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Introduction
International educational reform over the last thirty years has included a significant focus on the reform of the structures and systems of curriculum within a state educational system (Kelly, 2009). These curriculum reforms are often underpinned by  a move from ‘learning about’ to ‘learning to’ (Donaldson, 2015) and a shift in the conception of the relationship between the teacher and the curriculum. Typically, this has seen a move away from what has been termed a ‘teacher proof curriculum’ (Kelly, 2009) to one in which teachers are viewed as active participants in the creation and enactment of a curriculum at the school and classroom level (Sinnema, Nieveen and Priestley, 2020).
Within the context of Wales (one of the four nations that make up the United Kingdom (OECD, 2020)), this curriculum reform has been underpinned by the work of Donaldson (2015) and the subsequent work of Pioneer Schools (Arad Research, 2018). This has repositioned the curriculum in Wales away from that of England (to which policy had previously been closely aligned (Evans, 2015)) and brought it more in line with similar ‘21st Century’ curricular being developed around the world (Sinnema, Nieveen and Preistley, 2020). This represents a significant shift in policy alignment, with political, cultural and pedagogical consequences at all levels of the education system. 
The enactment of the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2024a) demonstrates the two key shifts outlined above, both in the conception of how what is to be taught is decided, conceptualised and shared, and in the role of the teacher as curriculum maker. 
Despite what may, on paper, appear to be a significant change, reports from student-teachers engaged on a History Postgraduate Certificate of Education (PGCE) programme at one of the Initial Teacher Education Partnerships in Wales suggest that in a majority of the classrooms in which they have been placed, little has changed. There has been little change in the topics taught from those that would have been experienced by a student-teacher on a PGCE twenty years ago. While the evidence of assessment practices is less clear, there is little evidence of change in this domain either. This stands in contrast to the aspirations expressed by many of the teachers engaged in the work at the early stages of the curriculum development, who expressed hope for the emergence of a more relevant, more connected and more engaging curriculum (Hayward et al., 2020)
It is this tension that this study aims to explore. The challenge of curriculum, and of educational reform more broadly is extremely important in Wales, a country which in the last twenty years has consistently underperformed in educational outcomes compared to its neighbours (OECD, 2020). It is also internationally relevant as a number of countries including Scotland, New Zealand and the Netherlands wrestle with similar problems of realising ambitious curriculum reform programmes (Sinnema, Nieveen and Preistley, 2020). It also has a personal interest. As a former history teacher I was engaged in the process of curriculum reform and development for much of my career, and found it both professionally rewarding and personally fulfilling. More recently, as an early career researcher I was able to witness firsthand the enthusiasm and commitment of colleagues who drafted the new national framework which underpins Curriculum for Wales. Finally, my role as a PGCE History tutor gives me a first-hand window in largely unchanged classrooms practices in schools across South Wales. 
This literature review will firstly consider the context of the reforms being undertaken in Wales, before exploring relevant ideas around how curriculum development and teacher agency have been conceptualised and evaluated within the research literature. Finally, the role of grounded theory as a methodological and analytical approach will be briefly considered before research questions and aims are outlined. 

Context of Wales
Wales is a relatively small, bilingual nation, with 465,840 learners in a comprehensive school system of 1,460 local authority schools as of January 2024 (Welsh Government, 2024b). While Government policy is underpinned by rhetoric of high standards and aspirations for all (Welsh Government, 2023), there are significant issues of social inequality, including around having one third of children living in poverty and the overall poverty rate being the highest of the nations in the UK (Evans, 2022). This is reflected in educational outcomes, with the lowest outcomes of the four UK nations in the PISA tests, intended to provide an international comparison of the effectiveness of educational systems (Senedd Research, 2023). Furthermore, there has been a consistently high achievement gap between those in receipt of free-school meals (a proxy for deprivation used across the UK) and those who are not for over twenty years (Evans, 2022).
While the unique context of Wales was recognised in some of the documents which underpinned the original National Curriculum in England and Wales launched in 1988 (Jones, 2013), the development of a separate and different educational system started to gain momentum after devolution in 1999 and accelerated after the coalition UK government elected in 2010 put the educational system in England on a very different trajectory (Evans, 2015). The flagship educational policy in the first years of devolution was the introduction of the Foundation Phase – a play based approach to early years education based on the model found in Scandinavia (an area which had traditionally performed well in international comparisons) (Waters, 2016). In an analysis of the implementation of this policy, Taylor, Rhys and Waldron (2016) identified a number of tensions that, they argue, had a limiting impact on the effectiveness of the policy implementation. Of particular relevance here is the tension between a child-led philosophy and a desire to raise measurable standards, and a lack of engagement (in some places) with the theories that underpinned this change. The use of pilot schools, and especially those drawn from high achieving schools (rather than a representative sample)  also raised questions about the capacity of the system as a whole to implement the change. All of these issues can be seen in some of the concerns raised in the development of Curriculum for Wales (Davies et al., 2024) and the parallels between these major policy developments (as well as some of the evaluative methodologies used by Davies and others) are important in framing any new research into the experience of current teachers engaged in  curriculum development.
More recently, a range of policy changes, including the introduction of ‘Schools as Learning Organisations (OECD, 2018) and the development of Curriculum for Wales (OECD, 2020) have continued the educational reform journey (Evans, 2022). While many reports, including those from the OECD (2017, 2018, 2020), have highlighted the positives of the reforms, Sibieta (2024) gives a more critical appraisal, especially in relation to poor outcomes and high inequality. This echoes the warnings of Power, Newton and Taylor (2020) that there would be significant challenges for any student-centred curriculum which aimed to address deep-seated educational inequalities. Of note, not until 2024 did the Welsh Government award a contract for the evaluation of Curriculum for Wales, a policy originally launched nationally two years previously (Welsh Government, 2024c). In this context, any study which provides evidence of impact and the experiences of those teachers charged with leading these reforms is addressing an evaluation gap which currently exists. 

Conceptualising Curriculum Development and Teacher Agency
One of the features of Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2024a) is the conception of teachers as ‘curriculum makers’, directly involved in the act of curriculum development (as opposed to enactors of a centrally mandated programme of study).
Priestley et al. (2021) argue that the idea of ‘curriculum development’ is more complex and multilayered than may at first appear. They argue that from a teachers perspective, the act of curriculum making is one of engaging with a process of interrelated layers which may (but will not always be) working in concert toward a common goal. These layers (or sites) are described as:
·  Nano – classroom based, with groups of learners
· Micro – the school level, the resource creation and lesson planning that takes place with other teachers
· Meso – school-to-school working (for example in school clusters), or working at a local authority level
· Macro – constructing policy frameworks
· Supra – transnational debates (for example, the role of comparisons such as PISA) 

These layers may or may not be underpinned by a theoretical model of curriculum. Priestley and Humes (2010) have argued that one of the features of what are sometimes called ‘21st Century’ curricula is the lack of internal coherence, and that this can contribute to an implementation gaps that leads to outcomes that fall short of the original policy aspirations.  
In terms of potential models that could be used to consider the issue of internal coherence, Kelly (2009) identifies three main approaches: 
1. Curriculum as content and education as transmission. 
2. Curriculum as product and education as instrumental. 
3. Curriculum as process and education as development.
He also argues that the implications of these models are often under considered in the development of curriculum, and that a lack of coherence can impact negatively on the success of any reform. 
This appears to be the case in Wales. The emerging findings from ‘Camau i’r Dyfodol’ project (Makara Fuller, Singh and Morrison-Love, 2023a; Makara Fuller, Singh and Morrison-Love, 2023b) suggests a low level of coherence within the emerging system in Wales, with elements of both product and process orientations being present, and sometimes in tension with one another. The extent to which teachers are aware of these models, use them to inform their curricular choices, or find them coherent with their own personal beliefs are questions which this study aims to explore. 
An alternative framework is offered by Schiro (2012), who analysed the behaviour of actors within different education systems (as opposed to their stated beliefs, which he argues are often contradicted by observed practices). The following four ‘ideologies’ were identified, along with their main aim for the curriculum. 
· Scholar academic – argues that the main purpose of the curriculum is induct learners into key disciplinary knowledge
· Social efficiency – values workplace and citizenship skills
· Learner -centrism – promote the individual’s growth and development
· Social reconstructionism – values the creation of a fairer and more socially just society. 
The extent to which these models are compatible with each other, and the extent to which individual teachers are able to engage with, understand, and respond to the models may be an avenue for further explanation. 

If we consider the application of these ideas to conceptions of history specifically, the work of Smith (2019) looking at history teachers in Scotland is especially relevant. While the education system in Scotland has some significant differences to that of Wales, there are a growing number of similarities, especially in the framing of the curriculum around ‘purposes’ (‘capacities’ in Scotland) and the grouping of subjects or disciplines into broader areas of learning. This study found that where teachers did not have access to, or did not engage with the theoretical debates about the nature of historical knowledge, the curricular that emerge can be fragmented, narrowly framed, and instrumental justifications for the selection content can drive choices and selections. This suggests that conceptions of ‘teacher agency’ within the Curriculum for Wales Framework (Welsh Government, 2024a) may be similarly under-developed. For the issues described by Smith (2019) to be avoided, any system that engages with a process of curriculum reform with such a focus on teacher-led development must give time, space and the means by which those individuals are able to engage with the ideas and debates that exist, often unseen in day-to-day classroom practice. In addition to this,  Makara Fuller, Singh and Morrison-Love, (2023b) highlight a range of responses from practitioners involved in curriculum development, with some finding it professionally rewarding, while others report frustration and motivation. This suggests the analysis of ‘teachers’ as a homogenised collective is over simplistic and therefore problematic. This has implications for any research design which therefore needs to capture a range of voices to explore the extent to which these differing views and experiences impact the process of curriculum development. 
Looking further afield, other studies show similar results. Harris and Reynolds (2018) saw similar issues raised by a (smaller) sample of teachers in England. In New Zealand, Ormand (2017)  found that many teachers reported they found developing a school-level curriculum to be overwhelming. Returning to Wales, Hughes, Makara and Stacey (2020), outlined some potential tensions in the way that the idea of learner progression was being articulated in the Humanities Area of Learning and Experience (AoLE) within Curriculum for Wales. This included differences in conception between the different disciplines which had been brought together in this AoLE. While this paper focussed just on progression, it is likely that similar tensions exist elsewhere in the curriculum model, and this area is one that would benefit from further study. While other areas of Curriculum for Wales have been explored, including Expressive Arts (Griffiths et al. ,2025) and Health and Wellbeing (Durden-Myers et al. 2025), Humanities (and the disciplines within it) are yet to be studied in such a way. Both studies noted above provide useful ideas for the study design, including the idea that the process of managing curricular change, and the associated pedagogical changes, require just as much careful attention as the content choices that have been the focus of more traditional studies of curriculum change. 
A final element which needs to be considered in the context of the curriculum for learners in years 7-9 is the impact of the post-14 examination system on the curriculum design choices made at the micro and nano levels. In Scotland, the identification of the main purpose of the early stage of secondary school being the preparation for exams was found to have a significant impact on curriculum development (Priestley and Minty, 2012). The lack of coherence in assessment systems at 16 with those used lower down the school system were also highlighted as a barrier (ibid). While the choice in Wales to have the qualifications system follow the curriculum reform and not the other way round may have been designed to address this issue from Scotland, the extent to which it has succeeded is open to question, and will provide a further avenue for future research.  

The contribution of Grounded Theory to studies of curriculum development
Having considered how literature has contributed to the framing of this study, it may be helpful to consider the ways in which grounded theory has been applied to studies of curriculum development. Grounded theory is a data-driven research approach in which theory emerges from data, rather than testing a pre-existing hypothesis. While originally developed in the health field, a number of general texts on Grounded Theory (for example, Thornberg, 2017) identify education as one of the fields where grounded theory is used as a research framework. 
Stough and Lee (2021) provide an analysis of the use of grounded theory as a research methodology in education. They examined 210 studies from 15 education journals over 18 years. Two key findings are relevant to this study. Firstly, rather than being one single approach, grounded theory now includes several different methodologies which are neither interchangeable or, in places, harmonious in their relationships with each other. This is important as it will require further careful reading to identify a specific approach to grounded theory which is most appropriate for the study being proposed here. This will be explored in more detail in part 2 of this assignment. Secondly, in the majority of papers examined for the study (70.1%), grounded theory was used as a data analysis technique rather than a full methodological approach resulting in the emergence of a new theory. This supports the idea that this is a suitable approach for a study of this size which may not be of a suitable scale to support the development of a whole new theory. 
When searching research databases for papers that reference both grounded theory and curriculum, several relevant papers have been identified. Fischer and Viens (2022) use a grounded theory methodology to explore teachers’ perspectives (in this case, on the pedagogy used in language study abroad). By using a grounded theory approach to coding, the researchers were better able to interrogate some of the differences in expressed beliefs of participants and their pedagogical choices. Through the second coding phase of focussed coding some initial codes were further sub-divided, and the authors credit this with helping to better understanding why participants made the context-specific choices that they did. There are overlaps between this study and the proposed focus here in the desire to understand the pedagogical choices taken in a specific and particular context. 
Similarly, Fang (2018) used a grounded theory approach to underpin a study into the development of an interdisciplinary general education course in higher education in China . In this study, grounded theory provided the opportunity to test, challenge and amend initial findings (identified as a strength of the approach by Bryant and Charmaz (2007)) and later to develop a more generalisable theory which can be tested in other similar contexts. Both of these features of grounded theory have a direct relevance to the proposed study. A grounded theory approach will allow enquiry into emerging ideas as the phases of the research are undertaken, with the possibility for ideas to be relatively rapidly identified and tested with other participants (Mruck and Mey, 2007). In addition, it is hoped that any findings may be applicable to settings beyond those explored in the study itself. 

Conclusion
Based on all the evidence above, it is possible to identify a specific issue at the heart of this proposed research – the mismatch between the promise of curriculum reform and the lived experience of beginning teachers of history in South Wales. 
In exploring this tension, this research seeks to explore the experiences and understanding of history teachers in Wales in relation to classroom level curriculum realisation, and aims to uncover their views on the ways in which national policy, school systems and personal belief interact at the site of practice.  By understanding and contrasting the experiences of individual teachers within the system, the study aims to better understand the ways in which these sometimes competing influences can align to encourage or stifle curriculum innovation. 
The proposed research question for this study is:
What are the key influences and barriers to how history teachers’ realise Curriculum for Wales for learners in Years 7-9?

This research aims to explore the experiences and views of a number of teachers in a range of secondary settings. In doing so, there are four specific objectives. 
· It aims to uncover both their previous views on curriculum, and their beliefs about the role of the teacher in the development and enactment of that curriculum. 
· It aspires to explore their experiences of the development of a school-level curriculum that meets the demands of Curriculum for Wales, and the extent to which that experience has changes or reinforced their previously held views and beliefs. 
· It looks to examine the extent to which their educational philosophies align with those proposed in Curriculum for Wales, and with the way that that Curriculum has been enacted at the school and classroom level. 
· Finally, it looks to explore their understanding of the enablers and barriers in the development of their local curriculum, and their aspirations for future development based on how satisfied with the progress they feel they have made so far. 
In the next part of this assignment, consideration will be given to the development of an appropriate research design to achieve the above. 
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