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Critically compare a global curriculum with a UK curriculum

This presentation will be discussing the comparisons between the National Curriculum in Wales and the curriculum in Finland.
Before observing and critically comparing both curriculums, it is essential we consider the perspective of a global curriculum. Education around the world can be affected by the mindset of children, the care giver, society and the government. Additional factors which contribute to the variety of education is contrasting background, race and community values, after these viewpoints have been contemplated curriculums around the world can be formed (Moyles and Hargreaves, 2002). Ervin defines a global curriculum as “widening one’s perspective to look beyond ways in which one teaches and tries to understand the alternative perspectives on curriculum as what gets taught and how” (Ervin, 2014). The definition of a national curriculum is “a common programme of study in schools that is designed to ensure nationwide uniformity of content and standards in education” (Oxford languages, 2020). It is the way a country adapts the curriculum which can then be measured from the success of pupils.

Examining education between different countries from a smaller picture can highlight many diverse contrasts and similarities of education systems. Finland’s curriculum is based from a holistic perspective and practitioners teach that a healthy mind equals a healthy body and the school’s learning community is structured on inclusivity and equity. In 2016 Finland reformed the educational system, this aimed to increase participation and illustrated that every child would have an individual plan drawn up to ensure they are achieving their best (Halinen, 2018). Practitioners goals were for pupils to accomplish good grades and still live a happy healthy lifestyle, the practitioner stays with the pupil throughout all their time in education so the strong relationship between teacher and pupil can improve achievement. It is the norm for there to be more than one practitioner with in a Finnish classroom, and extra support is standard practise. The class layout is integrated, and children of all levels are taught together as well as no national standardised testing to gather data at where children’s grades are (OECD, 2013).

In contrast the Welsh National Curriculum contrasts with Finland’s holistic education system. Wales comply in standardised testing for example, students from year two until nine will have to complete the reading and numeracy tests. The concept behind these tests is to ensure teachers have detailed information about how well pupils are achieving in their grades (Welsh Government, 2019). Additionally, pupils have unnecessary stress from the exams and testing they have to partake in, but they are further grouped into sets of what ability they are at learning. This often leads to students struggling to keep up with work in the higher sets and not wanting to ask for help due to high expectations from practitioners and care givers likewise, pupils in the lower ability sets give up learning when they are identified to be completing the lower grade examinations (Boaler, Wiliam and Brown, 1998). Standardised testing and placing pupils in sets on their ability is stressful for pupils which can lead to anxiety and other mental health issues (Simpson, 2016). In conjunction with standardised testing and sets based on ability students have added stress from all the transitional stages. As previously mentioned pupils in Finland have one teacher throughout all key stages whereas in Wales every year students will greet a new practitioner every year, as well as transitioning from primary to secondary to comprehensive. This can cause stress and anxiousness for pupils which could be avoided (Department for Children, Schools and Families, 2008).

Finland’s relaxed approach to education is linked with children attaining high grades. When children enter schools and learn in an indoor environment, they take their shoes off, call their teacher by their first name and a lot of responsibility and trust is given when the children participate in outdoor or physical activities (BBC, 2010). However, a considerable amount of Finland’s holistic curriculum is based outdoors, links have shown that the connection with nature can improve mental health and well-being. Students spending more time outdoors rather than built-up spaces has led to higher attention, better energy levels, boosts in self-esteem and confidence and less lower stress levels (Pasanen, 2014). In the same way, Finland believe that a holistic outdoor approach on learning encourages achieving pupils as they learn outside through their senses, playing, exploring, communication and being creative (Early Childhood Education and Care, 2003). Vygotsky’s theory supports Finland’s emphasis on outdoor and child led learning. This enables practitioners to scaffold pupils to improve cognitive development through an outdoor learning approach. Social interaction and communication are an important factor of outdoor learning which can encourage language and social skills as students learn through the zone proximal development (ZPD) through practitioners and their peers (Kangas, 2019).

In comparison, when analysing the Welsh National Curriculum, although Wales Foundation phase legislation states that there must be a high emphasis on outdoor play they lack on this element for key stage two and three. There is no legislation illustrated that gives practitioners guidelines to participate pupils in outdoor learning however, there are organisations like Wales Council for outdoor learning and the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB) that support programmes for schools to partake in outdoor learning. The RSPB encourages schools to work with themselves to teach children about nature and science outdoors (RSPB, 2012). A variety of pupils additionally have the opportunity to attend forest schools in Wales granting, there is one in the area they live. Forest schools encourage a sense of being at one with the environment and nature, children learn in a special woodland setting with a child led practise. They will be given tasks related to the environment and this can be a positive opportunity to develop self-esteem and confidence nonetheless, these projects are usually aimed at younger students (Forest school Wales, 2020).

The values, morals and child centred learning that Finland’s curriculum is based up on, is evident in contributing towards children succeeding with in the curriculum. The inclusive attitude in schools is illustrated in Finland’s consistent high results in PISA testing and are scored as one of the top tier countries in the last ten years. Likewise, they have a very small attainment gap between the highest scoring schools and the lowest. Children achieve highly in all Finnish school regardless their background or socio-economic status (OECD, 2010). Not only do Finland score highly in PISA testing but academically students achieve exceedingly. From the age of six children are taught Finnish, Swedish and one other foreign language which is frequently English. The way languages are taught from an early age is using a play-based method, where text books are rarely used (Jarvinen-Taubert, 2020).

When using Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory of development and adapting it to Finland’s curriculum you would start with the
· Microsystem being the child’s socio-economic background
· Mesosystem would be the practitioner, the school environment and how they teach the Finnish curriculum inclusively
· Macrosystem can be applied as the high scoring PISA results and low attainment gap in the schooling system.

This outlines the inclusive environment that Finland use to build schools into communities, proving that every child deserves an education no matter what background they are from. In contrast to Wales, there is an extensive gap between how pupils achieve and their socio-economic background. The Joseph Rowntree Foundation (JRF) states that in 2018 at keys stage two there is a sixteen percent gap between low- and high-income families, followed by key stage four the gap being thirty two percent (Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 2020).

Wales have put policies and guidelines in place to make educational environments more inclusive for children that come from low income families despite the fact that attainment is decreased in schools within low income areas. When children from poverty start school, they are already at a disadvantage to more privileged pupils, children in poverty will have lacked nutrition, safe environments and will fall behind on basic literacy skills (Save the Children, 2009). Legislation was put in place that entitles all children to free school meals to give children the nutrition they are lacking at home to further concentration and energy levels in the classroom (Welsh Government, 2020). However, it can be argued that this segregates pupils into categories of low income and high-income families advocating a barrier to inclusion in schools.

In conclusion, Finland have a very unique education system that the majority of pupils thrive academically and additionally benefits to their mental health and well-being. Finland’s practitioners encourage their pupils to promote healthy bodies and minds in order to achieve high grades. The evidence illustrated in this presentation proves that schools basing their ethos on an inclusive practise and high emphasis on outdoor learning leads to an outcome of students achieving highly (Huber, Rosenfeld and Fiorello, 2001). In contrast to Wales, they put more demand on pupils as a result of exams, testing and pressure to achieve highly which is turning pupils to stress and anxiety (Connors et al, 2009). Wales are currently reforming the curriculum to be holistically based and there will be a cross curricular approach for well-being. Wales do not have as many opportunities to learn outside as Finland do, considering the outdoor space most schools have. Donaldson has taken inspiration from Finland’s curriculum whilst designing Wales new curriculum and improving outdoor learning (Donaldson, 2015). 

Thank you for listening. 
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