Learning for Life: a critical analysis of the evidence for which education in Wales prepares children and young people for a good life in a rapidly changing global context. 

“The children and young people of today are entering a fast-changing world that is increasingly competitive, globally connected and technologically advanced… Education has never been more important. Education reform is our national mission.” (Welsh Government, 2018;p.3). This was a quote by Kirsty Williams, the Cabinet Secretary for Education in Wales. It is evident that the Welsh Government are aware of the rapidly changing world that their pupils are growing up in, and the importance of education evolving to adapt to such changes so that children are prepared and skilled to thrive in a technologically advancing world. Less evident, however, is how effective the educational changes being considered in Wales will be on their pupils, and how pupils currently in education before these changes have been implemented are being prepared for their future. This critical exploration will consider different forms of education that children in Wales may experience (such as public schooling and home schooling) and how these may prepare children for life in various ways, and how the action plan for the education system in Wales for the 2017-2021 period considers preparing children for life. Recommendation for further changes to ensure children are provided with the necessary starting point and skills for life in the 21st century will also be discussed. 
As the key question here asks whether education in Wales prepares children for a ‘good life’, it is worth considering what may be defined as a ‘good life’. A framework for well-being, known as a Positive Causal Network (PCN), is used to describe someone with good well-being. This level of well-being is described as a “self-perpetuating cycle of positive emotions, attitudes, traits, and success” (Bishop, 2014). According to this theory, someone with good well-being, therefore, experiences these in a type of cycle, with each element being able to cause the other. For example, a positive attitude can lead to success as much as success can lead to a positive attitude. Based on this theory, in order for education to prepare children for a ‘good life’, it must provide children with the ability to develop and understand positive emotions, attitudes and personal traits, but also allow them to be able to succeed. 
Another viewpoint about what a ‘good life’ may be is very ancient, that of Aristotle. He believed that to live a good life is to live whilst constantly using the capacities of the mind: by thinking and challenging ideas, creating art, exploring scientific theories and engaging in philosophical discussions (Teichmann, 2011). An alternative theory is that a ‘good life’ is defined by satisfaction which is accomplished by finding personal identity and a place in society. This theory suggests that a ‘good life’ is one in which a person has a specific role in a community, and has a positive social network that can provide economic stability, emotional support and comfort (Brassington, 2014). 
Success is, of course, relative, and a ‘good life’ will look different to each individual. Whilst some may consider having a job, being married and having children to provide for a ‘good life’, others may wish to avoid this and constantly travel without settlement and believe this to be a ‘good life’. What will be explored is whether the education system can prepare children for a variety of different life outcomes, give them the skills necessary to thrive and adapt in various scenarios and how much the education system allows for individuality and freedom. 
It is necessary to consider the different definitions for the terms “schooling” and “education”. Education is a term which describes a method of gaining knowledge. These methods may be either formal or informal, deliberate or incidental (Biesta, 2015). Education may come from many different sources, schools provide education, but education may also arise from books, television, other people’s teaching outside of school, or situations and experiences in real life which may provide a learning opportunity. Schooling is a particular method of gaining education, in which children attend an educational institution (schools) (Wood, 2011). Based on these definitions, children may be educated without even attending school. Whilst this critical exploration will address the official educational system in Wales and the schooling system, it will also address other forms of education and how children may be prepared for life outside of the school. 
According to Schools Minister Nick Gibb, education in England has three main purposes: for the economy, for the culture and to prepare children for adult life (Department for Education, 2015). It is somewhat interesting that the first two purposes for education appear to be not for the sake of the children themselves, but for society as a whole. Alternatively, the Welsh Government highlight four purposes for education. These four purposes are to allow children to become: “ambitious and capable learners, enterprising and creative contributors, ethical and informed citizens, and healthy and confident individuals.” (Welsh Government, 2018). From analysis of these purposes, it appears that the Welsh Government’s purposes for education are to help children to live good lives, but also notably to shape children to fit into society and contribute. Both England and Wales’ educational purposes suggest preparing children for working life, but do not explicitly state this. 
The common educational system in Wales (and the majority of other countries) is public school. There are many benefits for children attending school, including preparation for life. By attending school, children are able to gain experiences and relationships outside of the home and away from family, providing them with opportunities to develop individuality and identity, communication and other social skills, and to learn about people with different cultures and lifestyles. All of these skills are important for adult life, in order to have the skills throughout life to develop relationships with others and to develop independence and individual thought to thrive (Cremin & Burnett, 2018). Going to school also allows children to become familiar with a routine similar to that of many jobs. 
Children who attend school are given a planned and structured education, with all school children in Wales following the same curriculum. The benefit to this is that educational professionals are able to plan a curriculum which meets the purposes of education previously noted, and can ensure that most children in Wales are educated in an efficient way. In addition to this, schools are able to provide children with educational resources which may be difficult for them to access outside of a school environment. Schools are also able to arrange educational visits (commonly referred to as school trips) which provide children with a variety of experiences, which may educate them on various aspects of the world outside of their home (Hollins, 2011; Huber, 2004). 
Following a pre-planned school curriculum provides children with an education which is ‘set in stone’. That is, with the rapidly changing world and society, it may be extremely difficult for curricula to be fully up-to-date. The current curriculum for Key Stages 2-4 (ages 7 to 16) are dated to January 2008 (Welsh Government, 2008). 12 years later, there have been many changes to society and day-to-day life, meaning children may be learning things which are outdated and/or missing out on essential education fit for today. The newest curriculum for Key Stages 2-4 is currently being created, and due to be implemented in 2022. This sounds positive, however children who are in school between now and 2022 will still be following the 2008 curriculum, and whilst the curriculum is being created now and implemented two years later, more changes may still occur during those two years which may make the 2022 curriculum out-of-date before children even begin to be educated from it. In addition to this, if it is another 14 years before the next curriculum is implemented, then children in 2035 will still be following a curriculum planned and created today. 
When one looks closer at the new curriculum plans for 2022, it appears to be more positive. The new curriculum will not be overly specific, will not highlight in detail the content which children must learn, and will not follow specific Programmes of Study. In the current curriculum, there are independent Programmes of Study for different subjects, however in the new 2022 curriculum, subjects will be sorted into broader Areas of Learning which will aim to cover the four purposes of education (Welsh Government, 2019). The new curriculum may allow for teachers to adapt the curriculum guidelines to fit with the ever-changing world, and provide children with the skills to be able to adapt themselves to societal changes through to adulthood. 
There are some viewpoints to suggest some potential drawbacks children attending school may have on preparing children for a good life. There is an argument that elements of the school system may have a reverse effect on a child’s education if that child is facing negative experiences whilst attending school. Bullying, academic pressure, social anxiety and other factors may cause a child to fear attending school, and as such, may cause them to have difficulty learning. In a threatening or anxiety inducing environment, the human brain has a natural reaction to shut down the prefrontal cortex essential for learning (Mitra, 2013). With this information, it may be the case that a similar reaction occurs when children are preparing for tests and examinations. The learning of the content in a particular module or subject may be reduced due to the anxiety felt over needing to remember the content for a test or examination (Mansell, James & The Assessment Reform Group, 2009). From personal experience, there are many elements of the subjects I studied for GCSE and A-Levels that I have since forgotten. How effective is the schooling system (particularly at Key Stage 4 when GCSEs take place) at preparing children for life, if much of that time is spent revising for exams whose content is forgotten quickly after leaving the examination room?
Regardless of whether children are given a formal, constructed education, they will naturally learn about the world around them (Robinson, 2013). In a similar way, the infants of other species also come to learn about how to live in their environment from the natural intrinsic ability to learn from experience and by following their parent (Gray, 2013). Current, mainstream styles of teaching are not essential for education to take place and for children to come to understand how things work. Children will learn by observing their parents and other adults, and, if they are given the resources to do so, by reading books, watching television and, a new method in current times which may only become more prevalent in the future, by using the internet. Mitra (2013) describes how children living in an impoverished area of India, who could not speak English, learned enough about the biotechnology of DNA replication to get 30% on a test simply by educating themselves using an English computer for two months. He also found that in order to improve enough to get a pass mark of 50% on the test, the children simply required adults to give words of encouragement and to ask specific questions for the children to research further. 
From this experiment, my hypothesis, based on some hypothesis from Mitra (2013) is that education which is common in the Western world today may be abolished in the future. Future education may rely on children’s natural learning abilities and own personal curiosities combined with advancing technology. ‘Teachers’ may provide questions and trains of thought and children, using the internet, may research and find out information to answer the questions to then be able to present their understanding in creative forms. Creative forms may be written essays, posters, cards, photographs and diagrams, or technological creations (however these may look in the future), and could take the place of tests and examinations. With such a system, what is learnt and how much will be different for each child, creating a society of unique individuals who may excel at specific areas of knowledge without being discouraged based on poor exam results and grades in subjects they do not need or wish to advance in.
However, it may be argued that the education system does not have the purpose of creating unique individuals, rather that its aim is to create people that can conform to societal norms, contribute to the current culture and economy, who can then produce more children to continue the cycle. This argument is not entirely based on conspiracy and pessimism, as when looking back at the English Government and Welsh Government’s apparent purposes for education previously discussed, these elements are suggested, even using the terms “culture”, “economy” and “contribute”. The current educational system within Wales allows the Government to have control over what children learn in school, and as such, are potentially likely to continue to attempt to ensure that children develop to become adults who will follow the Government. 
More sinisterly, some argue that the education system has a purpose of controlling the population, of controlling what and when children learn, and to teach children how to obey authority. A theorist who believed this argument was John Gatto. After resigning from teaching, he wrote several books criticising the American education system of compulsory education, curricula and set times. He believed that children could not learn effectively if they are forced to do so, and that when children are required to get to school in the morning and spend 6 hours a day, 5 days a week, being told when they can go outside, when they can go to the toilet and when they can eat lunch, and being told to learn and how to learn for the rest of their time in school, real and effective learning can not take place (Gatto, 1990). Whilst this book was written about American education 30 years ago, the elements of school listed are very much relevant to schools in Wales today. Children are still required (unless they receive home education, which will be discussed) to attend school at set times, eat lunch at set times and receive an education from a curriculum which tells children what to learn and how to present their work. According to Gatto (1990), this type of system is not effective for children to learn and understand the world. He believed that what children mainly learn in such a system is to obey authority, follow orders without argument, to be passive and to reduce creativity and independent thought. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Looking further into Gatto’s beliefs about a compulsory formal education system, he believed that there is a ‘hidden curriculum’ in mainstream schools, and that children go through school having learned seven ‘lessons’. These ‘lessons’ are Provisional Self-Esteem, Intellectual Dependency, Emotional Dependency, Indifference, Confusion, and One Can’t Hide. To generalise his idea of what these ‘lessons’ are, children learn the following: to value their self-worth and abilities based on academic success, believe they need to rely on teachers and school in order to learn, believe they need to depend on adults to justify and approve their emotions and how they are expressed, to feel indifference towards what they are learning and the work they produce as it will have no value outside of the classroom, to associate education with confusion and to expect not to understand given work and explanations, and that they are constantly under surveillance and being judged on their actions (Gatto, 2005).
If Gatto’s arguments are accurate and also reflect current education in Wales, the education system is not effectively preparing children for a good life. Asking questions, using creativity and exploring alternative ideas are essential in order to develop critical thinking skills necessary to explore and navigate the world as adults (Anning, Cullen & Fleer, 2009). 
It is therefore worth exploring whether the schooling system in Wales does reflect Gatto’s concerns about education. 
With the Welsh Government’s new curriculum reform being implemented in 2022, many of Gatto’s concerns regarding education are not as relevant to the future of Welsh education. The guidelines specifically refer to adapting Welsh education to reflect the changing environment, society and technological advances. It also highlights the importance of ensuring children enjoy learning, have a fulfilled learning experience and make note of the importance of providing children with a variety of life skills which they can continue to develop outside of school (Welsh Government, 2018).  
Gatto’s criticisms were of compulsory schooling, and whilst education is compulsory in Wales, going to school is not. There are various ways in which children may be educated in Wales, and a number of systems that may provide children with the ability to develop skills to prepare for living a ‘good life’. All children have a right to an education, and all children also have a right to be able to receive professional education, according to The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) (Unicef, 1989). They state that, globally, the purpose and focus of education should be freedom, diversity, tolerance, peace and human rights.  They also note that parents should have the right to provide their children with whichever education system they choose. 
Parents in Wales and the rest of the United Kingdom are able to educate their children at home if they wish. All children are required to receive a full-time education from the age of 5, but following the national curriculum outside of school is not a requirement (UK Government, n.d.). When looking at this based on Gatto’s beliefs about school, the education system in Wales does not appear to be using the education system as a form of control over children as the national curriculum is not bound by law, but rather used as a guide for schools to provide a rounded education for their pupils. 
Home education has the benefit of providing children with a personal education, as the children will be taught in very small numbers (depending on the number of children in a household) and they will be taught by parents or guardians who will usually understand the needs, abilities and personalities of their children in as close a way as possible. Parents will also be able to teach their children a variety of skills and provide them with opportunities that may not be possible whilst attending a public school. On the other hand, it is difficult to ensure that all children in the country are being provided with equal or similar opportunities and to ensure that all children are being provided with the level of education they have a right to (Mountney, 2009). 
A 2013 study found that children who were removed from mainstream school and educated at home generally had more positive attitudes to learning, were able to learn and gain knowledge faster, and had better well-being than those continuing to attend school (Gray & Riley, 2013). The more positive attitudes towards learning may be due to children having more freedom to learn independently with less time-restricted lessons and more opportunity for asking questions and developing skills beyond the curriculum (Holt, 1990). 
Holt (1990) believed that associating education with school can be detrimental to learning, and can cause a negative attitude towards education. The term education is largely associated with mainstream schools, and classroom learning, and many children feel a clear distinction between being at school (learning) and being out of school (not learning) (Rolstad & Kesson, 2013). With this mindset, children may not be aware that they are able to learn outside of the classroom, or may not wish to attempt to learn outside of school as they associate learning with the stressful structure of a school environment. It may be that the system does not adequately prepare many children for life as they do not associate learning with the real world, but rather with gaining knowledge which is irrelevant if they do not wish to advance in that field of study. It is therefore, crucial that children feel a sense of purpose to their learning and that they are able to learn relevant skills and use them throughout their lives. 
A common argument regarding the education system and its value in preparing children for life is assessment, more specifically summative assessment which is usually associated with testing and examinations. Summative assessment, generally, is used to measure how much has been learned over a period of time (whether this be a term or an academic year) (Sornson, 2012). Specifically in Wales, the Government advises teachers in both Primary and Secondary schools to assess their pupils in order to evaluate their progress to be able to use this to adapt their teaching or provide extra support for pupils who are developing below expectation (Welsh Government, 2011). 
Pupils in Wales must take reading and numeracy tests at a standardized level each year from Year 2 to Year 9 before the focus shifts to gaining GCSE qualifications (Welsh Government, 2019). 
At the age of 15 to 16, children take GSCE examinations in an average of around 9 subjects, a time which is associated with high levels of stress and anxiety. A survey of over 5,000 GCSE students in the United Kingdom found that 33% were struggling with their mental and emotional well-being (Action for Children, 2018). 
There is argument supporting testing and exams within education. Both teachers and students are able to gain an understanding of how much they have learned, what areas may need improving and what support may be needed (Grigg, 2015). For older students at GCSE level they are able to use their own creative forms of understanding the content they have studied to be able to complete an examination, and put in an environment where they can use their knowledge to answer different types of questions. Without such tests and exams, there may not be evidence that a student has gained knowledge and understanding during study. Relating to preparation for life, pupils have an opportunity during exams to practice performing under pressure, something which may be relevant to the working life (Jarvis, 2006). There is also the argument that learning content with a test at the end provides a clear learning structure, a sense of purpose and motivation to learn and can ensure that learning happens at a clear and steady pace (Jarvis, 2006). 
However, testing and examinations can have a detrimental affect on learning. Assessment can cause students to feel stress, anxiety and fear (as mentioned above), and when schools focus heavily on the assessment aspect of learning, students may associate learning with these negative feelings. Fear can inhibit the process of learning (Mitra, 2013), therefore tests and exams may not be a wholly accurate method of measuring a student’s knowledge and understanding. 
The results of standardized tests may not always fully represent a student’s ability and understanding. An example of this is a real question from a Year 2-3 reading test in Wales from 2013. One element of the test requires children to read a sentence and choose from five options which word best fills the gap in the sentence. One of these sentences read: “the _____ had to sweep up all the leaves.” (Welsh Government, 2013). The options for the blank word were: “teacher”, “plumber”, “builder”, “gardener” and “doctor”. The correct answer here was considered to be “gardener” and any child who chose a different answer was marked as wrong, this wrong answer adding to a final score which branded the child at a certain level in reading comprehension. However, either of the five words would make a grammatically correct sentence, and any person of any profession may need to sweep leaves. A child may have seen their own teacher sweep leaves and believed that to be the correct answer. Selecting one of the alternative answers does not necessarily show that that child struggled to read or comprehend the sentence, but that they imagined a certain type of person to be sweeping leaves. Simply a different imagination may have caused a child to choose a different answer. 
This example suggests that there may be cases where a test result, grade, or level may not accurately reflect a student’s skills in that subject. At GCSE or even A-Level, if an exam result does not accurately reflect a student’s skills, knowledge and ability, this can have a detrimental effect on their life if employers are looking for a specific GSCE or A-Level grade. As different people have different learning styles (Hayes, 2008), writing may not be an efficient method for all students to reflect their knowledge. They may find it easier and more effective to explain their knowledge verbally, by creating something such as a diagram, picture or poster, or by using their skills in a practical way. Changes to the system of assessment and how GCSEs and other qualifications are awarded may provide an opportunity for more accurate measurement of a student’s knowledge by allowing them to decide how they would like to demonstrate their knowledge and how they wish to be assessed. Such a system may improve student’s mental health and well-being and better prepare them for life by allowing them to thrive with specific skill sets. A potential drawback to such a method may be difficulties in ensuring fairness and equality when measuring knowledge in a certain subject, but if each method option (examination, essay writing, presentation, portfolio creation & practical showcase) is adapted effectively, this structure could be efficient. 
I believe that children should be able to learn and gain education in a variety of ways, both in a structured schooling format (whether that be in a school or at home), but also be able to learn from all elements of their environment. Children should be encouraged to learn and develop skills at any given opportunity by engaging with their surroundings, developing personal interests, reading books, newspapers, magazines, using technology, travelling and experiencing different lifestyles and cultures, observing and communicating with other people, and learning via trial and error from different life experiences. All children should have the self-belief that they are able to learn, and feel enjoyment and fulfilment whilst learning. An education system which emphasises these factors may provide children with the ability to develop into adults who have a desire to learn and continue to be educated throughout their lives, and whilst one continues to have the ability to learn they are able to adapt and thrive through any given life experiences. With the Welsh Government beginning to make radical changes to the education system to be implemented in 2022, and the mention of ensuring that children enjoy learning and can develop life skills in their guidelines, I believe that more beneficial changes will continue to be made in the future. I believe that the Welsh Government strongly consider the well-being of children whilst making educational policies and will continue to do so to the benefit of Wales’ children. 
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