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COMMUNITY USE OF SCHOOLS –
AN INTERNATIONAL LITERATURE REVIEW

Key Findings

◆ The evidence presented confirms that school buildings can be utilised to

facilitate a broad range of activities that can improve the well-being of the

community.

◆ Evidence suggests that the nature of community use differs between

primary and secondary schools.

◆ The socio-economic condition of the area in which the school is located will

also influence the nature and extent of the community use of its facilities.

In areas of high disadvantage the school is often one of the main public

resources available for use by the community.

◆ Essentially, the literature suggests that, in relation to broader benefits,

school investment is likely to be characterised by relatively low levels of

deadweight, displacement, substitution and inequity1.

1. For definitions see footnotes on page 5.



◆ Maximising the use of schools involves many stakeholders in addition to

those traditionally tasked with the delivery and management of education.

◆ Considerable attention is paid in the literature to ways of using IT to

maximise the community use of schools.

◆ There are a number of common barriers that must be overcome when

school facilities are used for activities other than the primary purpose of

educating pupils.

◆ Evidence suggests that schools’ facilities in Northern Ireland are indeed

utilised by the local community - the most common uses include adult

learning, youth activities, and leisure and recreation.
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1. INTRODUCTION

In recent years there has been considerable interest by policy makers in the UK

and elsewhere in the activities for which school buildings can be used, which go

beyond the education of school pupils.  For example, it is thought by some that the

school has a key part to play in terms of reducing social exclusion through, say, the

provision of childcare facilities, and courses for adults in basic skills.

The overall aims of this study were:

◆ to establish a picture of the uses, other than education of children, to which

school buildings and facilities are put in a range of countries; and

◆ to provide an assessment of the potential contribution community use of

schools could make to Government policy objectives in Northern Ireland,

and a consideration of how community use in Northern Ireland could be

developed.

2. MAIN FINDINGS

2.1 Literature Review

The literature reviewed in this study highlighted a large number of instances where

communities and schools in Great Britain, the United States and Japan have

worked successfully together to increase the use of school resources outside of

traditional school hours.  It suggested that school buildings can be utilised to

facilitate a broad range of activities that can improve the well-being of the

community.  The research indicates that there are six basic categories of activities,

namely:

◆ Adult learning: school buildings are used, often in conjunction with

Further Education Colleges, to provide a wide range of courses/learning

opportunities for adults living in the community;

◆ Youth activities: in many instances school buildings provide

accommodation for after-school programmes for school-aged children;

◆ Leisure and recreation: in many cases, school sports facilities, such as

sports halls, swimming pools and gymnasia are open to use by the public,
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both individuals and clubs, in the evenings, at weekends and at the school

holidays;

◆ Resource use and information dissemination: there is evidence that

some communities have implemented schemes whereby schools’ and

public library resources are housed in the school buildings, and services are

provided by the same staff to the whole community;

◆ Social services and health care provision: school buildings have also

been used to link children and parents alike to comprehensive social

services and health care provision including immunisation programmes,

dental services, post-natal services and mental health counselling; and

◆ Cultural and social activities: many schools, particularly those serving an

ethnic community, act as the cultural centre for that community.  In many

instances, the school facilities (eg the sports hall) are used to host cultural

festivals and religious ceremonies and provide a place were children could

learn about their heritage.

The evidence also suggests that the nature of community use differs in particular

types of schools.  Typically, secondary schools have more extensive facilities that

enable a wider range of community uses to be undertaken.  An example would be

the use of technology suites for adult learning courses.  Alternatively primary

schools, given their smaller size and greater numbers, tend to be more accessible

than their secondary counterparts.

The socio-economic condition of the area in which the school is located also

influences the nature and extent of the community use of its facilities.  In areas of

high disadvantage the school is often one of the main public resources available for

use by the community.  This may also be the case in more rural areas.  In addition,

school facilities are often available free of charge or at a very economical rates

compared to alternative facilities that may be outside the means of many

disadvantaged households.

Furthermore, in deprived areas, adults are often poorly educated, intimidated by

formal learning and unwilling to avail of traditional learning opportunities at FE

Colleges for example.  Local school facilities can provide a more informal, familiar

and friendly place to learn, offering in many cases the first step to improving human

capital and escaping social exclusion.
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The community use of schools also engenders a sense of ‘community ownership’ of

the facilities.  The evidence would suggest that this would tend to reduce wilful

destruction of the school grounds, which is often the main public resource available

in disadvantaged areas.

The main focus of this study was the extent to which schools could be used as a

resource in the community.  It is, however, also worth exploring key evaluation

concepts such as deadweight2 displacement3 substitution4and inequity5.  Based on

the results of PricewaterhouseCoopers’ research on the wider impacts of school

investment, a study conducted on behalf of the Department for Education and Skills

in England, the literature review suggests that, in relation to broader benefits,

school investment is likely to be characterised by relatively low levels of

deadweight, displacement, substitution and inequity.

Qualitative evidence suggests that this is particularly the case in relatively deprived

areas and likely to be less so in more prosperous areas.  Three particular ‘drivers’

underpin this finding:

◆ ‘Captive’ constituency: all children attend school, notwithstanding

exceptional cases;

◆ Accessibility: schools tend to be accessible physically, which is

particularly important within areas of high deprivation/social exclusion.  In

addition, since schools can command a sense of ‘ownership’ amongst most

sections of the community, they tend not to suffer from some of the

psychological barriers, or ‘chill factors’, experienced by some other forms of

provision; and

◆ Local economic impact: there is some evidence to suggest that a

significant amount of school capital investment, particularly in relation to

smaller projects, is conducted by contractors from within the local

community, ensuring relatively little leakage of the direct economic benefits.

2. Deadweight:  Would the outcome have occurred in the absence of school investment?

3. Displacement:  Did the school investment displace other activities in the local
community/economy?

4. Substitution:  Did the investment result in other school-based activities not
happening?

5. Inequity:  Were the benefits of the school investment accessible to all groups within
society?
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This indicates that there are significant additional benefits to be gained by ‘opening

up’ the use of schools to the wider community in Northern Ireland.

Maximising the use of schools avoids the costly duplication of facilities and

structures and allows under-utilised schools to be used many more hours each day

by a wider range of users.  Such use of schools involves many stakeholders in

addition to those traditionally tasked with the delivery and management of

education.  These include different Government departments, agencies, local

authorities, school management and local community organisations.

If the community use of schools is to function effectively, it is essential that all the

details/arrangements for the shared use of facilities be anticipated and carefully

resolved.  This requires a joined-up and responsive approach from Government.

The opportunities for community use of schools can only be fully realised when

stakeholders co-ordinate their efforts and resources.  Given that the community use

of schools can impact on needs normally considered outside the sphere of

education, some of the literature suggests that it may be appropriate to allocate

additional resources to school budgets to ensure the optimum funding.

It is also important that an exclusively ‘top-down’ approach to the organisation and

management of community use of schools is not adopted.  The community and

voluntary sectors have a key role to play in identifying local needs and assisting the

development of programmes that are responsive to local circumstances.

Furthermore, considerable attention is paid in the literature to ways of using IT to

maximise the community use of schools.  In part, this relates to creating alternative

forms of learning beyond the restrictions of conventional methods, locations and

schedules.  There has been a major growth in the use of computers in schools to

access the internet, which opens burgeoning opportunities for shared materials and

networking among teachers and learners.

There are a number of common barriers that must be overcome when school

facilities are used for activities other than the primary purpose of educating pupils.

In general, they are: architectural design; operational and maintenance costs; lack

of capital funds; legal obligations; and protection of school property.
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2.2 Policy Implications

An important element of this study was to assess the consistency of community use

of schools with Government policy objectives in Northern Ireland.  The Executive

defined a number of priorities and common themes to underpin its vision for the

future of Northern Ireland.  These are: growing as a community; working for a

healthier people; investing in education and skills; securing a competitive economy;

and developing North/South, East/West and international relations. 

The research suggested that the community use of schools, to some extent,

positively contributes to all of the Executive’s priority areas with the exception of

‘developing North/South, East/West, and international relations’, and particularly

contributes to the ‘growing as a community’ priority.  For example, adult learning

contributes to ‘growing as a community’, ‘investing in education and skills’ and

‘securing a competitive economy’.  Therefore the development of community use of

schools would seem to be desirable, providing the Executive with a valuable policy

instrument.

2.3 Evidence of Community Use of Schools in NI

Information supplied by the Schools’ District Inspectors provided an indication of the

range of activities occurring within schools, based on the six basic categories of

activities.  The evidence suggests that schools’ facilities in Northern Ireland are

indeed utilised by the local community, most commonly for adult learning, youth

activities, and leisure and recreation.  However, there is little evidence that would

indicate the existence of an integrated approach in relation to the provision of these

activities.

There is little evidence to indicate that the school facilities in Northern Ireland are

used for the provision of social services and health care, or of widespread resource

use and information dissemination.  The literature review and the ‘mini-case

studies6’ would suggest that these are areas where, potentially, significant

community benefits could be realised.  However, it is possible, given the segregated 

6. A sample of schools/initiatives which demonstrate the broad range of community uses
to which school facilities can be put were identified in the trawl of the existing
literature.  These form the basis of ‘mini-case studies’ in the main report.
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nature of schooling in Northern Ireland, that the benefits of the community use of

schools may not be fully realised if particular schools are perceived as being ‘off-

limits’ by sections of the community, thus reducing accessibility.

2.4 Developing the Community Use of Schools in NI

In order to progress the transition from traditional to community use of schools, a

number of key elements are essential, including:

◆ Ethos: a change of ethos that has implications for the school at all levels

from management and building use to teaching processes is necessary.  It

is necessary for all stakeholders involved in the school process to buy into

and accept the challenge of managing the change process;

◆ Leadership: clear leadership is necessary to manage the change process

effectively. As the ‘community use of schools’ approach covers a wider

range of stakeholders, the management process becomes more complex

and in need of leadership;

◆ Integrated approach: fundamental to the success of the ‘community use

of schools’ model is the extent to which an integrated approach is taken to

the implementation of the new processes.  As the community model widens

the stakeholder base to include individuals outside the school environment

it is necessary that they work effectively together and weave together the

various components of the change process;

◆ Targets: as with all changes in management processes, particularly those

that evolve over time, it is desirable to have a set of targets against which

to measure progress and identify problems.  There must be a level of

transparency and accountability with the targets so as to promote good

practice and intervention where necessary; and

◆ Resources: as with any change of management within the school

environment, resources represent a constraint on the ability to successfully

implement and manage such a change.  It is important that the change

management leadership team think creatively about how to use existing

resources, both in terms of school workers, external partners, capital

building, and equipment and premises.
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3. THE PROJECT

The Project was undertaken for the Department of Education by

PricewaterhouseCoopers.  The cost of the project was £12,650.

4. FULL REPORT

The full report entitled “Community use of Schools - an International Literature

Review” is available from the Department of Education, price £57.

This paper is a summary of the research report and as 

such any views expressed are those of the authors and 

not necessarily those of the Department of Education.

7. Each educational establishment and library is entitled to one free copy.
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PURPOSE OF DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION RESEARCH BRIEFINGS

The Department of Education (DE) places a high value on the wide circulation of

research results to ensure that research has the maximum impact on policy and

practice in education.  DE Research Briefings are designed to provide attractive,

interesting and easy access to research findings for policy makers, researchers,

teachers, lecturers, employers and the public to facilitate informed discussion of

education issues.  Research cannot make decisions for policy makers and others

concerned with improving the quality of education.  Nor can it by itself bring about

change.  But it can create a better basis for decisions, by providing information and

explanation about educational practice and by clarifying and challenging ideas and

assumptions.

The full range of DE Research Briefings can be accessed at the DE

Internet site - www.deni.gov.uk/facts_figures/

DE Research Briefings may be photocopied for use within your own

institution.

A limited number of additional copies may be obtained from:

Statistics and Research Branch

Room G2, New Building

Department of Education

Rathgael House

Balloo Road

BANGOR

Co Down

BT19 7PR

Telephone: 028 9127 9391

Fax: 028 9127 9594

e-mail: statistics2@deni.gov.uk

Edited and produced by Statistics and Research Branch,

Department of Education

-   16 -


