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[bookmark: _Toc581538350]Introduction
[bookmark: _Int_OBeJnJSE]As a publicly funded service, government decisions on curriculum, assessment, and funding have increasingly been shaped by devolution within the UK (McLean & McMillan, 2013). One significant example of this is the Curriculum for Wales, introduced by the Welsh Government and implemented from 2022 onwards (Welsh Government, 2020). The policy was developed in response to growing concerns that the previous education framework was overly exam-focused, inflexible, and poorly aligned with the skills required in modern society (Donaldson, 2015). These issues were believed to limit pupil engagement, exacerbate educational inequality, and inadequately prepare young people for further education, and employment (OECD, 2017). The Curriculum for Wales sought to address these issues by introducing a more flexible, skills-based, and learner-centred approach to education (Welsh Government, 2022). 
The essay outlines the policy context, development, implementation and impact. In doing so, it will consider both strengths and weaknesses of the reform, drawing on early evidence and stakeholder perspectives. The essay will begin by outlining the policy context, before exploring the development and implementation of the reform, and concluding with an evaluation on its impact and effectiveness.
[bookmark: _Toc1675904752]Background and Policy Context
Prior to the introduction of the Curriculum for Wales, the Welsh education system largely operated under a traditional, subject-based curriculum, like that used in England. While this approach aimed to ensure consistency and accountability, it increasingly attracted criticism from educators, policymakers, and researchers (Ball, 2017). Concerns were raised that the curriculum was overly rigid, limiting schools’ ability to adapt teaching to the advanced needs of learners (Donaldson, 2015). Additionally, the system was often criticised for prioritising exam results over broader educational outcomes, like creativity, wellbeing, and personal development (OECD, 2017).
These concerns were reinforced by international assessments, including the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA), which suggested that Welsh pupils were underperforming in contrast to some international peers, particularly in areas such as, problem-solving and applied skills (OECD, 2017). At the same time, social and economic changes placed new demands on education systems. Employers increasingly highlighted the importance of transferrable skills, including communication, adaptability, and critical thinking, rather than solely subject-specific knowledge (Welsh Government, 2020). This shift exposed a growing mismatch between what schools were teaching and the skills required in the modern labour market.
The political context of devolution was also significant in shaping the background to the reform. Following devolution, the Welsh Government pursued a distinct approach to education policy (McLean & McMillan, 2013). Education became a key area through which the Welsh Government aimed to promote social justice, equality, and national identity, including the Welsh language (Welsh Government, 2022). Together, these educational shortcomings, economic pressures, and political ambitions created the conditions for comprehensive curriculum reform, culminating in the development of the Curriculum for Wales. 
[bookmark: _Toc427319106]The Policy Problem
The Curriculum for Wales was introduced in response to a range of persistent problems identified within the existing education system (Donaldson, 2015). One of the central issues was the rigidity of the previous curriculum, which prescribed detailed subject content and limited flexibility for schools and teachers (Welsh Government, 2020). This structure was widely criticised for restricting innovation in teaching and reducing educators' ability to adapt learning to the specific needs, interests, and abilities of pupils (OECD, 2017).
A further problem was the heavy emphasis placed on examinations and measurable academic outcomes. Critics argued that excessive assessment placed pressure on pupils and teachers, contributing to declining wellbeing (OECD, 2017). This narrow focus was also seen as failing to recognise the importance of wider educational aims, such as emotional development, creativity, and resilience (Donaldson, 2015). Consequently, many pupils left school with strong subject knowledge but limited transferable skills (Welsh Government, 2022). 
Educational inequality was another significant concern underpinning the need for reform. Evidence suggested that pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds were more likely to struggle within a highly exam-focused system (OECD, 2017). This raised concerns that the existing curriculum was reinforcing, rather than reducing, social inequality. The attainment gap between socio-economic groups remained a persistent issue, despite previous policy interventions (Welsh Government, 2020). 
In addition, the previous curriculum was increasingly viewed as poorly aligned with the demands of a changing economy and society. Rapid technological change, globalisation, and shifts in the labour market created a need for adaptable, lifelong learners (Ball, 2017). The existing system was criticised for not adequately preparing young people for these challenges (Donaldson, 2015). Together, these problems justified the introduction of a more flexible and inclusive curriculum.
[bookmark: _Toc843694311]Policy Development Process
The development of the Curriculum for Wales was led by the Welsh Government as part of a long-term strategy to reform the education system following devolution (Welsh Government, 2020). Rather than adopting a top-down approach, policymakers sought to involve a wide range of stakeholders throughout the development process. This collaborative method was intended to ensure that the policy was informed by professional expertise and practical experience, while also building support among those responsible for its implementation (Priestley et al., 2021).
A key influence on the development of the Curriculum for Wales was the Donaldson Review (2015). This independent review was commissioned by the Welsh Government to assess the effectiveness of the existing curriculum and make recommendations for reform. The review identified significant weaknesses in the previous system, including excessive prescription, and an overemphasis on assessment (Donaldson, 2015). It recommended a curriculum that was less content-heavy and more focused on developing skills, competencies, and learner wellbeing. These recommendations provided the intellectual foundation for the new curriculum and strongly shaped its overall direction (Welsh Government, 2022). 
Extensive consultation also played a central role in the policy’s development. Teachers, school leaders, local authorities, academic experts, and professional bodies were invited to contribute through working groups, pilot projects, and public consultations. This aimed to ground the curriculum in classroom practice (OECD, 2020). Additionally, international education models influenced the policy, particularly those emphasising learner-centred approaches and professional trust in teachers. International models influenced the emphasis on curriculum flexibility (Sahlberg, 2015). 
Political and ideological factors further shaped the policy. The Welsh Government has consistently promoted education as a means of advancing social justice and reducing inequality (McLean & McMillan, 2013). These values were embedded within Curriculum for Wales through its emphasis on inclusivity, equality and holistic development (Welsh Government, 2022). Welsh cultural identity and bilingualism also influenced the policy, reinforcing the importance of the Welsh language and national values within the curriculum. Overall, the development of the Curriculum for Wales was shaped by evidence, consultation and political priorities, resulting in a reform that reflected both professional expertise and the distinct policy ambitions of devolved governance in Wales. 
[bookmark: _Toc134005837]Policy Implementation
The implementation of the Curriculum for Wales began in September 2022 (Welsh Government, 2022). Responsibility for putting the policy into practice lies primarily with individual schools and local authorities, with oversight from the Welsh Government and Estyn. Unlike previous curriculum frameworks, schools were granted greater autonomy to design their own curricula within a national framework, allowing them to respond more effectively to local contexts and pupil needs (Welsh Government, 2020). 
[bookmark: _Int_1NeRm7yV]To support implementation, the Welsh Government introduced a phased rollout and provided extensive guidance materials, including the Curriculum for Wales Framework. Professional learning and development (PLD) was offered to teachers to help them adapt to new teaching methods and assessment approaches. This included training on cross-curricular learning, progression steps, and the integration of the four purposes of the curriculum (Welsh Government, 2022). Funding was allocated to support these changes, although concerns were raised about resource consistency (OECD, 2020).
Despite these measures, the implementation process has faced several challenges. One major issue has been teacher workload. Many educators reported feeling underprepared for the scale of change, particularly in relation to assessment arrangements and progression frameworks (Estyn, 2023). Additionally, variation in leadership and training access. Schools in more disadvantaged areas often faced greater difficulty in accessing training and allocating staff time to curriculum development (OECD, 2020).
External factors also complicated implementation. The COVID-19 pandemic disrupted preparation timelines. As a result, some schools entered the implementation phase without fully embedding the necessary changes in practice (Estyn, 2023). While the implementation framework provided flexibility and professional trust, the success of the Curriculum for Wales has depended heavily on local capacity, resources, and ongoing support, raising questions about consistency and equity in delivery across the education system.
[bookmark: _Toc155753082]Practical Outcomes and Impact
As the Curriculum for Wales has only been fully implemented since 2022, evidence regarding its practical outcomes remains limited and largely preliminary (Estyn, 2023). Nevertheless, early indications suggest that the reform has begun to influence teaching practices and learning experiences in Welsh schools. One of the most frequently reported outcomes is increased flexibility in curriculum design, enabling schools to develop learning programmes that are more responsive to the needs of pupils and local contexts (Welsh Government, 2022). This autonomy has allowed educators to adopt more creative and cross-curricular approaches to learning, aligning learning more closely with the four purposes of the curriculum (OECD, 2020). 
There is also evidence that the policy has placed greater emphasis on pupil wellbeing and personal development. Schools have increasingly integrated wellbeing, ethical awareness, and citizenship into their curricula, reflecting the holistic aims of the reform (Estyn, 2023). Some educators have reported improved pupil engagement, particularly among learners who previously struggled within a narrowly exam-focused system (Welsh Government, 2022). These developments signal that the Curriculum for Wales has the potential to broaden educational outcomes beyond traditional academic attainment. 
However, the impact of the policy has been uneven across the education system. Variation in school capacity, leadership quality, and access to resources has resulted in inconsistent implementation, which in turn affects outcomes (OECD, 2020). While some schools have embraced the flexibility offered by the curriculum, others have struggled to translate policy principles into effective classroom practice. This inconsistency has raised concerns that increased autonomy may exacerbate existing inequalities between schools, particularly those serving disadvantaged communities (Estyn, 2023). 
Teacher workload remains a significant issue influencing the policy’s outcomes. The demands of curriculum planning, assessment design, and professional learning have added pressure to an already stretched workforce (Welsh Government, 2022). In some cases, this has led to uncertainty and reduced confidence among teachers, potentially limiting the effectiveness of the reform. Additionally, the lack of established assessment data makes it difficult to measure progress and compare outcomes across schools. 
Overall, the practical outcomes of the Curriculum for Wales are mixed at this early stage. While the policy has introduced positive changes in flexibility, wellbeing, and learner engagement, significant challenges remain in ensuring consistency, equity, and sustainability. Long-term evaluation will be necessary to determine whether the reform can deliver lasting improvements in educational outcomes across Wales (OECD, 2020). 
[bookmark: _Toc1790296004]Critical Evaluation
The Curriculum for Wales represents an ambitious and transformative approach to education reform, seeking to address long-standing criticisms of the previous curriculum framework (Donaldson, 2015). One of the policy’s key strengths lies in its emphasis on flexibility and professional trust, which allows teachers greater autonomy to design learning experiences that meet the needs of their pupils (Priestley et al., 2021). This approach aligns with international evidence suggesting that learner-centred education can improve engagement and foster deeper learning (OECD, 2020). Additionally, the focus on wellbeing, inclusivity, and transferable skills reflects a more holistic understanding of educational success, moving beyond narrow measures of academic attainment (Sahlberg, 2015). 
The policy development process also constitutes a notable strength. The extensive consultation with educators and experts enhanced the legitimacy of the reform and ensured that it was informed by professional knowledge and research evidence (Welsh Government, 2020). The integration of Welsh cultural values, including bilingualism and national identity, further demonstrates how devolved policymaking can produce context-specific reforms tailored to regional priorities (McLean & McMillan, 2013). 
However, significant limitations remain. The success of the Curriculum for Wales depends heavily on effective implementation, yet evidence suggests that schools have experienced considerable challenges in translating policy principles into practice (Estyn, 2023). Issues related to teacher workload, uneven access to professional development, and variations in school leadership capacity have hindered consistent delivery (OECD, 2020). These challenges raise concerns about the policy’s capacity to reduce educational inequality, as schools with greater resources are better positioned to benefit from increased autonomy. 
Furthermore, the absence of robust assessment data makes it difficult to evaluate the policy’s impact on attainment and progression. This lack of measurable outcomes risks undermining accountability and may limit public confidence in the reform (Ball, 2017). While the Curriculum for Wales demonstrates clear potential to improve educational experiences, its long-term effectiveness will depend on sustained investment, clearer guidance, and ongoing evaluation. Without addressing these implementation challenges, the policy risks falling short of its ambitious objectives. 
[bookmark: _Toc212633731]Conclusion
This essay has analysed the Curriculum for Wales as a major education policy reform introduced by the Welsh Government. The policy was developed in response to concerns that the previous curriculum was overly rigid, exam-focused, and poorly aligned with the needs of modern learners and society. Persistent educational inequality and changing economic demands further reinforced the need for reform. 
The analysis demonstrated that the curriculum for Wales was shaped through extensive consultation, expert influence, and the priorities of devolved governance, resulting in a learner-centred and values-driven framework. While early evidence suggests positive outcomes in terms of flexibility, wellbeing, and pupil engagement, the policy’s impact has been uneven. Challenges related to teacher workload, resource disparities, and inconsistent implementation remain significant. Overall, the Curriculum for Wales represents an ambitious and progressive reform; however, its long-term success will depend on continued invested, effective support for educators, and robust evaluation to ensure that its aims are fully realised across the Welsh education system. 
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