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It is the intention of this paper to investigate the term ‘the good life’ and how it applies to the individual. In relation to this it shall explore whether the educational offer currently available in Wales is conducive to this state of mind and what, if anything, could be learned or applied from global good practice to enhance the opportunities available to the children and young people of today.
The term ‘the good life’ was first coined by Aristotle (BBC, 2020). During the times of the Ancient Greeks the aspect of the good life was simple because it only entailed having enough food on the table, having a tribal affiliation, having a family and shelter. To Aristotle it meant leading a virtuous life, valuing friendships and knowledge; he believed the good life belonged to
 those who are highly cultivated in their minds and in their character, and have only a moderate share of external goods, then among those who possess external goods to a useless extent but are deficient in higher qualities. (BBC, 2020).  
He believed that living life with these values would lead to ‘Eudaimonia’, the philosophical term to describe the life that a person would like to live (BBC, 2020).  However, during the early part of the twentieth century the definition of Aristotle’s ‘good life’ underwent a complete reversal, with the term being used to describe a life of luxury and comforts (Merriam-Webster, 2020).  During the period of the Depression the term also became synonymous with high living and wealth (Thompson, 1996).  
In current terms, with around eight billion people on the planet, there could be said to be around eight billion definitions of the phrase: the good life being a very subjective concept (Ohlin, 2019).  For example to a Roma, or travelling family, the idea of a good life is the opportunity for the freedom to travel the open road and to camp at a safe and secure area (Lane, et al., 2012), for a family in the war torn areas of the world it could be assumed that safety and security for their families could also form the basis of their good life.  But as people settle to their level of Maslow’s pyramid so does the next level become their new aspiration toward the good life (Ohlin, 2019). According to adaption-level theory, what we aim to achieve is no longer good enough once we have it (Ohlin, 2019) and in this world of social media there are many opportunities to compare what we have in relation to others, so corrupting our original ideal of what our good life would be. Where then does that leave the billionaires of this world when they seemingly have attained the majority concept of the good life?
This constantly moving upward spiral of the conceptualised ‘good life’, where the assumption is that what you have has only a passing satisfaction (Ohlin, 2019) is so far removed from the ‘good life’ of Aristotle as to bear no resemblance whatsoever.  However, this definition is a very generic concept and contains many assumptions, as, previously stated,  the phrase ‘the good life’ is very subjective and relies on the morals and values of the individual as they visualise what is their own personal Eudaimonia.
The question then remains as to how education contributes and enhances the opportunities for children and young people to achieving what they believe to be as their ‘good life’. With the present form of education being described as “becoming mired in the regulations and routines of soulless standardisation” (Hargreaves, 2003, p. 2) it has prompted the OECD to raise the question about the suitability of the knowledge that is being taught to children in schools and its appropriateness for integration into the new technological global society (Hargreaves, 2003, p. 19). 
The majority of existing education systems were devised during the industrial revolution and were put in place to feed the ever growing number of factories and industries that demanded a certain level of competence from the people they employed (Robinson, 2013, p. 13). Even with the establishment of the current national curriculum in 1988, the format remained the same, the preparation of the multitudes to serve the purposes of the industrial empires. Still ruled by bells, classes grouped by age rather than ability and force fed memorisable information through a prescribed curriculum (Hargreaves, 2003, p. 21) teaching was described as delivering “the political dogma of the day” (Ainsley-Green, 2019, p. 201). However, since the turn of the twenty first century, along with the dawn of the digital era, the realisation is that the current educational offer no longer meets the needs of society (Hargreaves, 2003); that as individuals the students are not meeting their full potential to be able to contribute to a constantly changing environment of required skills and proficiencies.  That there is a change needed from learning for industry to learning for innovation and creativity is apparent (Hargreaves, 2003, p. 19). Throughout this century the employment market will change at an unprecedented rate, with jobs to be created that haven’t even been thought of yet (UNICEF, 2017); the new criteria for employers will understandably be creativity and independent thinking, the very qualities and skills that are being reduced by the current system and are being gradually cut out of the curriculum as a result of subject hierarchy and funding cut backs (Robinson, 2010, p. 16).  With the lack of investment by government in resources for children and young people, and with huge cutbacks in education, health and social care, political powers need to take a hard look through the economic lens and realise that the children of today are the policy makers and leaders of the future;  they will be the ones with the power to allocate funding when the current people of influence have reached the other end of the spectrum (Ainsley-Green, 2019, p. 211). 
It could be argued that governments and politicians are deliberately promoting this antiquated system of education as it continues to keep the proletariat at a level of knowledge that limits their ability to question or confront the actions and policies of the ruling classes (Gatto, 1992). With this limited version of education that the general populace has access to, the higher achieving 2%, according to the OECD, who are “capable of critical insight” (Dorling, 2015, p. 44), are the descendants of this elite group and have their ‘good life’ planned and mapped out for them. This leaves the remainder believing that they are where they deserve to be, in the grand scheme of things, and can hope for nothing further outside the communities they have grown up in (Dorling, 2015, p. 2).  With the capacity for imagination curtailed by the limits of their prescribed education and a presumed inherent inability to see ‘outside the box’, it is of little wonder that the ‘good life’ for the children of today, can be assumed to not extend beyond their own doorsteps (Gatto, 1992). With this realisation, and with the upsurge in mental ill health, it can be also be argued that education is lacking at an individual level as well as a global one.
The majority of schools in Wales are currently still using this antiquated and short-sighted curriculum, however the Welsh Government, after the 2009 PISA scores were released, realised that the whole education system in Wales was failing (Hargreaves, et al., 2014).  It could be argued that this revelation was as a direct result of declining PISA scores, as was suggested in the OECD 2017 rapid policy assessment (Pont, et al., 2017), rather than a concern for the well-being and aspirations of the individual student, as would be hoped.  The result was a series of investigations and reviews; the first in 2011 and 2014 by the OECD, the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (Pont, et al., 2017) and also, bringing the issue closer to home, by Scottish educationalist Graham Donaldson later in 2014.  The 2014 report by the OECD, Improving Schools In Wales: an OECD Perspective,  claimed that one fifth of the children in Wales were performing at a level that was considered the “baseline of proficiency at which students begin to demonstrate competencies to actively participate in life” (Hargreaves, et al., 2014), a statement that is likely to stimulate any government into reform action when they are informed that their education policy is barely teaching their children how to survive.
With the levels of education achieved by countries dictated by a group of economists, and what is taught to the masses of children expected to reach these levels, dictated by governments (Dorling, 2015, p. 44) it is of little surprise that some countries, including Wales, are coming to the realisation that the education of their children is not ultimately for the lining of the treasury’s coffers but for the betterment of the communities, societies and industries  that form the identity of the country as a whole.  Countries like Finland, Denmark and Norway have stepped away from the conventional and are putting educational systems in place that support the individualisation of the children and families of their countries (Hancock, 2011).  The tradition of the government imposing what is to be taught and how it is to be delivered has been discarded, with the local authorities taking over with a suggested curriculum that is more conducive to the community within which it is to be utilised (Hancock, 2011).
There are several reasons for a country to contemplate educational reform which include economic, cultural and individual: economic, as the world of work is changing and the range of employment is shifting to keep up with new trends and technologies, so to must the education of the potential employee keep pace with developments to ensure a place in a global economy and continued revenue for the country: cultural, once involved in the global community the country involved has a need to retain their cultural identity: individual, when the education offer does not meet the needs of the individual or requirements of the marketplace (Robinson, 2010, p. 235).  However, instigating and carrying out an educational reform is a long and complex process as demonstrated by Finland, now ranked unofficially as the best system in the world. They have taken half a century to establish their current offer, with changes taking place in stages spanning decades at a time (Hancock, 2011).
When the OECD claimed that children in Wales are being educated to a level that is barely adequate to allow them the ability to lead a functional existence let alone a ‘good life’ (Hargreaves, et al., 2014) the Welsh Government decided to have a second opinion and made the further investment for Scottish Professor Graham Donaldson to publish a second report just months after the OECD.  Successful Futures, published in February 2015, reflected the OECD report by recommending the same reforms and restructures.  The question remains as to why the Welsh Government found it necessary to invest hundreds of thousands of pounds into a series of three reports over as many years, to review what was evidently a failing education system, when it would have appeared more prudent for a country, keen to establish its own identity as a newly independent entity, to invest such a large amount towards establishing its own review board by utilising the talents and knowledge of its indigenous experts, thus keeping the investment in the local economy. 
However, Wales are not alone in the search for a more effectual education system.  Since the turn of the twenty first century and the onset of the fourth industrial revolution and the recognition of the new technical era (UNICEF, 2017) many newly independent countries  have deemed it necessary to instigate their own educational reforms. Hong Kong, independent from the United Kingdom since 1997, by agreement with China, established its own Ministry of Education and pulled away completely from the colonial education dictated by the UK Government (NCEE, 2018).  They developed a curriculum that allowed education for understanding, rather than learning by facts, and creating learning experiences that were applicable to real life situations (Tien, 2019).  There is minimal Government intervention, allowing schools more autonomy over what and how they teach.  Exams were removed and experiential learning was introduced along with more opportunities for vocational training (NCEE, 2018). Their teachers are highly revered and well trained in cross-curricula teaching incorporating the application to life skills and situations (NCEE, 2018). Despite their radical move of making all the curriculum changes at the same time their PISA scores have remained consistent and well above the OECD average throughout the reform (OECD, 2020).
  Poland started their reform in 1999, with a further review in 2009.  Their national framework allowed adaptation to the individual, and exams were limited to only the matrica exam sat at the age of 15/16 (NCEE, 2018). 2007 saw a strengthening of teacher education, but with the change of Government in 2015 many changes were reverted with the re-introduction of exams and additional subjects (NCEE, 2018). Despite the many upheavals and changes Poland have increased their PISA scores by ten points between 2015 and 2018 in reading and mathematics and remain consistently above the OECD average (OECD, 2020).
Estonia, independent from Russia since 1992, completely revamped their education format.  The curriculum framework is set at a national level, but schools have autonomy over how and what they teach based on local communities and resources.  Teachers are trained to be innovative and creative, passing on the skills of self-management, a love of learning and entrepreneurship. Their system focuses on high tech and high skills training with a new upgraded vocational skills training programme.  All large employers and many smaller businesses work closely with the programme which is reflected in the countries very low levels of children and young people not in employment education or training (NCEE, 2018).  Since joining the OECD in 2006 they have remained consistently in the high achievers with performance levels steadily increasing (OECD, 2020).
Due to wars and occupation, South Korea’s education was struggling.  With over 80% of the population being illiterate the government established a whole new system in the late twentieth century.  The curriculum is set by a centralised Ministry of Education which is heavily mathematics orientated and is highly test driven with an emphasis on exams.  By 2015 98% of 25-35 year olds had completed upper secondary school.  They are not a member country of OECD, but currently have one of the most highly skilled and educated workforces worldwide trained by vastly knowledgeable and motivated teachers (NCEE, 2018). However, their education does not come cheap as parents pay highly for their children’s schooling as well as additional private tutoring causing high stress amongst students to achieve, so as to not let their families down (NCEE, 2018).
Japan has a similar structure with their schools being very egalitarian.  There is no streaming or tracking with all students working at the same level, but private tuition levels are high, with some parents starting their children in schools at the age of one; there is high competition for the highest performing schools (Tien, 2019).  Their dedication to lifelong learning, development of emotional intelligence and innovation is a reflection of their increasing involvement in the global economy (NCEE, 2018). Even though they have a high regard for education their performance in the PISA tests have been steadily declining since 2000 where the pressure on students to perform well is having a detrimental effect (OECD, 2020).
The Scandinavian countries, however, have developed their own education systems, with Finland proving the highest performances with what is arguably the best education system in the world (Hancock, 2011).  Formal schooling starts at the age of seven, although there are optional fully subsidised facilities for pre-schoolers from the age of five where the emphasis is on play and socialising, there is also a compulsory pre-school for 6 year olds.  The three levels of education start with the primary level for ages seven to eleven, secondary level for ages eleven to sixteen and the optional third level of upper secondary which lasts between six months to four years, depending on the chosen course.  All education to upper secondary is compulsory and free, with a seamless transition between primary and secondary levels. There is no home schooling or special schools available; private schools are also limited.  There is one teacher that stays with the class throughout the primary stage, moving to subject teachers at the secondary stage.  There is only one exam, the matriculation exam, which is optional, and is taken at the end of secondary level, but 74% of children take the exam and move on to higher education.  All schools are inclusive and egalitarian, with all books and resources free to all students.  The curriculum framework is set by the government, but content and delivery are decided by the local authority and the schools themselves.  The pedagogy is centred around the child, with the students voice an integral component of the planning and operation of the school. Lessons are thematic and cross-curricula with the general theme usually discussed and chosen by the students themselves.  Teachers are highly skilled and motivated with an on-going programme of training and development.  The health and well-being of the student is paramount with school nurses, dentists, psychologists and social workers on site at schools; there is also free transport for all children who travel a difficult or hazardous route. A nationwide initiative for anti-bullying called KiVa has been integrated into the tenet of 90% of their schools and has drastically reduced instances of bullying and anxiety across the country. The sharing of good practice is encouraged with regular meetings to exchange information, sometimes even merging classes to enhance the learning experiences of the children.  School days are short, with long breaks and outside play a large aspect of the school routine (FNAE, 2020). Even though Finland consistently perform in the top five of the PISA rankings (OECD, 2020), their main achievement is the children themselves.  As their leading educationalist and policy advisor Pasi Sahlberg claims “we are not much interested in PISA, it’s not what we’re about…….we prepare children to learn how to learn, not how to take a test” (Hancock, 2011).
The reforms mentioned above demonstrate just a snapshot of the educational revolution that is circumnavigating the globe.  Countries are realising that radical changes are needed for their citizens to keep pace and cultivate the skills that will be required in the rapidly developing world of technology and transforming workplaces. The restructurings that have been explained vary considerably from culture to culture, with Asia and the Eastern Europe preferring the rote learning and test-based structure, with Western Europe and Scandinavia moving towards the more thematic and cross-curricula route. However, there are some trends that run through many of them.  The development of teacher training programmes, sharing of good practice and experiential learning involving vocational training with increased career opportunities.  Wales, currently has many of these good practices in place, but they are spread around the country with no continuity.  
In Pontypool a day nursery that caters for babies and toddlers of 0-5 year olds have adapted its environment to be more conducive to the well-being of the children and in preparation for the suggested new curriculum. The facility is over two floors with the top floor for babies and the lower level for toddlers.  The top floor has been transformed into a soft neutral open plan area with cushions and soft rugs on the floor and coracles to sleep in.  A quiet room with a sofa has been set up for bottle feeding and comforting. The lower level has been open planned with the addition of movable screens that can be arranged into a marking area, an ICT area, a role play area and a creative play area.  All plastic toys have been removed and replaced with natural resources in neutral colours that support open-ended play.  Regular trips are made into the town centre and local park where the older children make use of the cycle track, offering outdoor provision with real experiences.  The practitioners hold regular network meeting to discuss and share good practice (Estyn, 2020).
A pre-school group in Felinfach who takes 2-4 year olds, encourages parents to take an active part, including visits from a farmer with young animals demonstrating the development of life in different animals. They hold regular trips to the local garden centre to observe nature and the life-cycle of plants; trips to the local shop to buy ingredients for cake making and wild bird food, where they are encouraged to interact with the staff and make payments, helping with life skills and maths.  Behaviour and codes of conduct are demonstrated through all the visits including to the local church and meeting with the vicar at the time of main festivals.  Self-confidence, improved vocabulary and communication are core to all the activities (Estyn, 2020).
A regional pioneer primary school has been established in the Caerphilly area whose focus is on professional learning for the teachers, to not only improve the skills and knowledge of the professionals but to also enhance the learning opportunities of the children. A robust programme of research and innovation has been established to allow time to encourage the teaching staff to engage in research that will improve their practice and increase their allocated subject knowledge. This promotes high quality teaching with up to date methods and current advances in their own field of expertise (Estyn, 2020).
In a Communities First and Flying Start area of Llanelli a Primary School has trained all of its teaching staff how to deal with trauma and attachment issues.  The school has a mental health practitioner, a bereavement counsellor, Mindfulness practitioner, trauma mental health practitioner and a drawing and talking therapist on site.  All staff have been trained to meet the well-being needs of the pupils.  Even though many of the children have behavioural issues exclusions are rare, with in-house surveys reporting that all pupils state positive life changes. The school has recently started opening on a Sunday to offer support and learning opportunities for the whole family.  They share their achievements and good practices with the Welsh Government, the ERW Consortium and internationally (Estyn, 2020).
The new Welsh curriculum is at the centre of the forward planning for a village primary school in Pembrokeshire. At the start of the school year a Learning Cluster is held where pupils and teachers hold a meeting to discuss ideas for the themes and related interests that will form the core of learning over the coming terms. These are arranged under four umbrellas that will establish the theme for each term, with one as the starting point for the new year.  The second session is where tasks and challenges are discussed and integrated where they reflect the six areas of learning; parents are also allowed to contribute during these sessions. Lessons are planned to include focus and challenge tasks, but these plans are flexible.  By the end of the year many of the KS2 level pupils plan and deliver their own lessons to the rest of the class.  All interests and developments are recorded in individual pathway to learning books for the older children, with one book for the Foundation Phase teacher to record the learning journey of the class as a group. Literacy and numeracy are the focus of the morning sessions with the thematic learning taking place each afternoon.  Self and peer assessment are key to the process, with children taking pride in creativity and knowledge. Due to a strong pupil voice and input in the planning and delivery stages self-motivation and moral is high. All staff members share the plans, and good practice is shared locally (Estyn, 2020).
The only school in Wales to receive the Investors in People Platinum Award is based in a deprived area of Cardiff.  Its demographic is 78% white British with the rest ethnic minority, 18% with additional learning need and 40% receiving free school meals, well above the national average of 18%. The award was made as pupil and staff wellbeing is a core principle of the school ethos. Their whole environment is one of welcome and calm.  There are many extra-curricular activities that are planned and developed in collusion with parents who have strong relationships with staff and the school, who run workshops to help them support their children’s wellbeing and learning at home. Parental involvement has had a positive impact on pupils’ attitudes to learning which has make an excellent contribution to raising standards within the school. Strong emphasis is also placed on staff wellbeing and a variety of clubs such as keep fit and tai chi have been made available to them.  With the welcoming environment and robust parental involvement, the school has become an integral part of the community.
All staff are included in planning and developing new ideas and concepts and have a “give it a go” attitude to aspirational ideas and thinking.  Thoughts and ideas are openly shared at meetings and any apprehensions are identified before they are put into practice.  The children are also consulted, and their ideas are taken into consideration when planning the curriculum and clubs. Outside of this process the school hosts separate Innovation Days for the entire school community to become involved in the learning process.
Pupils have a great sense of pride and belonging to the school as a result of their opinions being genuinely considered and, where appropriate, ideas are put into practice.  Values are regularly discussed and explored in the classroom which has the effect of embedding the value concepts across the community and ultimately leads to positive wellbeing. Outside of the workshops offered at the school, it maintains close ties with Cardiff University who offer selected foundation courses to parents to help them support their children’s learning and well-being in the home environment.
The school has further developed its networking opportunities with several local, national and international schools.  This has kept new initiatives and ideas flowing and offered opportunities to develop and share good practice further afield.  The school has continued to develop its international partnership and hosts  visits from European countries to exchange ideas for wellbeing and guidance support, with parents leading some of the workshops. Best practice has also been shared during consortium and local authority training days.  These close connections to the community have increased pupil confidence and sense of belonging, reflected in the high standards being achieved and the greater flexibility in approaching ideas and concepts (Estyn, 2020).
The best practices listed above is by no means a complete list with many schools across Wales taking the initiative and incorporating innovative ideas and well-being measures into their daily routines and curricula. Sadly, there still remains many schools that do not deviate from the prescribed curriculum as it stands or make many changes ready for the promised enhancements.
Although the new curriculum has been trialled at several pioneer schools and has proved popular and successful, there is still the question of the security of the proposition.  As demonstrated in the previous international reform descriptions, the process can be slow as well as controversial. As Poland has experienced during the time it has taken to reform their education system, after a change of government many changes were reversed, and some old practices restored. With the forthcoming Curriculum and Assessment Bill due to be voted on in 2020, the Ministers still have the power to add or remove mandatory curriculum elements and skills, or even vote out the whole proposed curriculum.  As the reform has been procrastinated on since the acceptance of the Successful Futures report 2015, it could be argued that the Welsh Government have been dragging their feet in implementing the proposed changes and possibly jeopardising the future of a whole generation of learners.
The curriculum, however, does not stand alone.  A continuous development programme of training for teachers is key to the delivery of the new system, to expand knowledge and understanding of their subject, to keep at the cutting edge of international innovation and developments.  All the reforms that have taken place internationally stress the importance of the professional knowledge and competences of the teachers expected to deliver the programmes.  So far in Wales there has been little or no change to the courses offered to trainees, which raises the question of the integrity of the proposed curriculum and its intended delivery.  Only in isolated instances are schools taking their professional development to the next level, with faculties such as the Caerphilly primary mentioned above, establishing their own training programmes and being singled out as a best practice, when in fact it should be an established and commonplace occurrence, with all schools adhering to a similar agenda. 
It has been a constant discussion between educators and governments that existing curricula and standardised testing is a concept of the past which served its purpose during the early industrial revolutions but is not conducive to student well-being and learning for the twenty first century (Hargreaves, 2003, p. 8). The success of the Finnish system has demonstrated that change is necessary to offer children and young people the appropriate opportunities to move forward in the fast-moving digital era and to make the most of the love of learning.  The OECD has already stated that Wales is not offering its young people the chance to live a fulfilling life in the present (Hargreaves, et al., 2014) without allowing for the fast paced changes that the world is currently witnessing. 
Whereas it is not possible to force changes on educational settings, the question remains whether the Welsh Government could collate the reports of best practices that enhance the well-being and life experiences of children and young people and share them with all relevant similar settings nationwide.  A regional network of agents could oversee the various facilities to advise and aid with the instigation and establishment of the programmes and interventions to maintain continuity of practice ahead of the full roll out of the new curriculum, should it still be a viable option, which as previously mentioned, will take time to filter through the system and extend to all year groups.
Wales, as a country, has the opportunity to join the world leaders with their proposed educational offering and the similarities it bears to Finnish pedagogy, recognised to be the best in the world.  It has been shown that many settings in Wales are innovative and leading the field with their practices, already watched and monitored by the international education community.  The life currently offered to our young people through the existing system is not a good one, but the new curriculum has the potential to launch the next generation forward and to give them the opportunities to make their own ‘good life’ as healthy, enterprising, creative, ethical and informed citizens able to contribute confidently to a competitive global community.
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