Blog
CfW: Close or Widen the Attainment Gap?

As we move close to the roll out of the Curriculum for Wales (CfW) questions can be raised about whether it will be a truly transformative curriculum or if it will continue to be part of the problem.  
The attainment gap is a perennial problem and not one that has seen any significant, long term solutions. Indeed, 2020 figures show that At GCSE, ‘32% fewer pupils who eFSM  get five Cs or above, including English or Welsh and maths, compared to their more affluent counterparts.  In fact, its efforts to meet the priority of eradicating child poverty by 2020 was set out in ‘Child Poverty Strategy’ have fallen far short of the mark. Currently,  3 in 10 children are deemed to be in poverty in Wales. 
The CfW promises to improve the outcomes for all learners and this is partly backed up by its bold vision of improving equity and equality and packaged as a co-constructed, bottom-up approach to curricula design in which it gives autonomy to teachers to design a curriculum that reflects their learners and communities. It is envisaged that tailoring the curriculum to the learners in this way will in itself bring about changes required for improving the outcomes for our disadvantaged learners. 
Whilst this autonomy is generally welcomed by the profession there are concerns growing that disadvantaged learners will fall further behind in the hands of teachers who are reluctant to change or do not have the support or capacities for creating innovative curriculums and rely on pervious textbooks. In addition, the differences in teacher experience and quality may see disparities in the what the learners are taught and more important how they are taught. A concern echoed by the OECD:(Organisation of Economic Co-Operation and Development) “There is a risk of inequalities increasing due to the challenges that disadvantaged schools can have in implementing the curriculum”. 
Commenting on the curriculum to the BBC, Nigel Newton of Cardiff University claimed that those hashing out the curriculum plans in Pioneer schools have made clear that planning hadn’t been specific. Worryingly, this seems to suggest that Wales’ flagship curriculum is being issued as a one size fits all in raising standards across all vulnerable groups.  On the flip side, tailoring to learners will be from within their own schools when the curriculum is implemented.
In response to claims about the curricula intentions, the Education Minister for Wales, Kirsty Williams stated that:
“I would never undertake a policy reform that I thought would lead to less equity in the Welsh education system. Closing the attainment gap is a core element of the national mission for education in Wales and we would not proceed with anything that we thought could lead to an exacerbation of an achievement gap.”
The reform agenda has already seen some steps towards progression. Indeed, Kirsty Williams identifies the successes of the ‘Education Reform’ government in Our National Mission. Williams’ states that thousands of pupils from low income backgrounds now achieve Science GSCEs, more go on to university and currently Wales outperforms the rest of the UK in it’s a-Level results. 
Whilst all efforts and successes in closing the gap should be applauded, is this enough? And more importantly, will the new curriculum, which is to be implemented in 2022 see trends continue? Scotland’s implementation of its Curriculum for Excellence may give Wales an indication as to the challenges in closing the attainment gap might present. With similar designs stemming from Professor Donaldson, Scotland have been there and done it and that provides an opportunity for Wales to learn from its implementation. However, Dr Jim Scott (University of Dundee) claims that since the introduction of the Curriculum for Excellence, the attainment gap has widened, there has been a rise in learners learning with no qualifications and there have been a reversal to positive patterns of increased attainment. 
Ultimately, the challenge presented here is paradoxical, on the one hand, the freedom within the curriculum to design and implement the curricula as schools see fit, provides the opportunities to really make a meaning full difference to the way some of our disadvantages learners currently access the curriculum, yet this runs the risks of differences in the quality of education and potential learning outcomes for those who need it most. On the other, without systems of control through accountability measures it may risk creating gaps in knowledge and skills and further accentuating the attainment gap. What needs to happen next is finding solutions as striking a balance between the two will need to be considered in qualification and measure discussions. 

