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EDUCATION AND SOCIAL POLICY
Education, within the United Kingdom, has changed dramatically through the decades, this is largely due to legislation and social policy.  Policies, according to Midgley (2000) are statements that recommend a course of action in order to achieve a desired result.  Levin (1997) shares a similar opinion and regards policy as a proposal or set of proposals, which holds a duty and responsibility for future action.  Both agreeing policy outlines recommendations for potential future practice.  Policies can change or reform.  Policy change as discussed by Bennett and Howlett (1992) signifies slight changes or amendments made to current constitutions.  Policy reform, on the other hand typically insinuates a significant change in policy, at times a whole new policy will be constructed (Alcock and May, 2014).
[bookmark: _Hlk39180830]Whilst policy has been defined, social policy according to Kemshall (2002) can be challenging.  Social policy is described to be the study of human well-being.  More specifically, social policy entails the study of the social relations necessary for human wellbeing and the systems by which well-being may be promoted.  Ryff (1989) acknowledges there to be many aspects that represent well-being: positive relationships, autonomy and purpose in life.  Pollard and Lee (2003) believe happiness to be another aspect of well-being, however, Shah and Marks (2004) recognise well-being to be far more than just feeling happy.  Well-being is how an individual develops and contributes to society, therefore placing an emphasis on policy that allows a person to develop and participate in life. 
Furthermore, Lavalette and Pratt (1997) acknowledge well-being to be imperative within social policy, but also considers education, work and health to be as equally important too.  Social policy is concerned with the ways societies across the world meet human needs for security.  Walker (1983) believes social policy to be concerned with both the values and principles which governs distribution as well as their outcomes.  A good education can potentially lead to decent jobs, providing the possibility for more security.  Education has not always existed as it does today, it emerged through changes within policy and legislation and continuously evolves, largely to accommodate the needs of society at the time.  
The 19th century saw the start to education and legislation reforms.  The Education Act 1870 was arguably the first piece of legislation which tackled the inequalities with education (Rieser, 2012).   This Act laid clear guidelines regarding the provision of education within the United Kingdom, however, school was still not compulsory at this time.  A significant number of children were not in education, instead working to provide for their families, typically the poorer families.  A further act, the 1876 Royal Commission on the Factory Act, was introduced to eradicate and eliminate child labour and promoted that education be compulsory.  Numerous pieces of legislation and reports would follow making further changes to education in the following century. 
The 20th century saw the United Kingdom embroiled in two world wars.  The Education Act (1944) was introduced to provide a structured education system, post-war.  Schools, at this time were also categorised as primary and secondary.  The Crowther Report 1959 advocated that education should be the right of every child, more so it was labelled to be a national investment, meaning an educated child would contribute efficiently to the wider society (Ministry of Education, 1959).  Later still The Plowden Report 1967 reviewed the current education system and suggested children must be actively engaged in their learning, advocating children should obtaining as much experiential learning as possible (Department for Education and Science, 1967).   A child-centred approach to learning was promoted, which would place the children at the heart of education, encouraging a child’s natural curiosity.  Subsequently this was not the case for children with impairments or disabilities who would be denied an education.  The Warnock Report 1978 strongly supported the inclusion of children with disabilities or impairments into the education system, however, some children were still excluded or taught in separate facilities from peers. 
Again, policies and legislation were changing and evolving, and another big change came in the form of the Education Reform Act 1988 (UK Government, 1988).  The National Curriculum for England and Wales stemmed from this Act, it was developed under a Conservative Government led by Margaret Thatcher.  It was also during the 1980’s that saw the Global Education Reform Movement (GERM). This was fashioned in countries like the UK and America, Finland, however, chose not to make these changes.  GERM consists of five key elements: standardisation, core subjects, low risk ways to reach goals, corporate management and test-based accountability (Sahlberg, 2016).  These would all be seen in the education reform in the UK.  A reason for the change in curriculum was due to the fact over fifty percent of sixteen-year old school leavers entering employment had left school with no qualifications, suggesting the education system was becoming progressively less successful in creating employees with acceptable levels of the most basic skills.  (McVicar and Rice, 2001). 
[bookmark: _Hlk38562698] The General Certificate for Secondary Education (G.C.S.E) would replace previous O levels.  G.C.S.E’s had the potential to allow students to achieve higher results than previously with O levels.  This was due to the fact some subjects would have a certain percentage of coursework to be completed to gain the qualification, not just based on an end of year exam.  Furthermore, students could choose some subjects, and they would have two years to gain the G.C.S.E.  There was also to be a compulsory inclusion of religion education within the curriculum, mainly Christian in nature.  This could pose problematic as Devarakonda (2013) acknowledges the UK to be a multicultural society, encompassing many religions and beliefs. 
[bookmark: _Hlk38979343]The National Curriculum saw many changes within the education system.  Firstly, schools could now opt out from local authority control, instead favouring the funding of central government. However, this would then place school’s curriculum under the power of politicians, consequently causing education to be an achievement of political goals.  With different political parties comes different agendas.  Schools would be made accountable for achievement and results (UK Government, 1988). Secondly, the National Curriculum was believed to be to prescriptive, stripping teachers from using their professional judgement to interpret the curriculum and plan lessons, thus losing their autonomy.  Finally, the curriculum had an excessive amount of content to cover and rigorous and regular testing were to be carried out.  Tests would be carried out at the end of every Key Stage, 1, 2, 3 and 4 (ages 7, 11, 14 and 16).  League tables were also introduced which ranked schools based on performance and results (UK Government, 1988).  
Within two centuries the education system saw remarkable changes.  Even now in the 21st century education is still continuously developing.   It is the Government, with the agreement of Parliament, that create law and policies within the United Kingdom, however, this has not always been the case.  The past few centuries have seen progression from tyranny, oppressive government, and monarchy, where Queen or King would rule.  Nowadays, a constitutional monarchy and democracy, where representatives are elected to act for the public exist (Wright, 2017).  The UK Government has largely been run by the Labour or Conservative parties.  The Prime Minister then appoints cabinet members to lead specific policy areas, one of which is education. 
Wales, in 1997, held a successful devolution referendum, in stark contrast from the earlier rejection of 1979.  After the referendum, the Government of Wales Act 1998 was created, and from this saw the birth of The National Assembly (UK Government, 1998).  However, it was less than a decade later that saw the term Welsh Assembly Government arise.  The National Assembly and Welsh Assembly Government now have two distinct roles.  Policies, decisions and subordinate legislations were now the responsibility of the Welsh Assembly Government.  Whereas the National Assembly would oversee the work of the Welsh assembly, furthermore, be responsible for making Laws that embody the best interests of the Welsh citizens.  The successful devolution of Wales could arguably be attributed to the Conservative Government that made major unwelcomed changes within Britain.  The introduction of poll tax, the end of British Rail, Coal and Steel.  Not forgetting the mining strike which struck Wales particularly hard, with families and communities relying heavily on one another to move through the difficult time (Bright, 2016).  
It is the role of the Minister for Education is to ensure children have access to a quality education. They also have a responsibility to design a curriculum for schools.  Scott (2008) acknowledges there to be three different types of curriculum.  The first definition signifies a system; as in a national curriculum.  Secondly, an establishment; for example: a school or college curriculum and finally a specific area; as in the institutes subject, Geography or Science curriculum.  Hallet and MacLeod-Brudnell (2004) concurs adding a curriculum should develop a child holistically, enhancing every aspect of a child.  A curriculum is also believed to be designed in such a way it prescribes what society desires from education (Doherty and Hughes, 2014).  It could therefore be argued that a curriculum plays a key part in a child’s development, furthermore, impacting on future capability and life chances leading into adulthood.
[bookmark: _Hlk38648379]The UK ratified the United Nations Right of the Child (UNCRC) in 1991, a human rights treaty for children, eighteen and under.  This sets a list of rights that children must be given by Governments and adults (United Nations International Emergency Fund, 2020).  Wales was the first country in the world to appoint an independent Children’s Commissioner, this was established under the Care Standards Act 2000 (UK Government, 2000).  The Children’s Commissioner for Wales Act 2001 would follow the next year.  England followed and appointed a Children’s Commissioner which stemmed from the Children’s Act 2004 (UK Government, 2004).  It is the role of the Children’s Commissioner to promote the rights of the child and more importantly to ensure they have their rights.  Many nations were to follow establishing independent Children’s Commissioners to represent the children of their country.  In Wales, the UNCRC was enshrined into Welsh law under the Rights of Children and Young Persons (Wales) Act Measure 2011.
The Welsh Assembly Government produced a document ‘The Learning Country’ in 2001 where the focus was to place learners at the heart of learning and to ensure lifelong learning is accessible to all, affluent or not (National Assembly for Wales, 2001).  The document commented on its intention to reintroduced free school milk, something previously stopped by Margaret Thatcher.  The introduction of breakfast clubs in Wales also began, the aim was to provide a healthy breakfast giving children a better chance at concentrating and performing in class (Welsh Government, 2015a).  Better attendance at school is also attributed to breakfast clubs in Wales.  Social and health inequalities are positively affected (Tapper et al, 2007).  Due to devolution Wales is able to prioritise breakfast clubs, however, they come with a price tag of almost thirteen million pounds annually (Hopkins, 2012).  It was deemed a priority by the Welsh Government, a view not shared by Englands Government.
UK schools were introduced to the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA), where UK schools would be competing against other schools from different countries and ranked according to testing results.  Tests would be carried out on fifteen-year-olds in Science, Maths and Reading.  Testing is carried out every three years with the Organisation for Economic Co-Operation and Development (2018).  The UK continuously performed poorly, usually ranking md-table or below, classed as average or below average, conversely Finland would continuously be at the top end of the table. Wales consistently had the worst results, however, Burgess, Wilson and Worth (2013) believes there is a plausible reason for such results.  In 2001 Wales decided not to continue with the league tables, in favour of alleviating the stress and pressure placed on schools, teachers and children to perform.  
Wales, after devolution, would take a different approach to education and curriculums.  Just before the turn of the millennium, in 1990, The Rumbold Report documented the importance of early years, particularly children five and under, and the significant development that occurs in these crucial years (Department of Education and Science, 1990).  The changes with regards to early years would not be seen in Wales until after the new millennium.   Jane Davidson, Minister for Education and life-long learning introduced Wales to the Foundation Phase.  A curriculum designed for 3 to 7-year olds.  This was a complete shift away from Key Stage 1 where there was a lot of formal teaching.  The Foundation Phase was to offer experiential learning - learning through play and a developmentally appropriate curriculum.  Seven areas of learning would now be the root of the curriculum and wellbeing was now to be a focus (Welsh Government, 2015).
[bookmark: _Hlk39005193]The Foundation Phase was piloted initially in fourty school, with a budget of ten million pounds.  The Welsh Assembly Government originally allocated twenty-five million pounds, later raised to thirty million pounds to fund the roll-out of the curriculum so all schools from 2010 would be Foundation Phase ready (Burns, 2008).  This budget was only for the academic year of 2007/8, to make every school Foundation Phase ready by 2010 costs would run into the hundreds of millions.   Formal teaching does not begin in other countries like New Zealand and Scandinavia when children are seven – it has been documented that the introduction of formal teaching at such a young age can result in poorer attainment in the long term (Brooks and Murray, 2018).  Literacy and Numeracy outcomes had improved through the Foundation Phase (Taylor et al, 2015).  Staff ratio would be increased at a cost of ninety-eight million ponds, however, research from 2004 concludes there is very little evidence that more teaching assistants within the classroom improves outcomes (Blatchford et al, 2004). 
[bookmark: _Hlk38986981]The early years of a child’s life is crucial to their development, it can have an effect later in life.  The brains are developing most rapidly, and the basis for their cognitive, social and emotional development is being formed.  Heckman, Stixrud and Urzua (2006) believe tackling inequalities as early as possible can only be advantageous to the economy and society.  Wales introduced Flying Start in 2007.  Flying Start was a programme to support the most disadvantaged children, living in the most deprived areas of Wales to obtain best possible start in life – an equal start – not allowing their socio-economic background to determine their future.  Hutchings et al (2016) conducted a study on the effectiveness of Flying Start and concluded the necessity for the programme.  The cost thus far has been six hundred million pounds (Thomas, 2018).  Unfortunately, funding cuts due to austerity could have a detrimental effect on the programme thus rendering it less effective. 
[bookmark: _Hlk39068320]The Foundation Phase was revised in 2015 to include the National Literacy and Numeracy Framework (LNF) (Welsh Government, 2015).  Key Stages 2 and 3 would also include the LNF, it would come with a cost of seven million pounds.  Education Minister, Leighton Andrews, claims the LNF will be significant in raising standards in all schools (Evans, 2013).  It could be argued that the LNF was an attempt to resolve the extremely poor results from Wales as recorded from the PISA 2009 results, Wales was ranked worst out of the UK (Organisation for Economic Co-Operation and Development, 2009).  England responding to this by changing their curriculum in 2014, it would now expect children to learn fractions in reception and know decimals two years earlier than rivals Finland.  Michael Gove, Education Secretary, is believed to be designing a curriculum based on personal prejudice and places a high regard to compete with other countries in PISA tables (Richardson, 2013).  
[bookmark: _Hlk39001942]Finland has consistently appeared at the top of PISA results, yet Finland did not follow other countries with regards to GERM.  Schools would not compete with one another, no league tables would be created as education would be based on what society intended for the children to succeed in society (Sahlberg, 2016).  Finland created an education system true to them.  Teachers in Finland are paid a higher salary than those in the UK, they are regarded as equally important as doctors.  So, if Wales and England want to increase their PISA standing it could be argued that better qualified teachers would be beneficial, rather than continuous changes of the curriculum. Henshall et al (2018) acknowledge an up-skilled workers could enhance quality of education, whilst Mathers et al (2011) extend adding higher standards of literacy and numeracy are attributed to higher qualified teachers and teaching assistants.
[bookmark: _Hlk39007829]Currently, Wales is to undergo a complete transformation in curriculum to be implemented within the next two years.  The new curriculum has been designed with the aid of Professor Donaldson, who also aided the Scottish curriculum.  The reason could arguably be due to repeated poor PISA results, as well as large proportions of Welsh children whose performance is described as ‘poor’ along with the education assessment process (Organisation for Economic Co-Operation and Development, 2014).  The new curriculum compromises of four purposes: ambitious, capable learners, ready to learn throughout their lives; enterprising, creative contributors, ready to play a full part in life and work; ethical, informed citizens of Wales and the world; healthy, confident individuals, ready to lead fulfilling lives as valued members of society (Donaldson, 2015).  Ultimately designing a curriculum with a clear aim and thinking of how the curriculum will transpire into adulthood. 
Teachers would again have a certain amount of autonomy to teach, much like before the National Curriculum of 1988 (Kelly, 2009).  Schools would not focus on attainment now, but rather achievement.  Children learn at different paces and stages in life, so its arguably unrealistic to expect children to attain set outcomes. With Wales being so multicultural children do not always have English as a first language, equally, Welsh schools comprise of a diverse range of children with a vast range of impairments or disabilities.  Children, with additional learning needs, will be supported through school with an Educational Health Care plan – one that does not focus only on academia but combines health and social care too - the well-being of the child is paramount (UK Government, 2020).  Equality should be a right of every child’s education, this does not mean treating children equally but to ensure every child has equal opportunity regardless of race, ethnicity, capability, disability or socio-economic status. The UNCRC advocated the right for every child to receive an education – one that allows them to reach their fullest potential (United Nations International Children’s Emergency Fund, 2020). 
To conclude, education has changed remarkably through the ages, and is still changing even in today’s society.  The reason for the changes is largely due to legislation and policy changes made by Governments.  Wales has steered away from a curriculum driven by attainment and competition with other schools.  Wales has placed a high emphasis on well-being, this is echoed through recent curriculums and legislation.  The Assembly has recently passed two landmark pieces of legislation: the Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014, to reform and integrate social services law.  The Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015, which identifies well-being goals for public authorities, aiming to improve the well-being of Wales both now and in the future. 
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