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1. [bookmark: _Toc242387474]Introduction

[bookmark: _Toc242387475]1.1 Context and the research gap

In 2022, the Welsh Government began rolling out its new national curriculum for learners aged between 3 and 16, known as ‘Curriculum for Wales’ (Welsh Government, 2020a). This represented a significant policy shift from previous versions of the national curriculum, first introduced in 1988 (Evans, 2015) and was based on recommendations made by Donaldson (2015) in his review of curriculum and assessment arrangements in Wales. 
As well as a new policy direction, Donaldson (2015, p. 99) also introduced the concept of ‘subsidiarity’. That is, decisions about specific curriculum choices would be devolved to schools from the centre. This led to the establishment of a group of ‘Pioneer Schools’ to develop the curriculum in detail (Lewis, 2015c), including arrangements for the new ‘progression steps’ that would underpin the assessment arrangements in this new curriculum (Donaldson, 2015, p. 52). 
While the curriculum will be discussed in more detail in the next chapter, for context it may be helpful to lay out six key changes from previous models. In particular:
· The curriculum proposed a far more expansive definition of curriculum than had previously existed; 
· Four ‘purposes’ were placed at the centre of the curriculum, in place of previously defined subject groupings;
· Six ‘Areas of Learning and Experience’ (AoLEs) were used to organise the curriculum to allow learners to reach the four purposes;
· These AoLEs were organised around ‘Statements of What Matters’ which incorporated knowledge, skills and experiences;
· Progression was identified in broad ‘progression steps’ through ‘Descriptions of Learning’ which were aligned to the ‘Statements of What Matters’;
· The national framework would be used by schools to develop local curriculum models.
While the new system initially appeared popular (Wavehill, 2019), several tensions remained, including those relating to ideas of progression (Hughes, Makara and Stacey, 2020). Suggestions for further work to address these issues (Hayward et al. 2020) were not taken forward when curriculum roll-out plans were changed following the Covid-19 pandemic. 
Emerging evidence suggests that engagement of the Curriculum for Wales has not led to significant changes in practice in the secondary sector, and what changes there have been, seem to relate to content, rather than ideas of progression (Estyn, 2020; Estyn, 2025). This is supported by the accounts of student-teachers undertaking the History PGCE over the last five years. 
Most recent publications relating to Curriculum for Wales have given little consideration to progression (for example, Estyn, 2025 and Singh, Morrison-Love and Makara Fuller, 2025) and questions and recommendations raised by previous research including Hayward et al. (2020) and MacBride (2021) do not appear to have been addressed. 
Given evidence that suggests that curriculum coherence is an important indicator of success (Sinnema, Nieveen and Priestley, 2020) and the importance of ideas of learner progression to effective formative assessment practices, themselves identified as a key part of successful education systems (MacBride, 2021), this research aims to explore how these ideas have been understood and operationalised, specifically in relation to the subject of history in the secondary phase. 
Given the recent change in Government, and questions about how Curriculum for Wales may be evaluated or taken forward, this research aims to address a current gap in the research by considering how ideas around progression are being considered in just one area of one Area of Learning and Experience (AoLE). 



[bookmark: _Toc242387476]1.2 Local context and research design
The initial roll-out of the curriculum was supported by staff based in the four ‘regional educational consortia’ (Estyn, 2022), including colleagues who had, themselves, been part of the pioneer process. These individuals, who make up the pool from which the sample of participants in this study is drawn from, provide a valuable window into how staff in schools responded to the ideas in, and intentions of, Curriculum for Wales. Their reflections therefore draw from a position of deeper understanding than may be found elsewhere in the system, and from engagement with a larger number of schools than would otherwise be possible. This is further explored in Section 3.2.1.

[bookmark: _Toc242387477]1.3 Positionality
The identification of the positionality of the researcher is a vital part of establishing the validity and reliability of qualitative social sciences research (Goundar, 2025). 
As a teacher, I worked at a large comprehensive school that had been engaging with innovative thinking with regard to the curriculum long before the development of Curriculum for Wales. I served as a panel member of one of the task and finish groups established to review the teaching of history, Welsh history and ‘Curriculum Cymreig’ (Andrews, 2012).
Following a move into higher education, I became involved in the work of the Camau project, established by the University of Glasgow and the University of Wales Trinity St David to support the work of curriculum development (Hayward et al., 2018; Hayward et al., 2020). 
These twin experiences have led to a deep interest in curriculum development, and to how ideas of learner progression shape teachers’ thinking and practice. As a PGCE tutor I have been able to observe through the student-teachers I work with the level of change that has taken place in the structure of the history curriculum over the last four years, and contrast that with the relative optimism that was observed from those colleagues who were involved in the initial ‘pioneer’ phase (Hayward et al., 2020). The impact of author positionality is further explored in Chapter 3.2. 

2. [bookmark: _Toc242387478]Literature Review 

This literature review will consider two aspects of published literature in relation to the research question. Firstly, the development of thinking around ideas of ‘learner progression’, especially in relation to links with formative assessment and the development of ‘Curriculum for Wales’ (Welsh Government, 2020a). Secondly, how ideas relating to learner progression have developed specifically in relation to the academic discipline of history and the way that it is taught in schools. 

2.1 [bookmark: _Toc242387479]The Development of Curriculum for Wales

Within educational policy, curriculum has been the focus of much discussion and development across the world over the last forty years (Sinnema, Nieveen and Priestley, 2020), with several different models emerging in different geographical and political areas (Kelly, 2009). 
While the term ‘curriculum’ may be commonly associated with a syllabus of what is being taught (Oxford English Dictionary, no date), in academic terms the reality is more complex, with different definitions attempting to capture diverse approaches, varying intentions, and different experiences that are designed for learners as they engage in their education (Kelly, 2009). As such, a more holistic view will underpin this study, following the work of Kelly (ibid.) who suggests that curriculum be thought of as “the totality of the experiences the pupil has as a result of the provision made” (p. 27). This aligns with the definition provided in the guidance for Curriculum for Wales:
A school or setting’s curriculum is everything a learner experiences in pursuit of the four purposes. It is not simply what we teach, but how we teach and crucially, why we teach it. (Welsh Government, 2022a)

In the UK context, the introduction of a National Curriculum for England and Wales in 1988 represented a significant shift in curriculum policy (Priestley and Biesta, 2013), with a significant increase in central government direction over what should be taught, and how it should be assessed. 
Wales, the smallest of the four constituent nations of the UK (OECD, 2014), has a strong educational tradition dating back to the 18th century (Evans, 2015). While the initial national curriculum was published into a policy context which saw Wales and England as largely synonymous for the purposes of education policy, since the devolution of education policy to the newly created Welsh Assembly (now Welsh Government) in 1999 there has been an increase in policy divergence. This started with the introduction of the Foundation Phase in Wales in 2004 (Davies et al., 2024) and was deepened by the reforms under education secretary Michael Gove in the English education system following the election of the coalition government in 2010 (Evans, 2022). As such, by 2015 the Welsh education system was increasingly looking away from the English model and growing in confidence to develop its own approach, including to curriculum. 
Despite several iterative reforms to the curriculum in Wales (ibid), following the continuing poor performance in PISA tests in 2013 (Davies et al., 2024) and a number of piecemeal reviews into specific parts of the curriculum (Lewis, 2015a), in 2014 the Welsh Government commissioned Prof. Graham Donaldson to undertake a full review of the curriculum and make proposals for reform. The recommendations within ‘Successful Futures’ (Donaldson, 2015), the blueprint that followed this consultation, were adopted wholesale six months after its publication (Lewis, 2015b), and a programme established to work with ‘Pioneer’ schools to develop the detailed framework that would be required to underpin this change (ibid.). Following several iterations of guidance published for consultation, the curriculum itself was launched in 2021 with a phased roll-out starting in 2022 (Williams, 2021) and was followed by a reform of the 14-16 qualifications framework, with the first wave of new qualifications being taught in Welsh schools from 2025 (Qualifications Wales, 2026). 


[bookmark: _Toc242387480]2.2 	The Development of ideas of ‘Learning Progressions’ in Curriculum for Wales

The publication of ‘Successful Futures’ (Donaldson, 2015) as a blueprint for curriculum reform in Wales signalled several key shifts from previous curricular models (OECD, 2020). Those that caught the headlines included the move from a curriculum built around academic subjects to one with four ‘purposes’ at its heart, and the creation of new ‘Areas of Learning and Experience’ as the means of organising the skills, knowledge and experience that learners would develop as they moved through the curriculum.
Another key shift which attracted less attention was the move from an assessment model within separate ‘key stages’ (a key principle since the publication of the first National Curriculum in 1988) to a single ‘continuum of learning’ (Donaldson, 2015, p. 53) This was designed to directly address the issues identified during the research phase of the Successful Futures project that the curriculum (and associated assessment systems) in Wales had become too atomised, with separate and distinct systems for the youngest learners at the ‘Foundation Phase’, learners in Key Stages 2 and 3 (ages 7-14), and for post-14 education (ibid.). 
In some ways, this development of a ‘clear line of sight’ in how progression was to be described in the new curriculum (Dauncey, 2015) represented a return to one of the original conceptions of the 1988 national curriculum’s ‘levels of achievement’. Wiliam (2016) argues that this represented an attempt to describe learner development over an extended period of time but had lost some of its intended purpose since its initial publication through policy review and school practice, which pushed the use of these level descriptions beyond the purpose for which they were designed and intended. While the English government removed levels completely in 2013, moving the responsibility for assessment policy to schools (Fordham, 2013), the intention in Wales was to keep some form of national system, albeit in a very different format to the one that had previously existed (Donaldson, 2016).
 Successful Futures called for the development of ‘achievement outcomes’ (Donaldson, 2015, p. 53) to describe progression in each of the six AoLEs. These should take the form of ‘progression steps’ which relate broadly to expectations at ages 5, 8, 11, 14 and 16. These should be form a ‘well grounded, nationally described continuum of learning’. Learning was to be seen as an ‘expedition’ and progression steps as a ‘road map’, providing ‘reference points’ rather than ‘universal expectations of progress’. Finally, the report called for these to be written from the learner’s point of view, that is, based around phases such as ‘I have…’ and ‘I can…’. 
All of these changes were tied to a reframing of the purposes of the assessment regime, which was to be focused on assessment for formative purposes, rather than simply describing past performance (ibid., p. 77). While this signalled some key changes both in philosophy and practice, the question of how the detail would be developed, and some of the tensions inherent in these recommendations (Hughes, Makara and Stacey, 2020) were left unanswered. 
Following the acceptance of all sixty-eight recommendations (Lewis, 2015b), the Welsh Government established a network of ‘Pioneer schools’ (Lewis, 2015c) to work on translating the recommendations into reality. This network was expanded in 2016 (Lewis, 2016) and again in 2017 (Williams, 2017). To support their work in the development of the progression steps, the Welsh Government commissioned the University of Glasgow and the University of Wales Trinity St David to undertake research into progression that would support teachers from the pioneer schools, and to work “with policymakers and practitioners in exploring how learning in this new policy context might be described progressively informed by both research and practice.” (University of Glasgow, no date). 

[bookmark: _Toc242387481]2.2.1 Emerging tensions

All curricular models attempt to balance inherent tensions (Sinnema and Aitken, 2013) and Wales is no exception (Hughes and Lewis, 2020). The development of the ‘progression steps’ took place along with the rest of the curriculum, with teachers working alongside policy officials and others to try and resolve these. 
An early policy decision was to build the guidance for each AoLE around statements of ‘What Matters’. This builds on the idea of ‘big ideas’ as curriculum organisers found in a number of subjects, including science (Harlen and Bell, 2010) and geography (Rawlings, 2017) and jurisdictions, including British Columbia, Ontario and New Zealand (Hayward et al., 2018). ‘Decision Trees’ were used to help resolve some of the remaining tensions (discussed in more detail below) including relationships between disciplinary and interdisciplinary learning, the purposes of a progression framework and levels of granularity (ibid., pp 210-212). These proposals were considered by a coherence group who worked to ensure the resulting curriculum was manageable, coherent, and in line with stated government policy. 
While some changes to the original proposals were enacted, most significantly a change in name from ‘achievement outcomes’ (Donaldson, 2015) to ‘descriptions of learning’ (Welsh Government, 2020a), several potentially important tensions remained. Three of these that are relevant to the focus of this study are noted below. 

[bookmark: _Toc242387482]2.2.2 The question of empirical grounding

Some of the work on learning progressions comes from subject or discipline areas where there is a considerable empirical research base that has developed testable hypotheses of how understanding changes as learners progress through a curriculum. These include Mathematics (Duschl, Maeng and Sezen, 2011) and Science (Pellegrino, 2017). However, Mosher and Heritage (2017) caution that these assumptions may not apply to all areas of the curriculum. 
Duschel, Maeng and Sezen (2011) draw a distinction between ‘Validation’ models of progression, which tend to be standards-based and top-down, and ‘Evolutionary’ models, which tend to be bottom-up and based on teacher experience. Based on this distinction, progression described in Curriculum for Wales would best fit this latter model, however crucially one feature (that these are flexible) stands in contrast. By defining progression at specific points which do (however loosely) connect to ages, the curriculum framework may end up placing a distorting influence on the way in which progression is described. 
This concern is developed by Pellegrino (2017, pp 361-362) who argues it may be more accurate to think of the non-linear nature of progression more in terms of ‘ecological succession’. This further calls into question the framework into which models of progression are being placed within the Welsh system.
Crucially, while the experience of a group of experienced teachers was used to define the steps described in Curriculum for Wales, there has been no empirical work undertaken or commissioned to test the validity of the model as described. This may reduce confidence in the descriptions of learning as a tool to describe future performance and therefore reduce their perceived utility by the teaching profession. 

1.2.3 [bookmark: _Toc242387483]The level of granularity

Much of the literature that describes ‘learning progressions’ focus on long term changes in understanding, including in conceptual expertise. This can be seen in Curriculum for Wales in the five progression steps that describe changes across a 13-year period (Welsh Government, 2020b).
However, most teachers consider progression on a much smaller scale – within and between a three-year period for most secondary school teachers, before complete curricular freedom is replaced by a GCSE syllabus. 
The level of detail in which it is possible, or desirable, to provide a model of learning progression is one which is considered in much of the literature. Wiliam (2016) discusses these tensions in the context of the original national curriculum from the late 1980s, while Ford (2014) critiques the development of sub-levels by teachers within the previous system leading to a system inadequate as a tool for either effective assessment or planning. On the other hand, Heritage (2008) explicitly links the idea of learning progressions to effective formative assessment, suggesting that for them to fulfil this purpose, they need to have a fine level of granularity.
While questions about granularity were considered by those involved in the pioneer process (Hayward et al., 2018) ultimately the policy decision to follow the recommendation by Donaldson (2015) that progression should be described in three-year intervals trumped any concerns raised by participants. However, questions raised in 2020 (Hayward et al., 2020) about the generation of these descriptions at a finer level of detail have not been addressed, other than to suggest that they are considered on a school level basis. As such, questions about the utility of the models of progression provided by Curriculum for Wales remain. 

[bookmark: _Toc242387484]2.2.4 The relationship with qualifications 

Much was made of the similarities between Curriculum for Wales and Scotland’s Curriculum for Excellence (CfE) at the time of publication both of Successful Futures (Donaldson, 2015) and Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2020a). A growing body of literature pointed to challenges with the implementation of Curriculum for Excellence (see OECD, 2021 for a summary of these), including a mismatch between the qualifications system and the rest of the curriculum. Priestley and Minty (2013) reported that a lack of clarity between a summative assessment system in the final two years of school and the primarily formative assessment system that was supposed to underpin Curriculum for Excellence both caused confusion and uncertainty in the minds of the teachers trying to negotiate the new system. The OECD (2021, p. 12) concurred, arguing that a ‘misalignment between CfE’s aspirations and the qualifications system’ became a barrier to successful implementation in the secondary phase. In addition, they reported that the need to gather and report data was deepening that misalignment and the issues that followed. 
As a result of this, qualifications reform was scheduled in Wales for after the curriculum had been launched and was starting to be embedded. However, Estyn (2022, p12) reported some schools using the lack of information about qualifications as a reason to delay the development of their curriculum. Given the relatively large-scale change to the History GCSE, which resulted in a delayed launch of the qualification, the influence of GCSEs in potentially a valuable area to explore. 

All of these tensions suggest that while there may have been an initial positive reaction to many of the proposals, first in Successful Futures, and later as drafts of the curriculum documentation were published (Wavehill, 2019), hidden complexity that had not necessarily been considered during the development process may endanger its enactment. This chimes with both international experience of implementation challenges in new curricular models (Sinnema, Nieveen and Priestley, 2020; Wood and Hughson, 2026 ) and with challenges identified in other parts of the Curriculum for Wales model (Morrison-Love, Singh and Makara Fuller, 2023; Glover et al., 2026). In the next section, consideration will move to how some of these tensions emerge in one specific subject area of one of the Areas of Learning and Experience

[bookmark: _Toc242387485]2.3 	Developing learning progressions for history

There is widespread acceptance across the academic literature that different models of progression apply to different academic disciplines (National Research Council, 2001; Wiliam, 2018; Mosher and Heritage, 2017), and that these academic disciplines are related, with varying degrees of strength, to subjects within the school curriculum. 
In curriculum models in England and Wales, History has traditionally existed as a subject in its own right, and this was the case in each iteration of the National Curriculum that applied to England and Wales starting from 1988 (Cannadine, Keating and Sheldon, 2011). This contrasts with many other European curricula (including Scotland) where it sits within a broader ‘social studies’ subject grouping (Brant, Chapman and Isaacs, 2016). 
While there are differences in the way in which the academic discipline of history is conceptualised in different international curricula, there is a degree of overlap between a number of jurisdictions that has allowed a larger amount of literature to develop around how school history is conceptualised, taught and assessed than is the case for some other subject areas. Much of this work traces its roots back to the School Council History Project, established in 1972 and still in existence today as the ‘School History Project’ (Counsell, 2011). While there are some overlaps with other disciplines organised within the Humanities Area of Learning and Experience in Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2020b), most of the research and literature into progression in history is based in unique aspects of the subject (Hayward et al., 2018).

[bookmark: _Toc242387486]2.3.1 What evidence is there for how learner progression in History operates?

Brant et al. (2016) make the case that progression models in history are not (and cannot) be build in the same mode of ‘cumulative’ subjects such as maths and science. Counsell (2011) provides an overview of the progression models that have underpinned the previous ‘levels’ system in England and Wales, highlighting the use of ‘second order concepts’ (sometimes referred to as ‘procedural knowledge’) such as causation, historical interpretation and use of evidence to describe the conceptual shifts that learners go through as they develop a more sophisticated understanding of the subject. These can be identified as key ideas that underpinned the level descriptors used by teachers to consider progress in history in the 2008 version of the National Curriculum in Wales (Welsh Assembly Government, 2008). Figure 1 shows one such level descriptor with different second order concepts highlighted

[image: ]
[bookmark: _Toc242383015]Figure 1: An example of a level descriptor from the 2008 National Curriculum

These descriptors had been developed in light of reflections of the effectiveness of previous models, and although no formal evaluation seems to have been published, it is possible to see the development of ideas in relation to how progression in some of these concepts have developed over time (Counsell, 2011). 
While there hasn’t been the same amount of research undertaken to explore and describe the development of young people’s thinking in history as there has in some other areas of the curriculum such as Mathematics (Hayward et al., 2018), there have been attempts to provide an empirical basis to support views drawn from the experience of practitioners.  Bachand (2024) identified key changes in thinking, for example as a learner moves from being a ‘copier’ to a ‘borrower’ before taking a ‘criticalist’ stance. Even more substantially, project CHATA (Concepts of History and Teaching Approaches) was a longitudinal study working with learners from the ages of seven to fourteen and did provide an empirical model of some of the key stages of development as understanding of history as a discipline becomes more sophisticated (Lee and Shemilt, 2003; Lee and Shemilt, 2004). While this research was used in the development of the model of progression within Curriculum for Wales (Hayward et al. 2018), crucially, the finding described progression in two fundamentally different ways to the blueprint laid out by Donaldson (2015) and subsequently adopted as the model by Welsh Government (Lewis, 2015b).
Firstly, the models were developed in specific historical concepts. This contrasts with how progression is described in Curriculum for Wales, where it is linked to Statements of What Matters, rather than identified skills or concepts (this is also true for Geography, for example). While it is possible to identify some historical skills and concepts, by creating descriptions of learning around ideas drawn from across the humanities, these are harder to clearly identify. 
Secondly, one of the key findings from Project Chata was that progression in different skills or concepts could operate independently of each other. That is, it was possible for a learner to demonstrate a more sophisticated understanding of ideas about historical accounts while still showing a less developed understanding of ideas around causation (Lee and Shemilt, 2003). While Donaldson (2015) recognises a more ecological description of how progression is made, the descriptions of learning were still aligned and linked to a specific age range (Welsh Government, 2020b), despite concerns over the validity of this approach being raised by some of the teachers involved in the pioneer project (Hayward et al., 2020)

[bookmark: _Toc242387487]2.3.2 - Vertical vs Horizontal models: the influence of GCSEs

While the traditional subjects have been absorbed into Areas of Learning and Experience within Curriculum for Wales, following consultation led by Qualifications Wales (no date), they still exist within the post-14 GCSE system. This means that two contrasting systems exist for teachers working in the secondary phase. 
In terms of thinking about progression, the first of these within the main body of Curriculum for Wales can be typified as a ‘vertical’ model (Hayward et al., 2018) describing long term changes in understanding and conceptual sophistication. By contrast, the GCSE syllabus provides a ‘horizontal’ model, where progression is thought of in terms of how well a learner is able to demonstrate their understanding aligns with defined bands for specific assessment objectives (WJEC, 2026). It is noticeable that many of the models developed in England following the removal of levels replicated this ‘horizontal’ model (Luff, 2016; Hawkey et al., 2015). This seems in part due to the familiarity of the model (systems to support learners at GCSE are well established) and that it aligns well with thinking about progression and feedback on a much smaller scale – one that aligns with teachers’ day to day practice. While there seems to be no evidence at the moment as to whether this is happening in Welsh schools, its prevalence in the literature in relation to England makes it a clear candidate for further investigation. 

[bookmark: _Toc242387488]2.4	Research Question

As outlined above, it is clear that tensions remain within the progression model for the Humanities AoLE, as described by Curriculum for Wales. Student-teachers on placement for a history PGCE course describe little change in curriculum models, especially beyond year 7, and report little engagement with the principles of progression and descriptions of learning in their placement schools. Estyn (2025) reports that only a minority of schools had done meaningful work to develop a ‘shared understanding of progression’.
Give that elements of progression are mandatory within the Curriculum for Wales framework (Welsh Government, 2020a), and the research evidence suggesting that having a clear understanding of progression can support effective formative assessment practices (Heritage, 2008), there is a clear research gap that this study may be able to make a contribution to addressing. 
As such, the research question developed for this study will be:
How has practitioners’ thinking about learner progression in History changed in the development and enactment of the Humanities Area of Learning and Experience within the Curriculum for Wales?



[bookmark: _Toc242387489]Chapter 3 - Research Design and Methodology 

[bookmark: _Toc242387490]3.1 Research Design

[bookmark: _Toc242387491]3.1.1 Research Framework

Ling (2025) argues that the consideration of epistemology remains important in the context of educational research, suggesting that whether explicitly stated or simply implied, the epistemological assumptions of the researcher will, inevitably, have implications for the coherence of the research undertaken. 
Gray (2022) points out that high-quality research will need to ensure alignment between perspectives, methodology and methods. Denscombe (2021, p. 41) goes further, arguing that any research situated in a non-positivist framework (such as this) must consider the paradigm within which the research study is situated. Once social reality is understood as something involving human perception, rather than something existing in an objective reality, the choice of methods will be intrinsically linked to the social reality being investigated and are likely to have an impact on the data collected and the overall validity of any claims made by the author. As such, this chapter will open by placing this study within a wider epistemological, ontological and theoretical framework. 
This study sits firmly within a framework bound by an interpretivist epistemology and constructivist ontology. These view reality as something that is socially constructed by individuals through inherited norms and values, and through interactions with people, policies and institutions (Clark et al., 2021), and knowledge as something provisional, value-laden, and contextually unique (Denscombe, 2021). It therefore seeks to understand how individuals have understood ideas in relation to concepts of progression in both a historic sense through reflecting on their previous practice, and how those ideas have developed as Curriculum for Wales has been enacted. 
Beyond these broad frameworks, it is important to place any research design within a theoretical framework (Gray, 2022). Different authors provide different terminology and frameworks. Creswell and Creswell (2018, p. 5) argue for the more open and inclusive ‘worldview’, while Coe (2021) prefers the term ‘paradigm’, rooting this in the work of Thomas Kuhn in the 1970s. Regardless of the term, both authors propose the term ‘Pragmatism’ as a framework for research, and it is within that framework that this study sits. 
While some authors such as Hampson and McKinley (2023, p124 ) criticise pragmatism is a ‘paradigm of convenience’, Foster (2024) makes a more positive case, arguing that it liberates a researcher to conduct the most rigorous research possible for their specific context and question. He points out that any style of research can be conducted more, or less rigorously, and a pragmatic framework encourages researchers to consider their choices and the implications of these in a way that other frameworks may not. Denscombe (2021) concurs, arguing that it allows for methods best suited to the research question, rather than being imposed by a paradigm. In particular, he points out that it can be well suited to studies built on an interpretivist and constructivist base, and that are situated in a specific time and place, as this is. 
While researchers working in a pragmatic paradigm often make use of a mixed methods approach (Gray, 2022), the small-scale nature of this study will draw online on a single qualitative method (see below for more details). In the context of ‘qualitative design’ it may be helpful to view this as ‘exploratory research’ (Flick, 2023). Foster (2024) argues that the consideration of where a piece of research sits on a scale of exploratory to confirmatory is a more useful and important distinction than quantitative to quantitative, especially when framing questions. 

[bookmark: _Toc242387492]3.1.2 – Researcher Positionality

The identification of researcher positionality is an important feature of assuring the reliability and validity of qualitative and exploratory research (Goundar, 2025). Given that all qualitative studies are influenced by the researcher and the choices they make, a reflexive approach allows the acknowledgement of the role of the researcher as a co-creator of the knowledge that is generated by the study (Watt, 2007; Russell and Kelly, 2002). Using the framework proposed by Walsh (2003), consideration will be given to personal, interpersonal, and contextual reflexivity. 
Firstly, as a former history teacher, I was actively engaged in the use of, and sometimes criticism of, the former ‘level descriptor’ approach to describing progression in History. From my PGCE onwards I was aware of some of the limitations described in the literature (for example, Lee and Shemilt, 2003) and was aware of the way in which the demands of the accountability system within schools and the wider system could have a distorting effect on judgements. I was also involved in curriculum innovation in previous schools, which had demonstrated to me that teacher innovation could have a positive effect on pupil engagement and teacher motivation. I therefore had to be aware of the potential for these views to influence both the framing of my questions, and my non-verbal communication during the interview process as well (Braun and Clarke, 2013).
Considering interpersonal reflexivity, it should be noted that the participants were previously known to me, and known to me through work that was connected to the context of this study. As an early career researcher on the Camau Project (Hayward et al., 2018) I had worked with the participants in the development of some of the ideas around learner progression that subsequently ended up in Curriculum for Wales. While we no longer have professional relationships in our current roles, this previous relationship could predispose participants to self-censor or otherwise subconsciously shape their responses (Brooks, Maguire and Te Riele, 2014). In order to help mitigate this risk, clear participant information was provided to help set the context for the study (See Appendix 1) and follow-up questions were used with the interview to probe for more detail when appropriate. 
Finally, contextual reflexivity is concerned with the cultural and historical context of any given study (Walsh, 2003). Having been involved in the development of the new curriculum in a largely optimistic setting, among other colleagues who viewed their work in a positive and hopeful way, the relative lack of change within the system being described by student-teachers and being seen during school visits led me to want to explore why the level of change that many (including myself) seemed to represent a degree of unrealised potential. While this provides a clear rationale for the study, it poses a risk of framing the study in a way which focusses on a negative deficit model. The choice of a neutrally worded research question is one way in which an awareness of this has helped shape this study.   

[bookmark: _Toc242387493]3.2 Methodology

[bookmark: _Toc242387494]3.2.1 Sampling

The nature of the research question means there is a naturally small potential group of participants for this study. The EWC reports 893 current teachers in Wales who record their primary subject as history (Education Workforce Council, 2026) across both Welsh and English medium settings. However, several factors further reduced that number. 
Firstly, I was keen to speak to those people who had previously been involved in the development of the curriculum through their work as ‘Curriculum Development Pioneers’ (Lewis, 2015c; Williams, 2017) in the Humanities AoLE. While those who had not been involved would provide insight into how members of the majority of the teacher population (who had not been part of that pioneer process) had received and understood these new policy intentions, the contextual knowledge outlined in Chapter 2 led me to suspect that the relative lack of change apparent in the system was likely to yield little in the way of deep insights. By comparison, those who had been involved throughout would be able to reflect on how their views had been shaped both by the pioneer process itself, and subsequent roll-out of the curriculum in their schools.
Given the relatively small scale of the study being proposed, it made sense to consider those within the education system in Wales who may be able to reflect on the experience of multiple teachers and settings, rather than trying to capture the views of a larger number of individual participants. While an online survey of current teachers may have gathered the experience of a larger number of people, the nature of the method would mean that opportunities to explore ideas in more depth and therefore come to a deeper understanding would not be available. 
O’Leary and Tennent (2025) outline the benefits of working with ‘key informants’ within a system, that is, those who have some form of insider knowledge. To support the roll-out and enactment of Curriculum for Wales, the Welsh Government used the existing regional educational consortia to provide the necessary professional learning and support (Estyn, 2022). Several of the staff who had previously been involved in the curriculum development process as members of staff in pioneer schools had been recruited or seconded to these organisations and therefore would be in a position to reflect not just on their development of their thinking, but on those colleagues from a range of secondary schools who they had supported through the curriculum realisation phase from 2021 onwards. 
This further reduced the pool of potential participants and led to careful ethical consideration regarding identification (see 3.2.4 – ethical considerations). This form of non-probability, convenience sampling (Clark et al., 2021) has some limitations. Even given the expertise that they would bring, it was possible, if not probable, that their similar backgrounds may lead to the reporting of similar experiences. While this may reflect a uniformity of experience, one needs to be alive to the possibility that this shared experience may have led to some degree of group think among participants. It would be important to consider this in the analysis stage. 
While an initial potential pool of six participants was identified, in the end only two took part. While this is less than was hoped for, they do nonetheless represent reflections on work with over 50 secondary and all-through schools and are drawn from two different regional consortia. For the scale of a small-scale pilot study such as this, Mears’ (2021) statement that one should aim to ‘collect data sufficient to represent the experience you are investigating’ has been met. 

[bookmark: _Toc242387495]3.2.2 Data Collection

While larger scale studies, including those for higher level qualifications will usually aim for multiple forms of data collection, to increase the validity of the findings (Gray, 2022), given the scale of this pilot study it was suitable to identify a single method, and semi-structured interviews were chosen as the most suitable. 
Interviews, rather than some form of questionnaire, provide an opportunity both for greater depth of response, and therefore understanding, and also allow a two-way dialogue between researcher and participant (Kumar, 2019). This was especially important given the relatively small number of participants (see above) and the exploratory nature of the study (Flick, 2023). Clark et al. (2021) argue that this two-way dialogue helps increase the reliability and validity of the outcome, as it provides an opportunity to probe more deeply into responses, and seek clarification or elucidation if required.
As is typical in many small-scale studies such as this, semi-structured interviews were chosen, as they allow the researcher to frame and focus the questions on areas that they want to explore, but have the flexibility and freedom to allow ‘interesting and unexpected’ data to emerge (O’Leary and Tennent, 2025, p. 253). By being flexible and dynamic, interviews help increase the validity and reliability of the outcome (Clark et al., 2021) as it provides an opportunity to probe more deeply into responses and clarify as appropriate. 
Interviews were held one to one. This ensured that participants had the freedom to express themselves openly and honestly (O’Leary and Tennent, 2025, p253). While group interviews would provide the opportunity for participants to build on each other’s ideas and provide a degree of corroboration to ideas shared by each other (Mears, 2021), given the potentially sensitive nature of the topic and the risk of one dominant voice overpowering others, one-to-one interviews were judged to be a more appropriate format. 
Interviews took place online. This allowed for a greater degree of flexibility for participants to identify a suitable time to engage and removed the time and cost associated with the researcher needing to travel to the interviewee’s location (Lobe, Morgan and Hoffman, 2022). This helped ensure a degree of geographical distribution in the responses, as the participants had worked in different parts of the country. It also ensured that the participants could be in a location in which they felt safe. While the topics being discussed were not especially sensitive, there may be a small reputational risk to participants in being critical of a system in which they still work (See Appendix 3 – Ethics approval). It was important therefore both to support their participation and to the honesty of their responses that they felt safe in the environment in which the interviews took place. 
The selection of any research method involves balancing advantages and drawbacks, and online interviews are no different. Not being in the same physical space means that the interviewer cannot necessarily see all the participants’ body language – an important non-verbal element of communication (Lobe, Morgan and Hoffman, 2022). There are also increased chances of technology issues disrupting the interview. However, given the widespread use of video-technology during the covid-19 pandemic, this is now a considerably smaller risk than may have been the case a decade ago (Blake, 2026). Nonetheless, the requirement for a high degree of preparation and attentive listening for all interviews identified by Mears (2021), is increased in an online space (Lobe, Morgan and Hoffman, 2022).
Clark et al. (2021) point out that an interview guide (or schedule) provides the researcher with the best chance of gathering evidence that can be used to address a research question and minimise the chance of losing focus or generating data which, while interesting, does not support the answering of the main research question. In this case, an interview schedule was developed in light of the literature review and is included in Appendix 2)
While many authors, including O’Leary and Tennent (2025) suggest that a pilot interview will allow a researcher the opportunity to adapt and refine their interview schedule, given the small number of participants and timescale, that wasn’t appropriate. It may be appropriate instead to view this whole study as a pilot for a future thesis.  
The video interviews were audio recorded (rather than video recorded). This reduced the level of intrusion that the recording may have presented (Morgan and Guevara, 2008), given that Teams video recordings provide a constant reminder that the participant is being recorded, as well as immediate transcription. Audio files were stored within the secure ‘Office 365 environment’ while they were transcribed, and copies were shared with participants to ensure that the record of the conversation matched both their words and their meaning. In addition, field notes were taken during the interview to show changes of tone of voice, emphasis, pauses, etc. or any noteworthy use of body language by the participant. These notes and the completed transcriptions were then used in the analysis stage outlined in Chapter 4. 

[bookmark: _Toc242387496]3.2.3 Ethical considerations

All researchers must consider the ethical implications of their work (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018; Gray, 2022). Before any research was undertaken, ethical approval was sought from the University, in line with guidelines both from the University (University of Wales Trinity St David, 2025) and from the British Educational Research Association (BERA, 2024). A copy of the approved ethics form is included as Appendix 3. 
Of note in relation to this study is the need for confidentiality and anonymity (BERA, 2024). Given not just the small number of participants, but the small number of potential participants, it is especially important to consider that there is no way that they can be inadvertently identified (Kumar, 2019). For that reason, the participant profile in section 3.2.1 is especially vague. 
Beyond this, care was taken to ensure informed ongoing consent from participants before, during and after the interview stage. Participant information sheets were distributed ahead of the interviews (see Appendix 1), and additional verbal consent was given at the start of the interview. Finally, a reminder that consent could be withdrawn at any point was included during the checking of transcripts.

[bookmark: _Toc242387497]3.2.4 Data Analysis

Several different models exist to support data analysis within qualitative research, including Grounded Theory analysis, Interpretative Analysis, and Thematic Analysis, and many of these overlap in approach or stated purpose (Denscombe, 2021). 
Thematic Analysis (TA), the approach that will be adopted for this study, was originally codified by Braun and Clarke in 2006. It drew on a tradition of approaches in the social sciences that remained 'unbranded' until that time (Braun and Clarke, 2013). This relatively late date seems to reflect a wider debate in the literature about whether there is sufficient unique identity in the methodology described by Braun and Clarke to warrant its own identity (Denscombe, 2021). However, a combination of the clarity provided, and the flexibility offered (Braun and Clarke, 2013), alongside the focus on providing an interpretation of the participants’ meanings (rather than simply providing a direct account of their responses) (Gray, 2022) makes it especially well-suited to this study. 
Since their initial paper, Braun and Clarke (2019) have further refined their model. Reflecting on the emergence of a wide variety of approaches to TA, they have further refined ideas behind what they call ‘Reflexive Thematic Analysis’. While both their initial paper and this updated version are rooted in other academic fields, the points they make are valid when applied to qualitative research more broadly, and specifically to the field of educational research. Two key points in this developed model are worth noting here. Firstly, that while different approaches within the broad TA field have emerged, they are not all compatible with each other. Therefore, researchers must be clear and transparent about what approach they are taking and why they have chosen it. This will be considered in chapter 4. Secondly, they reject the idea that themes ‘emerge’ from the data, arguing instead that themes are produced by a researcher who brings a perspective which itself has a value. In other words, the view, voice and perspective of the researcher adds value, it doesn’t detract from it. However, this places an additional burden on the reflexivity and transparency of the researcher. One must also ensure that there is a detailed analysis of what is reported; Gray (2022) cautions that it is easy for researchers, especially those who could be considered ‘novice’ researchers to simply describe or paraphrase the data, rather than developing a suitably analytical narrative. 
By using a reflexive Thematic Analysis framework, six stages of analysis were completed. A summary of these is presented below. 

1. Familiarise yourself with the data

The initial stage of this was during the manual transcription of the data, which allowed close attention to be paid not just to the words being said, but the tone of voice and the pauses which provided additional context. 
Throughout the processes I tried to use the ‘Clean verbatim’ approach (Kumar, 2019) which strips out the filler words but tries to preserve all the spoken content that has meaning. The one exception was to note where the participants took significant pauses between the question and their answer, or within a longer answer. I felt this may be significant to the development of themes at a later stage. The decision to use this method was partially pragmatic, as time for transcription was limited. It also reflects the small number of transcriptions which reduced the need to use the transcription to record points other than the language used, as I was able to recall some of the context around tone which was needed in the later stages. 

2. Generate initial codes
While I had considered using a digital tool for this, in the end printed copies of the transcripts were annotated. This was not only quicker, but it allowed multiple pages of transcript to be viewed at once. Again, had the study involved a larger number of participants, and therefore a larger number of transcripts the benefits of using a tool such a NVivo, especially in relation to being able to group extracts by code would likely have made the investment of time more beneficial. 
An initial list of seventeen codes was generated. These codes were then refined through three further iterations. This led to two main changes. Firstly, the initial codes, which had often been one or two words evolved into longer sentences that did a better job of capturing the meaning of the points being made by the participants. Secondly, some codes changed, with three additional codes being added following an additional review of the transcripts and two others being merged. These can be seen in figure 2 and figure 3 below. 

	1. Common Language  
2. Focus of thought
3. Progression as a ladder  
3. Granularity 
4. Influence of GCSEs  
5. Assessment policy  
6. Reporting policy 
7. Complexity  
8. Progression in what?  
9. Getting lost  

	10. Capacity  
11. Buying into the vision  
12. Subsidiarity  
13. Excuses 
14. Structural factors  
15. Parents  
16. Familiarity  
17. Conservatism 


[bookmark: _Toc242189822][bookmark: _Toc242383016]Figure 2: Initial Codes

	1. Old model provided a common language, new model is more complex 
2. People aren’t explicitly thinking about progression in a CfW way
3. Progression was understood as a ladder – not always accurate, but helpful 
4. Old model wasn’t granular enough, but the new model even less so 
5. Strong accountability and familiarity pull to GCSE system rather than CfW 
6. Assessment policy changing from summative to formative but not always connected to progression 
7. Change in reporting policy, but not linked to progression 
8. New system very complex and hard to navigate 
9. It’s not easy to see in detail how to build a more detailed progression map 
10. System lacks capacity to engage and understand. 
11. Not all secondary schools agree with the vision in CfW 
12. Devolving down to school places a lot of responsibility on stretched schools and provides cover for those who don’t agree 
13. No-one seems to be chasing schools 
14. Lots of barriers to a more holistic approach to curriculum design, including progression 
15. Parents want a simple familiar system 
16. There is a pull towards what is already known and understood 
17. Lots of factors make change hard.  
18. There is a lack of clarity on what these models of progression look like.  
19. Cross-school working can be aided by common language of AoLEs and PS3 
20. Covid reduced capacity and momentum 



[bookmark: _Toc242189823][bookmark: _Toc242383017]Figure 3: Revised codes

In some cases, further revisions took place to the descriptors to reduce the number of words and clarify the focus. For example, “Change in focus of assessment policy away from summative to formative is getting traction but not often connected to descriptions of learning or principles of progression” became “Assessment policy changing from summative to formative but not always connected to progression”. Despite this, the codes remained quite word heavy. 

4. Search for themes / 4 Review the themes.
Several versions of themes were generated. Some themes, such as ‘barriers’ were both too broad, and were really just topic words, rather than themes (Braun and Clarke, 2023). Following three iterations, including checking back against both the initial codes and the transcripts, five themes were generate, and these are outlined in the next section. 
In generating the themes, I became aware that I was focussing more on barriers and negativity, and as such reviewed and reframed the themes to ensure a more balanced approach that ensured my own position, while naturally being part of the framing of the themes (Braun and Clarke, 2019) didn’t misrepresent the views of the participants.
Braun and Clarke (2022) identify weaknesses in the generation of themes as the most common problems with reflexive thematic analysis. In particular, they warn of themes which simply provide a summary of categories but fail to provide an interpretive story that is derived from them.

5. Define and name the themes
In developing a name, Braun and Clarke (2013) argue that researchers should develop a phrase that captures the definition of the idea that lies behind it. Gray (2022, p. 759) agrees, suggesting that the aim should be to produce a theme that allows a reader to identify the ‘story’ behind it. 
Following the revisions outlined above, the following themes were created and sequenced.
1. Thinking about progression isn’t changing, because people aren’t thinking about progression
2. Impact lies in wider parts of the curriculum
3. The previous model was false but had uses
4. The design of the new model creates barriers to engagement
5. Other parts of the system are getting in the way of understanding
6. Change takes an energy the system doesn’t currently possess.

The first reflects thinking about the old system in light of the new. The second captures ideas in relation to where ideas of progression are leading to changes in thinking and in practice. The final three relate to limitations and challenges that limit the extent of change both in thinking and in practice. 
These will be used to structure the findings in Chapter 4. 

6. Produce the report
The findings from the analysis are presented in Chapter 4. 




[bookmark: _Toc242387498]Chapter 4 - Findings

Chapter 3, section 2.3 outlined the process of developing six themes in relation to the research question. They are:
1. Thinking about progression isn’t changing, because people aren’t thinking about progression
2. Impact lies in wider parts of the curriculum
3. The previous model was false but had uses
4. The design of the new model creates barriers to engagement
5. Other parts of the system are getting in the way of understanding
6. Change takes an energy the system doesn’t currently possess.
In this chapter, each of these themes will be considered in turn. 

[bookmark: _Toc242387499]4.1 - Thinking about progression isn’t changing, because people aren’t thinking about progression

The overwhelming message from both participants was that most history teachers were not thinking deeply (or at all) about the messages in Curriculum for Wales about progression, or how the model and philosophy was different to that which had come before. There were a range of reasons for this, outlined in themes 4-6 below.
There was a stark difference in the value and importance placed on this by the two participants. One clearly felt it was symptomatic of a wider lack of engagement with, or belief in, the new model that underpinned the new curriculum. They spoke of a ‘failure of imagination’ and ‘vested interests’ describing a ‘wasted opportunity’. Their tone was one of resigned frustration throughout this part of the interview. The other, while reflecting on a similar lack of change, felt that time and resource were the bigger obstacle, that teachers were starting in other parts of the curriculum (perhaps those that were more accessible – see point 4 below) and was positive about small changes taking place over time being able to add up to something more substantial.
While the focus may not have been on learner progression in history directly, both reflected that this didn’t mean that changes were taking place in other areas of the curriculum…

[bookmark: _Toc242387500]4.2 - Impact lies in wider parts of the curriculum

One feature of the new curriculum documentation is the interconnected nature of its elements. Online documents are hyperlinked together, and there are a number of possible entry points (Welsh Government, 2020a). This means that while the direct focus of the work described by the participants wasn’t specifically in relation to models of learner progression, they did highlight three other connected areas where thinking was developing. 
The first was in assessment policy. One of the arguments in favour of clearly defined learning progressions is the link to formative assessment, an area of practice that research suggests has potential to have a large positive impact on learning (Wiliam, 2018; Education Endowment Foundation, 2021). For teachers to generate effective feedback, Heritage (2008) argues that they need to have a clear idea of where the learner is going in their learning, and this can be provided by clearly defined learning progressions. The extent to which the descriptions of learning in Curriculum for Wales provide this will be considered as part of theme 4 below, but one aspect of the reforms introduced by Curriculum for Wales was in assessment policy that moved the focus of assessment from ‘backwards-facing’ summative assessment to forward-facing ‘formative’ assessment which ‘support each individual learner to progress at an appropriate pace’ (Welsh Government, 2020c). This, alongside a stated policy intention to break the link between assessment and accountability means that both participants reported that schools have been looking at both assessment and reporting policies. 
One participant suggested that this may be connected to the relative clarity of the message around assessment (especially in relation to the wider messages around progression), and because there was already lots of work going on with assessment for learning. However, there was a feeling that these developments were largely disconnected to the work on progression, including the descriptions of learning. 
A second change that was described by one of the participants related to reporting policy, both in terms of reporting to learners and to parents/carers. In a similar way to that reported by Hawkey et al. (2015), the removal of level descriptors seems to have forced school to look again at how they track, record and report learning.  While neither participant directly commented on it, this could also be connected to the ‘principles of progression’ section of the curriculum (Welsh Government, 2020b) which directly presents schools with a wider definition of what to consider when considering learner progression. Given that this is one of the (relatively rare) parts of the curriculum documentation which has a mandatory status (unlike the descriptions of learning), it seems that this would be a likely place for schools to start their engagement with the curriculum guidance materials. 
Thirdly, one participant reflected on the increased school to school working taking place, especially in terms of a secondary school and their local cluster of feeder primary schools. Again, this is an area of policy focus for Welsh Government, with the direction that schools should work together to ‘develop and maintain a shared understanding of progression’ (Welsh Government, 2024)
What is striking about these three areas is that they are connected to the new conceptions of progression but seem to be developing in a way which is largely disconnected from many of the elements of the curriculum documentation that provide the details of the models of progression. This stands in stark contrast to much of the literature which speaks of the central importance of these clear models of progression (e.g. Heritage, 2008; Pellegrino, 2017). Some of the possible reasons for this will be considered below. 
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Donaldson (2015, pp. 35-37) highlighted some of the weaknesses and challenges in the previous curriculum models in Wales. In terms of progression, he highlighted the increasingly disjointed and atomised nature of the curriculum and, pertinent to this study, assessment and reporting mechanisms that ran alongside it. In the context of the subject of history, a series of papers from Lee and Shemilt (2003) to Freeman and Philpott (2009) and Fordham (2013) chart the issues and challenges with the levels system used at Key Stage 3 (Years 7-9), including the validity of descriptions of progress provided, the level of detail compared with the uses to which they were being put, and the influence of the accountability and reporting system that had built up in schools. 
While these papers don’t speak specifically to the situation in Wales, the systems in England and Wales were sufficiently aligned through this time that the same criticisms could be made of the situation here.  
When ideas of progression that were defined in the previous versions of the national curriculum were considered by the participants, both were quick to highlight some of these same issues, especially in relation to how school policy around data reporting and the need to demonstrate some kind of pupil progress had decoupled them from the intentions of the policy makers. This included the generation and use of ‘sub-levels’, often with little consideration of whether there was any empirical basis for these decisions. One spoke of ‘the data and tracking years’, while the other reflected that ‘schools always wanted to show progress’. 
However, despite these issues, which the new curriculum model was designed to address, both highlighted positives of the previous model which were not reflected in the critique of the old model presented by Donaldson (2015). 
The first was the idea of a ‘common language’ which helped facilitate cross-school work. While only one of the participants referred to the idea of moderation or standardisation using the levels (the validity of judgements made using this had been questioned in the past), this idea of having a common framework providing a relatively simple framework that supported school-to-school discussion was raised by both as a positive feature. 
The second was the relatively clear and simple way in which progress in the use of disciplinary knowledge was described. While this had been criticised as overly simplistic, for example by Ford (2014), when compared with the relative complexity of the descriptions of learning in Curriculum for Wales, and especially in the way they try to describe progression both across the whole AoLE and in relation to statements of What Matters (rather than specific skills or elements of knowledge) then the previous model does start to present as having an attractive clarity. As one participant put it ‘we at least had a common sense of what we were looking at and looking for’.
The third was the metaphor that underpinned the model of progression. By presenting the levels as a ladder, a clear route for progress was identified. Many schools broke the individual elements apart to provide a clearer account of how progression might look in different concepts, recognising that not all learners would progress at the same rate in the same area. One of the participants commented that it ‘wasn’t always accurate, but it was quite helpful!’.  When reviewing the transcripts I was reminded of the quote attributed to George Box. ‘All models are wrong, but some are useful’. The question of whether the new model is more or less useful than the previous will be developed in the next chapter. 

The final three themes help explain the limited engagement described in the first. 
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Both participants reflected that the model of curriculum presented by Welsh Government (2020a) was (deliberately) quite challenging to engage with. A desire to signal a significant shift in the thinking that went alongside Curriculum for Wales underpinned a hyperlinked web interface (rather than a series of printable documents) and detailed explanations of how to engage with the materials as well as the guidance materials themselves. During the development of the curriculum materials, some of the teachers involved expressed a desire to try and prevent what they considered to be the natural inclination of subject teachers in a secondary school to jump straight to ‘their’ bit and ignore the bigger picture (Hayward, et al., 2020).
This appears to have been especially challenging in the secondary sector, where Estyn (2025, p.18) reports that only a minority of secondary schools have successfully developed a ‘balanced’ curriculum and two thirds of the secondary schools inspected have been given recommendations around strengthening curriculum planning. 
Despite the intention, both participants suggested that this design had in fact created barriers for teachers to engage with ideas around progression. One commented on the complexity, pointing out that it was hard to navigate, while the other spoke of teachers ‘getting lost’ in the guidance.
As well as the complexity of the whole model, both also commented on the design of the models of progression. One commented that there is ‘lack of clarity’ in what the models look like, while the other complained that it wasn’t ‘easy to see’ how to build a more detailed progression map. Both accepted that teachers were interested in a more granular description of progression to support planning within a year and a phase and felt that while it was accepted the old model hadn’t been granular enough (leading to the creation of sub-levels) the removal of the reporting and accountability systems that had led to those being developed hadn’t removed the pedagogical need for a more detailed account of progression. 
One of the participants queried whether the principle of subsidiary (where responsibility for many of the decisions about curriculum design were explicitly placed on schools) was appropriate for models of progression, commenting that this placed a lot of responsibility on school already stretched with limited resources. This reflects one of the recommendations (as yet unmet) from Hayward, et al., (2018) that more detailed frameworks would need to be developed to support assessment for learning. 
Overall, there was a strong sense that the curriculum documentation as a whole, as well as the way in which progression was described in that documentation was acting as a barrier for teachers to be able to think deeply about learner progression and to enact curricular changes based on that thinking. Furthermore, there was a sense that it was an unreasonable expectation for schools (be that individually or in clusters) to develop their own more granular models of progression. 
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A second theme which could be identified within the responses was the way in which other parts of the educational system in Wales were ‘getting in the way’ of teachers spending time thinking about learner progression and its implications. 
Of those discussed, the strongest was the influence of the GCSE system. This chimes with reviews of curriculum development in Scotland (OECD, 2021) where the influence of the examinations system was found to have had a distorting influence on the implementation for Curriculum for Excellence in secondary schools. Despite policy decisions to try to mitigate that washback effect in the Welsh context by delaying the development of the qualifications until the curriculum framework was published, participants highlighted two specific ways in which a focus on GCSE seemed to be acting as a brake to change within the secondary sector. 
The first was the decision by a large number of secondary schools described by the participants to wait until there was clarity about GCSEs before starting their curriculum design process. This meant that once the new specifications were known, energy was then put into developing materials relating to those, leaving little capacity for changes in years 7-9 (this idea is further explored in 4.6 below). 
The second was the relative pull of the accountability system of GCSEs in shaping teachers’ thinking about assessment (and by extension, progression). The familiarity of GCSE style ‘horizontal’ descriptions of progression meant that some schools replaced levels with a system modelled on a GCSE approach to considering the assessment of a specific piece of assessed work, rather than considering the implications of a changed ‘vertical’ model. Interestingly, this also appears to have taken place in England following the removal of levels in their 2012 curriculum reforms (Ford, 2014; Hawkey et al., 2015), suggesting that the GCSE system continued to play a significant role in shaping thinking in the secondary phase, even if it offers a model which is at odds with some elements of Curriculum for Wales. 
A related theme developed during the analysis was the importance of familiarity. This applied to the GCSE system, but also that there was a natural pull of the familiar for staff, but also for parents who one participant felt wanted to see a system for their children that looked similar to the one they had experienced. The extent to which this applied to all contexts was not explored, but it may be a contributing factor in some settings. 
Finally, both participants queried what the mechanisms were for chasing schools who didn’t seem to be engaging in the way that perhaps they as pioneers had hoped would happen. Subsidiarity, one argued, had given schools an ‘excuse’ to hide behind if they didn’t agree with some of the changes, and another commented that some headteachers were openly saying that they didn’t ‘do’ Curriculum for Wales, preferring to stick to a model that looked much like the one that they had been operating (successfully) for a number of years. 
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Notwithstanding that last point, that some schools were reported to show no desire to change their curriculum models and were happy to use the idea of subsidiarity to map their existing curriculum onto Curriculum for Wales as a largely paper exercise, there were other barriers, even for those schools that did want to change, focused around resource and capacity. 
Both participants acknowledged that the Covid-19 pandemic stopped the reform process in its tracks, and the immediate priorities that followed (namely the ‘catch-up’ of lost learning and addressing the significant decline in attendance) had further taken time, money and attention away from curriculum reform. 
In addition, a worsening financial situation meant schools were less able to fund the release of teachers to engage with professional learning and curriculum development, something recognised by Makara Fuller, Singh and Morrison-Love (2023) as a key enabler of the ‘teacher as curriculum maker’ model that exists within Curriculum for Wales. 
However, beyond these resource barriers, one of the participants went further, accusing the secondary system as a whole of a ‘failure of imagination’, and pointing to the inherent (small c) conservatism of many secondary schools. They argued that the structure of secondary schools, including the timing of the day, the structure of timetables and the organisation of year groups would need to be upended in order to unlock the potential that Curriculum for Wales contains. They wryly noted that there was no appetite for this in any of the schools they had worked with.
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The short answer to the research question ‘how has practitioners’ thinking about learner progression changed…’ is ‘not much’. However, the reasons for this, and the potential impact are varied and complex.
Firstly, while compared with change in primary schools, the levels of change in secondary schools since the introduction of Curriculum for Wales are noticeably less. This is reported by student-teachers on PGCE programmes, the participants in this research, and Estyn (2025). This, in part, reflects the larger nature of these organisations, where change is likely to be slower and more difficult. As well as size, secondary schools are also naturally structured into natural silos of hour-long, subject-based lessons. This created a more challenging environment for whole school innovation and more holistic views of learner development that sits within Curriculum for Wales.  It may also, as both participants suggested, be a result of the influences of an external examination system and associated accountability measures which are absent in the primary setting. This would certainly align with international evidence (Priestley and Minty, 2013; Sinnema and Aitken, 2013). 
Secondly, the structure of the guidance documentation itself may be acting as a barrier. There is extensive guidance, and it is not always easy to navigate. Some of it has a different legal status, and it isn’t always clear how the different demands placed on a school map into the natural structures of a secondary school. As discussed above, this is partly by design, but the volume and density of guidance seems likely to place a barrier to engagement without some form of external mediation or whole school development process. In addition to questions of the general coherence of the materials, the work of Makara Fuller, Singh and Morrison-Love (2023) point to a lack of theoretical coherence within the curriculum materials. Based on the tensions highlighted in the literature, for example between the different types of progression model and the constraints within the structure of Curriculum for Wales, it seems likely that a similar theoretical incoherence exists within the way progression is described. This is likely to act as a further barrier.
Thirdly, the research has raised questions about the appropriateness of the subsidiarity model. While schools remain financially under-resourced, their ability to engage in the demands of curriculum making will be limited. It is possible that in any future review of the curriculum to be commissioned by the new Welsh Government, questions remain as to how much can be expected of schools, and the extent to which clearer and simpler guidance or exemplars (plural) may be required to support any meaningful curriculum change. In the meantime, we wait to see what solutions are offered to the challenges of a lack of coherence in the system described by the new Cabinet Minister for Education and the Welsh Language (Brychan, 2026).

Ultimately, it seems that for all the reasons outlined above, the opportunities offered by a coherent understanding of learner progressions for supporting learning and learner development have not yet been realised in Wales, at least in the secondary sector among history teachers. The questions posed by Hayward et al. in 2020 remain unaddressed and unanswered, and it seems unlikely that without a rethink of policy coherence and the addition of substantial additional resource into the system, schools will be able to solve them by themselves. 
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Any small-scale research such as this will have limitations. The most obvious here is the small number of participants. This was always likely to be a small-scale study. The scope of the research and the number of potential participants who had the required ‘inside knowledge’ meant that participant numbers were unlikely to exceed six, but a sample size of two significantly limits the generalisability of the findings.
That said, the nature of their experience and their ability to reflect on their work with multiple schools does act to mitigate this to some degree. In that respect, the research design has led to results which are more valid than had six teachers been interviewed to reflect on their experiences in their own context. The fact that the participants were able to reflect on working in a diverse range of settings over a three-year period has led to some detailed and thoughtful reflections. However, a greater number of participants is likely to have led to greater confidence in the themes that have been developed.

This remains an important area of international research, as countries and states around the world continue to wrestle with curriculum challenges in a time of increasing change. With recent PISA tests again highlighting the relative weakness of the Welsh education system, the promise of the power of formative assessment to drive up standards and improve educational quality remains largely unmet. Future research that supports a greater understanding of what progression looks like in the classroom, especially at a more granular level than is currently available, is likely to be a key part of unlocking that potential. 
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Participant Information Sheet
  
 
Dear, 
I am writing to invite you to participate in piece of research as part of my Doctoral studies at University of Wales Trinity Saint David. 
This study explores how the experience of engaging with and enacting the Curriculum for Wales has shaped the thinking of history teachers in Wales in relation to their ideas about progression. 
As someone who was involved in the pioneer process, and has subsequently supported schools across a region, you have valuable insights that I would be keen to listen to and learn from.  
Taking part is voluntary. If you do not want to take part in the research, you need not do anything. You have the right to withdraw from the research at any time without giving a reason and any information collected will not be used and instead destroyed. Please keep this information for reference.  
If you consent to take part in the research, please confirm by emailing the consent form to my student email address – 1750093@student.uwtsd.ac.uk 
 
What will I be asked to do?  
I’d like you to take part in an online, one-to-one, semi structured interview to discuss your experiences of supporting teachers in secondary schools to think about ideas of progression as they are described in Curriculum for Wales, and the impact this has then had on their enactment of the new curriculum.  
With your permission, the interview will be audio recorded and then transcribed. A copy of the transcript will be shared with you to check before any analysis takes place.  
 


Confidentiality 
Anonymity, confidentiality and safeguarding will be assured at all times. You will not be identified in any of the writing that will follow the interview, and the original recordings will be deleted once the study has been submitted.  
Please note that If you share information that suggests that you or anyone else is at serious risk of harm, or you disclose anything that could be considered malpractice, the researcher will be required to share the information with relevant statutory bodies.  
  
What will happen to the information provided?   
The information you provide will be stored securely on password-protected computers at the University of Wales Trinity Saint David. It will be analysed by the researcher and included in an assignment submitted to the University of Wales Trinity Saint David as part of the requirements for the Doctor of Education (EdD) programme.  
 
Who has approved the study?   
Approval for this research has been given by University of Wales Trinity Saint David’s Research Ethics Committee.  
 
If you have any questions, please do get in touch.  
If you would be willing to take part in the research, please complete the attached consent form and return it to me and we can identify a suitable time and date for the interview to take place.   
 








Written Consent Form 
 
Please check the appropriate box  
1. I confirm that I have read and understood the information sheet for the above study, I have had the opportunity to consider the information, ask questions and if appropriate, have had these answered satisfactorily.           
 
Yes			No 
 
2. I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw at any time without giving any reason.       
 
Yes			No 
 
3. I agree to take part in an interview, and for that interview to be audio recorded.      
 
Yes			No 

4. I agree to allow quotes from the transcript of the interview to be used anonymously in future assignment submissions. 

Yes			No 
 
5. I would like a summary of the results of the evaluation when it is completed.  
  
Yes			No 
 
  
 
Please complete all fields below 
  SECTION 1 — PARTICIPANT 
 
	Full Name of Participant 
   
Please print clearly 
	 
	Date 
   
DD / MM / YYYY 


 
Signature of Participant 
   
By signing above, you confirm you have read and understood the participant information sheet and agree to take part in this study. 
 
  SECTION 2 — RESEARCHER TAKING CONSENT 
 
	Full Name of Researcher 
   
Please print clearly 
	 
	Date 
   
DD / MM / YYYY 


 
Signature of Researcher 
   
By signing above, the researcher confirms that the participant was given the opportunity to ask questions and that consent was given freely. 
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· Thank the participant.  
· Check that they understand the purpose of the study, they have signed the consent, and are happy to proceed on that basis 
· Check the recording has started 
 
1. Before you were involved in Curriculum Reform, can you think back to how you understood progression in history to work? 
Potential follow-up questions 
· What was your relationship the level descriptors? 
· What did you consider the strengths and weakness of that model to be? 
 
2. How did your understanding of progression impact on your teaching practice? 
Potential follow-up questions - In relation to: 
· Curriculum sequencing 
· Marking and feedback 
· Use of assessment for learning techniques 
 
3. How did your understanding of progression change over the time you worked as part of the pioneer school project? 
Potential follow-up questions 
· Changes in thinking 
· Tensions that emerged 
· Any key ‘lightbulb’ moments 
· How clear was your thinking by the end? Any remaining worries? 
 
4. Before you started working with other schools what did you feel the strengths and weaknesses of this new model of progression might be? 
 
5. From your working with schools, what reaction did you find to the new progression model has had on teachers thinking and practice? 
 
 
6. Progression is described across the whole of the Humanities AoLE rather than in subject specific terms. What impact has that had in developing thinking? 
 
7. One of the changes from Successful Futures to Curriculum for Wales was the renaming of ‘achievement outcomes’ to ‘descriptions of learning’. What impact do you think that has had? 
 
8. IF NEEDED – SUMMARISE THE ACCOUNT BACK TO THE PARTICIPANT. Why do you think that is? 
 
9. Is there anything else you feel is relevant that we haven’t discussed? 
 
· Thank the participant for their time 
 
· Stop the recording 
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APPLICATION FOR ETHICAL APPROVAL 
 
 
	RESEARCH STUDENTS 
This form is to be completed by the student within SIX months for full-time students and TWELVE months for part time students, after the commencement of the research degree or following progression to Part Two of your course.  
 
Once complete, submit this form via the MyTSD Doctoral College Portal at (https://mytsd.uwtsd.ac.uk). 
 
This document is also available in Welsh. 
 

	RESEARCH STAFF ONLY 
All communications relating to this application during its processing must be in writing and emailed to pgresearch@uwtsd.ac.uk , with the title ‘Ethical Approval’ followed by your name. 
 

	STUDENTS ON UNDERGRADUATE OR TAUGHT MASTERS PROGRAMMES should submit this form (and receive the outcome) via systems explained to you by the supervisor/module leader. 


 
 
In order for research to result in benefit and minimise risk of harm, it must be conducted ethically. A researcher may not be covered by the University’s insurance if ethical approval has not been obtained prior to commencement. 
 
The University follows the OECD Frascati manual definition of research activity: “creative work undertaken on a systematic basis in order to increase the stock of knowledge, including knowledge of man, culture and society, and the use of this stock of knowledge to devise new applications”. As such this covers activities undertaken by members of staff, postgraduate research students, and both taught postgraduate and undergraduate students working on dissertations/projects. 
 
The individual undertaking the research activity is known as the “principal researcher”. 
 
Ethical approval is not required for routine audits, performance reviews, quality assurance studies, testing within normal educational requirements, and literary or artistic criticism. 
 
Please read the notes for guidance before completing ALL sections of the form. 
 
This form must be completed and approved prior to undertaking any research activity. Please see Checklist for details of process for different categories of application.   
 
SECTION A: About You (Principal Researcher) 
	1 
	Full Name: 
	Dave Stacey 

	2 
	Tick all boxes that apply: 
	Member of staff: 
	☐ 
	Honorary research fellow: 
	☐ 

	 
	Undergraduate Student 
	​​☐​ 
	Taught Postgraduate Student 
	​​☒​ 
	Postgraduate Research Student 
	​​☐​ 


 
	3 
	Institute/Academic Discipline/Centre: 
	IEH - CPLL 
 

	4 
	Campus: 
	Swansea 
 

	5 
	E-mail address: 
	 
1750093@student.uwtsd.ac.uk 

	6 
	Contact Telephone Number: 
	07977 591231 
 
 

	 
	For students: 

	7 
	Student Number: 
	1750093 

	8 
	Programme of Study: 
	Ed D (Professional Doctorate in Education) 

	9 
	Director of Studies/Supervisor: 
	Catherine Morgan 


 
 
 
SECTION B: Approval for Research Activity 
	1 
	Has the research activity received approval in principle? 
(please check the Guidance Notes as to the appropriate approval process for different levels of research by different categories of individual) 
	YES 
	​​☒​ 
	NO 
	​​☐​ 

	 
	 
	Date 

	2 
	If Yes, please indicate source of approval (and date where known): Approval in principle must be obtained from the relevant source prior to seeking ethical approval 
	Research Degrees Committee 
	​​☐​ 
	 

	
	
	Institute Research Committee 
	​​☐​ 
	 

	
	
	Other (write in) 
Catherine Morgan 
	​​☒​ 
	17/10/25 


 
SECTION C:  Internal and External Ethical Guidance Materials 
	 
	Please list the core ethical guidance documents that have been referred to during the completion of this form (including any discipline-specific codes of research ethics, location-specific codes of research ethics, and also any specific ethical guidance relating to the proposed methodology).  Please tick to confirm that your research proposal adheres to these codes and guidelines. You may add rows to this table if needed. 

	1 
	UWTSD Research Ethics & Integrity Code of Practice 
	​​☒​ 

	2 
	UWTSD Research Data Management Policy 
	​​☒​ 

	3 
	BERA Ethical Guidelines for Educational Research, fifth edition (2024) 
 
	​​☒​ 


 
SECTION D: External Collaborative Research Activity 
If there are external collaborators then you should gain consent from the contact persons to share their personal data with the university. If there are no external collaborators then leave this section blank and continue to section E. 
	1 
	Institution 
	 
 

	2 
	Contact person name 
	 
 

	3 
	Contact person e-mail address 
 
	 

	4 
	Is your research externally funded? 
	YES 
	​​☐​ 
	NO 
	​​☐​ 

	5 
	Are you in receipt of a KESS scholarship? 
	YES 
	​​☐​ 
	NO 
	​​☐​ 

	6 
	Are you specifically employed to undertake this research in either a paid or voluntary capacity? 
	Voluntary 
	YES 
	​​☐​ 
	NO 
	​​☐​ 

	7 
	
	Employed 
	YES 
	​​☐​ 
	NO 
	​​☐​ 

	8 
	Is the research being undertaken within an existing UWTSD Athrofa Professional Learning Partnership (APLP)? 
	If YES then the permission question below does not need to be answered. 
	YES 
	​​☐​ 
	NO 
	​​☐​ 

	9 
	Has permission to undertake the research has been provided by the partner organisation? 
	(If YES attach copy) 
If NO the application cannot continue 
	YES 
	​​☐​ 
	NO 
	​​☐​ 


 
 
Where research activity is carried out in collaboration with an external organisation 
	10 
	Does this organisation have its own ethics approval system? 
	YES 
	​​☐​ 
	NO 
	​​☐​ 

	 
	 
If Yes, please attach a copy of any final approval (or interim approval) from the organisation (this may be a copy of an email if appropriate). 
 


 
SECTION E: Details of Research Activity 
	1 
	Indicative title: 
	How have ideas of learner progression in history developed in the enactment of the Humanities Area of Learning and experience within the Curriculum for Wales? 

	2 
	Proposed start date: 
	January 2025 
	Proposed end date: 
	June 2025 

	 
	Introduction to the Research (maximum 300 words per section) 
Ensure that you write for a Non-Specialist Audience when outlining your response to the points below: 
· Purpose of Research Activity 
· Proposed Research Question 
· Aims of Research Activity 
· Objectives of Research Activity 
Demonstrate, briefly, how Existing Research has informed the proposed activity and explain 
· What the research activity will add to the body of knowledge  
· How it addresses an area of importance.  

	3 
	Purpose of Research Activity 
 
The publication, and subsequent enactment of Curriculum for Wales (CfW) (Welsh Government, 2022) represented a significant educational policy shift in Wales. Building on proposals from Successful Futures (Donaldson, 2015), this policy changed how the curriculum is organised, the role of schools and teachers and (most relevant to this study) the descriptions of the way learners progress through the curriculum. In this new model, a national framework was published, and individual schools were expected to develop their own ‘school level’ curriculum within these guidelines. 
 
The Camau Project (Hayward et al, 2020) was a collaborative project between UWTSD and Glasgow University which supported practitioners in the development of ideas of learner progression from the proposals in Successful Futures to the published policy. From this project, ‘descriptions of learning’ (Welsh Government, 2022) were developed to describe ‘broad expectations’ (ibid) at five points in the curriculum. However, it was recognised at the time that international research suggested that a more granular, detailed description of progression may be required to support teachers understanding of how learners move between ‘progression steps’. This was left to schools to develop with their own school level curriculum. To support this, some teachers who had been involved in the process by which the Curriculum for Wales framework was developed were recruited to work at a local and regional level supporting schools to design and implement their own curriculum.  
 
 
 
This research aims to explore the experiences of these individuals as a way of investigating the various ways in which these granular ideas of learner progression have been developed in relation to the subject of history, which now sits within the Humanities ‘Areas of Learning and Experience’ (AoLE). These individuals can provide valuable insight into developments in multiple schools and into the way that policy intentions may have mutated since initial publication.  
 
REFERENCE LIST 
 
Donaldson, G. (2015) Successful Futures. Available at: https://www.gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2018-03/successful-futures.pdf  (Accessed: 15.10.25) 
 
Hayward, L. et al. (2020) So Far So Good: Building the Evidence Base to Promote a Successful Future for the Curriculum for Wales. Project Report. Available at: http://eprints.gla.ac.uk/223822/ (Accessed: 15.10.25) 
 
Welsh Government (2022) Curriculum for Wales. Available at: https://hwb.gov.wales/curriculum-for-wales (Accessed: 15.10.25) 
 
 
(this box should expand as you type) 

	4 
	Research Question 
 
How have ideas of learner progression in history developed in the enactment of the Humanities Area of Learning and experience within the Curriculum for Wales? 
 
 
(this box should expand as you type) 

	5 
	Aims of Research Activity 
 
This research aims to explore the experiences and perceptions of staff working in local and regional curriculum support organisations in supporting secondary school history teachers’ understanding of ideas relating to ‘learner progression’ as they have developed their school level curricula within the Curriculum for Wales national framework.  
 
 
(this box should expand as you type) 

	6 
	Objectives of Research Activity 
 
To undertake a review of relevant literature that relates to ideas of learner progression in the context of the teaching and learning of history in the secondary school phase (11-16 year olds) 
 
To complete interviews with staff who have worked at a local and regional level to support school-level curriculum design  
 
To use thematic analysis to analyse the outputs from these interviews.   
 
(this box should expand as you type) 

	 
	Proposed methods (maximum 600 words) 
Provide a brief summary of all the methods that may be used in the research activity, making it clear what specific techniques may be used. If methods other than those listed in this section are deemed appropriate later, additional ethical approval for those methods will be needed. You do not need to justify the methods here, but should instead describe how you intend to collect the data necessary for you to complete your project. 

	7 
	 
Semi-structured interviews will be undertaken with between four and six individuals, identified through a convenience sampling method. Participants will be given the choice of an online or face to face interview.  
 
These interviews will be audio recorded, transcribed, and analysed. The choice of audio (rather than video) aims to provide a less intimidating experience for the participant leading to a more honest response in the interview. Additional field notes may be taken by the interviewer during the interview to record any significant non-verbal cues which may be helpful during the analysis stage.  
 
Interviews would be semi-structured in nature. This would allow a degree of consistency to be applied, while being flexible enough to ask follow-up questions, test understanding or go into greater depth (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2014). Interviews would be around 45 minutes in length and focus on the reflections of participants in their work supporting school curriculum development during the last three years. Questions would focus on their experiences of supporting schools to develop their thinking and practice in relation to the ideas of ‘learner progression’ included in the national ‘Curriculum for Wales’ framework.  
 
The analysis of the transcriptions will be undertaken using Thematic Analysis based on the work of Braun and Clarke (2022). 
 
REFERENCE LIST 
 
Braun, V. and Clarke, V. (2022) Thematic analysis: a practical guide. SAGE Publications 
 
Kvale, S. and Brinkmann, S. (2014). InterViews: Learning the craft of qualitative research interviewing (3rd ed.). Sage Publications, Inc. 
 
(this box should expand as you type) 

	 
	Location of research activity 
Identify all locations where research activity will take place. 

	8 
	 
Interviews will either take place online using the University’s Microsoft ‘Teams’ platform or will take place face to face on one of the university’s campuses.  
 
(this box should expand as you type) 

	 
	Research activity outside of the UK 
If research activity will take place overseas, you are responsible for ensuring that local ethical considerations are complied with and that the relevant permissions are sought. Specify any local guidelines (e.g. from local professional associations/learned societies/universities) that exist and whether these involve any ethical stipulations beyond those usual in the UK (provide details of any licenses or permissions required). Also specify whether there are any specific ethical issues raised by the local context in which the research activity is taking place, for example, particular cultural and/or legal sensitivities or vulnerabilities of participants. If you live in the country where you will do the research then please state this. 

	9 
	 
There will be no research activity outside the UK. 
 
 
(this box should expand as you type) 


 
	10 
	Use of documentation not in the public domain: Are any documents NOT publicly available?  
 
	NO 
	​​☒​ 

	
	
	YES 
	​​☐​ 

	11 
	If Yes, please provide details here of how you will gain access to specific documentation that is not in the public domain and that this is in accordance with the current data protection law of the country in question and that of England and Wales. 
 
 
 
(this box should expand as you type) 


 
	 
	Does your research relate to one or more of the seven aims of the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015? 
	 
YES 
	 
NO 

	12 
	A prosperous Wales 
	​​☒​ 
	​​☐​ 

	13 
	A resilient Wales 
	​​☒​ 
	​​☐​ 

	14 
	A healthier Wales 
	​​☒​ 
	​​☐​ 

	15 
	A more equal Wales 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	16 
	A Wales of cohesive communities 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	17 
	A Wales of vibrant culture and thriving Welsh language 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	18 
	A globally responsible Wales 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	19 
	If YES to any of the above, please give details: 

	 
	 
This research relates to Curriculum for Wales. It has been argued (OCED, 2020) that an effective curriculum is a key part of improving an educational system. This will lead to improved educational outcomes for the young people of Wales. Educational outcomes in Wales are contextualised within the framing of the ‘Four Purposes’ (Welsh Government, 2022) and these contribute directly to the creation of a more prosperous, resilient and healthier Wales.  
 
REFERENCES 
 
OECD (2020) Achieving the New Curriculum for Wales. OECD (Implementing Education Policies). Available at: https://doi.org/10.1787/4b483953-en. 
 
Welsh Government (2022) Curriculum for Wales. Available at: https://hwb.gov.wales/curriculum-for-wales (Accessed: 15.10.25) 
 
(this box should expand as you type) 


 
SECTION F: Scope of Research Activity 
	 
	Will the research activity include: 
	YES 
	NO 

	1 
	Use of a questionnaire or similar research instrument? 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	2 
	Use of interviews? 
	​​☒​ 
	​​☐​ 

	3 
	Use of focus groups? 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	4 
	Use of participant diaries?  
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	5 
	Use of video or audio recording? 
	​​☒​ 
	​​☐​ 

	6 
	Use of computer-generated log files? 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	7 
	Participant observation with their knowledge? 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	8 
	Participant observation without their knowledge? 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	9 
	Access to personal or confidential information without the participants’ specific consent? 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	10 
	Administration of any questions, test stimuli, presentation that may be experienced as physically, mentally or emotionally harmful / offensive? 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	11 
	Performance of any acts which may cause embarrassment or affect self-esteem? 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	12 
	Investigation of participants involved in illegal activities? 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	13 
	Use of procedures that involve deception? 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	14 
	Administration of any substance, agent or placebo? 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	15 
	Working with live vertebrate animals? 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	16 
	Procedures that may have a negative impact on the environment? 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	17 
	Other primary data collection methods. Please indicate the type of data collection method(s) below. 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	 
	Details of any other primary data collection method: 
 
 
 
(this box should expand as you type) 
	
	


If NO to every question, then the research activity is (ethically) low risk and may be exempt from some of the following sections (please refer to Guidance Notes). 
 
If YES to any question, then no research activity should be undertaken until full ethical approval has been obtained.  
 
SECTION G: Intended Participants 
If there are no participants then do not complete this section, but go directly to section H. 
 
	 
	Who are the intended participants: 
	 
YES 
	 
NO 

	1 
	Students or staff at the University? 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	2 
	Adults (over the age of 18 and competent to give consent)? 
	​​☒​ 
	​​☐​ 

	3 
	Vulnerable adults? 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	4 
	Children and Young People under the age of 18? (Consent from Parent, Carer or Guardian will be required) 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	5 
	Prisoners? 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	6 
	Young offenders? 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	7 
	Those who could be considered to have a particularly dependent relationship with the investigator or a gatekeeper? 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	8 
	People engaged in illegal activities? 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	9 
	Others. Please indicate the participants below, and specifically any group who may be unable to give consent. 
 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	 
	Details of any other participant groups: 
 
 
 
(this box should expand as you type) 
	
	


 
	 
	Participant numbers and source 
Provide an estimate of the expected number of participants. How will you identify participants and how will they be recruited?  

	10 
	How many participants are expected? 
 
	Between four and six participants 
 
(this box should expand as you type) 

	11 
	Who will the participants be? 
 
	 
Participants will be individuals who were involved in the ‘pioneer’ phase of the construction of Curriculum for Wales (either as teachers from pioneer schools or AoLE leads drawn from local authorities and regional educational consortia), and have subsequently gone on to have a role supporting curriculum development at a local, regional or national level.  
 
(this box should expand as you type) 

	12 
	How will you identify the participants? 
	 
Participants are already professionally known to me through their engagement in curriculum development projects and will be approached directly with an invitation to participate.  
 
 
(this box should expand as you type) 


 
 
	 
	Information for participants: 
	 
YES 
	NO 
	 
N/A 

	13 
	Will you describe the main research procedures to participants in advance, so that they are informed about what to expect? 
	​​☒​ 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☐​ 

	14 
	Will you tell participants that their participation is voluntary? 
	​​☒​ 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☐​ 

	15 
	Will you obtain written consent for participation? 
	​​☒​ 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☐​ 

	16 
	Will you explain to participants that refusal to participate in the research will not affect their treatment or education (if relevant)? 
	​​☒​ 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☐​ 

	17 
	If the research is observational, will you ask participants for their consent to being observed? 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	18 
	Will you tell participants that they may withdraw from the research at any time and for any reason? 
	​​☒​ 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☐​ 

	19 
	With questionnaires, will you give participants the option of omitting questions they do not want to answer? 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	20 
	Will you tell participants that their data will be treated with full confidentiality and that, if published, it will not be identifiable as theirs? 
	​​☒​ 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☐​ 

	21 
	Will you debrief participants at the end of their participation, in a way appropriate to the type of research undertaken? 
	​​☒​ 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☐​ 

	22 
	If NO to any of above questions, please give an explanation  

	 
	 
 
 
(this box should expand as you type) 


 
	 
	Information for participants: 
	 
YES 
	NO 
	 
N/A 

	24 
	Will participants be paid? 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 
	​​☐​ 

	25 
	Is specialist electrical or other equipment to be used with participants? 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 
	​​☐​ 

	26 
	Are there any financial or other interests to the investigator or University arising from this study? 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 
	​​☐​ 

	27 
	Will the research activity involve deliberately misleading participants in any way, or the partial or full concealment of the specific study aims? 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 
	​​☐​ 

	28 
	If YES to any question, please provide full details  

	 
	 
 
 
(this box should expand as you type) 


 
SECTION H: Anticipated Risks 
 
	 
	Outline any anticipated risks that may adversely affect any of the participants, the researchers and/or the University, and the steps that will be taken to address them.  
 
If you have completed a full risk assessment (for example as required by a laboratory, or external research collaborator) you may append that to this form.   

	1 
	Full risk assessment completed and appended?  
	Yes  
	​​☐​ 

	
	
	No 
	​​☒​ 

	2 
	Risks to participants 
For example: sector-specific health & safety, emotional distress, financial disclosure, physical harm, transfer of personal data, sensitive organisational information 

	 
	Risk to participants: 
 
Participants may disclose views which are in contrast with those of their colleagues or employer, and this may pose a professional and reputational risk should they be disclosed.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Through the review and recollection of previous events and actions, participants may become upset, frustrated or in other ways emotionally impacted by their participation. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Participants may feel compelled to agree to their involvement due to an existing professional relationship.  
 
(this box should expand as you type) 
	How you will mitigate the risk to participants: 
 
Interviews will take place online or on University premises, so participants can be secure in the location from which they are speaking. Notes and transcription will be anonymised at source, and all data will be stored securely in line with procedures outlined below. Participants will not be identified in the final research, nor will detail which may allow their inadvertent identification be included.  
 
 
This risk will be outlined in the participant information and those who feel themselves to be at risk may choose to not take part.  
 
Information about support services provided through teaching unions will be available to be shared with participants, should that be required.  
 
Any participant will be able to stop their engagement with the project at point, and this point will be made at each engagement point.  
 
 
The voluntary nature of participation will be made clear at all points in the process, from initial contact, through pre-interview consent to a final reminder that consent can with withdrawn during the debrief. 
 
 
(this box should expand as you type) 

	3 
	If research activity may include sensitive, embarrassing or upsetting topics (e.g. sexual activity, drug use) or issues likely to disclose information requiring further action (e.g. criminal activity), give details of the procedures to deal with these issues, including any support/advice (e.g. helpline numbers) to be offered to participants. Note that where applicable, consent procedures should make it clear that if something potentially or actually illegal is discovered in the course of a project, it may need to be disclosed to the proper authorities 

	 
	 
N/A 
 
(this box should expand as you type) 

	4 
	Risks to the investigator 
For example: personal health & safety, physical harm, emotional distress, risk of accusation of harm/impropriety, conflict of interest 

	 
	Risk to the investigator: 
 
There is a small risk of a perception of conflict of interest as the participants will have an existing professional relationship with me though mutual engagement in curriculum development.  
 
 
(this box should expand as you type) 
	How you will mitigate the risk to the investigator: 
 
Roles and expectations will be clearly laid out through participant information at the recruitment stage and throughout the engagement with the project.  
 
Contact details of my supervisor will be shared with all participants in case of a feeling of conflict of interest. 
 
 
(this box should expand as you type) 

	5 
	University/institutional risks 
For example: adverse publicity, financial loss, data protection 

	 
	Risk to the University: 
 
There is a minor risk of reputational damage to the university if the study is not completed in line with ethical and institutional expectations.  
 
 
(this box should expand as you type) 
	How you will mitigate the risk to the University: 
 
All ethical and university guidelines outlined in section C will be followed throughout, including those from the British Education Research Association (2024). Any challenges will be discussed with my supervisors before action is taken. Any issues which emerge will be disclosed immediately.  
 
 
(this box should expand as you type) 

	6 
	Environmental risks 
For example: accidental spillage of pollutants, damage to local ecosystems 

	 
	Risk to the environment: 
 
Unnecessary paper waste produced in the analysis. 
 
 
(this box should expand as you type) 
	How you will mitigate the risk to environment: 
 
Analysis will be done online, with any paper outputs recycled.  
 
 
(this box should expand as you type) 


 
	 
	Disclosure and Barring Service 

	 
	If the research activity involves children or vulnerable adults, a Disclosure and Barring Service (DBS) certificate must be obtained before any contact with such participants. 
	YES 
 
	NO 
 
	N/A 
 

	7 
	Does your research require you to hold a current DBS Certificate? 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 
	​​☐​ 

	8 
	If YES, please give the certificate number. If the certificate number is not available please write “Pending”; in this case any ethical approval will be subject to providing the appropriate certificate number. 
	 


 
SECTION I: Feedback, Consent and Confidentiality 
 
	1 
	Feedback 
What de-briefing and feedback will be provided to participants, how will this be done and when?  

	 
	 
An offer of verbal or written summary will be made both in the participant information and at the end of the interview. 
 
Transcriptions will shared with participants between interview and analysis to ensure that the notes accurately describe what they said and convey what they meant.  
 
Initial feedback will be offered to interview participants, with the offer of a summary of findings that can be requested via email once the study is completed. 
 
(this box should expand as you type) 

	2 
	Informed consent 
Describe the arrangements to inform potential participants, before providing consent, of what is involved in participating. Describe the arrangements for participants to provide full consent before data collection begins. If gaining consent in this way is inappropriate, explain how consent will be obtained and recorded in accordance with prevailing data protection legislation. 

	 
	A participant information sheet will be shared with interview participants before the interview outlining the purpose of the study, the way that the data will be handled, and the way in which they can have their responses removed from the analysis. It will explicitly state that participation is voluntary, and can be stopped at any point with no justification required.  
 
This will be signed electronically and either stored directly onto a password protected folder within the University Office 365 platform, or returned during the Teams meeting before being stored to this same folder.  
 
(this box should expand as you type) 

	3 
	Confidentiality / Anonymity 
Set out how anonymity of participants and confidentiality will be ensured in any outputs. If anonymity is not being offered, explain why this is the case.  

	 
	 
No individual will be named in the outputs, and any identifying feature that may identify a particular school or setting will be removed. 
 
(this box should expand as you type) 


 
SECTION J: Data Protection and Storage 
 
	 
	Does the research activity involve personal data (as defined by the General Data Protection Regulation 2016 “GDPR” and the Data Protection Act 2018 “DPA”)? 
	YES 
	NO 

	1 
	“Personal data” means any information relating to an identified or identifiable natural person (‘data subject’). An identifiable natural person is one who can be identified, directly or indirectly, in particular by reference to an identifier such as a name, an identification number, location data, an online identifier or to one or more factors specific to the physical, physiological, genetic, mental, economic, cultural or social identity of that natural person. Any video or audio recordings of participants is considered to be personal data. 
	X 
	☐ 

	 
	If YES, provide a description of the data and explain why this data needs to be collected: 

	2 
	 
Audio recordings of interviews will be taken for later analysis. The audio recordings will be stored within the University ‘Teams’ environment which is protected by multi-factor authentication and only accessible to the researcher. Transcription will be made directly from these files and they will not be downloaded or stored onside this online space.  
 
 
(this box should expand as you type) 

	 
	Does it involve special category data (as defined by the GDPR)? 
	YES 
	NO 

	3 
	“Special category data” means sensitive personal data consisting of information as to the data subjects’ – 
(a) racial or ethnic origin, 
(b) political opinions, 
(c ) religious beliefs or other beliefs of a similar nature, 
(d) membership of a trade union (within the meaning of the Trade Union and Labour Relations (Consolidation) Act 1992), 
(e) physical or mental health or condition, 
(f) sexual life, 
(g) genetics, 
(h) biometric data (as used for ID purposes), 
	☐ 
	X 

	 
	If YES, provide a description of the special category data and explain why this data needs to be collected: 

	4 
	 
 
N/A 
 
(this box should expand as you type) 


 
	 
	Will data from the research activity (collected data, drafts of the thesis, or materials for publication) be stored in any of the following ways? 
	YES 
	NO 

	5 
	Manual files (i.e. in paper form)? 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	6 
	University computers? 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	7 
	Private company computers? 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	8 
	Home or other personal computers? 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	9 
	Laptop computers/ CDs/ Portable disk-drives/ memory sticks? 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	10 
	“Cloud” storage or websites? 
	​​☒​ 
	​​☐​ 

	11 
	Other – specify: 
 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	12 
	For all stored data, explain the measures in place to ensure the security of the data collected, data confidentiality, including details of backup procedures, password protection, encryption, anonymisation and pseudonymisation: 

	 
	 
All data will be stored on the University Office 365 system and accessed only via password protected computers. The system is secured with password protection, multi-factor authentication, and all data is backed up in compliance with relevant UK data protection legislation.  
 
The data stored will not contain any identifying features of participants, with all notes anonymised at source. Any file containing a key to the participants will itself be secured with a further password.  
 
(this box should expand as you type) 


 
	 
	Data Protection 

	 
	Will the research activity involve any of the following activities: 
	YES 
	NO 

	13 
	Electronic transfer of data in any form? 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	14 
	Sharing of data with others at the University outside of the immediate research team? 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	15 
	Sharing of data with other organisations? 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	16 
	Export of data outside the UK or importing of data from outside the UK? 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	17 
	Use of personal addresses, postcodes, faxes, emails or telephone numbers? 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	18 
	Publication of data that might allow identification of individuals? 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	19 
	Use of data management system? 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	20 
	Data archiving? 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	21 
	If YES to any question, please provide full details, explaining how this will be conducted in accordance with the GDPR and Data Protection Act (2018) (and any international equivalents, where appropriate): 

	 
	N/A 
 
 
(this box should expand as you type) 

	22 
	List all who will have access to the data generated by the research activity: 

	 
	 
Dave Stacey 
 
 
(this box should expand as you type) 

	23 
	List who will have control of, and act as custodian(s) for, data generated by the research activity: 

	 
	 
Dave Stacey 
 
 
(this box should expand as you type) 

	24 
	Give details of data storage arrangements, including security measures in place to protect the data, where data will be stored, how long for, and in what form. Will data be archived – if so how and if not why not.   

	 
	 
All data will be stored on the University’s Office 365 system and accessed only via password protected computers. The system is secured with password protection, multi-factor authentication, and all data is backed up in compliance with relevant UK data protection legislation.  
 
The data stored will not contain any identifying features of participants, with all notes anonymised at source. Any file containing a key to the participants will itself be secured with a further password.  
 
Data will be stored until the final assignment has been marked and feedback received. Data will not be archived as this project does not meet the threshold set by the University for this to happen.  
 
 
(this box should expand as you type) 

	25 
	Please indicate if your data will be stored in the UWTSD Research Data Repository (see https://researchdata.uwtsd.ac.uk/ ).   If so please explain. (Most relevant to academic staff)  

	 
	 
No 
 
(this box should expand as you type) 

	26 
	Confirm that you have read the UWTSD guidance on data management (see https://www.uwtsd.ac.uk/library/research-data-management/) 
	YES 
	​​☒​ 

	27 
	Confirm that you are aware that you need to keep all data until after your research has completed or the end of your funding 
	YES 
	​​☒​ 


 
 
SECTION K: Declaration 
	 
	The information which I have provided is correct and complete to the best of my knowledge. I have attempted to identify any risks and issues related to the research activity and acknowledge my obligations and the rights of the participants. 
 
In submitting this application I hereby confirm that I undertake to ensure that the above named research activity will meet the University’s Research Ethics and Integrity Code of Practice which is published on the website: https://www.uwtsd.ac.uk/research/research-ethics/  

	1 
	Signature of applicant: 
	 
	Date: 
16.10.25 
 


 
For STUDENT Submissions: 
	2 
	Director of Studies/Supervisor: 
	Catherine Morgan 
	Date: 
17/10/25 

	3 
	Signature: 
	 
 
	


 
For STAFF Submissions: 
	4 
	Academic Director/ Assistant Dean: 
	 
	Date: 

	5 
	Signature: 
	 
 
	


 
Checklist: Please complete the checklist below to ensure that you have completed the form according to the guidelines and attached any required documentation: 
	​​☒​ 
	I have read the guidance notes supplied before completing the form. 

	​​☒​ 
	I have completed ALL RELEVANT sections of the form in full. 

	​​☒​ 
	I confirm that the research activity has received approval in principle 

	​​☐​ 
	I have attached a copy of final/interim approval from external organisation (where appropriate) 

	​​☐​ 
	I have attached a full risk assessment (where appropriate)  ONLY TICK IF YOU HAVE ATTACHED A FULL RISK ASSESSMENT 

	​​☒​ 
	I understand that it is my responsibility to ensure that the above named research activity will meet the University’s Research Ethics and Integrity Code of Practice. 

	​​☒​ 
	I understand that before commencing data collection all documents aimed at respondents (including information sheets, consent forms, questionnaires, interview schedules etc.) must be confirmed by the DoS/Supervisor, module tutor or Academic Director. 


 
	RESEARCH STUDENTS ONLY 
Once complete, submit this form via the MyTSD Doctoral College Portal at (https://mytsd.uwtsd.ac.uk). 
 

	RESEARCH STAFF ONLY 
All communications relating to this application during its processing must be in writing and emailed to pgresearch@uwtsd.ac.uk , with the title ‘Ethical Approval’ followed by your name. 
 

	STUDENTS ON UNDERGRADUATE OR TAUGHT MASTERS PROGRAMMES should submit this form (and receive the outcome) via systems explained to you by the supervisor/module leader. 
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Level 6

They evaluate and reflect on their work and the method used. They select, organise and deploy
relevant information to produce structured work, making appropriate use of dates and specialist
terms.




