 
meet in-person simultaneously. Sophie’s multiple positions mean she is not only a 
bridge figure between the school and its local community, but also between the school 
and many of its parents. Her prominence was cemented throughout the research by 
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the amount of people who, when I began to discuss a voluntary activity, immediately said 
I would need to speak to Sophie.

Living in the village has significant implications for Sophie and Nancy’s (Applegood’s 
business manager, ASF secretary and another bridge figure) capacity to be involved in 
voluntary activity for the school. They both regularly meet in school during and outside 
of school hours, in each other’s homes, or in the pub. Their proximity to each other and 
the school makes the organisation and completion of voluntary work much easier to 
manage alongside their other familial and work responsibilities. Sophie even ‘joked’ that 
if she ever left the PTA, she would have to leave the village, emphasising the strength of 
proximity as a factor in her voluntary activity. Both Nancy and Sophie are also 
members of the village hall committee which enables them to gain support from and coor
dinate school-community events with residents and free or discounted use of the village 
hall for the school. It also means they are ‘the face of the school’ in the village, making 
the school constantly ‘visible’ to residents through their embodiment of their ASF roles. 
These various and multiple connections thus embed Nancy and Sophie in networks 
where their social and geographic capital are successfully combined in ways which are 
extremely advantageous for the school in attracting labour, talent, space, and resources.

Key bridge figures at Oakington are Liv and Nat, two sisters who live in a nearby 
village (2 miles away), are both long-serving TAs (15 years+), and whose children (7 
between them) all attended the school. Liv and Nat have an historical connection to 
the school and, crucially, to its parent community, growing up, parenting, and living 
alongside many of the schools’ current parents, and supporting their children. They 
utilise the social capital they have within the parent community to gain support for 
school events and activities. Indeed, although Oakington do not have a formal PTA, 
Liv and Nat (alongside Gemma, Oakington’s business manager) are vital ‘informal fun
draisers’ due to the amount of time and effort they put into organising and running 
events (as well as vital marketing and community development work) outside of their 
contracted hours and job descriptions.

In addition to their own voluntary work, Liv’s husband and Liv and Nat’s eldest chil
dren (ex-pupil’s) are also a key part of Oakington through their informal voluntary 
activity. From making play equipment, unblocking the drains, and climbing onto the 
roof to retrieve lost footballs, to baking goods for school fairs, and caring for the 
school guinea pigs during holidays, their familial links with Liv and Nat and personal 
connections to the school mean that they are often called upon and willingly support 
the school in a variety of different (often gendered) ways. Thus, staff can also act as 
bridges between their school and their own families, drawing even more people into 
voluntary activity to the school’s benefit. Indeed, whilst the family members of school 
children are often spoken about in the literature (Body, Holman, and Hogg 2017a, 
2017b) this research emphasises that the relatives of staff deserve greater consideration 
as part of these networks of voluntary activity.

Another often-overlooked group engaging in voluntary activity in these schools are 
the children themselves. I consider them bridge figures here as they are vital mediators 
between their school and their own networks of friends and family members, spreading 
knowledge and awareness, and gaining support. Children are invested with emotional 
capital by their families, and this can be converted into voluntary activity if influenced 
effectively. For example, both schools ‘recruit’ children every year to sell raffle tickets 
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and it is the children’s persistent pleas at fairs that encourage relatives to spend their 
economic capital (and thus contribute to school fundraising). However, children are 
not actively engaged in these process and practices of fundraising (Body et al. 2021) 
equally in each school. At Applegood, the children unquestioningly put raffle ticket 
books in their bags and spend their (relatives) money without really considering why 
or where it goes. In contrast, at Oakington, children are more actively engaged in fun
draising practices, selling raffle tickets on the gate (see Figure 5), and setting up school 
fairs. They also have a greater interest and understanding of how fundraised income is 
spent (see Figure 6) and communicate this to their families. Recognising children as 
active agents in fundraising practices, not only improves the overall effectiveness of 
asking, but can also enhance children’s critical understanding of how their education 
happens and why (Ibid). This critical engagement is an important skill and learning 
experience which could be better developed through both schools’ voluntary activities 
if children’s roles are better acknowledged and capitalised upon. Oakington are more 
successful at this currently, than Applegood.

Core volunteers

Where Applegood and Oakington are very similar is in the voluntary efforts of their staff 
who, in both schools, form the ‘civic core’ (Mohan and Bulloch 2012). This is because 
they go beyond their job descriptions and contracted hours to provide voluntary 
support (time, talent, money, and resources) on a day-to-day basis and for special 
events. Whilst this is particularly the case for those who live nearby, the factor of proxi
mity can be overcome if staff members are long-serving and have intense connections.

Figure 5. An Oakington Year 6 pupil’s artwork depicting her role in selling raffle tickets for school 
fundraising.
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The relationships between one-to-one TAs for children with Special Educational 
Needs (SEN) and the parents of the child they are responsible for are particularly vital 
in both Oakington and Applegood’s socio-spatial network of voluntary activity. Laura, 
for example, is a TA who lives opposite Applegood Primary. This makes it easy for 
her to walk her one-to-one Joey and his little sister back to her home and care for 
them after school until their mum, Lucy, has finished work. Laura also regularly buys 
snacks and resources for Joey using her own money. Laura’s commitment to her vocation 
and to Joey motivates her to provide him with consistency of care, regularly meeting up 
in holidays and forging a close relationship between her family and his. Thus, Laura’s 
social connection with Joey’s family (social capital) combined with her proximity to 
the school (geographic capital), facilitate this voluntary activity. This relationship 
worked both ways, however. Although she could rarely be there in-person, Lucy 
showed her gratitude to Laura and the school by becoming the PTA treasurer, utilising 
her cultural capital (accounting skills) to help with school fundraising.

These relationships are not unique to Applegood. At Oakington, Lisa and Nathan’s 
eldest son (with SEN) had been supported by Nat (and Liv) many years ago and they 
have retained a strong connection since. This connection motivated Lisa and Nathan 
to send their other children to Oakington and they are two of the regular supporters 
in Oakington’s social network. This is especially significant as they live at a considerable 
distance from the school but still make extensive effort to be involved as often as they can. 
They volunteer their time, donate resources, are both key advocates for the school and 
Lisa informally organises and supports events through her informal connections with 
Liv, Nat, and other parents. Thus, intense personal connections with the school (such 
as those of SEN parents) can motivate parents to become core volunteers. The strength 
and warmth of connection can overcome issues of distance, with a significant number of 
core volunteers (in both schools) living far away from the school but still making the time 
and effort to be there in-person, or to donate talent and resources to show their support. 
Capitalising upon and investing in these connections which already exist between specific 
individuals (initially) for the sake of a small number of children can thus lead to extensive 
and varied voluntary activity which benefits the rest of the school community too.

Figure 6. An Oakington Year 6 pupil’s artwork depicting school fundraising activities (summer fair) 
and how the money is spent (zoo trip).
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Whilst the voluntary activity involved in these relationships bring multiple benefits for 
those involved, it also speaks to the limits of government funding for (small) schools, 
such that staff are having to use their own money and time to fill the gaps. It is unfair 
that the public service of education is being held up by the goodwill and resources of 
school staff, especially in a cost-of-living crisis, when they are struggling to support them
selves and their own families (Postlethwaite 2023). Indeed, Applegood lost two members 
of staff during my data collection due to living costs outpacing their current TA salaries. 
Thus, these schools are not only struggling to cope with the impact of budget cuts on 
educational provision, but also face losing staff members at a time when they (and 
their voluntary activity) are needed most. This emphasises that schools cannot and 
should not be expected to rely on voluntary activity.

Peripheral/ episodic volunteers

Whilst parents form the core of voluntary activity in many schools, this is not always the 
case for most parents at Oakington and Applegood. Many of these parents work long 
hours, many have children with SEN, and many have three or more children to care 
for. These factors combine to make these parents extremely time-poor. Speaking to 
parents, many saw roles like PTA or governance as big commitments which they were 
daunted by or did not feel morally right in taking on if they could not dedicate the 
time. This suggests parents had a keen awareness (or assumption) of the realities of 
formal voluntary involvement and chose to avoid the heavy workload and associated 
responsibility (with it falling to staff instead). In addition, where children in small 
rural schools are increasingly being drawn from wider catchment areas (Walker 2010), 
parents are increasingly living at further distances from their children’s schools, restrict
ing their physical capacity to be involved. I have therefore classified these parents as per
ipheral/ episodic volunteers due to their less intense involvement in voluntary activity.

With both schools having time-poor and geographically dispersed parents, their 
voluntary activity reflects many of the characteristics of ‘micro-volunteering’: activity 
that is ‘limited in duration and require[s] little or no lasting obligations’ (Heley, 
Yarker, and Jones 2022, 77). Micro-volunteering encompasses speed and convenience 
with tasks usually taking between 5 and 30 min either in-person or (more often) 
online (Heley, Yarker, and Jones 2022). The examples given can be applied to voluntary 
activity for the small rural primary. For example, campaigning and communication 
(school promotion by parents, organising support via WhatsApp), fundraising 
(parents asking and collecting on behalf of the school) and practical help (parents 
baking a cake or sourcing and donating prizes). However, micro-volunteering is 
similar to episodic volunteering, the difference being, the latter is defined more by its 
repetitive nature (Heley, Yarker, and Jones 2022). The voluntary activity undertaken 
by parents in these schools falls somewhere between the two, as whilst most parents 
engage in more micro-activities, they are often repetitive (School Fairs are expected 
every year, with much the same work required each time). Thus, voluntary activity 
within these small rural primaries parent communities has a distinctive micro-episodic 
nature due to a lack of geographic (and time) capital.

Whilst smaller acts of voluntary activity may be common for most parents in these 
schools (excluding the core volunteers) it does not mean they are any less valuable to 

ETHNOGRAPHY AND EDUCATION 13



those involved (Heley, Yarker, and Jones 2022, 84). Indeed, parents are often grateful for 
the limited demands on their time and money but nevertheless being given the opportu
nity to be involved (donation-drives are particularly relevant here), and staff can reduce 
their own voluntary workloads by dispersing some tasks (e.g. sourcing prizes) across 
their parent population. In addition, parents at Oakington spoke about how the PTA 
which had folded years before had become a toxic and controlling environment of in- 
fighting and bickering, putting them off wanting to re-form it. The preference is to 
support events and donate informally (passive voluntary activity). Furthermore, 
parents and staff spoke about the excellent job Sophie and Nancy at Applegood and 
Liv, Nat, and Gemma at Oakington did to organise and deliver events (through their 
active voluntary activity). There was a sense that others were happy to ‘leave them to 
it’. Thus, time-poor parents engage in passive micro-episodic voluntary activity due to 
their distance from school, to balance competing demands on their time and to avoid 
tensions associated with more active commitment. But this leaves school staff to take 
on the bulk of voluntary work due to a catch-22 situation in which they are successful 
at organising and delivering events but are also required (due to less active parental 
support) to do so. Whilst this can be positive for parents, it can have a negative 
impact on staff.

The future: developing the (Social) networks?

Katherine sees ‘the community’ as the ‘natural source of volunteers’ for her schools, but 
the current relationships each enjoys with its neighbours (influenced by their geographies 
and social histories) are very different. Whilst the variances can be partially accounted for 
by spatial differences, social connections need to be initiated and managed carefully for 
benefits to result. It is here that the two schools also differ. Applegood school benefits 
from a willing community who offer their support and local bridge figures who ask 
for support. In contrast, Oakington school has a lack of willing community volunteers 
(not helped by its local reputation), bridge figures and parents who live further away, 
and does not do enough asking (Musick and Wilson 2008). Whilst Katherine has 
made attempts to forge links in Oakington, for example, by attending parish council 
meetings and getting the school involved in church events, this has not been enough. 
They need to capitalise on these links by working consistently with volunteers to find 
ways that they can (continue to) volunteer effectively, and by increasing the school’s pres
ence and activities within the local area. This is easier said than done, however, because, 
as the executive head of two schools (which, although having small numbers, neverthe
less, require the same level of management as any other primary school) Katherine lacks 
the time to focus on community development, even though she sees it as vital (Bagley and 
Hillyard 2019). As she explained: 

it’s hard because when there’s only me, I can’t get to the parish council meetings every 
month and I can’t go and do this and this and this. So that’s the one thing that I haven’t 
quite managed to crack yet in terms of getting the school back … in its rightful place 
within the community.

Katherine’s language here appeals to the sense of idyllic rural nostalgia surrounding small 
rural schools as the symbolic ‘heart of the community’ (Bagley and Hillyard 2011, 2014, 
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2019; Bell and Sigsworth 1992). As she is not local and has not been at Oakington that 
long, she does not know about historic community links but ‘imagines’ there was a stron
ger sense of community previously. Whilst she does not doubt its existence (however 
accurate or not), in not understanding what this ‘sense of community’ looked like or 
how it worked, she struggles to envisage what it could look like and how it could 
work. She only has Applegood as a point of comparison. Yet Applegood’s social 
history, geography and socio-spatial network are very different to that of Oakington 
and so borrowing ideas from them will not necessarily ‘work’ in practice in a different 
context. In trying to form long-term, meaningful connections with its local community, 
Oakington is, in many ways, having to start from scratch, with significantly less pre-exist
ing capital from its socio-spatial network to draw upon than Applegood.

Conclusion

In conclusion, it is not so much the level of deprivation of the schools’ which influence 
their voluntary activity, but rather the socio-spatial differences between these schools and 
their communities which constrain and produce the levels and shape the voluntary 
activity. Proximity to the school (and its visibility in the community) influences both 
the level and forms of voluntary activity. Living close makes access to the school easier 
and the schools’ activities more visible on a regular basis, hence the more common invol
vement tends to be. Indeed, relationships can emerge from proximity, with a small village 
like Applegood containing many interconnected individuals and layers of relationships, 
whilst the scattered village of Oakington contains many who are unconnected to one 
another or to the school. Living closer, also tends to translate into more diverse 
giving, with the donation of time, talent, money, and resources common, whereas 
living further away tended to result in the donation of resources and money, rather 
than time. However, social connections also influence the level of voluntary activity in 
all its forms and can overcome the issue of proximity if the connection is of significant 
strength (as with SEN parents and one-to-one TAs). Importantly, it is the initiation of 
support (via asking) and continued management of relationships that are key to 
forging and maintaining beneficial connections.

The key contribution of this paper is to fill the gap in the literature in our understand
ing of the character of voluntary activity in small rural primaries, how and why this 
differs between contexts and the implications of this. In particular, how the intersection 
of social demographics and geography constrain and facilitate different levels and forms 
of voluntary activity. This paper also contributes to the methodological field by showing 
how social network maps can be used as a tool for understanding and comparing volun
tary activity within and between contexts. It should be acknowledged, however, that 
network maps are only able to capture the network at a specific point in time. 
Changes to the network cannot be explored through a static map. Nevertheless, using 
the methodological and conceptual tools of socio-spatial network mapping, this paper 
has shown how social and geographic capital combine to enable and hinder different 
voluntary activities. This has important implications for schools in understanding who 
the various actors in their socio-spatial networks are, where they are positioned, how 
they are connected (to the school and each other), the nature and strength of these con
nections, and how these connections can be managed and utilised to the schools’ 
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advantage. They can therefore be a useful overview tool, highlighting areas of the network 
that are functioning well and which can be better developed. Recognising the children as 
bridge figures within these networks, for example, is a vital step to improving practices of 
voluntary activity, and to the children’s own development as philanthropic citizens (Body 
et al. 2021).

Whilst socio-spatial networks are key to the character of voluntary activity in these 
schools, the current form they take may not be desirable for all members of the 
network. Indeed, some may wish to increase or reduce their involvement, to be involved 
differently, or to withdraw completely. Consequently, future work should focus on iden
tifying and understanding issues associated with voluntary activity as an important coun
terbalance to the often-uncritical view of voluntary activity as inherently positive.

Note

1. ‘Contextual information on the villages and their histories was collected from the University 
of Leicester Special Archive which includes parish records and directories for Southeast 
England throughout the 19th and 20th centuries’.
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