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[bookmark: _GoBack]One of the issues within contemporary society today is the failing education system within the UK. Machin and Vignoles (2006) highlight there have been a number of attempts to reform the education system throughout the last 50 years, in a bid to raise standards.  The poor educational standards of students within Wales have been highlighted as an area of improvement for a number of years due to the results of the Program for International Student Assessment (PISA). The government of the United Kingdom (UK) and the Welsh Government both have had a part to play in the education system within the UK and Wales and have responsibilities for the changes that have been undertaken to date in relation to the support of social and educational polices. 
The UK government is the central government of Great Britain and Northern Ireland and is led by the Prime Minister, who elects other party members to work in the government as cabinet members. The government is responsible for running the country and has decisions on how public money is spent as well as for policy making and laws made within the UK.  The UK government however is not able to make new laws without the agreement of Parliament.  Parliament's role is to represent the interests of all individuals in society and ensure these are taken in to account and to set policy (UK Parliament, 2018). 
The British Ecological Society (2017) describe policy as a set of principles and guidelines that guide actions in achieving a goal, usually to tackle a range of issues in society. Social policy is put in place for the welfare and social protection of individuals in society (Alcock, 2016).  Baldock et al (2011) describe a social policy as "as an intervention by the state to redistribute resources as to achieve a welfare objective".  
Some aspects of policy making within the UK are devolved from central government to National levels within Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland (British Ecological Society 2017). Devolution can be described as a process of decentralisation. It  is the transfer of power and funding from national to local government , this means that power has been put closer to the citizen so that factors that are local can be recognised better when it comes to decision making  (Local Government Association, 2018). Due to devolution and following the referendum on law-making powers, Wales now has legislative power in 20 areas which includes the current education (Silk, 2014). 
 The current UK education system  has been in place since the 1988 Education Reform Act (ERA) was introduced, and was described as being the most important piece of educational legislation since the Butler Act was introduced in 1944  (Aldrich,2006). The ERA (1988) introduced the National Curriculum in to England and Wales. The National Curriculum introduced a set of standards that is used by primary and secondary schools and was designed so that children would all be learning the same thing nationwide (UK Parliament, 2009). The National Curriculum is set in to blocks of years that are called key stages and at the end of the stages children are formally assessed (UK Government, 2014). 
The aim behind the National Curriculum was to provide a system of learning so all children and young people have equal opportunities to be able to reach their own potential, and should enable all individuals to be healthy contributors within their own communities. Ensuring that the needs of children and young people are met to create strong individuals within society so they have the capacity to contribute to economic growth (Gibb, 2015).
The driver behind the EFA (1988)  were growing concerns throughout the 1980s about the failing standards in schools and the low rate of 16 year olds staying on in education. Too many young people were leaving school with a lack of basic skills and then entering in to the labour market with no formal academic qualifications, and there has also been identified that there had been no rise in exam success since the 1970s. National literacy and numeracy strategies were implemented in to the school day. The literacy and numeracy hour was aimed to improve basic skills (Machin and Vignoles, 2006). Other strategies were introduced to encourage more young people to stay on in education past the age of 16 with vocational qualifications such as National Vocational Qualification (NVQ). The UK Government introduced the Education Maintenance Allowance (EMA) to encourage individuals to continue in education by providing means testing funding at three rates depending on levels of household income (Bolton, 2011). 

Wales resembles the education system in England since the introduction of the National curriculum however the education policy in Wales over the first decade since devolution was informed by the Learning Country (2001) which brought a change in policy and provision, with the introduction of the the foundation phase for all children between the ages of three and seven. The aim of the Foundation phase was to meet the developmental needs of all children through the concept of play. Where children used their creativity and imagination, by taking part in practical activities instead of text books (Welsh Government, 2008). The foundation phase as cited in Evans (2015) was described as being the most momentous change in education since devolution.  Lemke and Zhu (2018) discussed the significance to the development of the Foundation Phase and educational policy in Wales is the incorporation of the United Nations on the Convention of the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) (1989) into Welsh policy. The UNCRC is embedded within post devolution policy and laws (Rees, 2010). The UNCRC (1989) requires countries to guarantee a wide range of rights for children aged 0 to 18 years which includes education.
Ware (2014) also highlights that there are slight differences between education in Wales and England, although some of these existed prior to devolution, mainly due to language, historical and demographic differences between the countries, however since devolution these differences have increased (Bolton, 2011). Rees (2012) highlights that since devolution the main focus of the WG was to peruse a range of imaginative policies across the Welsh educational provision, however the main focus has now shifted to the perceived failures.  An example of the differences between the Welsh and English education system is the abolition of league tables and statutory testing (Rees, 2012). Another differentiation is with EMA as it was stopped in England in 2011. The UK government (2011) report that the EMA was highly expensive costing £560 million a year however the findings from research by the National Foundation for Educational Research identified 90% of students believed they would have still participated in education without funding.  To date the EMA is still running in Wales. England have also changed policies and laws surrounding education where young people can leave school at the age of 16 as long as they stay in full time education, start an apprenticeship or volunteer, they can also work up to 20 hours whilst in part time education (Government, UK,2018). 
Wales has taken part in official assessments since 2006 to be able to measure academic success of the National curriculum. Wales is part of the Program for International Student Assessment (PISA), who test the knowledge and skills of 15 year olds worldwide every three years. PISA assessments focus on three key areas, mathematics, science and reading (Government 2017). The results of the tests since, have been disappointing for Wales.  In 2006 Wales scored average results in science and below average in reading and maths. 
As a direct consequence of the poor performance in PISA in 2006 the WG introduced the school effectiveness framework (SEF) in an attempt to reform the standards of teaching and learning and was designed to raise pupil’s wellbeing and attainment and included  tri-level working that involved the WG, schools and local authorities (LA) (Evans, 2015). The SEF had three priorities to improve literacy, numeracy and reduce the impact poverty has on attainment. It involved the sharing of best practice to improve education (Welsh Government, 2008).Grigg (2016) discusses weaknesses with the SEF and how it might not have been such a success as it was a complicated model to understand and apply for busy teaching staff. 
Subsequent PISA results have continued to cause significant concern as Evans (2010) and Schleicer, (2014) both identify how Wales’s results continue to fall behind the rest of the UK.  Poverty and the effects of poverty have been identified as having a major impact on educational attainment, Egan (2013) comments that standardised tests and exams of 14 to 16 year olds have shown there is an average gap of 32 to 34 per cent between children that live in poverty compared to other children.                  Faced with these statistics the WG introduced a pupil deprivation grant in 2011 to provide funding per-head to schools for the number of children who was in receipt of free school meals. The intention was to support additional interventions to improve achievement for disadvantaged children (Egan, 2013). 
                                                                                                                                                                  As a result of the 2009 PISA results Leighton Andrews the then Minister for Children, Education and Lifelong Learning, described the results as a wakeup call.                  In response the WG set an aim for Wales to be in the top twenty of the PISA rankings by 2015, however Leighton Andrews and Huw Lewis the subsequent minister stressed that they did not expect to see large improvements in the 2012 results (National Assembly Wales 2012). Reid (2013) suggests that the target to reach the top twenty in 2015 was a significant challenging target. Bradshaw et al (2010) was of the same opinion that there needed to be improvements due to the underperformance of Welsh students in PISA and that a new chapter in education policy was emerging.  Schleicer (2014) identified that the results of the 2012 PISA assessments highlighted that one in five Welsh students did not achieve a level 2 in reading and science; which is classed as the  minimum competencies needed to actively participate in life, and in maths the percentage was higher.
Andrews (2012a) promised to raise the standard of education and improve outcomes for young people in Wales; as outcomes for Wales were poor in comparison to other countries.  The WG introduced the literacy and numeracy framework (LNF) in 2013 to ensure that children were  able to learn an excellent level of both literacy and numeracy skills, as these  are essential in order for children and young people to reach their full potential (Welsh Government, 2013). Alongside the LNF there were reading and numeracy tests introduced for children from Year 2 to Year 9 to provide further evidence of children’s level of educational attainment in addition to teacher assessments (Andrews, 2012). Carr and Morris (2015) have reported that the LNF has had an impact on practice within the education system. Teaching staff have acknowledged the importance of literacy and numeracy and have taken steps to incorporate them more widely in to lessons.  Inconsistencies within the framework has been identified as being easier to implement within primary schools due to the cross-curricula approach being more traditional than with secondary schools, as it was recognised as being more challenging to implement as it was thought that the LNF would take longer to embed.  Carr and Morris (2015) also discuss how the lack of guidance and support materials were a significant factor to the inconsistent implementation of the framework. Ware (2014) discusses that there could be some downfalls to literacy and numeracy testing as it could lead to teachers concentrating only on the aspects that are to be tested especially with children who have additional learning needs.  
In view of the poor PISA scores the same organisation that runs PISA the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) were invited by the WG to carry out an analysis of the education system in Wales (Andrews, 2012b). The report improving schools in Wales: An OECD perspective highlighted a number of policy recommendations to improve the Welsh education system. The review highlighted that Wales needed to focus on the strengths that it has and go on to develop these further to create a better outcome for all students and raise students performance. To tackle underperformance and raise standards and the quality of schools in Wales, it was highlighted greater capacity is required to help ensure all children's learning and experiences are positive and should include individual learning styles, interests, motivation and cultural and social backgrounds that shape learning (Schleicer, 2014).   
Rees and Taylor (2015) identify that the observed differences in attainment levels could be due to a wide range of social and economic factors such as social deprivation and health issues, than just purely on the education system, as simple comparisons ignore that there are substantial differences between countries.  
In 2014 the WG commissioned an independent review of the Welsh curriculum and assessment arrangements from the foundation phase right up to key stage 4. The review was carried out by Professor Graham Donaldson (Wales, 2014). Lewis (2014) highlighted that that the WG had recognised there needed  to be a change and that a framework needed to be created that would provide opportunities for all children and young people in Wales; by designing a framework that could meet the needs of children and young people and equip them for life. Donaldson (2015) discussed how the school years were only short so this time needed to be used productively to enable them to be healthy, capable and well rounded individuals so they will thrive and be able to face future unknown challenges competently.                           Donaldson (2015a) expressed within his report successful Futures (2015) that the case for change was down to shortcomings within the curriculum and despite previous reforms there are still outstanding failings as the current assessment and evaluation arrangements are unsatisfactory. Donaldson (2015a) and Wheater et al (2013) both agree that the disappointing PISA results have and continue to be a significant driver for change.  Another significant need for change was highlighted due to the changing digital world as when the National curriculum was introduced in 1988 the world was not as advanced in technology with the World Wide Web not being introduced and children need to learn and keep up with the rest of the world (Donaldson, 2015a). 
Donaldson (2015a) highlights a view of the national curriculum which he explained took the form of a framework of subjects that were taught over specific periods throughout the nation. He went on to say that the National curriculum was predominantly telling children and young people what they will be learning, and has  a high degree of prescription and also powerful accountability. This has led to teaching staff losing their autonomy and their ability to teach in a more creative ways, and has led to a workforce that is on times undeveloped.  The undermining of teachers autonomy since the National curriculum was introduced has been discussed in the past by Hargreaves (2003) and Pring et al (2009) and how National strategies that identify specific timetables and teaching methods within core subjects of literacy and numeracy have contributed. Grigg (2016) highlighted findings of a survey carried out by the Welsh Institute of Social and Economic Research, Data and Methods (WISERD) of teaching staff in 2014. Findings disclosed that a majority believed the education system could be improved by reducing bureaucracy, increasing professional autonomy and developing clear leadership and professional development. The study also brought to light views that the teaching profession perceive that the WG have pushed too many initiatives too quickly and that the biggest obstacles they are faced with is the regular changing of priorities. Views were also raised that there is not enough time to embed initiatives before they are changed (Grigg, 2016). Donaldson (2015a) however suggests that it is not easy for policy makers to design and deliver a successful education system and that having an understanding while being able to respond to pedagogical challenges and changes is all part of professional development. 
Donaldson (2015a) went on to make recommendations to the education system to make improvements, and proposed that the new curriculum should be designed to meet all the needs of children and young people in Wales. The curriculum should be delivered to ensure equal opportunities for all by creating a more inclusive approach to learning as well as teaching. Children and young people need to be given the opportunity to be ambitious capable learners, enterprising, creative contributors that are ethically informed citizens who are healthy and confident individuals; and will be taught around six learning areas; expressive arts, health and well-being, maths and numeracy, science and technology and  literacy and communication.  (Donaldson, 2015a).
 In 2017 the WG commissioned another report Well-being in Wales Planning for Today for a better Tomorrow. The report identified areas where improvements are required such as education and skills. This area was identified within Wales as being a major concern and the WG advised that children and young people are missing out. The report highlighted that there needed to be better opportunities for all and   that there needed to be a more inclusive system of skills and education, to be able to provide greater opportunities for children and young people and equip them with the right set of skills for the future and this can be achieved though a strong capable workforce of teaching professionals (Howe, 2017).    . 
Kirsty Williams the Cabinet Secretary for Education cites within the Education for Wales: our national mission, action plan 2017 - 21, that there is a duty to provide future generations with the knowledge and skills relevant so they are able to play an active role within their own communities and society, where learners are resilient, compassionate and ambitious. An education where geography, deprivation and childhood experiences will not prevent learners from reaching their full potential.      To ensure this the WG (2017) state there needs to be a high quality education workforce that is committed to help deliver an education system that will have high expectations. The action plan states there will be an improvement of the quality of teachers and that they will be supported to become lifelong professional learners so they are able to help raise standards of all children and young people.   Donaldson (2015b) agrees that by building the capacity of teachers including their own ability to be able to reflect and evaluate on their own practice, and their ability to create and design a curriculum that is challenging and stimulating will improve practice and learning.   This will ensure that all teaching staff are able to meet the needs of all learners including those with additional learning needs, and one of the main ways this will be achieved is by reducing class sizes (Welsh Government, 2017). 
There is an overall intention that by the year 2021 the education system in Wales will support all learners to be physically and emotionally ready to learn in a supportive safe environment and be respected and challenged to achieve the best they can, with improvement to raise children and young people’s levels of digital, literacy and numeracy skills to be ready to enter the fast changing, technologically advanced world to prepare children for jobs that are yet to be created (Welsh. Government, 2017).  
 The WG has recognised the importance of ensuring that all children develop a range of wider skills necessary to compete in the modern world, to create a society where individuals are more resilient and better equipped to deal with the changing challenges in the world.  Education needs to be an early intervention and a high priority (Donalson, 2015).  Lewis (2018) reports the views of Estyn boss Meilyr Rowlands and how he identifies that although there have been improvements within the Welsh education system, the most recent PISA scores show Wales is behind the rest of the UK. The introduction of the new curriculum is the biggest change to the education system in decades, however the new curriculum will take time to embed and there will be no real significant progress until at least the year 2022. 
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