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Slide 1
Today I will examine numeracy among 15-year-old learners in Wales as a contemporary educational issue.
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Numeracy is important, as “Good numeracy is the best protection against unemployment, low wages and poor health.” — Andreas Schleicher (OECD) (2013, quoted in National Numeracy, n.d.) 
Let’s see how the Welsh government defines numeracy.
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“The Welsh Government (2020) defines numeracy as the ability to apply numerical reasoning and mathematical skills to solve problems in real-world contexts.” (Welsh Government, 2020, quoted in Estyn, 2025, p. 1) 
So mathematical skills form an important part of students’ numeracy skill. Therefore, in today’s presentation, I will focus on students’ mathematical skills, especially 15-year-old learners’ maths performance in Wales.
As PISA collects data about 15-year-old learners’ maths scores globally, we see from the PISA results that 15-year-old learners in Wales achieved an average mathematics score of 456 in PISA 2025, which was significantly below the OECD average of 463 (Welsh Government, 2026, p.11). 
Figure 1 shows the trends in mathematics performance in Wales compared with OECD trend countries*, 2015-2025, Source: Welsh Government (2026)  
15-year-old learners’ in Wales performed below the OECD trend average in maths. 
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Figure 2 presents more evidence of concern as more comparator countries like Belgium, Denmark, New Zealand, etc., performed better than Wales, with all of the above countries perform above the OECD trend average.
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Maths performance matters as it affects not only mathematical skills of an individual, but also more wider problems such as students’ further education, employment, and even poverty and inequality. 
Therefore, numeracy becomes a policy problem.
In this presentation, I will use the policy analytical framework: Context – Text – Consequences (Taylor et al., 1997, p.36-53)
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First, we aim to understand what Welsh government policy says:
Mathematics and numeracy plan 2023 (Welsh Government, 2023)
Cross-curricular skills are important.
 “Numeracy, alongside literacy and digital competence, are included in legislation as mandatory cross-curricular skills within Curriculum for Wales.” (Welsh Government, 2023)
It means that all teachers, no matter what subjects they are teaching, should incorporate maths application in their teaching.
But my question is: 
Is every subject teacher able to do what is expected of them about cross-curricular skills?
In addition, all settings and schools should promote the importance of maths studies and a can-do mindset. 
But in reality, for example, parents are busy with their work, hence no time to teach their children, and some parents simply don’t have the knowledge or skills to teach maths at home. 
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From the most recent Foundational Literacy and Numeracy Plan (Welsh Government, 2026), “We recognise, however, that standards of literacy and numeracy are not where we want them to be.” (Welsh Government, 2026)
There are different plans being made, like: 
· Setting clear expectations for action
· Making roles and responsibilities visible
· Raising standards 
· Reviewing curriculum 
· Providing clear & detailed guidance
· ……
However, there are a lot of things to consider:
· Will unclear expectations directly lead to weak maths performance?
· Clear responsibilities do not mean that parents/teachers have the abilities to act.
· High standards might lead to pressure on teachers.
· There might be a gap between curriculum design and classroom practice.
· Is detailed guidance truly enough while teacher training is not sufficient?  
· ……
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To explore policy implementation further, we can see the inspection evidence from Estyn 2026. 
Since February 2022, over half the secondary and all-age schools in Wales have received a core inspection. 
Around half of these schools were judged to have sound provision to develop pupils’ numeracy skills. 
Around half of schools received a recommendation to improve the provision for numeracy, often, as part of a wider recommendation to improve the provision for skills. 
Where provision for numeracy across the curriculum was strong, it was usually the result of teachers of subjects such as science, technology and geography working alongside mathematics or numeracy specialists to design opportunities for students.
If all teachers work together, like cogs in a wheel, students will perform better, and policy implementation receives positive response.
But, if teachers work in isolation, it leads to negative results. Therefore, the implementation across schools appears uneven. (Estyn, 2026)
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Next, we’ll have a look of how media frame this problem.
· WalesOnline and BBC framing: falling further behind; too low
· Main causes: shortage of maths specialist; teaching quality; teacher training
· Focus: school & teachers
· Comparison: is education a ranking game? 
So, they made schools and teachers visible in their reports, emphasising their roles and responsibilities in improving students’ maths performance.  
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We then move to international comparison: Wales v.s. England; Wales v.s. Scotland
Source: Welsh Government (2026, p.150)
Wales is not alone in experiencing low levels of mathematics performance. Scotland faces the same challenge, though, performs a little bit better than Wales.
England performs the best within the UK system, but does it mean that Wales can copy what England recommends in education policy?
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Policy makers have their ambitions, but in practice when implementing those policies, there are a lot more to consider. It is from the GAP that we need to learn more for better co-regulation (Laveault, 2016, p.21-34).
Conclusion
To conclude, numeracy among 15-year-old learners remains an important contemporary issue in Wales. PISA results provide evidence of concern, but they do not by themselves explain why numeracy outcomes have declined. Welsh policy places numeracy at the centre of the curriculum and increasingly emphasises clearer expectations and co-curricular skills. However, inspection evidence suggests that implementation across schools remains uneven.
Therefore, the key policy question may not simply be whether Wales needs more numeracy policy, but whether existing policy adequately addresses the causes of the problem and can be achieved in classroom practice.
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