To what extent will the new Curriculum and Assessment for Wales policy reduce the impact of disadvantage on children across Wales? 
‘Ipsa scienta potestas est’
Knowledge itself is power
Sir Francis Bacon
Introduction
Educational reform has been high on the agenda of Welsh Government since the previous education minister, Huw Lewis, announced that Professor Graham Donaldson would lead a curriculum and assessment review in 2014 (Welsh Government , 2014). The education minister outlined four strategic aims, one of which was to deliver “a curriculum which is engaging and attractive to children and young people which develops within them an independent ability to apply knowledge and skills” (WG, 2014). In 2015, Professor Graham Donaldson’s independent review of curriculum and assessment arrangements in Wales (Donaldson, 2015) was published with 68 recommendations. Successful Futures (Donaldson, 2015) outlines the Welsh Government’s clear ambition which endeavours to ensure that socioeconomic status will not be a determinant in them not being able to deliver on the curriculum reform mission. 
Why is this so important? Research indicates that that knowledge and education are the major factors which can positively or negatively impact on poverty, economic growth and sustainable development (Stabback, 2016; Saavedra et al., 2012). The curriculum provided within schools’ across Wales, should reflect a society’s common vision while taking into account local, national and global needs and expectations. Nieto (2003) suggests that the curriculum in operation within schools today is completely abstract relative to the experiences, backgrounds, hopes and dreams of many students that it is intended to serve, especially for students in schools which serve low socio-economic communities. It could be suggested that the curriculum builds upon the skills, knowledge and experiences of the middle classes and does not extend to bridging the gap between the rich and the poor (Banerjee, 2016). Children in schools which serve socio and culturally disadvantaged communities already feel a lack of control of their learning and are very much ‘…reluctant recipients of the taught curriculum’ (Hirsch, 2007, p. 7)). A challenge for the new curriculum and assessment policy will be to ensure that the new curriculum policy doesn’t exacerbate the problem, but redress the balance.  
What is a curriculum? Curriculum by it’s simplest definition “are the subjects students in school and what each subject includes” as defined by the Cambridge Dictionary (Cambridge Dictionary, 2020). What is included within the school curriculum is affected by many competing parties. Countries all across the world ruminate about curriculum reform and deem it a crucial and needed route in making sure schools react to the ever-changing world. Recently, several countries within the OECD community have endeavoured to push forward with curriculum reform with a focus on developing children with the knowledge, skills and aptitudes required for the future job-market (Gouedard et al., 2020). I do not believe that the purpose of school is to prepare children for the future job-market. I support the view that Young (2014, p. 10) offers in that the purpose of school “is to enable all students to acquire knowledge that takes them beyond their experience. It is knowledge which many will not have access to at home, among their friends, or in the communities in which they live. As such, access to this knowledge is the ‘right’ of all pupils as future citizens.” Therefore it is safe to say that, the realisation and success of any educational reform is dependent on the intention, implementation and impact of it on a school-level. 
Curricular in Wales the journey so far…
Historically, the national curriculum operating in Welsh schoolswas determined in statute under the introduction of the Education Reform Act of 1988 (UK Government). This primary function of the curriculum and its associated assessments was to standardise what content was taught across all schools in England, Wales and Northern Ireland. The national curriculum comprised of ten subjects. With each of them structured with a series of attainment targets that identified the knowledge, skills and understanding of which pupils of different abilities and maturities are expected to have by the end of each key stage (STEM, 1999). The introduction of the national curriculum was a clear drive to ensure an equitable entitlement for all children of compulsory school age  to an educational experience regardless of their gender, age, ethnicity or socioecononmic status. Over the course of the next two decades, education priorities evolved in response to many externally driven factors which culminated in poor performance in the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) tests that sparked a drive to raise standards of literacy and numeracy through the introduction of the statutory National Literacy and Numeracy Frameworks (Welsh Government, 2013). Sadly, between 2006 and 2018, the performance of children in Wales in literacy and numeracy would point to the fact that the curriculum offer is failing them in comparison to their national and international counterparts (Estyn , 2019). Estyn (2020) signalled that social disadvantage is still a limiting factor in the performance of students, especially in those schools within socioeconomically challenged areas. It has been acknowledged that teachers’ expectations of what these students can achieve are too low (Estyn 2020; Gottfredson et al., 1995; Li, 2016). Evidence suggests that the quality of their learning experience is low as the teachers do not afford these children with a suitable degree of challenge and do not use assessment for learning strategies efffectively to support students to improve their work (Campbell, 2015; Timmermans et al., 2018). Given this repeated pattern of underachievement of groups of students, in particular of those from socially disadvantaged areas across Wales, it would appear pertinent that the Welsh Government needed to initiate this curriculum and assessment reform in order to stem the tide where tens of thousands of children leave school having felt the true impact of poverty (Estyn 2019). This is supported by Fullan (2015) who shows that education reform is more likely to take place if there is a strong argument for it. The current Welsh curriculum does not appear to guarantee high quality learning experiences nor does it appear to reduce the impact of poverty for the most disadvantaged. But, we must question whether the reform will have the desired impact. In 2015, the Welsh Government introduced the pioneer schools network as a vehicle to lead on the design and development of the new curriculum (Welsh Government , 2015). Less than 3% of secondary schools’ in Wales were selected, with most schools’ chosen serving areas deemed not to be the most socio-economically disadvantaged. Therefore, in my opinion, it is clear that whilst the initiative is well-intentioned, the decision to choose schools that do not represent the profile of most schools’ in Wales, may result in a distorted evaluation of the impact of the new curriculum and what challenges need to be addressed before it is launched in 2022. This is because it does not allow the government to fully assess the impact of the policy on the most disadvantaged and to identify whether these schools have the capacity to deliver on the national mission. This indicates to me that the government have not considered the research of teacher stereotypes, for example by Timmermans et al., (2018) and De Boer et al., (2010) on the successful delivery of educational reform. Nor has it proposed approaches to prevent other forms of discrimination and stereotyping that may exist within the development of new curriculum resources. A positive move in this direction such as that made by (Pearson, 2020), with the publication of gender equality guidance, would serve to bring these issues to the forefront of Welsh curriculum development.  Examination of the progress that the pioneer schools’ (Welsh Government, 2019) have made thus far would suggest that the impact of this work has not yielded sufficient evidence to enable schools across Wales to use their work to build a curriculum for their own context. Reasons for this includea distinct lack of evidence-informed, curriculum design methodologies and the significant amount of time and resource which is required, that teachers do not have (Welsh Government, 2019). 
Curriculum and Assessment for Wales Policy Change 
Modern day curriculum reform has increasingly sought to engage with various stakeholders for example as in Finland (Tikkanen et al., 2017). This appears to be a common approach when developing and implementing new curriculum, especiallity if the reform is to lead to deep, systemic changes (OECD, 2019). The Successful Futures report (Donaldson, 2015), highlighted that that current curriculum has become overloaded and outdated with assessment arrangements not making the necessary contribution to learning. Whilst it is acknowledged that there is no blueprint for the ‘best’ curriculum,  there is a commitment to develop distinctive purposes of the curriculum for Wales which is intended to span from ages 3-16 within revised Areas of Learning and Experiences (AoLE). There are clearly defined progression steps within each AoLE on a five point scale that relate broadly to expectations at ages 5, 8, 11, 14 and 16, which should not be viewed as a substitute for levels as per the current curriculum. What this new curriculum purports is a shift from a detailed prescription of content to a “broad set of duties of the curriculum in the form of the four purposes” (Donaldson, 2015, p. 101). The Curriculum for Wales guidance promotes collaboration and cross-disciplinary planning with and across the AoLEs, thus enabling the children to combine different experiences, knowledge and skills. Furthermore, the framework has been constructed to place greater emphasis on progress in learning. Within each AoLE, there are series of What Matters Statements which the school curriculum must address. Leaders and teachers within schools must use these What Matters statements to guide the development of curriculum content in their own schools (Welsh Government , 2020). This ‘free’ approach to curriculum design across Wales, means that the knowledge, skills and experience which children engage with on ground, in the classroom, is left to the mercy of the teachers and leaders within the schools’ the length and breadth of the country. Buckley (2010) revealed that curriculum reform in mathematics and science based courses did little to address issues of equity in classrooms due to a lack of rigour in curriculum design, especially those serving low socio-economic communities. Cheung et al.,(2002) highlighted that that the quality of curriculum reform is predicated by the beleifs that teachers hold. Hence, realising curriculum aspirations whilst simultaneously addressing excellence and equity encounters associated with curriculum enactment is a challenge due to the various issues at play such as depth of policy change (Sinnema et al., 2020). For example, the depth and coverage within the Humanities curriculum in a school in Swansea will be totally different to that covered in Aberconwy. There is a real danger that the curriculum design freedom within the new curriculum and assessment policy could actually do more harm than the good intended. For example, curriculum and assessment reform across a range of learning areas in Australian schools’ have had variable success due to curriculum and assessment reforms not being driven by research into equity and assessment (Fenwick, 2011). Although, Fenwick (2011) purports that a focus on formative assessment within this type of reform means that this will support teachers’ to address gaps in learning. In my opinion, these are inextrcably linked to the quality of curriculum design. Furthermore, Fenwick emphasises the need for teachers’ to have high expectations of all students, especially for those in low socio-economic schools. In my professional experience, little has been done to support leaders, teachers and other stakeholders in using research linked to equity in curriculum and assessment design to prepare for this reform.  This missing piece of the jigsaw is integral to the successful implementation of the policy, especially, for those students in low socio-economic schools, as it is the leadership in these schools’ which will determine whether or not the students are victims of teacher expectation and bias (Hobby, 2012; Sharp et al., 2015). 
Wales like many other OECD countries are changing the balance of formal curriculum decision making from national levels to schools and classrooms (Karkkainen, 2012). That said, in around 80% of OECD countries undertaking curriculum reform, the specific detail to be taught within each subject was determined through a central framework, with freedom and innovation being promoted in pedagogical approaches (OECD, 2009). Even with this apprach there is no guarantee that the prescribed curriculum will be fully enacted across all schools for various reasons e.g. change the sequence of topics or omit parts according to the needs of the class (Looney, 2009). However, Wales’ approach is in minority company internationally, similar to that of a few countries including New Zealand and Scotland i.e. teachers’ have full autonomy over curriculum design. Errs (2018, p. 40) defines autonomy as teachers’ ‘perception of being in control of their own work environment’. This can be autonomy on a micro and macro scale.  The method to realising the new curriculum will be different across different schools (and countries), especially given the variation in situational factors and capacity. As Sinnema et al. (2020, p. 21)) suggests, affording teachers and leaders with ”…high levels of flexibility and autonomy’ there are inherent dangers that come with this”. For example, schools do not necessrily have the capacity to learn about curriculm design. The new curriculum places a significant amount of emphasis on teacher-autonomy as well as teacher-developed material given the uniqueness of the localised curriculum. In his Fit for the Future Education in Wales report, Jones (2019) reveals concerns that this power-shift in curriculum design will require a seismic shift in professional learning for all tiers of the educational pyramid. 
Sinnema et al. (2020, p. 13)) emphasises that there will need to be a major alteration ”...in beliefs, assumptions, knowledge, understanding and practice for many of those expected to be agents of curriculum change”. There are obvious advantages to increased autonomy for teachers such as an acknowledgement of the knowledge of profession which can offers a sense of control over the schools’ journey alongside the reported correlation between autonmy and student performance (Pearson et al., 2005). However, it can cause an increase in workload and assumes that knowledge of curriculum design is widely held and can thus lead to personal decisions about what to teach (Sinnema et al., 2013). 
Why is this such an issue? 
In December 2020, the Children, Young People and Education Committee (CYPE) published a report outlining a series of recommendations in relation to the new curriculum and assessment policy that Welsh Government have presented in readiness for September 2022. Whilst all of the recommendations are of utmost importance to the delivery of the new curriculum and assessment reform, there are a few which need addressing in the context of this essay. Firstly, recommendation 3 cites, ‘That the Welsh Government monitor closely and transparently the impact that curriculum reform has on standards…’ (CYPE, 2020, p. 57). Secondly, recommendation 4 stipulates, ”That the Welsh Government monitor closely any variation in the curriculum offer, and any impact that has on particular groups of pupils and schools, addressing early any signs of inadvertently exacerbating inequality and disadvantage" (CYPE, 2020, p. 4). The CYPE report is littered with concerns surrounding the capacity of the system to deliver a curriculum which could lead to regional and local variations. For example, a lack of equity of what is taught may well disadvantage pupils from poorer backgrounds to a greater extent as they are less likely to develop knowledge, skills and experiences from their family unit; the learning experiences of young people risk being influenced by the unconscious bias of those developing the curriculum for the children as a direct result of the greater flexibility and autonomy for schools (CYPE, 2020), and the challenges that disadvantaged schools can have in implementing the new curriculum (CYPE, 2020; Pont, Sinnema, & Viennet, 2020). Furthermore, teachers and leaders across Wales are piloting a range of assessment models across schools’ and are in the process of shifting from a high-stakes environment to one owned by teachers by devising innovative approaches teacher assessment and feedback (Donaldson, 2015; CYPE, 2020). Alarmingly, this is something that many schools’, especially those serving disadvantaged areas have struggled to address for many years (ESTYN, 2020).
How does unconscious bias influence the implementation of school improvement initiatives? 
School curriculum and assessment policies and practices can have far reaching and detrimental consequences within the educational systems (Scott et al., 2014). We should accept that ‘all children matter equally’, as highlighted in the United Nations Convention On Rights of the Child (UNICEF, 2021).This means that schools have to accept the principles of equality and of equity in order to ensure a good quality curriculum enables all children to reach their potential regardless of cultural background, gender, socio-economic circumstandces or geographical location (Stabback, 2016). 
For over half a century, it is widely acknowledged that a teacher’s expectations of a child can significantly influence their behaviour to such an extent that this was  termed the Pygmalion Effect (Rosenthal & Jacobson, 1968). The relationship between teacher expectation bias and student characteristics had a long-lasting effect on student performance over time (De Boer et al., 2010). According to Fiarman (2016, p. 1),”Deep rooted biases hinder our best intentions”. Very often these biases are considered to be implicit or unconscious. Implicit bias or Unconscious bias can be defined as “…the underlying attitudes and stereotypes that people unconsciously attribute to another person or group of people that affect how they understand and engage with a person or group” (Reiners, 2019). Many of these beliefs are as Pajeres (1992) explored, firmly fixed and impervious to change. This has particular relevance for the development and successful implementation of the new curriculum and assessment for Wales policy since it is underpinned by teacher agency and autonomy. Teacher autonomy can be considered as a shift in responsibility as a result of a reduction in  central government control (Lawson, 2004). Therefore, the concept of autonomy raises questions of how teachers across wales will engage with the new expectations and the need to potentially change expectations of what has gone before  (Mausethagen & Molstad, 2015). Spillane et al. (2002)  notes that unless teachers construct meaning of the curriculum through a new lens, then there is a tendency to act biased towards prior beliefs and expectations of what the children can/cannot do. Teachers and leaders across the country are being asked to do what they have not done previously, that is, to consider extensively the organisation of the curriculum from ages 3 through to 16 (Carlgren, 2010). However, whilst this halcyon ideology may on the surface appear to be well intentioned, the unintented consequences may have far reaching consequences for the teachers and children that it serves. Johnson et al., (2019) suggest that school strucutre and culture can account for around 20% of the variance in expectations between low and high SES schools. Harris (2012) highlights the complexity of policy reform, in that, whilst it is designed to promote equity, the reality is that teacher prejudices permeate through the enacted curriculum leading to disadvantaged learners being worse off. The development of teacher knowledge, beliefs and attitudes can be viewed from a sociocultural perspective. This, in part, is because teacher agency is mediated by the demands place upon them and what they expect of students in their school (Boucher-Yip et al., 2016). If the teacher’s have the space within the system to act e.g. addressing teacher workload (Berends et al., 2002) and respond to the demands of the new curriculum, in my opinion there is a chance that the new curriculum will be successfully delivered in the spirit that it is intended.
Lavy (2008) discusses that stereotypes and prejudices  are positively correlated with one another. In other words, stereotypes promote prejudices and discrimination towards minority groups and are, in turn, a powerful deteriminant of attitudes towards said groups. These manifest themselves in the form of teacher expectations. Teacher expectations can be defined as the expectations that teachers hold for their students based on students’ individual characteristics (Brophy, 1982). Studies by Timmermans et al. (2018) show that these teacher expectations can have an impact on student achievement as well contribute to the quality of instruction and learning materials used in the classroom. This has been the case in a system whereby, schools’ across the country have been following a national curriculum…or have they? Furthermore, teacher expectations have been cited by Estyn (2019; 2020), the inspectorate body for Wales, as being of serious concern in a system that is supposed to currently have high a degree of control over what is taught in schools’ across Wales. What is clearly apparent from their findings is that there is a lack of equity and equality for all children across the country; the ‘high expectations for all’ is simply not there, especially for those children serving disadvantaged communities. In Wales and the rest of the United Kingdom, disadvantaged communities are categorised according to their eligibility for free school meals (FSM). However, the Welsh Government’s official measure of relative deprivation in Wales is the Welsh Index of Multiple Deprivation (WIMD) (Welsh Government, 2019). 
Barbarin et al.(2015) emphasise that differences in school experience result from sub-standard pedagogy and curriculum that is provided to children which serve low socioeconomic status (SES) communities. This is a finding which is corroborated in research undertaken by Glock et al. (2020) who reveal that teachers hold negative implicit attitudes towards low SES students in relation to their high SES counterparts. This is of concern, when it comes to the development of school developed curriculum, as decisions made by teachers in relation to content to be taught, are influenced and guided by these automated decisions (Fazio, 1990). This is compounded by stereotypes in relation to perceived intelligence of children from low SES backgrounds. We can define stereotypes as the generalized knowledge about associated traits and behaviours with a particular group (Smith, 1998). Consequently, these stereotypes influence the behaviours and choices and teachers make. Alarmingly, teachers expect less of these students as well as expecting them to have lower intelligence, which is not necessarily true. Research shows that decisions made for these children, based upon implicit beliefs, have a long lasting impact on their academic performance, which doesn’t reflect the intelligence levels of all children in schools which serve low SES communicities (Strand, 2014). Studies show that school effects on pupil progress is large. Low SES students in more effective schools perform better than high SES students in less effective schools (Strand, 2014). This would indicate that SES is a risk factor to the success. As Harris et al. (2006) points out, teaching and learning, leadership and provision are likely to be factors in substantial variation in educational outcomes across the SES piste. Auwarter et al. (2008) affirm that teachers have higher expectations of students of high SES students. These preconceived atitudes may explain why children attending schools’ in more advantaged areas than peers in relatively more disadvantaged areas are judged more favourably, based primarily on implict prejudices and stereotypes of such children. Teachers’ in high SES schools’ tend to offer their students higher academic challenge in the classroom and aspiration in the classroom. That said, there is hope. Pettigrew et al., (2011) illustrate that where a school has a higher proportion of low SES children, teachers are implicitly more optimistic than where they are in the majority. Such revelations could mean that the children’s experience of the new curriculum policy may not necessarily be totally negative; contrary to the findings of Estyn (2018; 2019). It is posit to note that research into the new curriculum for excellence, the Scottish equivalent of Wales, indicated that the majority of teachers’ involved in implementing the new curriculum, still held deficit views of groups of students. This was in the language used to describe individuals such as  ‘able’ (Biesta et al., 2015). This would suggest a misalignment of a national philosophy with local reality. 
Research by McPhail et al. (2015) alludes to the fact that one of the proposed curriculum models identified within the Curriculum for Wales documentation, namely an inter-disciplinary approach, will lead to a potential lack of curriculum coherence and a weakening of individual subjects. Potentially, there is an increased likelihood that the decisions made at the micro and meso level will be driven by local context. I argue, in part due to teacher beliefs as opposed to the epistemic value of what to teach. Therefore, it is feasible that children attending schools serving disadvantaged communities will be deprived of opportunities to gain knowledge of a broad range of subjects (Araneda et al., 2019). Whilst it is noble to encourage teachers as agents of change  within the curriculum, fuelled by  teacher autonomy,  Apple (1999) reminds us that many assumptions are made about the underlying, depth of knowledge at how to design and organise a curriculum, combined with a lack of formal training that teachers and leaders have in re-designing curricular from 3-16. The success of which is determined by teacher agency. Teacher agency is directly attributed to the level of motivation to learn, their beliefs and attitudes about learning (Erss, 2015). Therefore, it is acceptable to consider that in schools’ that serve disadvantaged communities, lower levels of teacher agency and efficacy combined with lower expectations will more than likely lead to an impoverished curriculum offer (Johnson et al., 2019).  This is supported by Nolkemper et al.,( 2019) who confirm that the self-efficacy of the teachers in areas of high deprivation is lower and as such hold stereotypes regarding students in these schools in relation to what they can achieve. 
As discussed earlier, the vision for the new curriculum and assessment policy for Wales is develop children’s understanding of local, national and global issues. Many school communities across Wales can be classified as multicutural. Multiculturalism can be defined as ‘the belief that different cultures within a society should all be given importance” (Cambridge , 2020). Whilst it is suggested that many teachers are advocates of promoting multiculturalism within classrooms, research by Vezzali et al. (2012) reveal that teachers’ negative implicit attiudes influenced their capacity to engage in sensitive topics (Abacioglue et al., 2019). Furthermore, we must be careful not to fall victim of creating a curriculum which is susceptible to privilege. Frick et al. (2019, p. 553)) define privilege as “an unearned advantage given becasuse a person is born into a certain group in society”. This manifests itself in choices around particular authors with decisions made consciously or unconsciously. Whilst the CYPE committee (2020) have highlighted that unconscious bias is a concern, there is very little within the policy which indicates how the implicit attitudes of teachers will be addressed, which as the research shows, will very likely impact upon the quality of curriculum the children are afforded. The omission of a core curriculum, is likely to hinder the dream of an equitable school experience which fully addresses the philosophy of the curriculum as teachers and support the decolonizing of the curriculum. 
Final Thoughts
The role of teachers and leaders in enacting curriculum reform is an international concern (Bradfield et al., 2020).  It has to be recognised that curriculum reform is not reliant on the curriculum itself. As outlined in the national mission, the success of the new curriculum and assessment policy is reliant on the development of the four enabling objectives, which are: 
· High quality education profession
· Inspirational leaders
· Assessment, evaluation and accountability 
· Excellence, equity and wellbeing
[bookmark: _GoBack]I contend that the degree to which these are realised are directly linked to teacher and leader expectations. That said, without consistency in terms of monitoring implementation, on a local, regional or national level, it is nigh on impossible to evaluate the efficacy of a particular curriculum and associated assessment model, nor is there a way to ensure equity so that all students, regardless of the school they attend or the teacher they are assigned to, can actually access a curriculum intended to improve the outcomes (OECD, 2019). The level of curriculum reform being undertaken in Wales, is similar to that already seen in New Zealand and Scotland. I acknowledge that the vision here in Wales is to empower the system and shift from’top-down‘ to ’bottom-up‘ growth, but we must learn from the mistakes made in similar countries (Priestley et al., 2014). I propose that the middle tier e.g. Local Education Authorities, have to balance autonomy with monitoring and control, depending on the characteristics of each school (Gouedard et al., 2020). The risk of downgraded curricular is a reality as the systems for monitoring are weak.  Furthermore, I promote the necessity of a nationally agreed core curriculum as is the case in most successful OECD countries, for example Estonia (Estonia Government, 2014). Research, for example, by Fenwick (2011) indicates that school-designed curriculum is at risk of being developed to cater for students’ current interests as opposed to what will equip them to be successful beyond school. This is more likely to reduce the variability in learning experience and has a better chance of delivering a quality and equitable system for all students (Savage, 2016). Research indicates that situational factors such as school culture, staffing profile, finance, system support and leadership will play a pivotal role in negating the impact of negative teacher beliefs. Similarly, if we are to maximise the power of teacher agency in the reform, then we have to recalibrate the level of change occuring in the education system by creating a coherent model for curriculum and assessment reform, driven by high quality professional learning for all not just for the privelged few. Following an analysis of the relevant literature, I argue that whilst the policy may appear to have high aspirations for all students, the ‘freedom’ for enactment does not sufficiently reduce the impact of prejudice for all students, more so for those in low socioeconomic status schools.
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