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Curriculum for Wales: Policy Barriers, Assessment Arrangements and a Need for Change
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The policy I will be analysing today is the Curriculum for Wales which I am sure you are all familiar with, but I will give you some context behind it. The Curriculum for Wales is the statutory education framework that we use in schools and other maintained settings in Wales, and it was officially implemented in 2022 and took over from the previous framework of the Foundation Phase and includes children from the age of 3 to 16 (Welsh Government b, 2024). The curriculum reform was initiated following the suggestions from Professor Graham Donaldson (2015) who was asked to review the previous curriculum by the Welsh Government and then published his recommendations in the report “Successful Futures” which published in 2015. Overall, his main recommendations referred to the underachievement of academic attainment for children in Wales and the inconsistency of assessment arrangements throughout stages of schooling. Therefore, the Welsh Government decided to redesign the curriculum which we now have the Curriculum for Wales, which to reflect the recommendations of Donaldson, does have a primary focus on raising academic standards through purposeful, independent and holistic styles of learning. 
The foundations of this curriculum design now strive for children to have authentic learning through real life experiences, play and exploration and has moved away from textbook and concrete styles of learning. This approach is important to understand when I come to talk about the controversial issues of this framework. Moreso, this curriculum offers the opportunity for schools and other maintained settings to adopt autonomy over the pedagogy they deliver and actually design their own curriculum for their own school, meaning no two schools across Wales will have the same ways of learning and teaching. There are, however, many foundations the Welsh Government (2022) propose are necessary in curriculum design such as the four purposes, what matters statements, progression steps and the 12 pedagogical principles to ensure some coherency between pedagogy in Wales. The policy was designed to enable practitioners to successfully implement it by allowing educational settings autonomy, however this has opened up areas of criticism for the policy. For example, Power, Newton and Taylor (2020) suggest that the curriculum is designed to fail with their expectation of unpracticed and unequipped practitioners to deliver a vague, broad and gray area curriculum and that there should be a reform in professional practice for a curriculum reform to succeed. 
However, when you analyze modern day approach to learning and pedagogy and especially reflecting on the recommendations from Donaldson, there has been a reconstruction of views regarding child development with the influence of holistic development, health and well-being and impact of the community. In my opinion it is relevant that the Welsh Government has made consideration to these aspects and made opportunities for children to receive an education that is specific and independent to them. Mercer (2018) describes children’s self-awareness and ability to develop an understanding of themselves, their own strengths and weaknesses, as well as the society and culture that surrounds them, is paramount in children’s reaching educational goals. The autonomy aspect of the Curriculum for Wales is something that I support and reflect in my own practice to support the individual needs of the child, as I feel it allows us as practitioners to enable policy into practice.
It is important to really evaluate the recommendations from Donaldson in the review “Successful Futures” as it had a fundamental impact on the design of the Curriculum for Wales. As I stated, his main recommendations focused on the underachievement in educational qualifications. According to Donaldson (2015), curriculum design would be described as responsive, tailoring a curriculum to further the individual knowledge of each child. Ambitious, by ensuring there is no glass ceiling barrier to children’s learning, and manageable, always acknowledging the vital component of purposeful assessment strategies. Throughout “Successful Futures” attainment is portrayed as children developing and obtaining a set of skills that prepares them real life experiences. By the end of school age, children should have ‘attained’ a breadth of knowledge that is transferable in both familiar and unfamiliar contexts, a breadth of knowledge that reflects them as an individual and their strengths and interests as well as a crucially important basis of literacy and numeracy competency. With all this evidence summarised, it is clear to see how the policymakers designed the Curriculum for Wales that has encouraged Wales to take a more holistic approach in education.

This brings me onto the controversial issue of academic attainment and assessment, where Wales is performing significantly low as a country in attaining educational standards. The latest PISA rankings conducted in 2023, saw Wales take a plummet since the introduction of the Curriculum for Wales, and was ranked the lowest performing country in the UK. This is another area that Graham Donaldson (2015) highlighted with the again, unsatisfactory results of the PISA rankings in 2015, which stated by the Welsh Government (2017) saw an ever-growing gap between higher and lower achievers. It leads the question as to “why is Wales still underachieving, despite a curriculum reform?” and “Have the recommendations of Donaldson’s Successful Futures been fully understood?” due to the continuing problem of underachievement in Wales that is still existing today almost 10 years after the country's decision to tackle the problem. 
Donaldson (2015) postulates that children’s learning can be significantly damaged when assessment strategies are overtaken by accountability processes. With his integral views on holistic and authentic learning, Donaldson made recommendations for amendments in assessment and made specific mention to strategies like portfolios, presentations and course work to showcase a child’s skillset. So, what does assessment look like currently through the Curriculum for Wales? 
Likewise, to the rest of the curriculum, schools have autonomy over their own assessment strategies. To reflect Donaldson’s (2015) recommendations, the curriculum encompasses a single continuum of skills development from ages 3 to 16, to support coherency and consistency across all stages of school. To do this, schools follow the “progression steps” set out under each Area of Learning and Experiences, which demonstrates a set of skills children should have the opportunity to acquire through teaching and learning. There are three stages progression steps in line with each skill, that hopefully children leaving school age will have met the expectations of progression step 3, however, there is a big emphasis on progression steps enforcing children’s learning journeys and moving away from an age vs stage principal (Welsh Government d, 2024). There is no direct guidance on how practitioners are expected to record to measure students' progression in learning against the progression steps, apart from the Curriculum and Assessment (Wales) Act 2021, which states the expectations for practitioners to share professional dialogue with other professionals outside of their own organization to share and reflect on pupils learning, how this will look like in practice is many schools will be assigned a cluster school, where they will have the chance to meet up with other schools and compare learning outcomes, pedagogy make ups and experiences implementing the Curriculum for Wales. But still, this is just the expectation of a professional conversation rather than soliciting evidence (Welsh Government, 2021). 
The current assessment requirements for children in Wales require children to undergo an entry level assessment, that measures the child’s abilities when they enter school, to provide a baseline of knowledge for the practitioner (Welsh Government c, 2024). In addition to this, there are mandatory annual standardisation tests to be completed by children from years 2 to 9, that measure children’s competence in Language, Literacy and Communication, Mathematics and Numeracy. They are designed to support practitioners in identifying gaps in attainment and plan in line with closing those gaps (Welsh Government, 2024). After year 9, 14–16-year-olds will again take part in further examples of summative assessments while completing their GCSE’s which again, formally summarises the children’s abilities and gives a corresponding pass or fail score (Qualifications Wales c , 2024). These are just examples of mandatory assessment requirements set out by policymakers in Wales, these do not include the assessments maintained by individual schools in their own designed curriculum. Titley, Davies and Atherton (2020) critisise the role of GCSE qualifications in Wales by suggesting that the assessments prohibit students' abilities to show genuine learning but instead encourage them to transfer a set of answers from rehearsed and prescriptive lessons. Despite the curriculum reform proposing a shift in attitudes towards assessment, summative assessment strategies still seem to underpin this policy. 
At this current time, GCSE qualifications aren’t yet prepared in line with the Curriculum for Wales, this change won’t be fully transferred until 2026 as the 3- 16-year continuum has not been expected to be fully established until this time, when the final implementation stages of the Curriculum for Wales take place (Welsh Government a, 2024). This is a barrier that breaks down the coherency aspect of education when children are receiving different forms of education throughout one journey of learning, particularly at such a crucial time. When surveyed in 2022, 46% of senior staff in schools actually responded that they were unsure on what had changed since the curriculum reform and couldn’t explain the new expectations for assessment (Robinson, 2022). Again, an implication of policy that is leaving detriment on education standards. An interesting study conducted by Samuelsson (2023) highlighted the negative impact policy makers have on their audience due to the hierarchy of policy writing, implementation and then practice. Policy makers are often guilty of having a bureaucratic approach with arrogance to the impact on the stakeholders. In turn, creating an education system that is a collection of quantitative data of pass and fail grades without a true description of students learnt skills and achievements. This is parallel to Titley, Davies and Atherton (2020) views on GCSE’s lack of purpose. 
It appears the policymakers of this framework have different expectations of the implementation of the policy, compared to the true practice that has unfolded. I see this as a result of inconsistencies of language, guidance and non-negotiables proposed by the policymakers that in turn, have created barriers for implementing policy into practice. For example, the Curriculum for Wales is designed to enable autonomy over pedagogy in practice, stating schools should quote “should develop the most appropriate curriculum and assessment arrangements for their learners and their contexts” (Welsh Government d, 2024). On the other hand, the Curriculum and Assessment (Wales) Act 2021 states that schools have quote “regulations that require” assessment strategies (Welsh Government, 2021). One government is proposing many contrasting policies and guidance around one area of assessment, through misconceptions of language and expectations

This brings me to the methods I see that could overcome the barriers of this policy. If it was in my power or if it will ever be part of my own opportunities in my practice to develop my own curriculum, I would choose to be that catalyst and completely move away from any form of summative assessment at any point of school age, that includes any standardised tests as well as GCSE’s. I would replace this with a qualitative, collective and exposition method of gathering evidence that demonstrates students' achievements, still following the 3- 16 continuum. This may sound like a revolutionary and complex idea but if we really look at education provisions already in place currently, we have as practitioners already adopted this style of assessment. 
If we look at the work of Professor Lyn Sharratt, she advocates for the use of assessment in structuring children’s learning, rather than summarising at the end result. She suggests that children should place assessment at the forefront of their own learning so that it creates a clear guide of the expectations and learning outcomes that children should acquire on their learning journeys. Additionally, students should co-construct their own success criteria for learning with the teacher, instead of the teacher preparing this model. This example of formative assessment will establish a foundation of learning for students to ensure they understand where they are currently and where they need to be (Hattie and Sharratt, 2025). Again, this model may seem complex to place on children, however, the Curriculum for Wales already models a similar approach with the use of the four purposes, which displays a set of skills children should acquire during their learning journey. Fortunately, Lyn Sharratt has already had influence on education settings in Wales where she has shared her model the “14 Parameters” which encompasses her views on assessment and advocacy for children’s development in this transition example (CGA EWC, 2022). 
This model really resonates with me as a student teacher as we are made aware of our learning outcomes from the start of our journey and use the Professional Teaching Standards as our own success criteria. Likewise, to the Curriculum for Wales, the Professional Teaching Standards highlights a set of skills teachers will acquire throughout their professional journey to establish highly effective practice (Welsh Government, 2019). I am able to demonstrate my skills as a teacher using an online model of collective evidence through my Professional Learning Passport (PLP). The use of the PLP allows students to showcase a range of their developed skills that work towards the Professional Teaching Standards by capturing learning, encouraging reflective practice and shaping improvement. This also works as an assessment tool where students will upload evidence for assessors to review with feedback, ultimately collating a range of skills and formative feedback that allows students to obtain that QTS qualification (EWC, no date). 
Looking at international models, Ontario in Canada have also successfully implemented an online model of demonstration of students learning journeys through their Ontario Student Record (OSR). The OSR are established from school entry age and run all the way through kindergarten, elementary and high school and will encompass every detail of that student including their name all the way to their last educational qualification outcome. This abundant model can be accessed by all teachers, parents and students themselves to showcase an in-depth look into each child’s journey through education and then provides an electronic display of qualifications. It also provides a personal aspect to each student by showcasing each report card, completion of activity and a multitude of feedback and assessment to truly demonstrate that students' abilities (King’s Printer for Ontario, 2024). Again, this corresponds to the EWC’s model of the Professional Learning Passport by encompassing a range of skills through digital means. 
There I have shared just three examples of qualitative and collective methods of assessing that have significant benefits, that can be transferred and replicated to assessing and recording children’s educational outcomes over the 3-16 continuum. Having used one of these models personally, I can advocate the strengths of moving away from that prescriptive, subjective and summative form of assessments that I personally feel are not a true reflection of people’s learning and achievements. As there are two successful models already established through Wales’ PLP’s and Canada’s OSRs, I propose that Wales encompasses an online learning journal model as their continuous assessment tool, while still following the 3 to 16 continuums. This would replace the mandatory standardisation tests and GCSE’s while still showcases children and young people's academic attainment. This would additionally further the work of Donaldson (2015) who, as I stated, made specific mention of the use of portfolios and coursework as a successful assessment tool. 
Again, as Donaldson (2015) suggested that assessment is impacted by teacher accountability, as well as Power, Newton and Taylor (2020) emphasis on retraining teachers for successful outcomes, it is important to consider the impact of assessment strain on teachers and how this can be positively lifted through a reform of assessment strategies. Skedsmo and Huber (2024) portrays that assessment is actually scrutinized by teachers as it negatively impacts their self-awareness of their personal performance development. Many teachers shared that they felt personally impacted by underachievers as they felt it was as a result of their insufficient teaching. East (2015) does suggest that implementing assessment reform isn’t always simple, as the policy makers intended use does not always reflect the same use of the primary users, in this example, teachers having different viewpoints of models of assessment because they are the primary foreseers of learning, which also corresponds to Samuelsson’s (2023) views of hierarchy in policymakers. Due to the critical feedback of the curriculum reform, I expect that a reform in assessment strategies will provide a similar disapproval initially, with an evident divide between policy makers and stakeholders (Hughes and Lewis, 2020). 
Uncertainty though, does not terminate the need for change. We can conclude that assessment in Wales is playing a detrimental effect on academic attainment levels as well as strain on teachers. As a policy, the Curriculum for Wales has met some of its intentions by encompassing the recommendations of Donaldson and designed an inclusive, authentic and holistic style of curriculum. To support the positive aspects and meet the overarching goal of this curriculum of raising academic attainment, I feel it’s necessary to adopt a new approach to assessment to correspond to rest of this curriculum. Although the reform in curriculum has proved some difficulties in changing attitudes towards autonomy in pedagogy and the obstacles of implementing policy into practice, there are still positive core values of the curriculum that are designed to support the individual needs of children in Wales. We need to build on that strength and ensure we as practitioners are supporting children in displaying their learning journeys and development in an inclusive, sufficient and purposeful assessment technique that shows the true abilities and achievements of each child. 
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