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[bookmark: _Toc228222325]1. Introduction
My research will investigate how Year 9 pupils in secondary schools in North Wales experience mathematics in response to the introduction of the Curriculum for Wales (CfW), in the context of departmental responses to curriculum reform.

The CfW represents a major, system wide reform in Wales with a shift towards the centrality of the learner, and increased flexibility for schools to design and implement their own curricula (Welsh Government, 2020a; OECD, 2020). Within this context, mathematics departments may have adapted their practices in response to new expectations around assessment and progression (Welsh Government, 2020b), particularly through the development of the five mathematical proficiencies (Welsh Government, 2022a) - discussed in further detail in the literature review. 

Much of the current literature around the CfW focuses on teacher perspectives (Thomas et al., 2023; Chapman et al., 2025) , policy enactment (Evans, 2023) and so far, limited focus is given to mathematics, or how pupils experience these changes in practice. 
This research intends to investigate the perceptions and experiences of pupils of their mathematics education, addressing a gap in the available empirical evidence surrounding the area.
[bookmark: _gbcxw0nvbu9w][bookmark: _Toc228222326]2. Literature Review
In this literature review, firstly, I examined current literature around curriculum reform, concentrating on secondary mathematics to investigate the policy and enactment in Wales and comparable international curricula. Next, I explored accounts of pupils’ experiences of secondary mathematics and curricular reform. Finally I described what I believe to be potential gaps in the literature. 
[bookmark: _bcuonjfsjb9f][bookmark: _Toc228222327]2.1 Curriculum reform and enactment in secondary mathematics
The CfW was introduced in response to perceived shortcomings in the previous curriculum, particularly as it was seen as too prescriptive and overloaded (Donaldson, 2015). Concerns about Wales’ educational performance and global competitiveness were supported by the country’s results in the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) which were below average (OECD, 2014; OECD, 2024). 
The CfW was designed to embody a shift toward a more flexible, learner-centred curriculum, mirroring countries such as Australia, Scotland and New Zealand (OECD, 2020; Sinnema et al., 2020). Evidence suggests that the implementation for this type of curricular reform is often inconsistent (Sinnema et al., 2020), with early research around CfW identifying uneven progress in mathematics and numeracy as a particular concern (Welsh Government, 2023; Estyn, 2025b). The inconsistency and complexity inherent in implementing policy into practice suggests a need to examine how the changes are interpreted by teachers and experienced by pupils. 

Curriculum reform places pressure on schools and teachers, as priorities from diverse stakeholders within school, local and national government must be interpreted, understood, and enacted (Myatt and Tomsett, 2021). This is defined by Sherrington (2017) as curriculum enactment, where policy is implemented through the interpretation of education professionals. Myatt (2018) defined curriculum as laying out the aims, content, and principles of what we intend pupils to experience. The CfW’s structure, including four purposes, six Areas of Learning and Experience (AoLE) and 27 Statements of What Matters, present a challenging, multi-layered task for teachers and schools to engage with, and plan for (Gately, 2020). 
With increased autonomy in curriculum construction (Wood and Hughson, 2025), teachers need appropriate support to interpret and enact the curriculum (Beech and McGill, 2020).

Friction between conflicting factors is seen as a source of unease in the literature. Evans (2023) and Sinnema et al. (2020) discuss the issue of autonomy compared with consistency with autonomy being an exciting prospect, but increased workload and responsibility increasing pressure on teachers. The roles of skills, knowledge and experiences are a common theme in literature surrounding recent curriculum reform, but while the OECD (2020) and Welsh Government (2020a) contend that the CfW integrates all three, Lyakhova et al., (2019), Sinnema et al. (2020) and Wood and Hughson (2025) argue that within the CfW, skills and experience overshadow the role of knowledge and content. This is especially notable in mathematics, described by Robbins (2021) as a knowledge heavy, hierarchical subject. 

Comparing the Mathematics and Numeracy AoLE requirements (Welsh Government 2020b) to the previous curriculum’s programme of study (Welsh Government, 2015), some key changes are apparent. Firstly, the change from year by year expectations to progression steps reduce rigid prescription, but means that mathematics departments have more responsibility for sequencing - considering in which order, and in which ways topics will be taught (Robbins, 2021). Next, although the CfW’s statements of what matters (Welsh Government 2020b) can be mostly mapped to how the previous curriculum was divided into strands (Welsh Government, 2015). However, the strand of ‘developing numerical reasoning’ has been replaced by the five mathematical proficiencies, shown in the figure below. 
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Figure 1: The Five Mathematical Proficiencies (Nicol, 2019).

This shift towards the proficiencies reflect the prioritisation of problem solving, application and understanding. Southall (2017) and Barton (2022), both mathematics teachers in the United Kingdom, highlight the importance of teaching for understanding so that pupils can apply their knowledge to different contexts, Lyakhova et al. (2019), mathematics lecturers in universities, argue that non-experts in mathematics favour contextualising problems, where mathematicians prefer abstraction. 

As a result of these changes, mathematics departments may respond to curriculum reform in different ways, highlighting the importance of discovering how the CfW has been enacted in practice and how they impact pupil’s experiences of learning mathematics.
[bookmark: _qlshr07n50q1][bookmark: _Toc228222328]2.2 Pupil perspectives of secondary mathematics 
Bucknall (2014) stated that pupils’ knowledge of their lived experience can be a crucial factor for bridging the divide between intention and enactment. Lee and Johnston-Wilder (2013) discussed how pupil voice could be a powerful tool to improve the teaching and learning of mathematics, when pupils are supported and empowered to evaluate and examine different learning methods. One drawback of their study, which yielded positive results from utilising pupil voice, was that it was set in one school described by the authors as ‘high-attaining’, making it difficult to generalise (Lee and Johnston-Wilder, 2013). The literature highlights the value of examining the pupil experience in educational research, to evaluate the relationship between what teachers intend and what pupils experience. 

Some recurring themes are evident within the body of literature surrounding how pupils learn and perceive mathematics. Sachdee and Eggan (2021) discussed how pupils’ beliefs about their mathematical ability affect their engagement, while Estyn (2025a) note that schools that develop a positive attitude towards mathematics foster increased engagement and positive outcomes. Developing understanding was also a key component in effective mathematics teaching (Estyn, 2025a) backed up by pupils in Lee and Johnston-Wilder’s (2013) study who valued opportunities to understand the mathematics that they were learning. Finally, Green (2023) and Sandal and Sperle (2024) studied pupils’ perspectives on feedback in mathematics, where Green (2023) noted how pupils vary in their response to different kinds of feedback, needing a combination of model, complete solutions and procedural feedback to satisfy the largest proportion of pupils. Sandal and Sperle (2024) found that pupils understand the need for feedback to improve, however, opportunities to use the feedback in further learning is required for consolidation. A limiting factor considered in Sandal and Sperle’s (2024) study was only considering the pupil perspective, deciding that adding the teacher view in further study would strengthen the result. 

Considering these studies, pupils perceived their mathematical experiences to be shaped by factors such as engagement (Sachdee and Egan, 2021; Estyn, 2025a), understanding (Estyn, 2025a) and feedback (Sandal and Sperle, 2024). However, these studies draw on a range of ages and locations, and while this gives us some insight into how pupils perceive mathematics, and how studies have incorporated the pupil voice, there is limited understanding of how curriculum change shape these experience. Estyn (2025a) begins to address this within the CfW, but their report incorporate pupil, parent, teacher and leader perspectives, as opposed to an empirical account of pupil experience. 
[bookmark: _uuepjg32txy9][bookmark: _Toc228222329]2.3 Mathematics within international curriculum reform contexts
Sinnema et al. (2020), Wood and Hughson (2025) and the OECD (2020) have compared the reform embodied by the CfW to changes seen in countries such as Australia, Scotland and New Zealand. In this section, I examined what evidence has been gathered from these countries regarding mathematics following their curricular reform. It is beyond the scope of this literature review to compare the CfW to its international equivalents in detail, but I read articles which discussed mathematics in these countries following reform to start identifying trends. 

In Scotland, the Curriculum for Excellence (CfE) was described as being flexible and allowing greater autonomy to teachers, but also to pupils (Priestly and Minty, 2013), suggesting that the curriculum is more pupil-led than the CfW’s description of being pupil-centred (Welsh Government, 2020a). McDonald and Smith (2020) examined the importance of problem posing in mathematics, noting a disconnect between curriculum intention and enactment in practice. Foster (2023) also looked at problem posing and solving in the Scottish context, describing problem solving as an essential feature of modern, global curricula, but highlighting a variation of pupil experience in engaging with meaningful contexts. 

Attitudes towards, and experiences of learning mathematics of specific pupil groups have been researched in Australia (Russo et al., 2023) and New Zealand (Hunter and Hill, 2025). Russo et al. (2023) characterised attitudes towards mathematics as multidimensional, where engagement and participation is influenced by beliefs, enjoyment and competence. Similarly, Hunter and Hill (2025) noticed that enjoyment was a key indicator of engagement, finding that when there was less enjoyment, attitudes became more negative, regardless of the study participants’ perceived competence. The New Zealand study also indicated that students who felt they understood mathematics and were able to apply their knowledge to problem solving contextes were more likely to value mathematics (Hunter and Hill, 2025). These studies imply that the way that mathematics is framed within the curriculum, and how pupils experience the curriculum can affect their attitudes towards mathematics, impacting their engagement and outcomes. This reinforces how studying the effect of curriculum reform on pupils’ perceptions of mathematics can ensure that we work towards a curriculum that is meaningful and engaging. 

[bookmark: _2te3poe5pj3k][bookmark: _Toc228222330]2.4 Gaps in the literature
The literature reviewed showed the complex nature of curriculum reform where conflicting priorities can lead to unease and friction (Evans, 2023; Sinnema et al. 2020) which can be particularly evident in mathematics (Estyn, 2025b). Pupil perception and lived experience can offer a valuable perspective to education research (Bucknall, 2014; Lee and Johnston-Wilder, 2013) which is not particularly prevalent in research into CfW so far. 
Much of the research into the CfW has focussed on policy (Evans, 2023; Lyakhova et al. 2019), teacher perceptions (Aldous et al., 2022) and early implementation through a system-wide lens (Estyn, 2025a; Thomas et al., 2023), where although pupil perspectives are considered, it is alongside teachers and school leaders and lacks detail on pupil experience.
There is some international viewpoints on pupil experience of mathematics following curriculum reform (Hunter and Hill, 2025; Russo et al., 2023) showing the value of delving into pupil perspectives, highlighting the gap in the Welsh context. Addressing this gap will be an important step in evaluating whether the CfW is being realised in ways that reflect its intended goals.
[bookmark: _70xroq5vb4bp][bookmark: _Toc228222331]3. My Research 
[bookmark: _5nhj64uwdsmu][bookmark: _Toc228222332]3.1 Rationale for the study
This section outlines the rationale for this study, exploring my interest in this topic, reiterating the issues that literature featured, and the gaps that I have identified. Next, describing why I believe that it is important to address the gap and setting out the intended purpose and contribution of my research. 

I am a secondary mathematics teacher in North Wales, with previous leadership experience in developing departmental and whole-school curricula. This experience gave me insight into the challenges and opportunities associated with the level of reform that the CfW embodies, including leading curriculum changes within my department and collaborating with colleagues to develop whole school practice. My professional experience gives me a perspective on how curriculum reform is interpreted and implemented in secondary mathematics departments, informing the direction of this study. I am particularly interested in the consequences of departmental choices on pupil learning and experience.  

The literature highlights the complexities of curricular reform and the struggles of addressing the intricacies of curriculum intention, implementation in schools, departments and classrooms, and pupil experience (Sinnema et al., 2020). It also suggests how pupil voice and perspectives can enrich the discourse around curriculum reform (Sandal and Sperle, 2024; Hunter and Hill, 2025). Although literature examining pupil perspectives of mathematics following international curricular reform exists, it is limited and there remains gaps in research where the pupil experience, mathematics and the Welsh context are considered together. Furthermore, Sandal and Sperle (2024) referenced how their study could have been enhanced by considering the teacher and pupil experience in tandem to better understand intention and enactment. 

The CfW placed an emphasis on the centrality of the pupil (Welsh Government, 2020a) yet there is limited research on how pupils are experiencing the CfW in practice, particularly in mathematics. From my reading, I have not been able to identify studies that investigate the relationship between departmental decisions and the impact on pupils. Addressing uneven progress in mathematics and numeracy is a priority for the Welsh Government (2023) and Estyn (2025b), as key stakeholders and drivers of Welsh education so conducting research which investigates how mathematics departments have responded to the CfW and how pupils experience it could be a step forward in understanding current provision and directing further studies and interventions. 

This study seeks to investigate how Year 9 pupils, aged 13 and 14, in secondary schools in North Wales experience mathematics following the introduction of the CfW. Starting by taking the context of the mathematics departments responses to the CfW into account will provide an insight into how policy has been enacted in different schools to examine variation (Durden-Myers et al., 2025), and how teachers have interpret and navigated the CfW guidance (Aldous et al., 2022). Moving onto the pupil experience will allow the study to explore how pupils percieve mathematics and investigate the relationships between curriculum intention and enactment. The research should put a heavy emphasis on the pupil experience in line with the CfW’s pupil-centred nature (Welsh Government, 2020a) contributing to the body of evidence on the impact of curriculum reform on pupils in Wales. The inclusion of teachers and pupils in the study provides opportunities to develop a multi-layered understanding and addresses a shortcoming highlighted in Sandal and Sperle’s (2024) research. This research aims to address a gap in pupil-centred, subject-specific literature on the CfW, supporting a more nuanced understanding of the different perspectives informing curriculum reform in practice. 

[bookmark: _klde7km2qncy][bookmark: _Toc228222333]3.2 Research Questions
Research questions should provide direction and coherence to the study (Punch and Oancea, 2014) and should shape and be answered by the study (Clough and Nutbrown, 2012). Previous sections have discussed my personal experience and interest, and worked through literature relevant to my study (Flick, 2023) and my research perspectives and methodology will be addressed in Assessment Component 2 and these guide, shape and modify my research questions as my thinking develops. 

My research questions are as follows: 
Research Question 1 (RQ1): How do Year 9 pupils in secondary schools in North Wales perceive their experiences of learning mathematics following the introduction of the Curriculum for Wales?
Research Question 2 (RQ2): How have secondary mathematics departments responded to the requirements of the Curriculum for Wales?

RQ1 focusses on the pupil experience of mathematics learning, and although the pupils themselves may not be particularly aware of the CfW, Year Nine pupils will have experienced the CfW throughout their time in secondary education, and for a significant portion of their primary education. RQ2 provides the contextual background to be able to compare and contrast pupils’ experiences with the changes made, or not made, by their mathematics departments. Posing both questions enables the study to explore teh relationship between how pupil perceive mathematics and how mathematics departments have interpreted the CfW. 

[bookmark: _juvz10utguj9][bookmark: _Toc228222334]3.3 Research Aims and Objectives
To address the research questions above, research aims and objectives need to be outlined to guide the study. Thomas and Hodges (2010) define research aims as the broad purpose of the research project and research objectives as specific statements which focus on key issues of the research project. 
To define the aim fully, the study population and the subject area must be clearly defined, for which Kumar (2019) utilises the four Ps: people, problem, programme, phenomenon. My study population will be Year Nine pupils and mathematics teachers in North Wales, the identified problem is the limited understanding of how pupils experience curriculum reform in mathematics, the programme which affects my study is the CfW and the phenomenon that is being explored is pupils’ experience of mathematics learning in the context of departmental and curricular change. 
In summary, my aim is to investigate how Year 9 pupils in secondary schools in North Wales experience mathematics learning following the introduction of the CfW, seeking a deeper understanding of how curriculum change is enacted in practice and how pupils’ perceptions reflect this intent. 

To achieve this aim, the study is underpinned with the following objectives: 
a) Explore the perceptions and experience of learning mathematics of Year Nine pupils in North Wales. 
b) Identify key factors which effect pupil experience; such as engagement, confidence and understanding.
c) Examine how secondary mathematics departments in North Wales have responded to the requirements of the CfW.
d) Explore the relationship between mathematics departments’ responses to the CfW and the pupils’ lived experience of learning mathematics. 
e) Investigate variation in departmental responses and pupil experiences across different school contexts.
The research objectives are closely linked to the research questions, with objectives a) and b) aligning with RQ1’s focus on pupils’ experience, reflecting the central importance of pupils’ perspectives in the study. Objective c) provides the contextual background of the response of mathematics departments to the CfW. Finally, objectives d) and e) consider the relationship between departmental interpretation and pupils’ experience and considers variation across different school settings. The objectives structure the investigation into how curricular reform is experienced by pupils. 

[bookmark: _7saggt7hqk6a][bookmark: _Toc228222335]3.4 Conclusion
This assignment set out the rationale for my study into how pupils have experienced curriculum reform in mathematics in Wales following the CfW. The literature highlighted the complexity and difficulty of curricular reform in the context of the CfW (Evans, 2023; Sinnema et al., 2020) with a particular concern in the progress of mathematics and numeracy (Estyn, 2025a). The under-explored nature of mathematics and pupil experience was demonstrated by the lack of available empirical evidence, showing the gap in existing literature, wherein my study can be placed. 
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