Curriculum Leadership and Innovation
Assignment: Develop a 4000-word report focusing on curriculum leadership and innovation within the context of your subject/AOLE/school. 
Introduction
Wales’s new curriculum, or CfW, has heralded a new era of school leadership and innovation in Wales, one where school leaders do not simply enact the visions of government but are free to develop their own visions for their schools and their learners. This new mode of leadership positions school-leaders at the centre of curriculum reform (Gumus, et al., 2018), giving them the power to design their own bespoke curricula based on their unique learners (Donaldson, 2015) thus opening the doors for curriculum innovation. It is founded on the concept of subsidiarity: the idea that decisions ought to be made at the lowest possible level (Evans, 2023) – after all, it is school leaders and classroom teachers who have the best knowledge of pupils, rather than external policy makers. However, with this new set of freedoms comes new challenges (Donaldson, 2015), making the role of leaders more complex (Ganon-Shilon & Schechter, 2017) and significantly raising ‘the bar of what Wales expects of its teachers’ (OECD, 2017). 
Distributed Leadership in Treorchy Comprehensive School
It has been established that leadership models serve as ‘artificial constructs’, however they provide frameworks through which leadership can be understood (Bush, 2003). Therefore, discussing them could provide insight into leadership structures in TCS. Treorchy Comprehensive School employs what can largely be considered a distributed leadership model where leadership authority is dispersed among many stakeholders (Gumus, et al., 2018). The leadership structure can be considered hierarchical in some ways, with the head and governing body having most power and authority, followed by senior leaders, middle leaders, classroom teachers and support staff, but Gumus, et al., make it clear that employing a distributed leadership style does not mean eschewing hierarchical forms of leadership and that distributed leadership does in fact need formal positions of leadership (2018). As articulated by Harris (2013), in a system of distributed leadership, the headteacher is just one of many sources of influence. However, it is also important to acknowledge that while power is distributed within the school, it is not necessarily distributed equally and the head ultimately has the power to approve, stop or even mandate curriculum innovations. Even in distributed leadership models, formal responsibility ultimately lies with the head teacher (Harris, 2013). This claim is also emphasised by Bush (Bush, 2011) who states that those with formal leadership responsibility act as “gatekeepers” of change, encouraging or preventing others from leading innovations. Leadership controls the potential for innovation. 
Curriculum Innovation Practices
The potential for curriculum innovation feels as though it has been magnified in Treorchy Comprehensive School, particularly in the English department, as changes in both senior and middle leadership have led to a period of considerable curriculum innovation during the last three years. A new head took post in January 2021 after the previous head moved to a new school. Shortly afterwards the Deputy Head of English moved on to a Head of English post elsewhere in the consortium, followed by the Head of English the year after. This created abundant scope for innovation within the English department as both the new Head of English and the new Deputy head of English were receptive to new ideas and keen to modernise the curriculum offer of the department, enacting their own vision and values, with support from the head teacher. 
The adoption of a distributed leadership model means that middle leaders and teachers are not merely delegated work by those higher up the leadership hierarchy than themselves; they do have a considerable amount of decision-making power. This can be seen in TCS through curriculum leadership. Curriculum leadership, a model of leadership that focuses on developing and coordinating an effective school curriculum (Gumus, et al., 2018) largely falls to Heads of Department. As such, Heads of Department can be considered to be what Lo (2012) calls ‘curriculum leaders’. Heads of Department in Treorchy Comprehensive School (in partnership with Deputy Heads of Department where applicable) have responsibility for devising, implementing, monitoring and evaluating subject curricula until Year 10 at which point the specifications of formal qualifications dictate the curriculum. Curriculum leaders retain some control at this point, but it is inhibited by exam specifications. They may control curriculum content by choosing from a list of set texts or set topics prescribed by the exam board or by making decisions on how exam content should be sequenced. Arguably, most scope for organic innovation occurs in Years 7 to 9 when educators do not need to worry about qualification specifications.  
The Innovation
At the end of the academic year 2023, during a departmental meeting, the Head of English and Deputy Head of English announced a desire to revamp the curriculum for Years 7 and 8. They asked for volunteers from within the department to take responsibility for creating, or in some cases refreshing, certain schemes of work. Though, while this was voluntary in theory, in practice there was an expectation that every member of staff would take on a scheme of learning due to the large number of schemes that needed to be overhauled. If several staff members declined, it would mean that the workload of others would be increased. A list of scheme topics was provided, including, for Year 7: The Blue Book of Nebo, Gothic Fiction, Greek Mythology, Under Milk Wood, Out of this World and The Summer Showcase Project, and for Year 8, the topics were; A Plastic Planet, Shakespeare, A World Without Borders, Carnival and The Story of My Life. Staff were also provided with the details of an assessment task that students would complete at the end of the scheme of learning, and there was an understanding that the learning would need to develop students’ knowledge and skills with a view to completing the set assessment for each scheme, but few other details were communicated. Other than the already mentioned assessment stipulations, staff were essentially given free reign, however they were not given time to complete this work and were expected to do this during gained time (additional free time that occurs when examination classes leave the school during Summer Term 2), PPAs or at their own convenience. In this assignment I will discuss the implementation of a new scheme of learning for Year 8 called The Blue Book of Nebo, however before I do this, I believe there is merit in discussing the way staff were asked to innovate schemes of learning and the way it relates to teacher agency and subsidiarity. 
Teacher Agency and Subsidiarity
As already mentioned, subsidiarity is the idea that decisions ought to be made at the lowest possible level (Evans, 2023). The concept of subsidiarity is one that is written into the new curriculum because of the belief that allowing teachers to make decisions based on their professional judgement and detailed knowledge of their pupils will ultimately benefit pupils. Professor Graham Donaldson’s Successful Futures embodies this idea by ‘encouraging appropriate ownership and decision making by those closest to the teaching and learning process’ (2015). In principle, the concept of subsidiarity sounds fantastic. It promotes teacher agency which has been shown to create favourable outcomes in teachers’ professional learning, commitment and wellbeing  (Helgøy, et al., 2007) providing educators with more control over their classrooms. Interestingly, there is a lack of information on whether a teacher’s reported sense of agency has a positive outcome on pupil progress, with most studies (for example, studies by  by Kneen et al,. (2023) and Eteläpelto (2015)) focusing on the impact of teacher agency on the teachers themselves. One definition provided for agency is that it occurs when subjects “inﬂuence, make choices, and take stances in ways that affect their work and/or their professional identities” (Engeström, 1999). As such, we can see that the ideas of subsidiarity and teacher agency are linked. 
In Treorchy Comprehensive School, it could be argued that giving teachers free reign to make decisions regarding how they developed schemes of learning promoted teacher agency. By creating schemes of learning teachers were able to make choices in ways that affected their work. They could make decisions in relation to selecting content for their schemes of work, they could decide which skills they wanted students to develop, and make decisions regarding pedagogical approaches that would enable the development of those skills, however there are several arguments to be made against curriculum design promoting teacher agency. 
Firstly, there is the issue of teacher workload. In a study of novice teachers in Finland, those in Years 1 – 5 of their careers, many of the teachers stated that the planning of lessons was extremely time consuming (Eteläpelto, et al., 2015). This relates to planning lessons, not necessarily planning entire schemes of work, which is arguably more demanding because it involves ‘the redesign of all interlinked curricular components, such as the selection of learning activities, materials, assessment instruments’ (Sinnema, et al., 2020). In my own teaching practice, I have noticed that planning a lesson can take anywhere from a few minutes to a few hours, depending on whether I need to source learning materials (sometimes I will have to read several texts before finding one that is suitable for my pupils, and when I do find one, I may decide that I need to edit it, perhaps removing sections that are irrelevant or modifying the vocabulary to meet my students’ comprehension abilities), so this is something that resonates with me personally. Constraints on teacher time are widely accepted, even in the Welsh context, with Evans (2023) referring to teachers as ‘time poor teachers’. 
Furthermore, there is a difference between allowing teachers to innovate by creating or editing schemes of learning and mandating that they do so. Giving teachers additional work to complete and supporting teacher agency are not the same thing. As I have already mentioned, teachers in TCS were presented with a list of topics to choose from and each topic had a predetermined assessment task that the scheme needed to lead up to. While on one hand teachers were given a lot of freedom to make choices around how they reached the assessment, their freedom and therefore their agency, had already been restricted by confining teachers to preconceived topics. Conversely, it can be argued that it is curriculum leaders who are responsible for designing visions for their curricula, and that they should be able to choose which topics are included and which are omitted, highlighting some of the inherent tensions in the concept of subsidiarity in schools. If Heads of Department are making decisions related to curriculum content, it can be argued that the decisions are not being made ‘at the lowest possible level’ thus undermining the concept of subsidiarity. 
Finally, when one teacher developed a scheme of learning, the other teachers were instructed to use it at the corresponding time in the academic year. For example, one teacher made a scheme of learning called Out of This World for Year 7 for Summer Term 1, so during Summer Term 1, all teachers used this scheme of learning with Year 7. This had positive effects on teacher workload and consistency for pupils but potentially adverse effects on teacher agency. Sharing the responsibility for curriculum making in the way earlier described (each teacher taking on a scheme of work) does have certain benefits. Each teacher creates one scheme of learning that is used by the whole department rather than each teacher creating eleven schemes of learning which are only used by them. A second benefit is consistency. There is a concern that the high level of flexibility in the new curriculum could lead to highly differentiated provision between schools (Power, et al., 2020), however it could even lead to highly differentiated provision within schools with some teachers covering certain topics and other teachers covering different ones. Having all teachers follow the same curriculum mitigates against this. Each student in Year 7 covers the same content and develops the same (or at least, similar) knowledge and skills so that if students need to move classes, they have covered the same learning as others in their new class, minimizing gaps in their learning. It also means that curriculum leaders can sequence learning through the year groups. If they know that all students have covered certain content in Year 7, curriculum leaders can develop a fairly accurate picture of what they do, or should know (albeit to different extents), and can plan how to build students’ knowledge and skills as they move into Year 8 and beyond. However, it is important to acknowledge that this approach, while limiting strains on workload and creating consistency for learners, does inhibit teacher agency by removing some of their ability to make curriculum choices. 
As a counter point, it has been found that teachers can gain a sense of agency not just from designing curricula, but from employing pedagogical practices of their choosing. In Curriculum Making as Social Practice, Priestley (2018) notes that teachers reported exercising their agency through ‘deciding core instructional and pedagogical practices and making decisions on ways of teaching’. Clearly, curriculum design is not the only way that teachers can experience agency. There are other ways that they can achieve agency and reap the associated benefits of doing so. Additionally, Bandura (2018) defines teacher agency as being comprised of three component parts, ‘forethought, the ability to anticipate and plan ahead, self-reactiveness, the setting up of standards of self-management and self-government, and self-reflectiveness, the ability of an individual to reflect on their own self-efficacy’. While this definition can be related to curriculum making, teachers need to plan ahead, use standards to measure progress and evaluate progress when designing curricula, there are many other aspects of school life that this definition of teacher agency could be applied to. Some examples could include being a registration tutor, leading a PLC, planning a trip or running an extra-curricular activity. This which further raises the question of whether curriculum design is the only or even the best way to achieve teacher agency, and whether or not sacrifices in teacher workload and consistency are worth it. 
Recommendation
Ultimately, it is only the teachers in Treorchy Comprehensive School’s English department that can answer the question of whether or not teacher agency is worth its trade-offs in consistency and workload and exactly how much agency they want to be able to exercise in their work. It is not an all or nothing decision. While the literature suggests that teacher agency is something that is “achieved rather than possessed” (Kneen, et al., 2023), it could also be argued that teacher agency can be achieved to certain extents. It is not something that you have achieved fully or not at all, and in some cases, a mixture of mandate and freedom may best serve teachers themselves, as well as their pupils. To best ascertain the level of agency desired by English teachers in TCS, I recommend consulting with staff to illicit their views and develop a curriculum design model that balances the potential for teachers to achieve agency with workload and the need for consistency across the department. 
The Blue Book of Nebo: Text Selection and the Four Purposes
The Blue Book of Nebo is a scheme of learning based on the study of the novel by the same name, by Welsh author Manon Steffan Ros. The book was selected to replace Lesley Parr’s ‘The Valley of Lost Secrets’ during Autumn Term 1. The book was chosen for several reasons, first and foremost, because of its links to Welsh identity and culture. Not only is the book written by a Welsh author, it is also set in the village of Nebo in North Wales and covers distinctly Welsh themes such as the importance and loss of the Welsh language. Becoming an ‘ethical, informed citizen of Wales and the world’ (Welsh Government, 2019) is one of the four purposes of the new curriculum and it was thought that The Blue Book of Nebo might satisfy this aspect of the new curriculum through its links with Welsh culture. The subject matter of the book also addresses this core purpose in some ways. The book is primarily a piece of dystopian fiction that examines the impact of nuclear technology and the tenacious nature of humanity, opening the door for discussions with students about the ethics of nuclear technology. 
Another reason for text selection was that it was thought to be a challenging text. In my experience, the worlds ‘challenging’ and ‘ambitious’ are sometimes used interchangeably in education. For instance, a term that is frequently used is ‘ambitious vocabulary’ which simply means challenging or difficult vocabulary. It was thought that previous schemes of learning for Year 7 were not challenging (or ‘ambitious’) enough, despite satisfying the Welsh component of the new curriculum. Previous schemes taught during Autumn Term 1, such as a scheme of learning based on a collection of Roald Dahl’s works and another scheme of learning based upon Lesley Parr’s ‘The Valley of Lost Secrets’, while both undeniably Welsh, were considered too ‘primary school’ by curriculum leaders. The Blue Book of Nebo is a text that is taught in Welsh medium schools as part of the Welsh Literature GCSE (WJEC, 2023) (TCS is an English medium school) so it was thought to be more challenging than the works previously mentioned, arguably addressing the ‘ambitious, capable learners’ (Welsh Government, 2019) purpose of the new curriculum. 
Finally, (and perhaps predominantly) the book was chosen due to the personal preferences of staff members, who had read the book and enjoyed it, possibly highlighting what (Smith, 2019) refers to as curriculum selection based on popular or ‘sexy’ topics. 
Scheme Reception
	The scheme received a mixed reception from teaching staff. While staff enjoyed reading the novel on a personal level, they also expressed concern over the age-suitability of the book. Staff had not been given an opportunity to read the book prior to the text being selected so there was no opportunity for discussion and feedback. This is a shame as it is clear in the research that curriculum making is a social practice (Sinnema, et al., 2020) and that professional collaboration improves student learning (Hargreaves & O'Connor, 2018) and teacher efficacy (Harris & Jones, 2017). The scope for collaborative working on this innovation was extremely limited due to the mass innovations occurring at the time. In total, 11 schemes of learning were either being created or revamped which created enormous pressure on staff time, decreasing the availability of time for collaborative working. Some of the issues regarding the age suitability of the book included the repeated use of very strong swear words, graphic depictions of childbirth and an emotive subject matter that was considered above the emotional maturity level of the children. This suggests that merely choosing a text based on its perceived adherence to the purposes of the new curriculum is not enough and that other factors, including the age suitability of the book, should be taken into consideration. Additionally, concerns over the suitability of the novel may have been detected if staff had worked collaboratively on designing the curricula, potentially through joint planning and/or a structured process of feedback and review. In fact, there is an argument to be made that sending off of individual teachers to create schemes of learning that are then ‘delivered’ by other members of the department is reminiscent of the previous curriculum model where curricula were prescribed centrally and ‘delivered’ in a way that limited the agentic capacity of teachers (Sinnema, et al., 2020), thus undermining the intentions of CfW rather than strengthening or upholding it and evoking fears that CfW, like ‘most substantive reforms’ (Tyack & Cuban, 1995). 
Recommendation
	To prevent similar issues happening in the future, to establish curriculum as a social practice in the school (rather than a product to be delivered) and to maintain fidelity to the Curriculum for Wales, it is recommended that the English department at Treorchy Comprehensive school fosters an environment of professional collaboration, through activities such as joint-planning, the sharing of best practice and processes of review and feedback. In Successful Futures (2015),  Donaldson champions the importance of collaboration as a way of enhancing the success of CfW. Some collaborative activities he recommends include joint-planning and sharing good practice. Collaboration improves the ability to initiate and implement change (Hargreaves & O'Connor, 2018) and it is an essential part of bridging the gap between the work of individual teacher and school wide-aspirations (Sinnema, et al., 2020). 
Assessment
	Assessment is a key component of the new curriculum, with a stress on formative assessment that helps students make progress rather than summative assessment that is used for accountability and comparison purposes (Donaldson, 2015). The rationale behind the new assessment measures was that previous assessments were not ‘making the contribution they should be to improving learning’ (Welsh Government, 2019). Levels have been removed from legislature, allowing schools to decide the best assessment methods for their learners. The Welsh government have stated that assessment should be focused around the individual learner and enable students to maximise their potentials. While it is true that too much ‘specification can result in a ‘tick box’ curriculum’ where teachers become too focused on ensuring that learners have achieved certain competencies, there is still confusion in Treorchy Comprehensive School on how to best assess student progress in a way that aligns with the new curriculum. While Progression Steps for literacy have been created by Welsh Government to assist teachers in assessing student progress, it is unclear how these should be used. Donaldson (2015) warns against making the type ‘best fit’ judgements necessitated by the use of levels, however Progression Steps appear akin to levels in many ways. Teachers still need to read descriptors of skills that should be apparent for each Progression Step and make a ‘best fit’ judgment as to what step a student is at. This has been noted by (Biesta & Priestley, 2013) who state that ‘they are still overtly framed as assessment standards, with all the implications contained therein for assessment driven teaching’, demonstrating why there is confusion about how Progression Steps should be used. It appears that the only real difference between progression steps and levels is that students are no longer expected to reach a progression step by a certain stage in their development: there is no expectation that children should reach certain milestones by certain ages (Donaldson, 2015). 
	Confusion about how Progression Steps should be used, if at all (after all, they are not legislative) has led to the adoption of nefarious assessment practices in relation to the implementation of The Blue Book of Nebo and many other schemes of learning in Treorchy Comprehensive School. In the absence of concrete assessment strategies, and in light of the fact that all students are on a learning path that will one day lead to GCSEs, curriculum leaders have employed assessment strategies based on GCSE marking schemes. The word ‘based’ is probably too weak here to accurately convey what is happening. Curriculum leaders have taken GCSE mark schemes and edited the language to make it more ‘pupil friendly’. They have retained the number of marks available and the banding strategies (students are placed in Bands 1-5 based on the quality of their writing), as well as the band quantifiers, just reworded, and these are now used to assess students writing. The rationale behind this can be broken down into the following reasons: it prepares students for GCSE study; by the time they reach their GCSE years, they are already familiar with GCSE style mark schemes, it also ensures that writing skills are being developed in line with exam board specifications so as not to disadvantage students; and it is easier for teachers to mark. They only have to use one mark scheme, albeit slightly modified for Years 7 and 8, for all their marking of writing. While it could be argued that doing so does create ‘one continuum of learning’, one of the ambitions of the new curriculum, it also creates an assessment system that is general and does not fit the needs of individual learners. 
	Recommendation
Revisit schemes of learning and decide what it is that students should be learning and amend mark-schemes accordingly. The new curriculum states that assessment should ‘give an accurate picture of the educational development of each child’. GCSE mark schemes are general by design; so that they can be used year after year regardless of the exam tasks or topics. Using GCSE mark schemes for all students, especially those in Year 7, does not give an accurate picture of what each child has learned and disables them from differentiating how different types of writing, for example writing for different audiences, purposes or writing in different formats, may require different skills. 
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