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The Education agenda has for many years been utilised by Governments to gain political advantage and implement political mandates (Thomas 2012; Power 2016). In comparison, Baldock, Fitzgerald and Kay (2103 p.42) propose that education can only influence policy development when it “coincides with a political agenda”. Today, education and social policies in Wales have been carefully and respectfully aligned with legislation to support a national effort to improve several health and wellbeing goals, (See appendix A figure 1). According to Baldock, Fitzgerald and Kay (2013) the word policy is often used by Governments in several different ways, these include; stating an intention, taking specific action or in relation to changes in organizational or administrative practice. These definitions appear to suggest that Government policy making is fundamentally a response to the needs of society, and enabling them to further develop their own political agendas.

To demonstrate how Governments take specific action within a social and educational context, it has been well documented that two of the most significant changes to be introduced over the last century are the Education Act (1944) and the introduction of the Welfare State System, post Second World War.  Despite these changes, inequalities in education and social mobility continue to persist, Marmot (2010), in addition the influence of politics on education continues to raise concerns regarding the seemingly widening attainment gap between the elite and the working class, (Runicman 2016; Richardson 2016; The Learning Country 2010).  One of the earliest instances of social and education inequality is highlighted by Brooks (1991 p.110) who refers to the Taunton report (1868), this report revealed draconian laws that excluded many working-class children from accessing free schooling.

This disparity remained unresolved until many years later when a more equal approach to education was favoured, with the introduction of the Education Act (1944). This is arguably the most significant change in education policy, placing statutory duties on local authorities to secure provision of primary and secondary schools. According to Batteson (1999) the Act was a milestone in the history of education in England and is considered by others as a social construct, much needed for the kind of society that was to follow the War, Hausfather (1996). 




A lack of education provision during the 1960’s led to further policy changes, which according to Pugh and Duffy (2010) increased the number of playgroups, increased day care for working parents and finally introduced private sector day nurseries. Once again changes in policy appear to be a response to the needs of society, in this case Government adopting new approaches in the delivery and provision of education and child care. Ironically, this includes present day contemporary issues where many UK schools have temporarily closed due to Corona Virus, Department for Education (2020) and Welsh Government has enacted the Health Protection (Coronavirus Restrictions) (Wales) Regulations 2020 to enforce social distancing policies.

Social Policy is referred to as the act of policy making that supports the wellbeing of citizens through social actions, Alcock, May and Wright (2012) and received greater attention with the creation of the welfare state system following the Second World War.  The system aimed to improve health, education, employment and housing standards and is according to Alcock, May and Wright (2012) regarded as one of the biggest developments in UK Social Policy. Some commentators propose that welfare states in modern society are ‘institutions predominantly preoccupied with the production and distribution of social wellbeing,’ Jongbloed and Pullman (2016 p.2) and is clearly a priority area for Welsh Government with the introduction of The Wellbeing of Future Generations Act (2015).

It has also been suggested that social policies support economic growth and development in a way that economic systems alone cannot achieve, (Bochel and Bochel 2004; Williams 1994). These opinions allude to the idea that Governments see much value in developing social policies, using them as a vehicle to drive many other aspects of society including Health and Education. The introduction of the Wellbeing of Future Generations Act (2015) is one example of how Governments can encourage local authorities to embedded social, economic and environmental wellbeing into their workplaces and local communities. 

The first former Deputy Police Crime Commissioner, Sophie Howe has taken on the role of the first Future Generations Commissioner and has previously advised Government on policy in areas including equality and diversity, housing, crime and violence, substance misuse as well as being a member of the Children and Young People Scrutiny Committee, School of International Futures (2020).  Reflecting on some of the historical inequalities previously mentioned, it could be argued that this level of knowledge and experience is a reflection of the commitment needed to bring sustainable change, and is a far cry from the days of pre-devolution when Welsh Government had to fight political battles for equality.

According to Mackinnon (2015) political restructuring in the late 1990’s, saw the then Labour Government’s decision to devolve powers to Wales, sparking an era of significant change that would see the passing of new legislation including; the Government of Wales Act (1998), the later formation of the Welsh Assembly and then the Government of Wales Act (2006).  Although with some reluctance, this shift by UK Government intended to hand Wales full control over all policy making and domestic affairs including health, education and public finances. In twenty years as a devolved nation Wales has changed in many ways; population size and migration has increased, health appears to be on a downward trajectory with increases in obesity and poor mental wellbeing and educational attainment has shown a decline as has the Welsh language, National Assembly for Wales (2019).

It is fair to say that devolution has been a significant period in time for education, as Mackinnon (2015 p.1) states that ‘"devolution allows the devolved governments to develop policies that are tailored to the needs of their areas." This view has been echoed by many education professionals over the years, who have envisaged a progressive education system that would serve the nation and its surrounding schools and communities, (the learning country 2001; Donaldson 2015). Some commentators believe that devolution and educational reforms have led to a crisis in Education, Rees (2012) however; it has been argued by well-respected figures that a crisis is an opportunity to do things differently and to take the right action, Marmot (2010). 

In relation to the previously proposed idea that Governments take specific action as part of a policy making process, Baldock, Fitzgerald and Kay (2013) there have been many instances where UK Government have recognised the need to develop legislation and guidance to protect the growth and development of children. A significant landmark in enhancing local authority care provision through Social Policy came with the ratification of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, (UNCRC) (1989) which sought to strengthen the rights of children across the world.

Rights such as, the right to life, the right to social security and the right to education, (See appendix A. figure 2) have been integrated into UK law with the passing of the Children Act (1989). More recently, proposed changes under section 67 of the Immigration Act (2016), children granted the right to remain will now be able to receive student financial support, Children in Wales (2019). There are many other safeguarding measures that have been introduced to protect vulnerable children, according to Batty (2003) following the publication of the Laming report (2003) the document Working Together to Safeguard Children (2006) was needed to provide guidance to those with responsibility to protect children from neglect and maltreatment, this guidance has since become integral to Parts 7 and 9 of the Social Services and Wellbeing Act (2014) in Wales.
Changes to Education and Social policy received further attention in England following the publication of the Marmot review (2010) which revealed the extent to which health inequalities impact on children's lives, the review led to several policy recommendations including most importantly; giving every child the best start in life. It could be argued that recommendations such as this were already being addressed by Welsh Government, who in 2007 began the implementation of policy initiatives such as the Flying Start Programme. This initiative aimed to improve early year’s opportunities particularly for vulnerable families and those living in the most deprived areas. To date the initiative has provided over £600 million in funding to improve the provision of social support for parenting, speech, language and communication in early years, to improve children's outcomes and give them a better start in life, National Assembly for Wales (2018).
The Flying Start summary statistics (2019) indicates that the number of children receiving flying start services has decreased year on year since 2016, and only 60% of eligible families engaged with the parenting support service.  An inquiry by the National Assembly for Wales Children and Young People Education Committee (2018 p.19) suggested that data in 2013, in relation to how many children accessed all 4 flying start services was inaccurate, and that no significant difference in children's cognitive, emotional and social development could be found between flying start and non-flying start areas. 
It seems reasonable to suggest that this data  can and should be used by governments to inform future policy making, if as the evidence suggests "there is no significant direct impact of Flying Start on educational attainment,” National Assembly for Wales Children and Young People Education Committee, (2018 p.20). 
This appears to be a somewhat strange statement to make, as the Flying Start strategic guidance (2012 p.3) states that the initiative is for children "under 4 years of age". It could therefore be argued that bonding, play, language and physical development should be the benchmarks for measurement in early year’s development and educational attainment should therefore not be the focus. The inquiry does however recognise the value of such initiatives and emphasizes that demonstrating success and value for money is fundamental to its continuation.
There have been many changes to education policies in Wales over the last 20 years, in 2001 the then responsible minister for education and lifelong learning Jane Davidson stated that, her vision was for Wales to become internationally known as a learning country and to enable educators to work flexibly to tailor education to the needs of learners, Wales online (2012).  Interestingly, Dr Davidson; now a pro vice chancellor for University Wales Trinity St David, worked alongside education unions and ESTYN to abolish standard assessment tests (SAT’s) but was also instrumental in the introduction of the foundation phase in primary schools, the Welsh Baccalaureate qualification and Flying Start programme, Wales online (2012).  
It is generally accepted that SAT’s were essentially implemented to assess children’s reading, writing and mathematical abilities at key stage one and at age 11, however; between 2002 and 2005 this element of education policy was phased out in Wales, Wightwick (2018). Unfortunately, the impact of such policy changes appears to be increasingly evident, as the programme for international student assessment (PISA) (2017) reported that attainment outcomes for children age 11 to 15 had fallen significantly in comparison to the rest of the UK. This suggests that perhaps the lack of early year’s numeracy and literacy assessment has led to below average attainment outcomes for many children in Wales today.
According to the PISA report (2017) the first decade of devolution also encouraged the formation of the Teaching Council for Wales, whose primary role was to improve the standards of the teaching profession. In 2006, around the time that falling attainment outcomes in Wales were first published, further policy making such as the School Effectiveness Frameworks (SEF) were introduced. This was partly to support teachers, reduce accountability and to place greater emphasis on the voice and wellbeing of dis-advantaged children, who along with their school are often highlighted by Government as failing or flourishing by data driven league tables. Recent reviews have called for an end to this practice, and should be replaced by performance monitoring using "annual testing on a sampling basis," Donaldson (2015 p.121)
As with any change in policy, procedure or initiative, implementation is arguably more challenging than its acceptance by those working in the sector. The current Minister for Education Kirsty Williams responded to the PISA results in 2010 by re-introducing a focus on literacy and numeracy in the curriculum. In addition, the PISA report (2017) emphasizes that the adoption of educational approaches taken from the Global Education Reform Movement (GERM) that focussed on performance and accountability have not succeeded overall. This has led to the most recent changes for education policy in Wales, one that appears to have aligned itself with the WoFGA (2015). The Act, the first of its kind across the globe places prosperity, resilience, health and equality amongst its seven wellbeing goals. In comparison the new curriculum that is to be delivered in 2022 also places greater emphasis on Health and Wellbeing as a core subject.  
According to Minister for education Kirsty Williams, the content of the education system in Wales has not been reviewed since 1988, since which mobile phones and technology have emerged as influential learning tools in our daily lives.  For this reason it could be argued that the content of the curriculum which children are currently being taught has become more outdated and less relevant in a rapidly changing technological world. Some commentators have even suggested that the kinds of skills children might need in the future are for jobs that probably don’t exist yet, (Barnes 2015; Donaldson 2015). 
Changes to the curriculum in Wales have also been made following recommendations made by Donaldson (2015 p.6) who suggests that 'changes may occur in light of developments in educational theory, psychology and, more recently, neuroscience. More often, they are a response to developing social, political and economic circumstances.” According Education Wales the new curriculum will include a progressive set of ‘what matters’ statements within each of the six core Areas of Learning and Experience (AoLE). Some Areas of Learning and Experience will encompasse several subjects, for example; History, Religious Education, Geography, Ethics, Business amongst others will be known as Humanities. These dynamic changes could in theory, support teachers by allowing greater freedom to develop activities and questions that are relevant and supportive to children within specific communities. 

Other Areas of learning and Experience such as Health and Wellbeing and Digital Competence will be introduced as it appears that these are areas that matter most to children. Issues such as mental wellbeing and online safety will be met with a broad and balanced curriculum, which gives children the knowledge, skills and opportunities to build healthy behaviours and resilient attitudes that are a key enabler of successful learning, Education Wales (2019). There is much evidence to suggest that poor attainment outcomes, unhealthy behaviours and risks of online dangers, (Pisa 2017; Twenge 2017; World Health Organisation 2014; Crawford 2019) have provided Government with sufficient reason to make these radical changes in Education policy, to ensure that children and young people are protect and supported now and in the future.
In addition, Donaldson (2015) concludes that current assessment and evaluation arrangements in schools are unsatisfactory and no longer fit for purpose. To ensure that schools meet the four purposes of the curriculum (see appendix A figure 3) a variety of pedagogical approaches should be used when planning and developing activities, whilst ensuring that students take greater ownership of their development through reflection and self-assessment. It is worth noting that throughout this review it is not clear how much influence or voice children have had in developing the kind of curriculum that they will apparently need. The Education Act (2002) section 99, gives some clarity as to what children should receive in terms of development, for example; to promote the spiritual, moral, cultural, mental and physical development of pupils at the school and of society, and prepares pupils at the school for the opportunities, responsibilities and experiences of later life. 
The level of knowledge, experience and passion for Education that professor Donaldson exudes is arguably unrivalled.  Having dedicated over 40 years to the education sector as a; teacher, curriculum developer and evaluator, Head of the Scottish Inspectorate, Government adviser, Consultant for the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (O.E.C.D) and President of the Standing International Conference of Inspectorates (S.I.C.E), it is easy to understand why Welsh Government has placed such faith in the hands of the Successful Futures strategy.


Several other reports and reviews have been undertaken which have either contributed to or influenced the Welsh Governments decision to make significant changes to school cultures, teacher training and the national curriculum, (O.E.C.D 2105, Furlong 2015; CAMAU 2018; Education Wales 2019). It has been suggested that these are priority areas for Welsh Government and these publications allude to need for schools to take the following action; respond and adapt to changing environments and circumstances, improve the quality of entrants into the teaching profession and of teaching provision so that children learn how to learn, move away from the traditional form of memorising and testing, in favour of a progression steps approach that is student led.  
These latest developments encourage teachers to design their own curriculum content within the 6 areas of learning and experience, based on the needs of the children and their local community. Some recent reports have been published by ESTYN that evidence several primary and secondary schools who are part of a pilot project. In response to the Donaldson review (2015) one secondary school arranged workshops with parents to ask them what they wanted the school to do for the children. 
The overriding sense was that good teaching leads to good leaning and so pedagogy was seen as a fundamental aspect of this. Early indications are that schools will need to move through four stags of progression including; self-evaluation, planning and preparation, realising change and evaluating change. It is hoped that these stages will support schools in developing a curricular thinking mind-set that enables them to allocate teaching staff to each AoLE, some areas such as Preparing for the Digital Competence Framework (DCF) have reported positive outcomes, ESTYN (2018) including independence, self-confidence and collaboration. It will be interesting to see if other aspects of welsh Education policy such as "reducing education inequalities," Powers (2016 p.289) is not only put into practice but evidenced clearly with reliable and accurate data.
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