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Introduction 
Since Wales’ devolution in 1999, it has been argued that the curriculum has experienced three distinct ‘waves’ of policy reform, significantly reprioritising approaches to teacher agency, assessment and accountability (Connolly et al., 2018; Evans, 2021; Titley, Davies, & Atherton, 2020). The first wave, described by Reynolds (2008) as experimental, relaxed accountability measures and placed greater trust in teacher assessment over statutory method approaches (Power, 2016). However, reacting to poor PISA results in 2009, the Welsh Government reversed its stance, implementing stricter accountability measures to raise standards (Davies et al., 2018). The publication of Successful Futures (Donaldson, 2015) marked the third wave, promoting greater autonomy for teachers and schools (Sinnema, Nieveen, & Priestley, 2020). Donaldson (2015) emphasised the importance of devolving decision-making to those ‘closest to the teaching and learning process,’ as they ultimately implement reform (Huizinga et al., 2014: 33).
This ‘pendulum swing’ (Nieveen and Kuiper, 2012) between curriculum regulation and freedom presents challenges for school leaders, who must navigate the balance between external accountability and teacher agency. Bolden (2004) highlights the critical role of leadership in the success of the education sector, stressing the need for effective leadership models to manage tensions between innovation and consistency (Fullan, Quinn, & McEachen, 2017). As leadership is second only to classroom teaching in its impact on student learning (Leithwood et al., 2006; Leithwood, Harris, & Hopkins, 2020), deliberate and strategic leadership decisions are essential to maximise positive educational outcomes.

Theoretical Frameworks and Curriculum Leadership Models
In the context of Curriculum for Wales (CfW), school leaders have been granted the autonomy to make curriculum decisions (Donaldson, 2015). The effectiveness of curricular reform is closely tied to the capabilities of school leaders (Ganon-Shilon & Schechter, 2017), requiring a comprehensive understanding of curriculum models and their suitability within a school’s unique context, values, and needs (Glatthorn et al., 2018). Leaders must also create the necessary conditions for teachers at all levels to develop and implement curriculum models that drive reform (Philippou, Kontovourki, & Theodorou, 2014). This autonomy demands effective leadership to ensure curriculum choices are critically examined, a culture of inquiry is nurtured, and continuous refinement is prioritised (Priestley & Drew, 2017).
Although leadership is widely regarded as second only to classroom teaching in terms of improving student learning (Leithwood et al., 2006; Leithwood, Harris, & Hopkins, 2020), there is no universally agreed definition of leadership (Bush, 2008). Many definitions incorporate the idea of ‘social influence’ (Yukl, 2002: 3), but perspectives on educational leadership have evolved. Gunter (2004) suggests that ‘educational administration’ shifted towards ‘educational management’ before transitioning into ‘educational leadership,’ reflecting how research has responded to emerging educational challenges (Gümüş, Bellibaş, & Gümüş, 2018).
Debate persists over whether educational leadership consists of two core functions, ‘providing direction and exercising influence’ (Leithwood & Riehl, 2005: 14), or whether it encompasses three dimensions: influence, value-setting, and vision articulation (Bush & Glover, 2003: 5). Yukl (2002: 4) argues that leadership definitions are ‘arbitrary,’ yet selecting an appropriate leadership model is crucial. As Wales implements CfW, a significant departure from previous curricula, concerns have emerged regarding its practical enactment (Milton & Morgan, 2023). Given the pluralistic nature of educational leadership (Bush, 2007), a careful analysis of leadership models is necessary to ensure alignment with specific school contexts.

Instructional Leadership
Hallinger and Murphy’s (1985) instructional leadership model is founded on three core principles: defining the school’s mission, managing and supervising curriculum implementation to ensure high-quality learning, and enhancing teaching capacity through professional development and incentives. Research suggests that instructional leadership can foster mutual support and collaboration among teachers, leading to school improvement (Duyar, Gumus, & Bellibas, 2013; Goddard et al., 2015; Gümüş, Bulut, & Bellibaş, 2013; Harris & Jones, 2010). However, critics note that instructional leadership at times prioritises teaching over learning outcomes (Bush, 2013) and places excessive emphasis on the headteacherl as the central authority (Hallinger, 2003). The Curriculum for Wales (CfW), by contrast, calls for distributed leadership, empowering teachers as ‘agents of change’ (Priestley, Biesta, & Robinson, 2013; Goodson, 2003; Nieveen, 2011; Sinnema, Nieveen, & Priestley, 2020) rather than mere implementers. Critics argue that an instructional leadership model underpinned by rigid accountability and compliance may inhibit teacher agency (Erichsen & Reynolds, 2020) and create a culture of performativity (Perryman & Calvert, 2020). Harris (2013) contends that ‘formal leaders acting alone will not achieve school and system transformation,’ while Lambert (2002) declares the era of instructional leadership over, calling for models that broaden teacher participation.

From a structuralist viewpoint, Bernstein’s (1990) ‘Pedagogic Device’ conceptualises curriculum as socially and politically constructed, cautioning against assumptions of value-neutrality (Sadovnik, 1991). Instructional leadership often involves ‘strong framing,’ whereby leaders determine curriculum content, pacing, and sequencing (Bernstein, 1990). This approach can provide clarity yet limit teacher autonomy. Bernstein’s notion of ‘classification’ - the boundaries between knowledge types - also illuminates how instructional leadership may encourage traditional, compartmentalised ‘vertical knowledge structures’ (Bernstein, 2000), reinforcing ‘collection codes’ that favour discrete subjects and hierarchical authority. CfW, in contrast, promotes integrated codes by breaking down subject boundaries to encourage interdisciplinary learning (Bernstein, 1971). Moreover, instructional leadership’s visible pedagogic practice and explicit power relations run counter to CfW’s emphasis on ‘weak framing’, which relies on trust in teachers to innovate and adapt (Bernstein, 1996).
Tyler’s (1949) rational-linear model offers another lens through which to view instructional leadership. This model stresses defining objectives, organising experiences, and evaluating outcomes - processes mirroring instructional leadership’s focus on clear goals and measurable results. Often considered deductive (Lunenburg, 2011: Bhuttah et al., 1019), this structured approach may offer much-needed direction amid the perceived confusion surrounding CfW’s implementation noted by Davies et al. (2024). Supporters of Tyler’s model, like Popham (1968), assert that explicit objectives make it easier to focus on key instructional outcomes. Such guidance may address some of the teacher preparedness concerns raised by Evans (2021), but not aligning with CfW principles. By clarifying policy expectations, strong instructional leadership could align practices across schools and reduce the uncertainty around CfW.
Nevertheless, Tyler’s objectives model, similar to certain forms of instructional leadership, has been criticised for assuming knowledge is neutral (Brummelen, 1994) and for narrowing education to measurable outcomes at the expense of broader aims such as critical thinking, creativity, and social engagement (Pinar, 2012). From Bernstein’s perspective, hierarchical structures and top-down power dynamics (Bernstein, 1990) may perpetuate social inequalities, echoing Young’s (1971) critique of knowledge as socially constructed and controlled by privileged groups. Moreover, Bruner (1966) contended that any subject could be taught in intellectually honest forms, yet the objectives model risks prioritising memorisation over deeper understanding (Stenhouse, 1975). Stenhouse argued for a process model led by “principles of procedure” or “pedagogical aims,” rather than fixed objectives (1975:39), emphasising that teaching should remain responsive to emergent learning opportunities (Jackson, 1966, 1968). Critics also label objectives-focused approaches as undemocratic (Stenhouse, 1975), overly test-oriented (Stake, 1971), and inattentive to aims that only appear once learning has begun (Kliebard, 1968; Hogben, 1972). Weaknesses of the objectives model, highlighted by thinkers including Atkin, Jackson, Stake, and Eisner, reinforce the view that instructional leadership alone may constrain the professional autonomy and collaborative innovation promoted by CfW (Goodson, 2003; Nieveen, 2011; Sinnema, 2020).
In summary, whilst instructional leadership may be able to provide stability and coherence by defining clear objectives and ensuring accountability, its ‘strong framing’ and hierarchical power structures can clash with the CfW’s aspiration to nurture teacher agency, foster interdisciplinary learning, and encourage reflective practice. While there is value in the direction it offers, particularly during periods of extensive policy change, leaders and policymakers must remain mindful of the limitations of instructional leadership and objectives-based models if they wish to align with the more expansive and transformative vision of education set out by the Curriculum for Wales.
Distributed Leadership
While ‘distributed leadership’ might initially be perceived as the antithesis of top-down, authoritarian leadership (Gronn, 2009), it is generally agreed that it still requires formal leaders to cultivate a culture in which leadership can be effectively shared (Harris, 2013). At its core, distributed leadership strives to ‘utilise all available talent within the organisation’ (Harris and Hargreaves, 2013), eschewing the notion that instructional leaders must maintain strict control over curriculum and instruction (Goddard, 2003; Heck, Larsen, and Marcoulides, 1990). Instead, it emphasises ‘brokering, facilitating and supporting the leadership of others’ (Harris, 2013). By embracing a distributed leadership model, leadership shifts to focus on the ‘reciprocal interdependencies’ between those in formal leadership roles and those closest to educational innovation (Spillane, 2006: 58). This collaborative orientation aligns with the CfW, which emphasizes empowering teachers to co-construct learning experiences. Donaldson (2015: 10) observes that earlier, top-down curricula eroded schools’ creativity and underdeveloped the professional capacities of staff - an environment that distributed leadership seeks to remedy through trust and professional autonomy.
Such trust on the part of formal leaders values the specialist expertise of colleagues (Cuban, 1988) and encourages collaborative construction of meaning rather than mere compliance (Lambert, 1998: 5) Recognising the need for all stakeholders to assume leadership responsibilities can foster meaningful ‘collective performance’ (Gronn, 2002). Consequently, Harris et al. (2007) and Lashway (2006) argue that this form of leadership inspires greater teacher empowerment, which can, in turn, spark heightened responsibility for educational innovation—an ambition central to Donaldson’s (2015) transformative vision for curriculum reform.

Despite these strengths, distributed leadership faces considerable critique (Fitzgerald & Gunter, 2008). One common concern is that dispersing leadership can lead to role ambiguity, blurring  decision-making authority (Bennett et al., 2003: 9). Woods and Gronn (2009) cautions that while shared leadership appears democratic, it can obscure accountability, complicating assessing performance and outcomes. Moreover, Harris (2013) notes that high levels of trust, though integral to distributed leadership, are not easily cultivated in hierarchical systems. Timperley (2008) warns that distributed leadership may devolve into mere task delegation rather than genuine empowerment, whereby responsibilities are offloaded without the corresponding authority or support. Lumby (2013) similarly contends that existing power imbalances may remain intact, presenting only an illusion of shared power rather than a substantive redistribution. These critiques suggest that while distributed leadership’s principles resonate with aspirational goals of CfW, its practical implementation requires careful attention to role clarity, equitable power relationships, and robust accountability structures.
When examined through the lens of Stenhouse’s (1975) process model, distributed leadership aligns more closely with CfW than instructional leadership or objectives-based models like Tyler’s. Stenhouse (1975) and McKernan (2008) argue that objectives-driven approaches are better suited to ‘training and instruction’ than true ‘education’. In contrast, the process model stresses adaptability and flexibility over rigid compliance. Stenhouse (1975) contends that teachers and students should not be confined to mechanistic roles - teachers as ‘technicians’ delivering fixed objectives, and students as passive recipients of content. Instead, a process-model values teachers as central to shaping experiences that are “broadened, deepened, enhanced, [and] enriched” rather than being reduced to rigid ‘target[s] to be hit’ (Stenhouse, 1975: 6). Schwab’s (1973) ‘Practical Curriculum Theory’ similarly advocates broad collaboration and sees curriculum as an adaptable framework informed by dialogue and shared decision-making rather than meeting prescribed objectives. McKernan (2010) adopts a similar argument that ‘unpredictable outcomes and novel and unique experiences’ cannot be capitalised on through ‘teachable moments’ that arise from learner curiosity or inquiry when teachers are restricted to the role of curriculum implementer. Kelly (2009) ‘Democratic Curriculum Model’ also condemns the pre-specified objectives central to objectives models, instead calling for curriculum to offer meaningful and transformative experiences rather than content to be consumed.
 By decentralising authority and encouraging teachers to innovate, distributed leadership can facilitate teachers to ‘design curricula relevant to the context and specific needs of learners’ (Welsh Government, 2019). This approach resonates with Kotter’s (1996) concept of a ‘guiding coalition’, whereby a collective group drives and refines the vision for improvement – mirroring the collaborative and reflective practices championed by Harris and Hargreaves’ (2013). Positioning teachers as co-constructors of the curriculum thus naturally complements the principles of distributed leadership, which invite a wider range of voices to shape educational practice.
Hilda Taba’s (1962) “Grassroots” model further illustrates how teachers, being closest to learners, can guide curriculum development. While Taba maintained the usefulness of objectives - unlike Stenhouse (1975), who rejected them - she advocated a bottom-up approach in which teachers diagnose student needs and then progress toward broader educational aims (Bhuttah et al., 2019). This democratic, participatory perspective echoes CfW’s vision of teachers as ‘agents of change’ (Priestley, Biesta, & Robinson, 2013). By championing distributed leadership, CfW builds on Taba’s premise, enabling schools to adapt overarching goals to their own contexts while keeping teachers at the heart of curriculum design.

Curriculum Innovation
Democratising Curriculum Planning
The current approach to curriculum leadership and planning within the English Department has prioritised standardization and workload reduction, ensuring consistency but at the cost of teacher autonomy, creativity, and learner-centric practices central to the Curriculum for Wales (CfW). This report examines how effective collaborative practice, rooted in shared leadership and reflective inquiry, can nurture a more flexible and inclusive curriculum aligned with CfW’s vision while supporting teacher professionalism and innovation.

School Context
This report focuses on curriculum leadership and innovation within a mixed comprehensive school in Southwest Wales serving approximately 1,500 students aged 11 to 18. The school aims to extend leadership capacity to all stakeholders, seeking to inspire greater leadership in classroom decisions as well as developing an improved culture of inquiry. As of 2025, the school retains a traditional departmental structure and has yet to adopt the Areas of Learning Experience prescribed by CfW. When the previous Head of English was seconded to a senior leadership role for 2023–2024, I assumed departmental leadership on an interim basis. CfW has been introduced incrementally, with Years 7 and 8 fully engaged in the reform, and additional curriculum planning ongoing for 2024–2025 implementation.

Existing CfW Implementation
The former Head of English employed a mixed leadership approach, primarily instructional, prescribing texts to study, specifying skills to practise, and creating summative assessments to be completed by all learners to ensure a consistent access provision. Social realists such as Young (2008) justify such strong framing by arguing that leaders must guarantee access to ‘powerful knowledge’ for all learners. Yet Bernstein (1968) notes that rigid curriculum control is never neutral and can perpetuate social inequalities by privileging particular knowledge forms and ways of knowing. Stenhouse (1975) likewise critiques strict pre-specification of learning outcomes, suggesting genuine understanding evolves continuously and that aims that can be achieved are inherently flawed as ‘understanding can always be deepened’. McKernan (2010) further argues that prescribing objectives means assessing what is already defined, rather than discovering new knowledge ‘that none yet possess.’
This leadership model, akin to Tyler’s objectives-based approach, promoted uniformity but did not promote CfW’s aspiration for learners to ‘take responsibility for their own learning’ (Donaldson, 2015).  (Donaldson, 2015). ‘Task-oriented’ leadership, which prioritises defining tasks, coordinating team members, setting standards, and ensuring compliance (Gümüş et al., 2018) can ‘atomise and fragment’ learning into ‘a linear and non-complex business’ instead of a ‘process which is messy, socially contingent and context dependent’ (Pristley, 2017). Such reduction of learning to ‘bite-sized’ chunks of content can diminish the broader aims of education (Kelly, 2004) focusing on ‘training and instruction’ rather than ‘education’ (Stenhouse, 1975; McKernan, 2008). 
Such prescriptive curriculum plans were created to fill the void that was perceived in CfW’s lack of specification, a concern Evans (2023) highlights that can occur when ‘teachers transition from passive consumers to proactive producers of curriculum content.’ Morrison-Love et al.’s (2023) research notes teachers’ anxieties about whether they had ‘understood the curriculum in the right way’, and in this department it led to leadership that imposed clarity and inadvertently limited professional autonomy. This self-imposed prescription left the department, as Evans (2023) warns, frustrated at being unable to ‘benefit fully from the purportedly advantageous position it has been granted.
Alongside the instructional leadership of prescribing texts to study and assessments to complete, the former Head of Department utilised a form of distributed leadership by delegating lesson resource creation across the team. Once the mid-term plan and objectives were set, individual teachers were given lessons and resources to develop which would be shared with the department and used in classrooms. Whilst this approach was selected to reduced workload which Hartley (2010: 27) argues is the reason why it may be popular, it arguably constituted “delegation by another name” (Harris, 2013). Hargreaves and Fink (2009) warn that superficial collaboration can become a covert mechanism for delivering top-down directives, rather than genuinely fostering the leadership potential of others (Harris, 2013). This approach risks ‘de-professionalising’ teachers (Bush, 2003: 46) by assigning them to deliver content created by someone else rather than acting as co-constructors of learning.
Stenhouse (1975) and Kelly (2009) advocate more process-oriented curriculum models, emphasising collaborative reflection and flexibility in designing educational experiences. Such frameworks encourage teachers to tailor learning to student needs and interests, aligning with CfW’s vision of empowering learners to ‘take responsibility for their own learning’ (Donaldson, 2015). In doing so, the department can honour important principles of equity - ensuring access to vital knowledge - without constraining pedagogical creativity or responsiveness.

Curriculum Innovation – Implementing Democratic Curriculum Planning 
Drawing upon Kelly’s (2009) democratic curriculum planning model, this innovation sought to break with a tradition of top-down prescriptive planning by fostering a distributed leadership approach. The ambition was to empower teachers to act not merely as executors of pre-packaged schemes but as ‘agents of change’ (Biesta, 2010), systematically reflecting on their practice through Stenhouse’s (1975) conception of the ‘teacher as researcher’. In doing so, the initiative aspired to move beyond superficial compliance with the Curriculum for Wales (CfW) and create authentic, context-responsive learning experiences.
At the conceptual core of this undertaking lies the CfW’s stipulation that schools ‘design curricula relevant to the context and specific needs of learners’ (Welsh Government, 2019). Nevertheless, enacting Kelly’s democratic model presented immediate tensions. On one hand, the approach aims to counter the prescriptive rigidity that Stenhouse (1975) and McKernan (2010) argue can stifle professional creativity. On the other, it risks fragmenting curricular coherence if teachers, now empowered to innovate, diverge widely in their thematic emphases. This potential variance underscores Bernstein’s (1970) concerns about the ‘gatekeeper’ role teachers occupy: while teachers can select culturally and socially relevant material, they may also perpetuate certain biases by omitting other powerful forms of knowledge (Young, 2008).
To address this tension, the innovation’s first phase involved a collaborative evaluation of current CfW implementation and an appraisal of each plan against the ‘four purposes’. This step echoed Kelly’s (2009) insistence that curriculum decisions emerge from dialogic reflection, rather than merely fulfilling fixed objectives. Although such collaboration aimed to unify practice, the open discussion - where educators identified strengths and shortcomings - depended on a trust culture (Timperley, 2008) that is not always guaranteed in traditionally hierarchical schools. In reality, teachers might feel anxious discarding plans they had become accustomed to, particularly when faced with accountability pressures or GCSE demands. Thus, while the reflective exercise was valuable for diagnosing gaps, it carried inherent risk: teachers unaccustomed to autonomy could find themselves either reluctant to challenge established norms or overly keen to experiment without clear frameworks.
Building on these reflections, teachers were then encouraged to adopt a thematic approach to curriculum design, seeking to create plans that resonate with learners’ interests and local contexts (Kelly, 2007), a departure from the familiar method of teaching a prescribed text. After open discussion of important areas of contextually relevant learning opportunities, themes were chosen democratically: ‘Power and Control’, ‘Healthy and Unhealthy Relationships’, and ‘Instagram vs Reality’. Each unit was selected to ignite engagement but also be driven by clear purpose and with inherent opportunities to follow student led lines of enquiry, and to embrace novel learning experiences. Yet, despite a collective decision-making process, the teaching team assumed curatorial authority over topic selection rather than inviting students to co-design the curriculum. This stance reflects Stenhouse’s (1975, p. 9) argument that ‘teachers should choose that which is judged worthwhile and attempt to teach is so well that it evokes interest.’ Learner voice was consulted, and lines of enquiry were established, but tension occurs in the extent to which students might shape their curriculum (Hartley, 2003). In line with Priestley’s (2017) recommendations, attempts were made to not make thematic units for reasons of ‘expediency’, pupil interest instead of relevance, or to appease the demands of examination systems. This ‘curatorship’ was brought up in discussion, an especially pertinent issue considering Bernstein’s (1970) concerns about the distorting effects gatekeepers of knowledge can have.

A key departure from previous practice was the absence of pre-agreed summative assessments, signalling a deliberate shift away from ‘performative’ pedagogies (Perryman & Calvert, 2020) toward a process-based model. This was to encourage ‘unanticipated outcomes’ (Stenhouse, 1975) and the emergence of knowledge that may exceed predefined criteria (McKernan, 2010). Such decision making also sought to heed Kliebard’s (1968) caution that pre-specification of objectives can ‘manipulate students into behaving as the teacher wishes’. This may be problematic as it might foster intellectual freedom but could equally obscure power dynamics if assessment or progression criteria are not transparently negotiated.
Despite these challenges, the project’s overarching intent was to cultivate a ‘collaborative practice’ that regards teachers as co-creators rather than passive implementers of policy. By situating Stenhouse’s (1975) ‘teacher-as-researcher’ principle at the heart of planning, the innovation aimed to enhance the agency of teachers to respond to the needs of their learners and to be liberated from prescriptive plans, but also to encourage iterative inquiry. While genuine agency can be slow to embed - particularly in settings where teachers have grown reliant on scripted schemes - the initiative demonstrates a meaningful attempt to reconcile CfW’s learner-centric ethos with the realities of classroom practice. Ultimately, the democratic ethos encouraged by Kelly (2009) and the emphasis on reflection by Stenhouse (1975) led to decision making that strived to enact curriculum innovation that encourages the flexibility of teachers and be driven by purpose. The democratisation of curriculum planning and the employment of distributed leadership were essential in successfully navigating this shift and have started to show the emergence of ‘ownership’ of the curriculum which has been found in studies to lead to increased student performance (Harris, 2013).

Challenges and Opportunities
Shifting the department’s curriculum development practices toward a more democratic, teacher-led paradigm was met with both enthusiasm and apprehension, reflecting broader complexities documented in research focusing on the experiences of teachers enacting curricular reform. Initially, in seeking to liberate teachers and challenging them to utilise their professional agency, some concerns were raised about whether the direction being proposed had interpreted CfW correctly. Morrison-Love et al. (2023) encountered similar anxieties as educators grappled with the ‘right way’ to interpret CfW, finding tension in the inherent lack of prescription. This uncertainty was especially evident among less-experienced colleagues, who, in line with Harris and Graham’s (2019) findings, expressed reservations about relinquishing familiar top-down structures. Similar to Harris and Graham’s (2019) research, which found less experienced teachers often exhibit less desire for autonomy due to the perceived stability and safety of top-down accountability, although these anxieties diminished once reassurances and support were offered. Experiencing the innovation discussed in collaborative discussions helped build confidence in their creative capacities.
Conversely, teachers with of longer lengths of service raised pragmatic concerns regarding resource availability, workload, and the viability of sustaining new practices over time - concerns that McKernan (2010) characterises as almost inevitable when challenging existing norms or introducing entirely new curriculum initiatives. Such caution is also in alignment with the findings of Harris and Graham’s (2019) conclusion that repeated exposure to shifting curriculum decision making can lead to scepticism about whether their investment will be worthwhile, or whether it will be cast aside as new initiates replace it. In this instance, navigating these doubts required transparent dialogue around the rationale and discussing the theory behind the decisions, as well as reassurance about the commitment to sustaining change. 

Another obstacle was the initial resistance to critically revisiting the department’s former curriculum plans. This hesitation could be attributed, in part, to distrust in the move from an instructional leadership model to one premised on distributed leadership - especially given prior top-down accountability structures. However, when some team members candidly shared their critiques, the team began to recognise the value of constructive evaluation, enabling a more open and collaborative spirit to flourish.
Transitioning away from a strictly ‘knowledge-rich’ curriculum similar to Tyler’s toward a ‘process model’ inspired by Stenhouse (1975) and Kelly (2004), tensions regarding equity, coherence, and pupil entitlement were raised - concerns echoed by Bernstein (1968), Young and Muller (2013), and Power, Newton, and Taylor (2020). Sinnema (2017) describes the delicate balance between excessive teacher autonomy, which risks undermining consistent standards, and excessive prescription, which can stifle innovation. In the early stages, teachers questioned whether diverse pedagogical approaches might disadvantage certain learner groups. However, once they witnessed curriculum planning grounded in genuine learner needs, anxieties subsided, and the department’s confidence in a bottom-up approach grew.
The most persistent challenge revolved around assessment and accountability pressures in Year 9, seen as pivotal for GCSE preparation. All teachers expressed fears that a process-driven curriculum would leave students underprepared for external examinations, and that Year 9 needed to focus on training for success in terminal examinations. Such trepidations align with research that finds concerns about assessment performance often narrows curricula (Au, 2007; Biesta, 2009) prompting educators to approach mechanised pedagogies that ‘teach to the test’, a clear threat to the desired shift away from such thinking and to accept a view of curriculum as process. Many staff members felt inclined to delay any radical restructuring until final GCSE specifications were published - a phenomenon Priestly and Minty (2013) describe as a tendency to ‘wait and see’, noting similar prevalence during Scotland’s CfE reforms. Such ‘washback’ effects have been observed by Morrison-Love et al. (2023) term “washback” in their research into teachers’ lived experiences of implementing CfW. Although those waiting for examination specifications tend to do so mitigate anxieties (Chan, 2020), it is found to paradoxically prolong it by perpetuating uncertainty. In response, departmental discussions challenged the notion that examinations should supersede the underlying educational aims, reminding teachers that performativity must not eclipse CfW’s broader philosophical commitments.
Despite these hurdles, a perceptible shift from wariness to excitement emerged as the innovation progressed. Early discomfort over the absence of pre-specified assessment tasks gradually gave way to a recognition that teacher-led, learner-responsive planning could stimulate curiosity and engagement. Stenhouse’s (1983) critique of ‘rhetoric of conclusions’ proved apt: once teachers relinquished rigid end-goals, they discovered richer, more organic learning pathways. This transition fostered a growing appreciation for spontaneity, reflective inquiry, and the intrinsic value of knowledge exploration, pointing toward a deeper cultural change where teaching is guided by professional judgment rather than prescriptive formulae.
Conclusion and Reflections
This report has critically examined curriculum leadership and innovation within the English department, highlighting the tensions between instructional leadership’s structured, outcomes-driven approach (Hallinger & Murphy, 1985) and distributed leadership’s empowerment of teachers as curriculum co-constructors (Harris, 2013; Spillane, 2006). The transition from a prescriptive, objectives-based model (Tyler, 1949) to a more democratic, process-oriented curriculum design (Stenhouse, 1975; Kelly, 2009) has demonstrated the potential for increased teacher agency (Biesta, Priestley & Robinson, 2015), professional creativity (McKernan, 2010), and curriculum relevance to learner needs (Donaldson, 2015). However, challenges such as initial resistance to change (Fullan, 2007), concerns about consistency (Bernstein, 1971; Young & Muller, 2013), and anxieties over assessment (Popham, 1968; Biesta, 2009) underscore the complexities of enacting meaningful curriculum reform. To enhance curriculum leadership and innovation further, future efforts should embed sustained professional learning communities (Stoll et al., 2006; Timperley, 2011) that encourage iterative reflection and inquiry, ensuring teachers feel supported in exercising professional judgment (Evans, 2021). Additionally, leadership structures should balance autonomy with coherence by fostering ‘adaptive expertise’ (Timperley & Parr, 2009), equipping teachers to navigate curriculum complexity without reverting to rigid prescription (Priestley & Biesta, 2013). Finally, engagement with research-informed curriculum design principles (Priestley, Biesta & Robinson, 2015) must remain central, ensuring that innovations align with CfW’s aspirations for a dynamic, inclusive, and context-responsive curriculum (Welsh Government, 2019). By embedding these strategies, curriculum leadership can move beyond top-down compliance (Hargreaves & Fullan, 2012) or superficial delegation (Harris, 2013), instead cultivating a culture of genuine collaboration, innovation, and sustained professional agency (Sinnema, Nieveen & Priestley, 2020).
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