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Table 1: Equity and Inclusion qualitative study schools/settings sample



Glossary
ALN

Additional Learning Needs

ALNCo

Additional Learning Needs Coordinator’
Area(s)

Area(s) of Learning and Experience?

BTEC

Business and Technology Council Qualifications
DARPL

Diversity and Anti-Racist Professional Learning
EAL

English as an Additional Language

EOTAS

Education Other Than At School
IDP

Individual Development Plan
ITE

Initial Teacher Education
MAT

More Able and Talented
NQT

Newly Qualified Teacher
PGCE

Postgraduate Certificate in Education
PRU

Pupil Referral Unit

RADY

Raising Attainment for Disadvantaged Young People

1 Additional Learning Needs Coordinator (Cydlynydd Anghenion Dysgu Ychwanegol) or ALNCo (CADY) is a
person designated, in accordance with section 60 of the Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal
(Wales) Act (2018), by a maintained school (other than a special school) or further education institute to have
responsibility for co-ordinating additional learning provision for learners for additional learning needs (Welsh

Government, 2021).

2 The abbreviation AoLE continues to be used by practitioners and is included in a number of verbatim

quotations used in this report.
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SEN

Special Educational Needs
SLT

Senior Leadership Team
ToC

Theory of Change



Executive summary

This report forms part of the formative evaluation of the Curriculum for Wales. As part

of the evaluation, topic-based qualitative studies were carried out, examining specific

elements of Curriculum for Wales.

The report presents the findings of qualitative research into Equity and Inclusion, led

by Cardiff Metropolitan University. The research aimed to provide answers to two

overarching research questions:

How is Curriculum for Wales guidance being implemented in practice to

support equity and inclusion?

How are settings and practitioners supported to enact the Curriculum for

Wales in a way that supports equity and inclusion?

Methodology

3. The methodology is set out in chapter 2 of this report and included:

recruitment of nine schools and one pupil referral unit (PRU) to take part in

the study

semi-structured discussions and focus groups with senior leaders with overall
responsibility for the curriculum, Additional Learning Needs Coordinators
(ALNCos) and practitioners in a range of roles with responsibility for
supporting equity and learner inclusion, ranging from heads of faculty to

teaching assistants

thematic content analysis of discussion transcripts was undertaken, leading to
the identification of five emergent themes, which provide a basis for the

presentation of findings in the report

4. The report highlights a number of limitations associated with this study, notably:

the small and self-selecting nature of the sample, meaning that findings are

not generalisable

the fact that findings were based on evidence collected at a single point in
time, limiting opportunities to explore schools’ progress over time in enacting

the curriculum and employing new pedagogical approaches
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e limited time available to be able to explore all aspects of schools’ planning,

design and implementation

¢ limited information provided by participants in relation to practice to support

learners with protected characteristics, including eFSM learners

o the fact that activity to promote equity and inclusion in schools is linked to a
range of broader statutory and non-statutory guidance; consequently, it was
not always clear whether decisions and actions reported were based on wider

policy and guidance or directly related to their enactment of the curriculum

Findings

. The findings of the study are structured around five sections, reflecting the principal

recurring themes to emerge from the discussions.

Changes to learners’ experiences of learning through Curriculum
for Wales

. Most senior leaders and practitioners reported that they were supporting equity and
inclusion through a range of school-wide strategies and practices introduced to
support the realisation of Curriculum for Wales. Most schools reported that
Curriculum for Wales had led to an increased focus on equity and inclusion for all
learners. While some of the changes reported may have been underway prior to
Curriculum for Wales arrangements, they felt that Curriculum for Wales had

accelerated or complemented developments.

. Senior leaders and practitioners from all schools noted that the Curriculum for Wales
Framework and guidance had provided them with the opportunity to develop a

curriculum tailored to the needs of their learners and communities.

. Senior leaders frequently reported a greater focus on identifying learner needs and

adapting approaches to address these in more inclusive ways. These included:

e A focus on differentiated pedagogy and support in response to the needs of

learners with particular characteristics

e Changes to pedagogy to support greater equity in how learners experience
the curriculum. This included targeted support on study methods, and
6



improved learner feedback to help learners better understand the skills and
knowledge they needed to progress. Some senior leaders and practitioners
referred to changes to classroom practice to include more one-to-one support

and work with smaller groups to support learner progress.

9. During discussions, senior leaders and practitioners across the sample made only
limited references to eFSM learners and those with protected characteristics. Senior
leaders and practitioners did note, however, that by focusing on meeting the
individual needs of all learners, they believed they were inherently addressing the

needs of eFSM learners and those with protected characteristics.

10.Overall, the data indicated a shift away from grouping learners by ability, however,
some senior leaders and practitioners reported contrasting experiences and success

in relation to this.

11.Most schools reported that Curriculum for Wales had contributed to changes in how
they assessed learner progress, including renewed impetus for identifying and
supporting individual needs. This included increased use of ongoing assessments
and, in some cases, the use of one-page profiles to inform planning. Many senior
leaders and practitioners noted that this enabled a more individualised approach,

better reflecting learners’ starting points and progress.

12.In some schools the introduction of progression steps marked a shift from age-based
attainment goals towards developmentally and pedagogically appropriate practice.
While some senior leaders and practitioners found the progression steps helpful,
others criticised their perceived ‘vagueness’ and noted that the descriptions of

learning under each step were difficult for learners and their parents/carers to grasp.

13.Some practitioners and senior leaders noted that changes introduced under the new
curriculum arrangements had also led to increased use of self-assessment and peer

assessment, fostering greater learner independence and responsibility.

Reviewing curriculum learning and experiences

14. All schools reported that they had made changes to incorporate and reflect learners’
needs within their curriculum in ways that support equity and inclusion. They
emphasised the importance of ensuring learning and teaching was relevant and of

interest to learners, reflecting learners’ needs when designing learning experiences.
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15.Schools frequently reported that they drew on learner feedback to inform curriculum
development, reviewing and adapting the curriculum to ensure they were appropriate

for specific types of learners and classes.

16.Some schools reported that planning the curriculum in a way that accommodated
diverse needs was leading to benefits in terms of learners’ engagement. Some
practitioners felt that there was a link between improved curriculum planning and

levels of attendance.

17.All schools noted that they placed an emphasis on supporting learners’ social and
emotional skills, providing opportunities for learners to develop confidence and

resilience. This was seen as part of a more holistic approach to supporting learners

skills and progress.

18. Almost all of the schools reported that they supported high aspirations and fostered
skills in ways that promote the principles of equity and inclusion. This included
encouraging learners’ participation in arts and sports activities, encouraging the
development of cross-curricular and lifelong skills such as communication,

leadership, and empathy, as well as developing employability skills.

19.Many of the secondary schools reported being unsure of how to reconcile the more
holistic, learner-centred approach to curriculum enactment with the requirements
associated with GCSE qualifications. Senior leaders and practitioners in secondary
schools raised questions about how to successfully embed an equity and inclusion-
driven approach to the curriculum if accountability systems continue to prioritise

examinations results.

Identifying individual needs and providing appropriate support

20.Most schools were making efforts to embed equity and inclusion by identifying
individual needs and family circumstances and putting in place appropriate support.
Many senior leaders and practitioners reported that this had led to a greater
understanding of the factors that affected learners and their progress, that were often

beyond their direct control.

21.Several schools reported increased efforts to engage with families, supported by
family engagement officers. Some schools reported that this enabled them to adapt

learning and teaching and provide appropriate support for learners.
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22.Several participants expressed caution that, in striving to meet the needs of specific
groups of learners, it was difficult to ensure that all learners were appropriately
supported and there was a risk that some learners’ needs could be overlooked as an

unintended consequence of focusing on groups with particular learning needs.

23.In addition, some primary and secondary school senior leaders expressed concern
that budget constraints could present challenges in continuing support targeted at
particular groups of learners, including learners affected by poverty. This included a
reduction in teaching assistant positions and extra-curricular activities, potentially
limiting opportunities to support more individualised approaches to teaching and
learning, something viewed as central to efforts to support equity and inclusion

through curriculum enactment.

System capacity to support equity and inclusion

24.Enacting Curriculum for Wales in a way that supported equity and inclusion had led
to changes in practice which were reported, across all schools in the sample, to have
placed additional demands on senior leaders and practitioners. While senior leaders
and practitioners valued the agency to tailor learning to diverse needs overall, some
noted that developing, planning, and resourcing these approaches were time-
consuming and underfunded. Discussions with some senior leaders and practitioners
revealed the constraints they were facing, with these participants specifically referring
to challenges in:

e time for planning for and responding to individualised and differentiated

learner support needs

e accessing appropriate professional learning to support, notably to support

curriculum design and approaches to monitoring learning progression

e providing additional support for newly qualified teachers (NQTs), who were at
times not adequately prepared to support the realisation of Curriculum for
Wales after completing their initial teacher education (ITE), according to some

senior leaders and practitioners

e balancing their responsibilities associated with Curriculum for Wales
alongside their duties under the Additional Learning Needs (ALN) reforms,

resulting in increased workload pressures

9



Variability of practice

25.While most practitioners valued the ability to tailor the curriculum to reflect the needs
of their learners, there were some who worried that inconsistent interpretations and
practices could inadvertently result in greater variations in learner experiences

between schools.

26.Many senior leaders and practitioners reflected on variation in practices between
schools, including differences in curriculum enactment between primary and
secondary schools. Concerns were also raised surrounding broader socio-economic
factors, such as the unequal availability of resources, which practitioners feared
could undermine their efforts to provide equitable Curriculum for Wales experiences.
This included concerns about the financial constraints facing some families in
disadvantaged communities which influenced the type of experiences and excursions
schools were able to offer learners as part of their curriculum. Some senior leaders
and practitioners noted that better-resourced schools or schools with better facilities
— including those serving more affluent communities — would be at an advantage.
These participants — mostly secondary school representatives — noted that socio-
economic factors could contribute to variations in how schools respond to the reforms

and potentially widen gaps in learner experiences and outcomes.

27.Some primary school senior leaders and practitioners attributed variability in practice
within their own schools to different mindsets among practitioners: some
practitioners, including experienced practitioners who were used to implementing a
more prescriptive curriculum, were reported to have found it challenging to adapt
their pedagogy to the more flexible, learner-centred approach required under

Curriculum for Wales.

28.These perspectives highlighted a tension: while local agency was often seen as
positive for designing a learner-centred curriculum, some participants feared that it

could also lead to fragmented practice.
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Areas for consideration

More specific guidance on how curriculum approaches can help
meet the needs of learners with ALN, more able and talented (MAT)
learners, learners experiencing poverty, and those with protected
characteristics

29. Participants valued the flexibility provided by Curriculum for Wales to adapt the

curriculum to reflect learners’ individual circumstances. However, most participants
could not identify Curriculum for Wales-specific strategies tailored to particular
groups such as learners with ALN, learners affected by poverty, (including those who
were eFSM), or those with protected characteristics. The findings of the study
suggest that most of the schools would have benefited from more detailed guidance
about how Curriculum for Wales can directly support these groups of learners. This
could help define and clarify the contribution that Curriculum for Wales is intended to

make to improvements in equity and inclusion within schools.

Greater clarity on how progression steps can support equity and
inclusion

30.While all schools noted that they had referred to the progression steps to inform their

31

approaches to monitoring learner progress, many participants — particularly those
working with learners with ALN — expressed concern about the vagueness and/or
number of steps. Consideration should be given to developing examples, as part of
additional guidance, illustrating how to use progression steps in ways that support

equity and inclusion for all learners.

Increased support for diverse groups of learners to strengthen
equity and inclusion in realising Curriculum for Wales

.Welsh Government should give further consideration to how resources are allocated

to schools serving disproportionately high numbers of learners with ALN, learners
who are affected by the impact of poverty or have other needs. This could include
exploring opportunities (including through the Pupil Development Grant) to support
additional staffing, professional learning, and community partnerships that can
strengthen in-school provision. Efforts are required to ensure the Pupil Development

Grant, and other funding streams, are flexible enough for schools to pursue creative
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approaches (for example extended transition programmes, social-emotional

interventions) rooted in Curriculum for Wales principles.

32.Actions taken by schools to strengthen equity and inclusion could also extend to
ensuring that there is equitable opportunity for learners from all backgrounds to be
involved in learner voice activity. Diverse groups of learners, including learners with
protected characteristics, should be encouraged to participate in engagement activity

that informs schools’ approaches to curriculum design and enactment.

Addressing variability in curriculum enactment to promote equity
and inclusion

33. Variability in practices between schools in their approaches to curriculum enactment
risks undermining the aim of ensuring equity and inclusion by making learner
experiences heavily dependent on the specific school context. Local authority-led
activity to support professional learning could consider facilitating collaborative
activity that focuses on equity and inclusion in Curriculum for Wales. This could
involve enabling active professional learning partnerships where leaders and
practitioners have opportunities to see learning, teaching and leadership that support
equity and inclusion outside of their own school that can be harnessed to inform
improvements. This could build on previous conversations carried out through the

National Network for curriculum implementation, including discussions on equity and

inclusion.

Improved collaboration between primary and secondary schools to
support continuity in equity and inclusion

34.Consideration could be given to supporting formal cluster agreements or transition
frameworks that specify shared approaches to progression, learner monitoring, and
consistent pedagogical approaches between transitions for vulnerable learners (for
example those with ALN or who are socio-economically disadvantaged). This could
include promoting cluster-wide training opportunities or professional learning
communities where primary and secondary practitioners can collaborate on

Curriculum for Wales realisation strategies that support continuity for at-risk learners.
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Greater focus on Curriculum for Wales and inclusion in ITE and
ongoing professional learning

35.The study found a need for improvements in ITE and ongoing professional learning
to support equity and inclusion. ITE programmes could include specific modules
relating to Curriculum for Wales on child and adolescent development including a
focus on understanding the needs and development of learners with ALN, learners
affected by poverty and those with protected characteristics, and differentiating
provision to meet these needs. Induction programmes for NQTs may need to
reinforce the Curriculum for Wales ethos by providing structured guidance on
inclusive pedagogy and allowing for mentorship arrangements with experienced

teachers.

Further research on Curriculum for Wales’s role in improving equity
and inclusion

36. Practitioners’ views throughout this study indicate that Curriculum for Wales’ impact
on equity and inclusion requires ongoing scrutiny—particularly as schools’
approaches continue to evolve and new accountability arrangements emerge. A
learner-centred perspective is crucial, as direct evidence from children and young

people about how they experience Curriculum for Wales is limited.
37.Further research is desirable to:

e Examine the extent and quality of provision on equity and inclusion in ITE and
induction programmes, identifying where Curriculum for Wales-focused

training can be strengthened.

e Conduct learner-focused research, especially among learners from
disadvantaged backgrounds, to assess how Curriculum for Wales changes

affect their sense of inclusion and their progression.

e Explore transition points for learners, particularly primary-secondary transition
practices under Curriculum for Wales, evaluating how effectively they sustain
inclusive approaches and whether additional interventions are needed. This

should build on Estyn’s work on transition and pupil progression3.

3 Estyn (2024). Thematic Report: Transition and pupil progression
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e Assess the variability in Curriculum for Wales realisation across schools with
different socio-economic demographics to identify how this variation

influences the attainment of various groups of learners.
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1.1.

1.2.

1.3.

1.4.

Introduction

The Welsh Government has commissioned Arad Research to lead a formative
evaluation of the Curriculum for Wales (Curriculum for Wales). Arad Research is
working alongside a number of organisations as part of a wide-ranging programme
of research, including Cardiff Metropolitan University, Bangor University, the Open
University in Wales, the University of Stirling, the University of Auckland and

AlphaPlus Consultancy Ltd.

The evaluation adopts a mixed methods approach, including surveys of
practitioners, surveys of parents/carers and learners, longitudinal case studies to
understand schools’ curriculum realisation journeys and several topic-based

qualitative studies exploring specific elements of Curriculum for Wales.

This report presents the findings of qualitative research into Equity and Inclusion led
by Cardiff Metropolitan University. This study examined how practitioners perceived
and used the Curriculum for Wales guidance to support equity and inclusion for

learners, focusing on how the guidance shaped their implementation practices.
The report is structured as follows:

i.  Chapter 1 provides an overview of the formative evaluation, before focusing
on the context and guiding research questions for this Equity and Inclusion

study.

ii. Chapter 2 sets out the methodological approach adopted, describing the
approach to recruiting evaluation participants, data collection methods,

analysis and the limitations of the research.

iii.  Chapter 3 presents the findings of the research which are arranged around

five main themes:

e Section 1: Changes to learners’ experiences of learning through

Curriculum for Wales

e Section 2: Reviewing curriculum development and learning

experiences

e Section 3: Identifying individual needs and providing appropriate
support

e Section 4: System capacity to support equity and inclusion
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iv.

e Section 5: Variability of practice

Chapter 4 presents the conclusions and areas for further consideration.

Overview of the formative evaluation

1.5. The aim of the evaluation is to assess the extent to which the curriculum reforms

are working as expected and set out in the Curriculum for Wales Framework (The

Framework) (Welsh Government, 2025). The evaluation objectives are to:

review the theory of change (ToC) in the Scoping Study for the evaluation of

the curriculum and assessment reforms in Wales (Welsh Government,

2022a), and make revisions if necessary, in particular to take fuller account

of equity within the ToC

consider the extent to which the mechanisms in the ToC, and the anticipated
activities, outputs, and short/medium-term outcomes are being realised as

expected

explore the degree of variation between approaches in schools and other
provision* and describe what factors and/or conditions are supporting or
impeding the effective realisation of the reforms and what additional support

is needed

explore the views, practices and experiences of senior leaders and
practitioners in schools and other settings and provision in relation to
Curriculum for Wales, including to what extent and in what ways do views,
experiences and practices differ for different types of practitioners and

schools, and why

explore the views and experiences of learners in schools and other settings
and provision in relation to Curriculum for Wales, as well as their
parents/carers, including to what extent and in what ways do views and

experiences differ for different types of learners and parents/carers, and why

4'Schools’ is used throughout this report to refer to different educational settings and provision including
mainstream primary and secondary schools, all-through schools, special schools and education other than at
school (EOTAS) settings, including PRUs. In some sections of this report the type of education setting is
specifically identified, for example when noting differences in the findings.
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1.6.

1.7.

e draw conclusions and make clear, actionable recommendations for policy
and practice across the whole system to support the future realisation and
effectiveness of the curriculum and assessment reforms, ensuring these fully
consider the breadth of the reforms across different stakeholder groups,

contexts, provision and settings

Background and context

Curriculum for Wales is the cornerstone of the Welsh Government’s efforts for
educational reform and to build an education system that raises educational
standards in Wales and ensures public confidence. Curriculum for Wales has four
purposes which are the starting point and aspiration for every child and young
person in Wales. The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development’s
(OECD) ‘Improving Schools in Wales’ report (OECD, 2014) and Successful Futures

(Donaldson, 2015), the report published following Professor Graham Donaldson’s

independent review of curriculum and assessment arrangements, set out the
rationale for the reforms, as well as recommendations for how to design a new
curriculum fit for modern day Wales. Under the reforms each school and pupil
referral unit (PRU) is required to develop its own curriculum, within the nationally
defined Curriculum for Wales Framework, enabling learners to embody the four

purposes of the curriculum by becoming:
e ambitious, capable learners who are ready to learn throughout their lives

e enterprising, creative contributors who are ready to play a full part in life and

work
e ethical, informed citizens who are ready to be citizens of Wales and the world

e healthy, confident individuals who are ready to lead fulfilling lives as valued

members of society

Under the Curriculum for Wales Framework, the four purposes are underpinned by
integral skills to be developed across a wide range of learning and teaching. These
integral skills are: creativity and innovation, critical thinking and problem solving,
personal effectiveness and planning and organising. Subjects are organised around
six Areas: Expressive Arts; Health and Well-being; Languages, Literacy and
Communication; Mathematics and Numeracy; and Science and Technology. Across
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1.8.

1.9.

1.10.

1.11.

these six areas, within the Curriculum for Wales statutory guidance there are 27

mandatory statements of what matters that ensure a level of consistency in
curriculum design across settings and schools, as learners must develop an

understanding of all statements (Welsh Government, 2024a).

As part of Curriculum for Wales, literacy, numeracy and digital competence are
mandatory cross-curricular skills. This means that practitioners are responsible to
develop and ensure progression in these skills across all curriculum areas. When
designing their curriculum, schools should embed cross-cutting themes in learning
across the curriculum. The cross-cutting themes include relationships and sexuality
education, human rights, diversity, careers and work-related experiences and local,

national and international contexts.

At the time of this research, Curriculum for Wales was in use for all primary school

aged learners and for learners in Years 7 and 8.

The Equity and Inclusion qualitative study was developed to explore the
interconnected relationships between understanding of equity and inclusion in
schools and the curriculum-related practices education providers consider are
supporting these principles within their schools through the enactment of Curriculum
for Wales. One important rationale for curriculum reform was that schools and
practitioners needed to be able to respond to learners’ needs more directly and
consequently required greater agency within the curriculum to better engage
learners’ interests. Curriculum for Wales is being enacted in parallel with Additional
Learning Needs (ALN) reforms. Both aim to provide opportunities for greater
inclusivity within the education system in Wales. However, for this to happen, as
well as improved equity, practitioners need to both understand the practices that
may result in these positive changes and have confidence in their capacity to
implement them successfully. The research provided an opportunity to understand
in what ways and how effectively this process of curriculum making is being realised

to support equity and inclusion.

Equity and inclusion are widely used terms in Curriculum for Wales policy and more
broadly across literature related to education systems. Understanding of this in

policy terms has been shaped by the Equality Act (2010) and Public Sector Equality

Duty requirements, notably the Public Sector Equality Duty: Guidance for schools in

Wales (Equality and Human Rights Commission, 2023). This guidance requires

schools (and other public bodies) to eliminate discrimination, advance equality of
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1.12.

opportunity and foster good relations between people who share a relevant
protected characteristic (disability; gender reassignment; pregnancy and maternity;

race; religion or belief; sex and sexual orientation) and those who do not.

Welsh Government’s vision for an inclusive education system is one that
accommodates all learners at all levels of the system whatever their abilities,
aptitude or requirements. It involves the whole education system - legislation and
policy, systems for financing, administration, design, delivery, monitoring and the
way provision is organised. Equity and inclusion can be understood in relation to
fairness of opportunity for all to progress. Measures to achieve this often include a
focus on policies and practices that address significant disparities between groups
of learners and their chances of succeeding, such as the removal of barriers that
disadvantage certain groups and providing appropriate support to meet diverse
learner needs. Equity and inclusion are also concerned with addressing the impact
of inequalities on educational progression, experiences and attainment. This
includes practices that ensure all learners, regardless of their backgrounds or
abilities, have equitable opportunities to participate in and benefit from the
curriculum. It also refers to educational provision where every learner feels valued,
respected, and supported. Inclusion also has more specific meanings related to
groups of learners that may be at risk of marginalisation, exclusion or
underachievement such as learners with ALN, children living in poverty, children
from minority ethnic backgrounds, and disabled learners. Schools and settings are
responsible for ensuring that those children most at risk are identified and
monitored, and steps are taken to remove barriers to ensure their presence and
participation and that they can achieve within the education system. These terms,
therefore, reflect principles that sit within different statutory and non-statutory

requirements and guidance documents for schools (for example the Additional

Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act (2018); the Curriculum and
Assessment (Wales) Act 2021; the Equality Act (2010) as aforementioned; Well-
being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015; United Nations Convention on the
Rights of the Child (UNCRC) (2022c), United Nations Convention on the Rights of
Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD) (2006), and the Inclusion and Pupil Support

Guidance (2016). The concepts of equity and inclusion are implicit throughout the

Curriculum for Wales Framework. There are also explicit references in the statutory
guidance (Welsh Government, 2022b) to the requirement for schools to design and
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1.13.

1.14.

1.15.

enact an inclusive curriculum that is accessible to all. Equity and inclusion,
therefore, intersect across a range of school policies and practices including:
practices specifically focused on supporting learners with protected characteristics;
ensuring the curriculum reflects and positively celebrates diversity and inclusion;
addressing the challenges faced by learners from low income households and those
with caring responsibilities; and understanding the difficulties faced by care
experienced children, as well as those from cohorts that can experience barriers in
accessing learning and experiences equally, such as learners with mental and

physical health issues or those from other under-represented groups.

A workshop in February 2024 with Welsh Government policy officials working in the
area of equity highlighted several of the interrelated concerns mentioned above.
The importance of exploring how schools understand intersectionality in relation to
the ways socio-economic deprivation compounds the challenges for learners was
also highlighted. This includes those with other protected characteristics (including
gender and ethnicity) or specific personal circumstances (such as young carers), or
those whose experiences have created barriers for them. The approach to this
qualitative study was informed by consideration of this breadth of relevant issues
while also understanding the importance of maintaining focus on how they are
related to perspectives and changes to practice within schools as they enact
Curriculum for Wales. This connection between equity and inclusion and curriculum

enactment was central to the data collection.

Study aims and research questions

By exploring how specific elements of the Curriculum for Wales Framework are
being implemented in different contexts, this study aimed to elicit an understanding
of whether schools’ practices were consistent with the vision of the Curriculum for
Wales reforms. Furthermore, the study sought to understand the extent to which
these practices were contributing to the short-, medium- and longer-term outcomes
of Curriculum for Wales being realised, as outlined in the theory of change (ToC)

developed to support the evaluation of Curriculum for Wales.
This study explored two overarching questions in relation to equity and inclusion:

e How is Curriculum for Wales guidance being implemented in practice to

support equity and inclusion?
20


https://www.gov.wales/scoping-study-evaluation-curriculum-and-assessment-reforms-wales

1.16.

1.17.

e How are settings and practitioners supported to enact the Curriculum for

Wales in a way that supports equity and inclusion?

To address these questions, the researchers collected data from senior leaders as
well as teachers and support staff (identified as ‘practitioners’ in the report) working
in five primary schools, three secondary schools, one special school and one PRU.
The aim of data collection was to capture a range of perspectives on key aspects of
curriculum implementation, details of specific activities and education related
practices, and to understand the views and beliefs that had shaped practitioners’

decision-making and learner experiences.

The overarching research questions above in 1.15 were supplemented through the
development of six exploratory domains (see below). The purpose of these was to
provide clarity of focus and consistency in developing research discussion guides

that could be used with a range of participants. The domains were:
Exploratory domain 1: Perspectives on supporting equity and inclusion

e What do senior leaders and practitioners understand by schools supporting
equity and inclusion for all learners? Are equity and inclusion perceived by

schools as being distinct?

Exploratory domain 2: Curriculum for Wales and individualised approaches to

learning

e How are senior leaders and practitioners using Curriculum for Wales to take

an individualised approach to learning to cater for all abilities?
Exploratory domain 3: Learners’ understanding of their progression

e How are practitioners supporting learners to understand their progression,

and how is this contributing to improvements in progression for all learners?

Exploratory domain 4: Supporting more learners affected by poverty, other

circumstances and those with protected characteristics

e What do practitioners know about the circumstances of learners, (for
instance whether or not they are eligible for free school meals and other
personal and home circumstances)? What approaches are practitioners
using to support those who have been affected by poverty and other

circumstances, and those with protected characteristics? To what extent and
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in what ways is the Curriculum for Wales enabling practitioners to focus on

supporting these learners and how are they are doing it?

Exploratory domain 5: How curriculum and assessment arrangements support

equity and inclusion

e To what extent have the curriculum and assessment arrangements enabled
schools to support equity and inclusion for all their learners? To what extent
and in what ways is this different from how things worked under the previous

arrangements?
Exploratory domain 6: Differences across schools and change over time

e To what extent and in what ways do views, experiences and practices differ
for different types of practitioner and school, and why? To what extent are

views, experiences and practices changing over time, and why?

The questions were used to initiate discussion concerning themes relating to equity
and inclusion within schools and a PRU with senior leaders and practitioners (see

Chapter 2 for further information about the research sample).

The research did not set out to identify an exhaustive list of equity and inclusion-
related characteristics that would be covered in the fieldwork. Where senior leaders
and/or practitioners omitted to mention key characteristics and learner backgrounds
which research has shown to be associated with poorer educational outcomes or
experiences, the research team aimed to probe and explore these areas with
additional questions. The research team sought to strike a balance between
maintaining a non-leading, respondent-led approach and gaining a well-rounded
perspective on equity and inclusion. However, priority was given to responses to
initial open-ended questions to each theme. This meant that in practical terms there
was limited time to probe in detail, including in relation to specific groups of

learners.
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2. Methodology

2.1. This chapter provides detail on the research methodology employed during the
research. This includes information on recruitment methods, fieldwork conducted,

the analytical approach and research limitations.

2.2. A qualitative research approach was adopted for this study. One of the main
advantages of qualitative research is that it allowed researchers to gain an in-depth
understanding of participants’ experiences and the particular contexts in which they
were working. This approach was chosen as it was well suited to explore the
complex factors that influence school-level equity and inclusion planning and

provision.

Recruitment and sample

2.3. Schools were invited to express interest in participating in one or more of the
qualitative studies that were taking place during the first wave of research as part of
the formative evaluation. The opportunity to engage with the evaluation was
publicised through Welsh Government (including the Dysg newsletter and Hwb), as
well as via the extensive school networks and partnerships of the higher education
institution delivery partners on the evaluation team. Schools were invited to express
interest in participating in any of the four qualitative studies or the Curriculum

Journeys® study by completing an online form.

24. A total of 71 schools expressed interest in participating in one or more of the
qualitative studies and/or the Curriculum Journeys element of the evaluation. Arad
Research’s recruitment team compiled a long-list of 18 schools for the Equity and
Inclusion qualitative study, based on schools’ preferences from the expression of
interest whilst also ensuring a spread of schools across this and all qualitative
studies. From the long-list of 18 schools, nine schools and one PRU were recruited
to participate in the Equity and Inclusion qualitative study, which represented a good
cross section by sector (primary/secondary/special/PRU), by region (North, Mid and
West, Central South and South East), and by language medium.

> The Curriculum Journeys aspect of the evaluation involved longitudinal case studies of 10 schools across
Wales for the duration of the evaluation.
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2.5. A total of five primary schools, three secondary schools, one special school and one
PRU participated in the study. All four regions of Wales as detailed in 2.4 were

represented in the sample. The 10 schools that participated comprised:

e one Welsh-medium primary school and one Welsh-medium secondary

school; the remaining schools were English-medium

e the schools were located across six local authorities including a mix of urban

and rural locations

o four of the schools had above the national average percentage of learners

who were eligible for free school meals (eFSM)8-7

e the percentage of learners with ALN/special educational needs (SEN) in the
mainstream schools in the sample ranged from less than 5% to just under
20%?%9; this refers to the percentage of learners with either a school
maintained or local authority maintained Individual Development Plans (IDP),

a statement of SEN, school action or school action plus

e a mixture of schools by size based on learner numbers, for example the
largest primary school had over 450 learners and the smallest had fewer

than 250 learners

2.6. A summary of the schools involved in the study is presented in Table 1 below.

6 According to Welsh Government StatsWales (2024b), 26.2% of pupils in Wales are eligible for free school
meals which includes those transitionally protected. In 2019 a new transitional protection for free school meals
policy was introduced by Welsh Government. This transitional protection was to ensure learners would not
lose entitlement to free school meals during rollout of Universal Credit in Wales until the end of their school
phase (for example primary or secondary education (Welsh Government, 2024c).

7" The PRU is not included as there is no available data.

8 The PRU and special school are not included as there is no available data.

9 ALN/Special Educational Needs (SEN) data are drawn from the 2024 Pupil-level Annual School Census
(PLASC) (Welsh Government, 2024d). Data was not published for schools where there are between one and
four learners with some categories of ALN/SEN. For these schools, an assumed value of 2 learners was
assigned to enable a total number and percentage of learners with ALN/SEN to be derived. The phased
implementation of the ALN system was ongoing at the time this report was produced, which is reflected in the
PLASC data used.
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Table 1: Equity and Inclusion qualitative study schools/settings sample

2.7.

2.8.

2.9.

Region Primary Secondary Special PRU
North Welsh
medium x1
Mid and West | English
medium x1
Central South | English English PRU x1
medium x 2 medium x1
South East Welsh English Special
medium x1 medium x1 school x1
English
medium x1

Source: Primary data collected by the authors

Research methods

Research with schools was conducted via semi-structured discussions, either one-
to-one or in small groups. Participants included senior leaders with overall
responsibility for the curriculum, Additional Learning Needs Coordinators (ALNCos),
and other practitioners identified by schools with responsibility for supporting equity
and learner inclusion. In total 51 members of staff participated in discussions, of
which 21 were members of senior leadership teams (SLT), and 30 were classroom

practitioners, ranging from heads of faculty to teaching assistants.

The majority of data collection was completed through discussions conducted either
online (via Microsoft Teams) or in-person. These discussions lasted around 60

minutes and were audio recorded.

A semi-structured approach was taken that offered the flexibility for variation in
perspectives among the individuals who participated in discussions. Open-ended
questions were used to initiate conversations designed to lead to discussions of an
exploratory nature. Themes were provided to participants prior to the conversation.
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2.12.

2.13.

Research tools were informed by discussions at a workshop with Welsh
Government policy representatives in February 2024 and aligned with the
overarching approach to the evaluation. The full discussion guides can be seen in

Annex B.

The aim of the research discussions was to allow senior leaders and practitioners to
describe their perspectives and practices relating to equity and inclusion within the
context of Curriculum for Wales implementation, drawing on their professional

experiences and individual school environment.

An important methodological consideration was recognising and managing
variability in how key terms, namely ‘curriculum’, ‘equity’ and ‘inclusion’, were
defined and understood, and how these concepts interrelated within school
contexts. Senior leaders and practitioners were asked whether their equity and
inclusion practices had emerged as part of Curriculum for Wales implementation or
predated it. Practicing equity and inclusion are statutory requirements for schools in
Wales, and practitioners may have been inclined to provide responses they felt
were expected or aligned with policy norms. Researchers were conscious of the
need to mitigate the risk of social desirability bias'® that may have been introduced
by probing how specific practices aligned with equity and inclusion. Consequently,
the approach taken to discussions with school representatives was focused on
enabling a non-judgemental and nuanced exploration of how equity and inclusion
were interpreted and enacted within the curriculum to elicit genuine perspectives,

along with specific context-relevant information.

The analysis was designed to provide robust findings by identifying underlying
beliefs and common practices that schools associated with Curriculum for Wales
implementation supporting equity and inclusion. These included the challenges
schools faced and the benefits they perceived in implementing these changes. The
study aimed to explore not only how senior leaders and practitioners addressed
equity and inclusion but also where gaps in understanding or practice might exist.
By taking this approach, the research sought to identify areas where additional
support or clarification might be required to strengthen schools’ capacity to meet the
needs of all learners effectively. Caution was exercised in presenting findings,

especially in elaborating on potential relationships between Curriculum for Wales

10 ‘Social desirability bias’ refers to potential bias in research where the answer given may be affected by what
the respondent perceives to be socially acceptable.
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2.15.

2.16.

and equity and inclusion, to minimise interpretative bias and avoid misrepresenting

the prevalence of specific practices.

Analysis

Thematic content analysis, drawing on Braun and Clarke’s six-stage process (Braun

and Clarke, 2022), was employed during the analysis of data generated in this

qualitative study:

familiarisation with the data; reading each of the transcripts of discussions to

clarify understanding of content discussed

generating initial codes to identify notable data; generating and reviewing the

codes in relation to the exploratory domains explored within the discussions

searching for themes; organising these codes into groups based on

commonalities enabled themes to be identified

reviewing themes; refining these themes to ensure they accurately reflected

the data and were distinct from one another

defining and naming themes; clearly defining what each theme represents

and assigning concise names that capture their essence

producing the report; presenting the themes in a coherent narrative that

addresses the research questions

Over 15 hours of audio-recorded conversations were analysed, along with field

notes from a further two discussions that were not audio-recorded. The data

analysis aimed to provide in-depth insights and identify patterns and themes rather

than generalised findings describing practices across schools.

Using thematic content analysis, the research team identified five emergent themes.

These themes are more accurately reflective of how issues associated with equity

and inclusion are being understood and enacted as part of the Curriculum for

Wales. While the exploratory domains (outlined in Chapter 1) offered a useful

reference for designing the conversation guides, in practice the emergent themes

provided a more authentic and rigorous basis for analysis and reporting, avoiding

repetition, and potentially fragmented reporting where exploratory domains were
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2.18.

2.19.

2.20.

addressed only partially by respondents, despite these having been posed as direct

questions during discussions.

Note on presentation of findings

The findings in this study report reflect the language and practices reported by
senior leaders and practitioners during discussions. The terminology used and the
descriptions of practice may not always align with the language and requirements of
the Curriculum for Wales Framework. Where this occurs, the authors have not
commented on the validity of the practice described. The authors feel that
representing findings authentically — and reflecting the terminology used by
practitioners — is both important and instructive. At times, the authors have inserted
footnotes to direct the reader to relevant guidance or information that is intended to
provide contextual information relating to particular points raised in the findings

chapter.

Limitations

This qualitative research explored how schools are implementing Curriculum for
Wales in ways that support equity and inclusion. The study provided a range of

valuable insights but also presented several limitations.

Due to time constraints, the average meeting time was 60 minutes which limited the
depth to which exploratory domains could be discussed. Consequently, there are
details, as well as specific areas of interest to policy makers, that the data does not
reveal. In addition to research with 10 schools, it was anticipated that research
would also take place with three school clusters. However, due to time constraints
and difficulties in engaging with cluster schools these discussions did not take

place.

Whilst the sample’s composition was varied and provided diverse viewpoints, it was
small and self-selecting, thus findings are not generalisable. In particular, the unique
needs and priorities in specialised settings may not represent the experiences of
other similar settings, particularly as data was only collected from one special
school and one PRU. The purpose of qualitative research is not to achieve full

representation but to allow a broad range of issues to be identified, and deeper
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2.23.

discussion to take place. However, the sample does not enable us to report on the
statistical significance of the findings or generalise the results to the population of
schools and settings. The report notes the prevalence of points raised to provide an
indication of how widespread views and practices were reported to be, using

quantifiers such as ‘many’ or ‘some, where appropriate’.

The discussions carried out as part of this qualitative study provided a snapshot of a
moment in time limiting the ability to explore schools’ Curriculum for Wales ‘journey’
and progress over time. While schools often described their journeys in
implementing the Curriculum for Wales, the data collected did not allow for an
evaluation of changes in practice. Additionally, some schools referenced time-
specific challenges such as staff recruitment, or having to anticipate future
challenges, such as changes to funding for a particular service. These temporal
factors may have influenced the perspectives of senior leaders and practitioners on

related topics in ways that were beyond the scope of this research to address.

The obijectives for the study included understanding how schools were realising
Curriculum for Wales to support learners with protected characteristics, including
eFSM learners, as discussed above in 1.17. To address this, the discussion
questions explicitly referred to these groups, and in a small number of cases, further
probing questions were asked during data collection. Prior to data collection,
participants were given information which included specific reference to how
schools were supporting learners affected by poverty and other barriers, and those
with protected characteristics. During the data collection process, however, there
was very limited direct mention of eFSM learners by senior leaders and practitioners
and only isolated references to learners with protected characteristics. While further
probing might have provided additional insights into support for these groups, the
research team were constrained by the available time within each discussion and
also sought to minimise the risk of social desirability bias, where participants might
have been inclined to provide responses they felt were expected or aligned with

policy norms.

Another challenge presented related to the fact that equity and inclusion within
schools are linked to a wide range of broader statutory and non-statutory policies

and guidelines (see 1.10-1.12), rather than being specifically related to Curriculum
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for Wales.' In discussions, practitioners’ perspectives often did not reflect whether
the rationale or decision-making related to practices were based on this wider policy

and guidance or resulting from their work on the curriculum.

1 Curriculum for Wales guidance states that a “school’s curriculum is everything a learner experiences in
pursuit of the four purposes. It is not simply what we teach, but how we teach and crucially, why we teach it”.
Curriculum for Wales: continuing the journey (Welsh Government, 2024e)
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3.2.

3.3.

3.4.

Findings

This chapter presents the findings of the qualitative study, which explored how
schools were enacting Curriculum for Wales to support equity and inclusion. The

two research questions examined were:

e How is Curriculum for Wales guidance being implemented in practice to

support equity and inclusion?

e How are settings and practitioners supported to enact Curriculum for Wales

in a way that supports equity and inclusion?

The findings are based on discussions with senior leaders and practitioners from 10
schools. While participants were asked questions related to six exploratory domains
(see 1.17 and Annex B), the findings are structured around the themes that

emerged during discussions to ensure they represent the practice and perspectives

as described by practitioners themselves.

It is important to note that the researchers did not make assumptions about how
Curriculum for Wales would be interpreted by schools12 or how equity and inclusion
would be defined and conceptualised by practitioners. Examining differing
interpretations of equity and inclusion was beyond the scope of this research.
Participants were made aware, however, that the research focused on the
relationship between Curriculum for Wales and equity and inclusion and were
prompted to comment on the links between the two when sharing views and

information on practices in their schools.

The chapter is organised into five thematic sections, each reflecting key findings

from the discussions:

e Section 1: Changes to learners’ experiences of learning through Curriculum
for Wales. This section examines how schools perceived shifts in learners’

experiences that align with equity and inclusion goals.

e Section 2: Reviewing curriculum learning and experiences. This section
explores schools’ and settings’ approaches to curriculum design, learning,

and teaching to better support equity and inclusion.

2 |n the Findings and Conclusions chapters of this report, the terms ‘schools’ and ‘participants’ are used at
times to present findings that reflect the combined voices of all those who took part in discussions, including
senior leaders, practitioners and support staff.
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e Section 3: Identifying individual needs and providing appropriate support.
This section discusses how schools identified and responded to individual
learner needs, as well as describing practitioners’ concerns about the

sustainability of these practices.

e Section 4: System capacity to support equity and inclusion. This section
highlights time-related pressures experienced by practitioners and how
schools viewed these as integral to supporting curriculum equity and

inclusion.

e Section 5: Variability of practice. This section considers how practitioners’
perceptions of inconsistencies within schools affected their confidence in
curriculum-related changes and raised concerns about the impact of sector-

wide variations in progress towards equity and inclusion.

These sections reflect the diverse practices and perspectives shared during
discussions, as detailed in Chapter 2. While some sections directly address the
relationship between Curriculum for Wales and equity and inclusion, others reflect
broader challenges and opportunities raised by participants. The remainder of this
chapter elaborates on these themes, providing supporting evidence and noting

variations in perspectives across the types of schools included in the sample.
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Section 1: Changes to learners’ experiences of learning
through Curriculum for Wales

Section 1 summary

Most senior leaders and practitioners reported that they were supporting equity and
inclusion through a range of school-wide strategies and practices introduced to support the

realisation of Curriculum for Wales.
An increased focus on equity and inclusion

Most schools reported that Curriculum for Wales had led to an increased focus on equity
and inclusion for all learners and particularly for ALN and more able and talented (MAT)
learners, as well as those who were eligible for Free School Meals (eFSM). While some of
these changes may have been underway prior to Curriculum for Wales arrangements, they

felt that Curriculum for Wales had accelerated or complemented these developments.

Senior leaders and practitioners from all of the schools noted that the Curriculum for Wales
Framework and guidance had provided them with the opportunity to develop a curriculum

tailored to the needs of their learners and communities.
Developing pedagogies to support equity and inclusion

Senior leaders frequently reported a greater focus on identifying learner needs and adapting

approaches to address these in more inclusive ways. These included:

. A focus on differentiated pedagogy and support in response to the needs of learners

with particular characteristics.

. Changes to pedagogy to support greater equity in how learners experience the
curriculum. This included targeted support on study methods, and improved learner
feedback to help learners better understand the skills and knowledge they needed to
progress. Some senior leaders and practitioners referred to changes to classroom
practice to include more one-to-one support and work with smaller groups to support

learner progress.

. During discussions, senior leaders and practitioners across the sample made only
limited references to eFSM learners and those with protected characteristics. Senior
leaders and practitioners did note, however, that by focusing on meeting the
individual needs of all learners, they believed they were inherently addressing the
needs of eFSM learners and those with protected characteristics.
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. Overall, the data indicated a shift away from grouping learners by ability, however,
some senior leaders and practitioners reported contrasting experiences and success

in relation to this.
Learner progression and assessment

Most schools reported that Curriculum for Wales had contributed to changes in how they
assessed learner progress, including renewed impetus for identifying and supporting
individual needs. This included increased use of ongoing assessments and, in some cases,
the use of one-page profiles to inform planning. Many senior leaders and practitioners noted
that this enabled a more individualised approach reflecting learners’ starting points in

relation to particular areas of the curriculum.

In some schools the introduction of progression steps marked a shift from age-based

attainment goals towards developmentally and pedagogically appropriate practice.

While some senior leaders and practitioners found the progression steps helpful, others
criticised their perceived ‘vagueness’ and noted that the descriptions of learning under each

step were difficult for learners and their parents/carers to grasp.

Some practitioners and senior leaders noted that changes introduced under the new
curriculum arrangements had also led to increased use of self-assessment and peer

assessment, fostering greater learner independence and responsibility.

Increased focus on equity and inclusion

3.6. Most schools reported that Curriculum for Wales had led to an increased focus on
equity and inclusion for all learners and particularly for learners with ALN, MAT
learners, and learners eligible for Free School Meals (eFSM). While some of these
changes may have been underway prior to Curriculum for Wales, they felt that

Curriculum for Wales had accelerated or complemented these developments.

3.7. Senior leaders and practitioners from across all of the schools noted that the
Curriculum for Wales Framework had provided the opportunity for them to develop
a curriculum tailored to the needs of their learners and communities. Although
prompted during discussions to indicate how curriculum enactment was supporting
equity and inclusion for specific groups of learners, senior leaders and practitioners
provided relatively few examples of how approaches were explicitly aimed at

specific groups of learners. Instead, senior leaders and practitioners noted that, by
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focusing on meeting the individual needs of all learners, they believed they were
inherently addressing the needs of eFSM learners and those with protected
characteristics. This being said, they did express the view that a more tailored
approach to developing and realising the curriculum was more effective in engaging
earners from backgrounds affected by poverty.

“We’re very aware [of] the deprivation within [the area]. As we’ve developed

[our curriculum], we’ve been reflective of the children’s needs, ensuring equity
throughout.” (Practitioner, Primary School)

“[Our mission statement] keeps us focused on what we want to achieve for
[this area]. That's how we refer to our curriculum, and we believe that it's
something that will work for us. This opportunity is for teaching practitioners to
design something that is relevant and speaks to our communities.” (Senior
Leader, Primary School)

Other schools had noted that there was a focus on promoting equity through a
“strict uniform policy” to ensure “there's no stigma” because some learners had
been known to wear designer clothes. Another school appointed “equity champions”
among staff, with a specific remit to support and oversee equity and inclusion
issues. These roles involved promoting engagement and representation amongst
learners from all backgrounds. For instance, they ensured that eFSM and learners

with ALN were represented on the school Senedd (school council).

Developing pedagogies to support equity and inclusion

Schools frequently reported using various learning approaches in response to the
diverse needs of learners and to ensure equitable access to the curriculum.
Examples of approaches designed to support these learners, in addition to the
curriculum that all are entitled to and receive, included sessions on effective study
methods, behaviour interventions and feedback mechanisms to build resilience.
These strategies allowed practitioners to introduce changes to pedagogy and to
target support to groups of learners requiring differentiated support within regular
classroom teaching.

“Our work with disadvantaged [learners], with inclusion and equity really has

informed our pedagogy, so our pedagogy is different.” (Senior Leader, Primary
School)

“We might do a science lesson with just six children in our group, while the
rest are doing their own learning, and | think then they get [...] more of that
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one-to-one teacher focus, which... help[s] them to develop those skills.”
(Practitioner, Primary School)

Senior leaders from the special school and the PRU noted that Curriculum for
Wales complemented methods they had developed prior to its implementation,
including adopting bespoke and tailored approaches to learning and teaching. One
senior leader in a primary school echoed this point, underlining the importance of
flexibility and of responding to learners’ individual needs.
“It's ensuring that support is multifaceted [...] there could be a child that needs
a particular type of support and ensuring that flexibility is always there. You're

really giving children the opportunity to flourish in ways that [are] natural for
them.” (Senior Leader, Primary School)

A secondary senior leader also underlined the importance of making differentiation
a core focus, recognising the need to adopt approaches that include appropriate
levels of challenge, breadth and depth for each learner.
“This year we’re looking at how we challenge learners appropriately and
differentiate — so this is a focus for us and reflects our curriculum strategy as a

school. Differentiation and challenge is a key thing for us.” (Senior Leader,
Secondary School)

Senior leaders and practitioners in both primary and secondary schools agreed that
promoting learner independence and resilience was central to supporting equity and
inclusion. They emphasised helping learners to understand the knowledge and
skills they needed to develop to progress. This was reported as encouraging
learners to “consider where they are in terms of a particular skill” and “choose the
level of the challenge” in completing tasks. A secondary school senior leader
commented that the school was supporting ‘independence as learners but also
emotional resilience’ and promoting responsibility and resilience was seen as
particularly valuable for learners’ facing challenges or disadvantage. These
practices reflect the integral skills of Curriculum for Wales including critical thinking

and problem-solving, personal effectiveness and planning and organising.

A recurring theme reported by schools was the way in which Curriculum for Wales
enactment had led to the introduction or trialling of mixed-ability teaching. Senior
leaders in several schools emphasised the value of mixed-ability groups in fostering

a more inclusive learning environment. One senior leader from a primary school
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noted that this approach helped make differences between learners ‘a little bit more
invisible’ promoting equity and inclusion by reducing overt comparisons.
“Now we’re mixed ability, which ensures that we’ve got that equity for all...you

don’t have a child sat there thinking, well, I'm not in the top group.”
(Practitioner, Primary School)

Another senior leader in a secondary school highlighted how teachers were using
differentiation in lesson planning to positive effect within newly constituted mixed-
ability classrooms.
“We have different groups...one of those groups is free to go explore, one is
independent, one is teacher-focused. We can alter our activities so that the

children are not so aware what level they're working at.” (Senior Leader,
Secondary School)

However, schools’ experiences of mixed-ability grouping had not been universally
positive. One secondary school reversed the policy following consultation with
parents/carers who preferred ability grouping. A senior leader in this secondary
school reported that parents of ‘less able’ learners expressed concerns about
whether support was in place for their children in mixed-ability settings.
“We also consulted with parents and...overwhelmingly, the response was we
want ability groups. And surprisingly [this] was particularly strong for less able

students. [Parents] want them to know...where they are and feel like they're
being supported adequately.” (Senior Leader, Secondary School)

When discussing how teaching and learning were organised to support MAT
learners, some senior leaders and practitioners noted a move away from targeted
provision. This was seen as aligning with Curriculum for Wales’ vision for a
curriculum that is inclusive for all learners by focusing on open-ended tasks and
high expectations for all.
“Because we're very holistic, we just see the child as the child, we don't tend
to label them as more able and talented in [school]. Now our pedagogy and
our practice is more ‘teach to the top and scaffold up’... that really benefits

them because teachers are able to stretch them more.” (Senior Leader,
Primary School)

However, despite the requirements set out in the Curriculum for Wales statutory
guidance for schools to design a curriculum that responds to the specific needs and

circumstances of all learners, some senior leaders noted challenges. In particular,
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3.18.

3.19.

secondary school senior leaders highlighted the challenge of balancing aspirations
for equity under Curriculum for Wales with the practical constraints of limited
resources and time. Several participants felt that, in striving to meet the needs of
specific groups of learners, it was difficult to ensure that all learners were
appropriately supported. The extracts below reveal concerns about the risk that
some learners’ needs could be overlooked as an unintended consequence of
focusing on groups with particular learning needs.

“Making sure that needs are met is to the detriment sometimes of the top

pupils because a lot of time, energy, and resources are directed towards our

ALN pupils, perhaps not so much towards MAT.” (Senior Leader, Secondary
School)

“Sometimes if they’re identified as being more able and talented, they are
given opportunities...but then there’s that band underneath, isn’t there?
They’re sort of forgotten children.” (Practitioner, Secondary School)

Learner progression and assessment

Practitioners and senior leaders frequently reported that Curriculum for Wales had
provided renewed impetus for identifying and supporting individual learner needs.
Many schools placed an emphasis on initial and ongoing assessments and
continuous monitoring of learners’ progress, seeing these as essential to a more
individualised approach. They noted the particular importance of equipping learners
with an understanding of their own starting points and progression.

“The curriculum allows us to be aware of children’s situations. | think we've

just got the freedom now, we keep saying ‘it's our school’s curriculum, it's not

anyone else's’.” (Practitioner, Primary School)

“The new curriculum, the way we've done it, does help the child because we
can now look at what tests we want to use. And the results and the impact
[are] better - it's more diagnostic.” (Senior Leader, Primary School)

“Our teachers’ planning is based on accurate assessment that puts learners at
the centre of the process as early as possible. So we’re talking about learners
in Years 1 and 2 being aware of their personal targets and being aware of the
next steps they need to take to make progress in their learning.” (Senior
Leader, Primary School)

Senior leaders and practitioners in almost all of the schools described how detailed
information about individual learners was collated and used to plan appropriate
support. This included data from diagnostic tests, as well as information from other

sources relating to ALN, English as an additional language (EAL), eFSM eligibility,
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3.20.

3.21.

3.22.

or other circumstances potentially affecting progress. Several schools had adopted
tools such as ‘one-page profiles’ to ensure practitioners understood key details
about each learner. Senior leaders perceived these approaches as having been
especially beneficial in supporting equity and inclusion, ensuring that learners from
all backgrounds or with varying needs could be supported more effectively.
“As well as eFSM status teachers [have access to] a one-page profile which
might contain additional pertinent information that's shared by the pupil, the

parent or the school that the staff can see and understand a bit more in terms
of knowing the pupil sat in front of them.” (Senior Leader, Secondary School)

In some secondary schools practitioners raised issues about the progress learners
were making by the end of Year 6, indicating that they did not feel that many
learners were ready for the learning environment and structured learning of
secondary school. These secondary practitioners expressed concern that learners
arriving from primary school were not always well prepared for the expectations of
secondary settings — both in terms of behaviour and foundational literacy or

numeracy skills.

“These kids are coming from primary [schools], and I've seen it more and more
over the years: they don't want to sit down. They don't want to be told this is the
task you're doing. They just want to go and wander off and do whatever they
want. And it's a massive issue when it comes to secondary.” (Practitioner,
Secondary School)

These views, while not universally held, reflect anxieties about differing pedagogical
cultures and assumptions between primary and secondary education. Some
secondary staff also reported encountering learners whose literacy or numeracy
levels were considered to be lower than expected, often citing baseline testing or
reading assessments as evidence.
“In terms of trying to manage and looking at lower progression steps that
perhaps we've never experienced before, some of our Year 7 [learners] came in

with reading ages of 5.6 which is the start of the baseline test.” (Senior Leader,
Secondary School)

While these perspectives may not fully align with Curriculum for Wales’ vision of
progression and inclusive pedagogy, they offer insight into how secondary
practitioners are navigating the practical realities of curriculum reform and learner

diversity at the point of transition.
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3.23. Most schools also reflected on the need to analyse data relating to progress and
attainment among specific groups of learners, such as learners with ALN or eFSM,
and ensure that appropriate support was in place in response. For example, a
senior leader from a secondary school reflected that not enough had been done
previously to examine progress amongst these groups but that this was something
they were now addressing as a result of Curriculum for Wales.
“Perhaps we didn’t do enough to interpret progress and attainment across
those groups [ALN and eFSM] more generally and put in place measures to

support them. That’s something we’ve now started to do.” (Senior Leader,
Secondary School)

3.24. Some practitioners and senior leaders referred to an increased focus on learner
self-assessment and peer assessment. They reported that self-assessment
practices encouraged learner independence and responsibility for their own
progress. Senior leaders and practitioners in a number of primary schools noted
that self-assessment and peer assessment practices promoted inclusive
participation, providing opportunities for learners to reflect on their work individually
or in small groups. These participants commented that this helped create a more
inclusive classroom environment, fostering a better understanding among learners

of what they needed to do to improve their work or to meet learning objectives.

“There is an element where we ask them to stop during the lesson and in
small groups or as a whole class and ask them to reflect on whether they’re
meeting the success criteria. They’re given an opportunity to read over their
own work or their peers’ work and they self-assess their work. So we have
self-assessment built in within tasks. The key point is that the learners are at
the heart of the ongoing assessment process... the learners are taking more
responsibility for identifying what needs to be included in their own work,
taking into account where they are halfway through a task. So the marking
[teachers] do is more focused on what they as learners can do to move
forward and less on us critiquing a piece of work at the end of a task as we
may have done before the curriculum reforms.” (Senior Leader, Primary
School)

3.25. Some senior leaders and practitioners, mainly from the primary schools, noted that
the differentiation of tasks, informed by progression steps, allowed practitioners to

focus on incremental learning rather than summative assessments.

“We encourage learners to show responsibility and take ownership for their
own work. They consider where they are in terms of a particular skill, and they
choose the level of the challenge they complete.” (Senior Leader, Primary
School)
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3.26.

3.27.

3.28.

3.29.

“Children do self-assessment far more now than they did in the old
curriculum...l think with the personalised assessments as well, that’s individual
to them, so it adapts to their skills.” (Practitioner, Primary School)

Senior leaders in these primary schools highlighted how they had used progression
steps to guide curriculum planning, ensuring a balanced focus on both skill
development and knowledge and learning experiences. They considered that the
progression steps were therefore more useful as a tool to support planning rather

than being used in discussions with learners or their parents.

Schools expressed contrasting views on the introduction of progression steps. They
were seen by some senior leaders and practitioners in primary schools as
supporting a more ‘holistic approach’ to progression and helping to focus more on
individual learner needs, thereby promoting equity and inclusion. These participants
referred to the benefits of having greater “freedom to differentiate, depending on
your classes which can better meet learners’ needs” (Senior Leader, Primary
School). Another primary practitioner described how the progression steps had
allowed them to “scaffold up, so there is that level of challenge constantly”. They
viewed this as a more inclusive approach to teaching because it provided all
learners with a pathway to acquire skills and knowledge that previously may have

only been viewed as appropriate for the higher-achieving learners.

In all of the schools, however, there were practitioners who felt that the progression
steps were difficult for learners and their parents/carers to understand. They were
seen to be “too wordy” (Practitioner, Secondary School) or were unclear for
learners.
“| think we've struggled in English because [the progression steps for our
Area] are just so broad. | think you've got something like 10 [descriptions of

learning] for writing accurately alone...they're not pupil-friendly at all.”
(Practitioner, Secondary School)

In another school, a group of secondary practitioners referred to the challenges in
using progression steps as a tool to monitor progress and in getting the pupils to be
confident of “where | am, and this is what | need do” (Practitioner, Secondary
School). This was primarily because of the perceived vagueness of some of the

descriptions of learning linked to progression steps.
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3.30.

3.31.

3.32.

The special school highlighted that many of their learners were unlikely to progress
beyond progression step 1. Practitioners in this school expressed concerns that

they were often unsure how to guide learner progression before reaching this step.

A similar concern was echoed by practitioners in some mainstream (primary and
secondary) schools, who voiced frustration that the incremental development of
knowledge and skills for some learners was not adequately captured by the
progression steps. This misalignment was perceived as a barrier to enacting
inclusive approaches under Curriculum for Wales, as it limited the curriculum’s

capacity to reflect and support the diverse progression of all learners.

This section has reflected on senior leaders’ and practitioners’ responses to
questions about how curriculum arrangements within Curriculum for Wales enabled
schools to support equity and inclusion and how it facilitated individualised learning
approaches for learners of all abilities. The findings highlighted how decision-
making around the implementation of Curriculum for Wales had influenced the
organisation of learning aimed at supporting equity and inclusion. The following
section will explore how changes to learning and teaching under Curriculum for
Wales arrangements had been tailored to respond to learners’ diverse needs,

examining how these adaptations support equity and inclusion in practice.
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Section 2: Reviewing curriculum learning and experiences

Section 2 summary

All schools reported that they had made changes to incorporate and reflect learners’ needs

within their curriculum in ways that support equity and inclusion. Among the examples of

changes provided across the sample of schools were:

Ensuring learning and teaching was relevant and of interest to learners, reflecting on

learners’ needs when designing learning experiences.

Drawing on learner feedback and views to inform curriculum development, reviewing
and adapting the curriculum to ensure they were appropriate for specific types of

learners and classes.

Planning the curriculum in a way that accommodated diverse needs, which was
reported by some schools to be leading to benefits in terms of learners’ engagement.
Some practitioners felt that there was a link between improved curriculum planning

and levels of attendance.

Placing an emphasis on supporting learners’ social and emotional skills, providing
opportunities for learners to develop confidence and resilience. This was seen by
some senior leaders and practitioners as part of a holistic approach to supporting

learners’ skills and progress.

Supporting high aspirations and developing skills through inclusive learning
opportunities. This included encouraging learners’ participation in arts and sports
activities, encouraging the development of cross-curricular and lifelong skills such as

communication, leadership, and empathy, as well as developing employability skills.

Focusing on topics linked to diversity and inclusivity within the curriculum and in work
with external partners, reflecting the communities served by schools and broadening

understanding.

Many of the secondary schools reported being unsure of how to reconcile the more
holistic, learner-centred approach to curriculum enactment with the requirements
associated with GCSE qualifications. Senior leaders and practitioners in secondary
schools raised questions about how to successfully embed an equity and inclusion-
driven approach to the curriculum if accountability systems continue to prioritise

examinations results.
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3.33.

3.34.

Relevance of learning experiences

All senior leaders and practitioners noted that their school’s focus on responding to
learners’ needs had been a major consideration when designing their curriculum
and planning learning experiences. This reflected a commitment to inclusivity and a
learner-led approach to curriculum planning. They believed that Curriculum for
Wales had strengthened this focus and highlighted that this had led them to
incorporate more relevant, interesting, diverse and inclusive learning. Examples
included incorporating the local environment and current affairs into lessons in
response to learners’ interests and reflecting their local context.

“[When] they need to know more about something relevant to them, we've

started looking more at our local history. So instead of just talking about

racism, we've talked about the race riots in [local area]. | think it's more

relevant to them. So that is what | perceive to be equity and inclusion.”
(Practitioner, Secondary School)

“We’ve seen some subjects thriving — [through] incorporating things like
Cynefin, and an appreciation of the local area being woven into curriculum
delivery, for example in geography.” (Practitioner, Secondary School)

Practitioners in almost all of the primary and secondary schools explained that they
drew on learners’ feedback to inform learning and teaching, reviewing and adapting
to suit specific classes and cohorts. Practitioners referred to adapting learning in a
way that “feels right for your learners and your class”, drawing on their knowledge of
those learners’ backgrounds and interests. Practitioners also referred frequently to
using enquiry-based approaches as a means of integrating learners’ interests and
personal lived experiences into the curriculum they experienced.

“They [learners] said they found some themes monotonous, unengaging,

irrelevant at times. So, we’ve responded, and it has created a bit of a buzz

with teachers and learners. There have been suggestions for new ideas for

topics as a direct result of the feedback from learners.” (Practitioner,
Secondary School)

“The introduction of Curriculum for Wales has now enabled us to take [it] in the
direction that the learners are interested in. We've changed the way that we
sort of cover topics now with inquiries. So, we pose a question and then the
children’s interests and feelings around that and their own personal lived
experiences will feed into the direction that that inquiry goes.” (Practitioner,
Primary School)
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3.35.

3.36.

3.37.

3.38.

Some senior leaders and practitioners noted a perceived link between their efforts
to develop a more engaging and relevant curriculum and improved learner
attendance.
“After COVID [...] we have had very [few] problems with [attendance], and |
think that's partly down to how well we've done our curriculum planning and

listened to the children about what they want to learn about, and they find it
very exciting.” (Senior Leader, Primary School)

“If you can get the children in and they're hooked in and they want to come to
school, then | think you stand a really good chance with this curriculum
because there's lots of different facets to it and it should appeal.” (Practitioner,
Primary School)

During discussions, some school representatives commented on fact that they were
supporting the introduction of the ALN reforms at the same time as they were
implementing Curriculum for Wales. Some viewed the ALN reforms positively,
suggesting that they complemented Curriculum for Wales by placing greater
emphasis on learner-centred approaches and supporting equity and inclusion. For
instance, a senior leader in one primary school and a practitioner in another both
described how aligning ALN strategies with Curriculum for Wales felt natural
because both reforms prioritise the individual learner.

“I think the reform itself of the ALN has coincided beautifully, it's dovetailed

into perfect timing of the Curriculum for Wales because it takes on board the

learners’ views and wishes and feelings...so | think they marry together really
nicely.” (Practitioner, Primary School)

Senior leaders and practitioners did not explicitly describe steps taken to ensure
equity in learner voice. However, when asked about provision for learners with ALN
and MAT learners, one senior leader commented that they had actively taken into
consideration learners’ interests and sought to respond to these when planning their
curriculum.
“We think more about what’s appropriate for different learners in our classes.
The learner voice element is far more apparent when we are planning.

Whatever their needs are, we try and discover their interests and feed this into
our thinking.” (Senior Leader, Primary School)

While practitioners highlighted the benefits of incorporating learner interests into
curriculum design, some also noted challenges. Adapting the curriculum to

accommodate diverse interests was described as having been time-consuming.
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3.39.

3.40.

3.41.

Some senior leaders and practitioners also raised concerns about potential gaps in
learners’ knowledge if learner-directed topics took precedence over traditional forms

of knowledge and skills, such as literacy and numeracy.

Supporting learners’ social and emotional skills

Practitioners in all of the schools noted that decisions about learning and teaching
activity had been influenced by a more holistic approach to child development. A
range of social and emotional skills were described by practitioners from all of the
schools as being given greater consideration under Curriculum for Wales; for

example, developing learners’ confidence and resilience.

These skills were viewed by some senior leaders and practitioners as particularly
important for learners facing barriers related to socio-economic status, ALN, or
related to protected characteristics, equipping them to engage more fully in school
life. This emphasis was seen by some senior leaders and practitioners as important
in supporting equity and inclusion by providing learners with the skills to fully
engage with educational opportunities within school and see development in terms
that went beyond academic progress.

“It's about giving children other skills as well, isn't it? Confidence to take part,

confidence to speak.” (Senior Leader, Primary School)

“[We have] additional sessions to provide support on study methods to build
resilience and concentration.” (Practitioner, Secondary School)

Supporting wider learner skills and development

Senior leaders and practitioners from almost all of the schools also noted that the
skills-based focus of Curriculum for Wales had presented opportunities to provide
inclusive learning experiences. Examples included encouraging learners’
participation in arts and sports; promoting life skills such as communication
(especially oracy skills), leadership, and empathy; and emphasising employability
skills linked to future employment opportunities likely to be available to learners
planning to leave education at 16 or 18 years of age.

“We take our [learners] on residentials, and some children who struggled,

maybe academically, we take them out and then their leadership skills really

come alive, their perseverance, their determination. So, we're seeing that part
of their talent.” (Senior Leader, Primary School)
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3.42.

3.43.

3.44.

3.45.

“The difference we've made now is that when we start a topic, we actually talk
about the careers that those could lead to [...] particularly looking in the area
at the sort of businesses there are here.” (Practitioner, Secondary School)

Diversity and inclusivity

Practitioners frequently spoke of efforts to ensure the curriculum and pedagogy in
their schools better reflected the diverse social groups and communities they serve,
compared with the previous curriculum. One example from practitioners in a primary
school highlighted how the training they had received from Diversity and Anti-Racist
Professional Learning (DARPL) had led to practical changes within their school.
Following the training, they reviewed the reading resources which were available to
learners, with a focus on a “decolonising of the curriculum, but also our minds as
well” (Practitioner, Primary School). This was noted to help ensure that learners

from minority ethnic backgrounds felt a greater sense of belonging and inclusion.

Practitioners in another primary school spoke about the discussions they had had
around diversity and inclusion and the difference they hoped this focus would make
to the culture and ethos within the school. They explained they were “looking at
acceptance of individuality in so many ways really throughout the year, inclusion of

everyone” (Practitioner, Primary School).

A senior leader from the PRU reported that they had adapted their ‘theme days and
weeks'’ to incorporate topics relating to neurodiversity, gender diversity, and
LGBTQ+ identities. Several schools also spoke about the diversity and inclusion
work they had conducted with other stakeholders outside of their school setting.
One primary school spoke of the anti-racism activities they had been involved with
and how this was supported and prioritised by their cluster network. They described
work to ensure guest visits, trips and festivals better reflected the diversity of

backgrounds of pupils and/or within the wider community.

Some participants specifically spoke about how Curriculum for Wales had afforded
them opportunities to explicitly link their teaching to themes of diversity and
inclusion as was reflected in the following comment by one senior leader.

“...now at least it [the curriculum] does tally up with something more formal

that we're meant to be doing with equity. It's something we are actually
teaching - equality and diversity.” (Senior Leader, PRU)
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Qualifications and accountability

3.46. Most of the secondary school practitioners and senior leaders pointed out that

secondary schools must still prepare learners for externally assessed qualifications.
Many felt unsure how to balance more holistic, learner-centred methods with the
reality of GCSE outcomes'® and school performance measures. Comments from
both senior leaders and practitioners highlighted concerns about a disconnect
between their experiences of the curriculum and the pressure of facing formal
examinations, especially for ALN learners and learners affected by poverty.

“It's that mismatch between this lovely idea of creating a curriculum that is

relevant to the pupils...to make them feel included, and it's been mismatched

with...then trying to marry those up with a GCSE qualification.” (Practitioner,
Secondary School)

“What is worrying for me, being very honest, is my learners who may have an
ALN and learners who are living in abject poverty. For me, giving them these
experiences is wonderful and it's exciting, but they are still the learners who in
Year 11 [are] going to be put in an exam hall for two hours and expected to
regurgitate information in the same way that the most affluent pupil is.” (Senior
Leader, Secondary School)

3.47. Such concerns left some practitioners questioning how best to maintain an equity
and inclusion driven approach if accountability systems continued to prioritise
examination results. A secondary school practitioner warned that schools striving to
implement Curriculum for Wales creatively might inadvertently disadvantage
learners if qualifications and performance measures did not align with Curriculum
for Wales’ ethos.

“It should make them more well-rounded...but ultimately by the time they
leave school, they are going to be assessed on the qualifications that they get.

And | do think they’re going to be at a disadvantage.” (Practitioner, Secondary
School)

3.48. Some secondary school senior leaders discussed qualifications other than GCSEs.
In these instances, senior leaders acknowledged that these qualifications, which
were more appropriate for some groups of learners, helped provide a more
equitable and inclusive offer for learners with diverse aspirations. For example, one
secondary school had introduced personal finance qualifications in response to an

identified learner need, and another senior leader echoed this explaining that they

3 Only GCSE quallifications were mentioned by practitioners in relation to this point.
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3.49.

wanted to “develop skills more holistically...through to helping learners identify
specific qualifications that are best suited for them” (Senior Leader, Secondary
School). However, senior leaders from one secondary school raised concerns about
insufficient training opportunities for teachers in helping to prepare learners for
these qualifications.

“...the vocational qualifications that were being promised, which sound great,

come with a lot of questions as well about skill gaps for teachers being able to
deliver them.” (Senior Leader, Secondary School)

“It's making sure the staff have the expertise to be delivering maybe a BTEC
or a Prince’s Trust or a different type of qualification to what they have
essentially trained in, because you don’t see any PGCE sort of teachers
coming in and wanting to focus on a BTEC or that type of qualification.”
(Senior Leader, Secondary School)

This section has discussed how schools saw flexibility within Curriculum for Wales
as an opportunity to better engage learners’ interests, provide more holistic learning
experiences, and improve the way the curriculum reflects the diversity within
communities. Section 3 will examine how schools reported they were identifying and
monitoring learners’ needs more systematically through their enactment of
Curriculum for Wales. This included the use of diagnostic testing and closer

engagement with families and local communities to support equity and inclusion.
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Section 3: Identifying individual needs and providing
appropriate support

Section 3 summary

Most schools were making efforts to embed equity and inclusion by identifying individual
needs and family circumstances and putting in place appropriate support. Many senior
leaders and practitioners reported that this had led to a greater understanding of the factors

that affected learners and their progress, that were often beyond their immediate control.
Key points included:

. Several schools reporting increased efforts to engage with families, supported by
family engagement officers. Some schools reported that this enabled them to adapt

learning and teaching and provide appropriate support for learners.

. Some senior leaders expressing frustration that whilst Curriculum for Wales
encouraged them to undertake innovative and individualised approaches to teaching

and learning, funding constraints on schools inhibited them from doing so.

. A loss of teaching assistant roles being reported by some senior leaders to have

impacted on schools’ ability to effectively support learners in their learning.

Responding to learner needs and family circumstances

3.50. Several schools described the increased efforts they had made to engage with
families, supported by roles such as family engagement officers and, when
appropriate, home visits. These schools believed that such interventions led to a
better understanding of learners’ circumstances, something that they were seeking
to reflect in a more purposeful way when planning school activities and thinking

about the experiences offered as part of the curriculum.

“The range of children coming here now is much more diverse than what it has
been ever before. There has been a major shift in cultural backgrounds of
some of our families. So we have to be increasingly mindful that we are
representing those families and giving those families faith in us...we believe
that representation is vitally important in our curriculum. So there are lots of
steps we’ve taken to involve and reflect our communities ... | think we're
putting a lot more thought into it now. [We] spend time reflecting on learners’
individual needs and the individual needs of their families, and that takes place
through a dedicated family engagement officer.” (Senior Leader, Primary
School)
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3.51.

3.52.

3.53.

Some other schools commented on the benefits of their community and family
engagement work in enabling them to provide appropriate support and deliver
teaching and learning in ways that contribute to more equitable experiences for all

learners.

“In terms of making sure that we know our pupils, we've actually recognised
that we need to go to the community as opposed to expecting the community
to come to us.... hence our adaptive teaching [approach]. We've tried to
create an adaptive teaching booklet to allow teachers to have a toolkit
whereby they recognise through the [learners’] one-page profile and the
relationships and rapport they’re building what recommended adaptive
teaching strategies they can use to move the learning of all forward. It's
looking at the skillset of the learner and moving the learner forward using the
strategies and experience that the teacher has, and the knowledge that the
teacher has about [the learner].” (Senior Leader, Secondary School)

“I think that the pupils without support at home get very well supported in
school... So we [provide] equity in the sense that we can bring those ones that
don’t have that support at home up to where the others are.” (Practitioner,
Secondary School)

Senior leaders and practitioners in most of the schools indicated that the process of
planning and implementing Curriculum for Wales had heightened their awareness of
the broader circumstances affecting learners such as factors related to poverty, the
need for greater family engagement, and parental/carer support needs. These
insights had informed their approach to Curriculum for Wales enactment,
particularly for learners most affected by these challenges.
“The curriculum allows us to be aware of other people's situations. | think
we've just got the freedom now, we keep saying it's our school’s curriculum.

It's not anyone else's. So, we know our learners are coming from certain
backgrounds.” (Practitioner, Primary School)

“The new curriculum is all about this idea of a school community, about the
holistic development of a person. There needs to be that joined-up thinking
approach for all services within education. You know it might not [seem to]
directly link to education, but it does.” (Senior Leader, Secondary School)

A senior leader from the special school drew attention to the unique challenges
faced by the parents/carers of their learners, noting that some had difficult schooling
experiences themselves, and others faced cultural stigma related to their child’s
disability.

“You've got [parents and carers] who maybe had very poor education

experiences themselves or are lacking in some basic skills. You've also got
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3.54.

3.55.

3.56.

some who present cultural challenges, in terms of they've been ostracised by
their community because of the nature of their child's disability. So, they're
quite isolated in their life.” (Senior Leader, Special School)

Several senior leaders emphasised the importance of connecting with the local
community more broadly, explaining how this had supported relevance and
inclusivity in the curriculum by helping practitioners and senior leaders learn more
about the communities reflected within the schools’ learner population. For
example, one secondary school senior leader described launching “a satellite centre
in the community, within the most deprived area of our catchment whereby our
family engagement officer attends a drop-in” (Senior Leader, Secondary School). In
another case, a primary school reported how closer community links helped
address potential tensions around the teaching of Relationships and Sexuality

Education.

Another example was provided by a secondary school senior leader, who observed
that local issues, such as drug misuse, could seriously impede learners’ progress.
They noted that, previously, schools could rely on a community police officer for
support, but budget cuts had led to this role being phased out. This had led to the
school considering alternative ways of educating learners about the issues faced in

their local communities through curriculum delivery.

Some schools referred to projects and partnership activity they felt were valuable in
promoting equity and inclusion. A secondary school referred to targeted
interventions through the Raising Attainment for Disadvantaged Young People
(RADY) programme which had contributed to their work to promote equity and
inclusion and had been extended across the primary schools in their cluster. In
another example, a primary school explained that they had used Pupil Development
Grant funding to support a “vulnerable learner champion” who worked to identify
and developed tailored activities targeting vulnerable learners and their families —
including “refugee children, service children, young carers, gypsy and traveller
children”.
“I work specifically with those groups on rotation. Each group has a
programme of activities which is quite specific to the needs of their
group...families are invited in and we run workshops, whether it's cooking
craft, a trip to somewhere local in the community to develop a sense of

belonging for those refugee families...so | feel we're very supportive of those
disadvantaged learners. We identify them immediately on transition into
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school and then our class teachers and SLT members [and] ALNCo, track
them throughout their journey in school.” (Practitioner, Primary School)

3.57. One primary school senior leader noted unease regarding potential unintended
consequences of universal free school meals for primary-aged learners and the
impact this could have on Curriculum for Wales work on equity and inclusion. They
reported a noticeable decline in families officially registering for eFSM, possibly due
to the universal coverage. This had implications for the additional support schools
could offer learners and their families because eFSM registration can serve as a

trigger for extra assistance.

Impact of funding constraints

3.58. Budget constraints were perceived as a substantial risk by senior leaders in some
primary and secondary schools in continuing support for non-ALN learners and
learners affected by poverty who are in receipt of further or differentiated support to
access the curriculum. Some primary school senior leaders and one secondary
school senior leader reported cutbacks to teaching assistant positions and extra-
curricular activities outside of the school day, particularly in the arts. School trips,
which practitioners from some primary and secondary schools felt were important
for broadening learners’ horizons, were reported to have become more difficult to
subsidise. A few schools serving communities in disadvantaged areas provided
examples of planned trips being cancelled due to concerns about their affordability
for parents and carers. Some schools expressed concern that projects, partnership
activity, and interventions to promote equity and inclusion — including those outlined
in the previous section — were being put at risk due to funding constraints.

“Before we would have helped out children [who] couldn't afford to go [on
school trips] by subsidising some of it, that's much more difficult to do now, so

some children might not come because of that, which is something which will
impact.” (Senior Leader, Secondary School)

3.59. In general, senior leaders expressed frustration that whilst Curriculum for Wales
encouraged them to undertake innovative and individualised approaches to

learning, funding constraints inhibited them doing so.

“We can have all of the ideas and all of the vision, but if we don't have the
coins, we can't do it...it's disappointing that the cuts have been made when we
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need money more than ever because of all the reforms...you're asking us to
do more but with less and that's impossible.” (Senior Leader, Secondary
School)

Related to this, one senior leader emphasised how time and capacity constraints
limited their ability to adopt a more individualised approach to teaching and learning,
something they viewed as integral to supporting equity and inclusion through

Curriculum for Wales.

This section has discussed how schools were making efforts to embed equity and
inclusion by identifying individual needs and putting appropriate support in place.
There were however challenges described by schools in achieving this. Section 4
describes how the additional time, training, and collaboration required to meet
diverse learner needs under Curriculum for Wales, together with other reforms such
as the ALN system, was seen as placing increased demands on practitioners and
school leaders as they enact the curriculum in a way that supports equity and

inclusion.
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Section 4: System capacity to support equity and inclusion

Section 4 summary

Enacting Curriculum for Wales in a way that supported equity and inclusion had led to
changes in practice which were reported, across all of the schools, to have placed additional
demands on senior leaders and practitioners. While senior leaders and practitioners valued
the agency to tailor learning to diverse needs overall, some noted that developing, planning,
and resourcing these approaches were time-consuming and underfunded. Discussions with
some senior leaders and practitioners revealed the constraints they were facing, with these

participants specifically referring to challenges in:
. planning for and responding to individualised and differentiated learner support needs

. accessing appropriate professional learning to support, notably to support curriculum

design and approaches to monitoring learning progression

. providing additional support for newly qualified teachers (NQTs), who were at times
not adequately prepared to support the realisation of Curriculum for Wales after
completing their initial teacher education (ITE), according to some senior leaders and

practitioners

. balancing their responsibilities associated with Curriculum for Wales alongside their

duties under the ALN reforms, resulting in increased workload pressures

Planning and preparation for curriculum enactment

3.62. Practitioners in all of the schools identified that enacting Curriculum for Wales in
ways that support equity and inclusion had required substantial planning,
collaboration, and professional learning. For many of the senior leaders and
practitioners in primary and secondary schools, developing individualised teaching
approaches was seen as essential to equity and inclusion. There were some
primary school practitioners and one secondary school senior leader who noted that
creating inclusive strategies for learners with ALN and MAT involved considerable
time investments to ensure all learners received the support they needed without
feeling separated from their peers.

“Previously you could have maybe walked into our classrooms and identified

there's a group of children there that are MAT. There's a group of children
there who are the ALN group. And | think now if you walked into our
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classrooms, you wouldn't necessarily be able to make those snap judgements
immediately because of the changes that we've put in place.” (Senior Leader,
Primary School)

Whilst INSET days, including the additional INSET day provided since 2022, had
been used for Curriculum for Wales planning, it was reported by some senior
leaders and practitioners, mainly in secondary schools, that a lack of funding to
provide supply cover had prevented practitioners from dedicating additional time

during school hours for planning curriculum enactment.

“‘Because we're asking staff to do things differently, we're conscious that this
has a time implication — working differently requires time to reflect, to plan, to
experiment, to review.” (Senior Leader, Secondary School)

“I'd like my faculty to have the day off together to work on this [but the Head
will say] we can’t afford to cover you for that time. So, the only time we ever
have is after school and that’s difficult then.” (Practitioner, Secondary School)

In some schools, senior leaders and practitioners underlined the value of the
ongoing professional learning they had benefitted from that had supported their
thinking and practices related to equity. This included professional learning gained
by one school as a result of their involvement in an ERASMUS-funded project that
focused on equity and involved looking at examples of equity in education systems
in four countries across Europe. This, it was noted, provided professional learning
experiences for members of staff over a period of two years, and helped instil an
understanding of “what equity means for us... the difference between equity and
equality, and how this is going to look within the school” (Senior Leader, Primary
School). Another primary school representative noted that their school’s
involvement in professional enquiry projects over a number of years had been
valuable in informing their pedagogy and practice, including how to apply

pedagogical principles to support learners requiring differentiated support.

There were a few examples shared of areas that required further professional
learning, for example a primary school senior leader remarked on the need for
further professional learning for practitioners to refine how they monitor learner
progress. A secondary school senior leader similarly voiced concerns that the
profession had not yet mastered the concept of progression, integral to Curriculum

for Wales.
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‘I know we have more work to do on this and it's part of our priorities this year.
So there will be more staff training on it.” (Senior Leader, Primary School)

“I don't think the teaching profession is confident yet to know [about
progression]...| still don't think there's mastery of that.” (Senior Leader,
Secondary School)

3.66. Another secondary school senior leader described substantial gaps in guidance and
support from the ‘middle tier’'4, with limited training having been provided on
curriculum design. In this instance, the senior leader raised a wider point about the
capability and expertise required by schools to be able to design and enact a
curriculum at a time of change across the education system.

“l do think that there are some pitfalls and unfortunately as practitioners and
teachers who are at the forefront of having to manage that on top of dealing
with lots of other things such as the pandemic, the ALN reforms, there's lots
happening in schools. And sometimes having lots of freedom is one of the
worst things that can happen...As teachers, we've got no expertise in
curriculum design and all the support that was provided by the middle tier was
around a very research-based model. ‘Read this, read that, do that’, which is

great. But what teachers want is to have the time to deliver, they need a
pathway through that massive forest.” (Senior Leader, Secondary School)

3.67. One school had attempted to address the challenges of ensuring there was enough
‘space’ and time for professional learning by introducing an ‘asymmetrical week’,
where the standard school week had a mixture of shorter and longer days resulting
in dedicated time being created for professional learning and curriculum planning
activities. Practitioners in the school credited this change with enabling them to
delve more deeply into Curriculum for Wales design.

“Without the asymmetric week and that type of professional learning we may
have had more challenges in implementing the curriculum in the way that we

wanted to, because we might not have had the time and space to put that
professional learning in place.” (Senior Leader, Primary School)

3.68. Some senior leaders and practitioners also felt that insufficient time was being spent
on ITE programmes in preparing new teachers for Curriculum for Wales, including

the equity and inclusion aspects. Some senior leaders said they had initially

4 Those organisations previously described as forming the ‘middle tier’ in Education in Wales: Our National
Mission were the regional consortia, local authorities, diocesan authorities, Estyn, Qualifications Wales,
Education Workforce Council (EWC), examination boards and higher education.
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assumed NQTs would bring fresh ideas on how to implement Curriculum for Wales,

but instead found that new teachers often needed substantial support.

“I'm finding [that with] students and newly qualified teachers coming to school,
| was hoping, as an older teacher, [they would] come in with this raft of new
ideas and stuff to help us implement the new curriculum. That's not the case at
all. They are at best poorly read and they've got no skills in curriculum design
at all.” (Senior Leader, Secondary School)

“Having to completely relearn your pedagogy and teach in this new way is
completely out of comfort zones and tiring and exhausting and taking up time.
And the new teachers aren’t necessarily being taught in a new way.”
(Practitioner, Secondary School)

ALN provision

While some practitioners recognised the benefits of combining ALN reforms with
Curriculum for Wales as noted in 3.36, they also noted challenges in balancing the
requirements of enacting the two reforms. Several practitioners referenced
increased workloads due to the need to support learners with IDPs alongside other
differentiated support. One secondary school senior leader explained the difficulties
in managing a growing number of learners who required further or differentiated
support to be able to access the curriculum, but who were not necessarily ALN
learners. This included learners with behavioural problems.
“We have found an increase in the number of learners with complex additional
support needs, not necessarily ALN, but learners who require support. We've
certainly seen an increase in learners who are reluctant to come to school —
attendance is a challenge for some. Behavioural problems have become more

prominent. Overall, the picture is more complex and more challenging in terms
of supporting learners.” (Senior Leader, Secondary School)

Another secondary school senior leader described a conversation with a senior
leader in a primary school in their cluster who estimated that a quarter of their 3-8
year old learners had an ALN identified, expressing doubts that schools could cope
with these levels of need unless additional resources were provided. Although these
issues centred on ALN provision, they frequently emerged in the context of
Curriculum for Wales implementation, illustrating the broader demands on

practitioners’ time discussed earlier.

This section has described how the enactment of Curriculum for Wales in support of
equity and inclusion had increased pressures on schools, particularly around time,

workload, and access to professional learning. These pressures were especially
58



pronounced in relation to supporting learners with ALN and in managing the
intersection between Curriculum for Wales and ALN reform. Section 5 explores how
variability in Curriculum for Wales enactment, both within and across schools,
further affected practitioners’ confidence in Curriculum for Wales’ long-term capacity
to promote equity and inclusion, especially in light of evolving assessment

arrangements and school evaluation, improvement, and accountability.
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Section 5: Variability of practice

Section 5 summary

Building on the insights presented in Section 4, this section examines a further constraint
that was identified by practitioners: variability in Curriculum for Wales enactment both within

and across schools.

While most practitioners valued the ability to tailor the curriculum to reflect the needs of their
learners, there were some who worried that inconsistent interpretations and practices could

inadvertently result in variations in learner experiences between schools.

Many senior leaders and practitioners reflected on variation in practices between schools,
including differences in curriculum enactment between primary and secondary schools.
Concerns were also raised surrounding broader socio-economic factors, such as the
unequal availability of resources, which practitioners feared could undermine their efforts to
provide equitable Curriculum for Wales experiences. This included concerns about the
financial constraints facing some families in disadvantaged communities which influenced
the type of experiences and excursions schools were able to offer learners as part of their
curriculum. Some senior leaders and practitioners noted that better-resourced schools or
schools with better facilities — including those serving more affluent communities — would be
at an advantage. These participants — mostly secondary school representatives — noted that
socio-economic factors could contribute to variations in how schools respond to the reforms

and potentially widen gaps in learner experiences and outcomes.

Some primary school senior leaders and practitioners attributed variability in practice within
their own schools to different mindsets among practitioners: some practitioners, including
experienced practitioners who were used to implementing a more prescriptive curriculum,
were reported to have found it challenging to adapt their pedagogy to the more flexible,

learner-centred approach required under Curriculum for Wales.

These perspectives highlighted a tension: while local agency was often seen as positive for
designing a learner-centred curriculum, some participants feared that it could also lead to

fragmented practice.

In-school variation

3.72. Some senior leaders and practitioners noted challenges in ensuring consistent

approaches to Curriculum for Wales implementation to support equity and inclusion
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within their own settings. One area of concern among a few senior leaders was how
practitioners interpreted progression and used the Curriculum for Wales
descriptions of learning. These senior leaders acknowledged inconsistencies in how
different ‘subjects’ or Areas were providing feedback to learners to support the
development of skills, for example. One secondary school senior leader noted that
the curriculum reforms had resulted in more discussion about the different
approaches adopted by different Areas. In one primary school ‘progression step
leaders’ had been established to support consistency in approaches within year
groups and across the progression steps, regularly involving practitioners in

discussions.

A secondary school senior leader commented on differences in approach
introduced under the new arrangements, explaining that, previously, a highly
centralised approach to providing feedback to learners had guaranteed uniformity.
However, since the Curriculum for Wales changes, practitioners had much more
flexibility. While the senior leader believed this agency was crucial to meeting
diverse learner needs, it had also introduced inconsistencies. Several senior
leaders expressed concern that too much variability in feedback and teaching
methods risked undermining equity and inclusion by creating variations in learning
experiences within the same school.

“We had highly centralised control and structure, and now much more

freedom...We're a little bit worried about whether our feedback approaches

have become too diverse and are not bringing about the outcomes that we
perhaps need.” (Senior Leader, Secondary School)

A few primary school senior leaders and practitioners identified mindsets as a key
factor that impacted on how practitioners responded to curriculum change. They
noted that some practitioners, including experienced staff, were accustomed to a
more prescriptive curriculum model and found it challenging to adapt to the more
flexible, learner-centred approaches Curriculum for Wales requires. One senior
leader described the transition to mixed-ability grouping as especially difficult for

practitioners who had long worked with strictly tiered or set-based classes.

Another element of in-school variation arose when some schools sought to give
equal importance to all Curriculum for Wales Areas. A few primary practitioners said
some colleagues were uneasy about balancing what were ‘core subjects’ under the

previous curriculum and other Areas of Learning and Experience. One secondary
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leader added that time pressures often prompted practitioners to “revert to type”
(Senior Leader, Secondary School) returning to familiar methods under stress
rather than trialling the more learner-centred practices they associated with equity

and inclusion.

Overall, these differences in mindset and practice within schools were reported as
sometimes leading to inconsistent implementation of Curriculum for Wales.
Practitioners stressed that time for collaborative planning, professional learning, and
open discussion was essential to minimising these inconsistencies and upholding

the principle of supporting equity and inclusion.

Variation between primary and secondary schools

Several senior leaders observed that each school’s interpretation of Curriculum for
Wales could differ significantly, particularly surrounding the perceived differences
between primary and secondary schools in how they enact Curriculum for Wales
and approach equity and inclusion. One primary school senior leader worried that
learners coming together from different primary schools into a single secondary
school, who might have learned about entirely different topics, would make it difficult
for practitioners to gauge each learner’s prior knowledge and skills.

“If they haven't got that strong cluster, there's a danger that one primary

school might have done [topic] and another group might have done [a different

topic]. And so those groups of children from the different schools come

together...it must be so hard to pitch where they're at and their different
experiences and knowledge.” (Senior Leader, Primary School)

Primary practitioners often viewed their more flexible, interest-led curriculum
planning as a strength, while expressing doubts that secondary settings were

adopting similarly responsive approaches.’

“I think [secondary schools] have got quite a fixed curriculum where ours is
fluid. It depends on what's happening, what's in the news, what’s out
there...we’ve been working in this way since the new curriculum [Curriculum
for Wales], and | think it's really engaged the children and the community.”
(Senior Leader, Primary School)

15 At the time of this research, Curriculum for Wales was in use for all primary school aged learners and for
learners in Years 7 and 8.
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Some primary school senior leaders worried that the practices they established to
support greater inclusion, such as moving away from using labels or categorising
learners as MAT or ALN, would be ‘undone’ once learners moved on to a secondary
school that grouped learners by ability. This apparent divergence in philosophy
raised concerns about continuity for those learners most vulnerable to feeling
excluded.

“The [secondary school] has a different pedagogy...they’ve put all the MAT

children into two classes and then everybody else is in all the others. And

we’ve repeatedly said this goes against everything that we’ve changed in our
pedagogy.” (Senior Leader, Primary School)

Conversely, some secondary leaders argued that primary schools were not
adequately preparing learners for the academic and organisational demands of
secondary education, thus affecting how confidently secondary practitioners could
plan for progression. One senior leader noted that, as primary schools each adopt
their own curriculum within the nationally defined Curriculum for Wales Framework,
the skill-sets learners arrive with varied substantially.

“[We have] huge discrepancies with primary schools [within the cluster]...The

skill-sets the pupils from different schools come up with [are] just based on

which primary school it is they’re attending and the new curriculum

[Curriculum for Wales] is...feeding that because they’ll [all] be doing
something different.” (Senior Leader, Secondary School)

Variation between schools based on different demographic profiles

Differences in school contexts also shaped approaches to supporting equity and
inclusion. Half of the schools felt that how they approached curriculum enactment
may be different to other schools because of the size of their school, their location
and the communities they worked with; “That's how we refer to our curriculum and
we believe that it's something that will work for us, it might not work for another
school in a different part of Wales...this opportunity is to design something that is
relevant and speaks to our communities” (Senior Leader, Primary School). One
primary school senior leader described feeling disheartened when comparing their
pupils’ work with that of schools in more affluent catchment areas. In their view,
their own focus on the ‘whole child’, an approach they aligned with Curriculum for
Wales, appeared to produce different kinds of progress compared with the more
academically driven approach they observed elsewhere.
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“Some of the other schools...are very, very focused on academia and not the
whole child. So obviously when you go with your books [to cluster meetings]
and you’re really proud that child’s made all this progress...it might not look
the same as theirs.” (Senior Leader, Primary School)

Some senior leaders and practitioners in both primary and secondary schools also
noted how differences in school catchment areas could create variability in
Curriculum for Wales enactment and, potentially, limit its capacity to support equity
and inclusion. For instance, leaders in some primary schools highlighted how
financial constraints in more challenging communities often prevented them from
organising educational excursions or residential visits that other, better-resourced
schools could offer.

“There are lots of schools [where] the poverty is much more and so lots of

things that we do, they can’t. So for example, we take [learners] on a Year 4
residential...They just do one in Year 6.” (Senior Leader, Primary School)

Others emphasised that even relatively simple adaptations, such as outdoor
learning, depended on access to suitable resources or space, which was not
equally available to all schools.

“I think outdoor learning is a huge thing in [Curriculum for Wales], but some

schools have a lot more outdoor space, whereas we’ve got really limited
concrete space.” (Practitioner, Primary School)

One secondary school practitioner voiced similar concerns, but with an added focus
on how differences in school catchment areas could potentially contribute to
increased variation in how schools respond to and enact Curriculum for Wales,
potentially widening gaps between schools in more affluent areas and those serving

areas with higher levels of socio-economic disadvantage.

One secondary school practitioner worried that schools in wealthier catchments
might navigate Curriculum for Wales more easily, resulting in better GCSE
outcomes for their learners.
“Could that lead to greater inequality as a result? | would argue that perhaps a
leafy suburb... the challenges they are facing... wouldn’t be as great... | do

worry that the freedom in the new curriculum could lead to greater inequality in
that sense.” (Practitioner, Secondary School)
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Another senior leader stressed that while their own school had a “golden thread” of
equity running through its development plan, Curriculum for Wales itself did not
always focus on equity and inclusion as prominently as they would like. This senior
leader felt a stronger national focus on addressing the eFSM attainment gap would
help schools that were already struggling with socio-economic challenges.

“If it's that important, it should have shining lights around it...closing the gap is

what’s been the most important thing for years and we still haven’t quite got it
right, have we?” (Senior Leader, Secondary School)

A number of secondary school participants raised concerns about the effect of
demographic variation on practitioners’ confidence in Curriculum for Wales’ ability to
deliver genuine equity. One secondary leader spoke of worrying whether their
school, despite addressing gaps internally, might still lag behind schools with very
different catchments, highlighting the risk of creating further inequalities across the
system.

“...it just worries me that with so much autonomy are we going to be able to

emulate the same sort of curriculum opportunities as another school whose

catchments are extremely different to ours?” (Senior Leader, Secondary
School)

Meanwhile, a secondary school practitioner commented on how Curriculum for
Wales could have strengthened pathways for learners who were less likely to
continue into higher education but felt that resource disparities across schools were
undermining that potential.
“This new curriculum [Curriculum for Wales] could have been the way to
ensure that that happens for all of our learners...And | just don’t [think] there’s
the equity, that school isn’t the same for everybody...it's not going to have the

same consequence for everyone. And do we have enough time and enough
freedom? | don’t know if we do.” (Practitioner, Secondary School)
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Conclusions

Approach to data collection and analysis

This qualitative study set out to explore how a sample of schools were enacting
Curriculum for Wales to support equity and inclusion. To guide data collection, the
research team developed six exploratory domains focusing on issues such as
learner progression, ALN support, and curriculum arrangements for equity and
inclusion. However, during semi-structured discussions with participants, it became
evident that schools did not respond strictly to these domains. Instead, the flexible,
open-ended design of the discussions elicited a broad range of perspectives,
highlighting that the terms equity and inclusion can be interpreted differently by

practitioners in various contexts.

To respect the richness and complexity of these narratives, the research team
employed thematic content analysis which identified five emergent themes. These
themes more accurately reflect how issues associated with equity and inclusion
were being understood and enacted as part of Curriculum for Wales. While the
exploratory domains offered a useful reference for designing the discussion guides,
in practice the emergent themes provided a more authentic and rigorous basis for

analysis.

Changes to learners’ experiences of learning through
Curriculum for Wales

Practitioners generally reported that equity and inclusion had become more
prominent in their thinking as a result of the introduction of Curriculum for Wales.
For many schools there was a shift away from labelling learners, such as explicitly
identifying ‘top sets’ or ‘ALN groups’, to a more holistic view of individual learner
needs. This was reflected in strategies such as mixed-ability grouping and an
increased focus on learner autonomy and self-assessment, both of which were
reported by participants to have contributed to improved support for learners.
Although participants rarely referred explicitly to specific groups (for example,
learners with particular protected characteristics), they believed that, by adopting
individualised approaches, they were inherently addressing the needs of all learners

as part of Curriculum for Wales.
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Such shifts in pedagogy were perceived as more inclusive, supporting learners with
a range of differing needs to engage with the curriculum. This included targeted
support on study methods, and improved learner feedback to help learners better
understand the skills and knowledge they needed to progress. Some senior leaders
and practitioners referred to changes to classroom practice to include more one-to-
one support and work with smaller groups to provide more targeted support. Senior
leaders and practitioners consistently reported that changes to pedagogy and other
strategies (including differentiation, behaviour support) allowed practitioners to
target support to particular groups of learners within regular classroom teaching,

including learners with ALN and MAT learners.

Most schools reported that Curriculum for Wales had contributed to changes in how
they assessed learner progress, including a renewed focus on identifying and
supporting individual needs. This included increased use of diagnostic assessments
and, in some cases, the use of one-page profiles to inform planning. Many senior
leaders and practitioners noted that this enabled a more individualised approach

reflecting learners’ starting points in relation to particular areas of the curriculum.

The introduction of progression steps marked a shift from age-based attainment
goals to differentiated tasks in some schools. While some senior leaders and
practitioners found the progression steps helpful, others reported that they were
unclear and noted that the descriptions of learning under each step were difficult for

learners and their parents/carers to grasp.

Despite the challenges reported, all participants broadly welcomed the idea that,
through Curriculum for Wales, schools could adapt their practice to create a more

equitable and inclusive learning environment and learning experiences for all.

One additional conclusion to be drawn from the research relates to the consistent
references by senior leaders and practitioners to interventions. The Curriculum for
Wales Framework includes guidance to support schools to design curricula that are
inclusive of all learners, thereby reducing the reliance on separate interventions for
particular groups of learners under the new curriculum arrangements. The
contributions of senior leaders and practitioners indicates that schools are providing
interventions for particular learners and perceive these as being supplementary or
adjacent to the curriculum, which may not be consistent with the vision and aims of

the reforms as articulated in the Framework. This could be seen as highlighting a
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risk that schools have not fully achieved the aim of developing a fully inclusive

curriculum.

Reviewing curriculum development and learning
experiences

The research explored how schools were revising their curricula to make learning
experiences more relevant, engaging, and inclusive. All schools reported that they
had made changes in curriculum design and planning to reflect learners’ needs,
illustrating different approaches and perceived benefits. Some practitioners
emphasised that they designed learning to reflect learners’ interests, local contexts,
and personal backgrounds, a shift they saw as improving engagement and
attendance. In other cases, some senior leaders and practitioners reported placing
an emphasis on supporting learners’ social and emotional skills, providing
opportunities for learners to develop confidence and resilience. This was seen as a
more holistic approach to thinking about learners’ skills and progress compared with
previous curriculum arrangements. Practitioners regularly pointed to the value of
learner voice, inviting pupils to co-design projects or to shape inquiry-based topics,
indicating that Curriculum for Wales had strengthened their commitment to listening

and responding to learners’ ideas.

Many of the secondary schools expressed uncertainty about how to align a holistic
and tailored approach to the enactment of the curriculum with the requirements set
out in GCSE qualification specifications. Senior leaders and practitioners expressed
concern that, if examination results continue to be prioritised as part of
accountability arrangements, this could present challenges in seeking to maintain

an equity and inclusion-driven approach to curriculum realisation.

Identifying individual needs and providing appropriate
support
Many participants indicated that Curriculum for Wales’ focus on holistic
development encouraged them to look beyond academic profiles and consider

home lives and, socio-economic factors. This knowledge was considered helpful in

tailoring approaches to reflect the needs of learners in a way that supported equity
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and inclusion, particularly for learners affected by poverty, family challenges, or

other circumstances.

Several schools referred to the importance of engaging with the local community,
explaining that this had supported efforts to ensure that the curriculum was relevant
and inclusive. Some schools serving socio-economically disadvantaged
communities, for instance, established drop-in sessions for parents/carers; others
referred to the work of family engagement officers in supporting community-
relations. Where these points were raised, practitioners believed these relationships
enhanced their understanding of learners’ backgrounds and circumstances, which,
in turn, enabled them to plan and deliver appropriate and inclusive curriculum

experiences.

Senior leaders and practitioners in some schools referred to projects and
partnership activity that they reported had been valuable in supporting equity and
inclusion. This included projects supported through Welsh Government grant

funding that developed tailored activities for vulnerable learners and their families.

Several participants expressed caution that, in striving to meet the needs of specific
groups of learners, it was difficult to ensure that all learners were appropriately
supported and there was a risk that some learners’ needs could be overlooked as
an unintended consequence of focusing on groups with particular learning needs. In
addition, some primary and secondary school senior leaders expressed concern
that budget constraints could present challenges in continuing support targeted at
particular groups of learners, including learners affected by poverty. This included a
reduction in teaching assistant positions and extra-curricular activities, potentially
limiting opportunities to support more individualised approaches to teaching and
learning, something viewed as central to efforts to support equity and inclusion

through curriculum enactment.

System capacity to support equity and inclusion

A key constraint facing schools was the demands on practitioners’ and senior
leaders’ time for planning, training, and collaboration to implement Curriculum for
Wales in an inclusive way. Despite the support available, many senior leaders and
practitioners felt that limited resources were impacting on schools’ ability to deliver

an equitable and inclusive curriculum. Several participants explained that enacting a
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4.16.

4.17.

4.18.

4.19.

4.20.

truly individualised, learner-centred curriculum which supported equity and inclusion
— especially when integrating ALN reforms — was an intensive process requiring

frequent reflection, collaborative planning, and ongoing professional development.

While some schools had been able to access professional learning that had helped
develop approaches to support equity, there were also examples reported of gaps
in professional learning, notably to support curriculum design and approaches to
monitoring learner progression. Some senior leaders and practitioners explained
that NQTs arrived with limited training related to Curriculum for Wales and required
substantial support. This placed additional strain on senior leaders. Budgetary
pressures also limited schools’ ability to fund the professional learning practitioners

needed to adapt curriculum and classroom strategies.

While schools were supportive of the flexibility provided by Curriculum for Wales,
many senior leaders noted that increased workload demands and time pressures
and served as constraints in working towards the goal of an equitable and inclusive

curriculum for all learners.

Variability of practice

The agency provided to schools to design their own school curriculum had resulted
in varying enactment strategies - both within individual schools and among different
settings (clusters, primary and secondary phases, and demographic contexts).
Some practitioners expressed concern that variable or inequitable resources,
differing teaching methods and community assets could lead to inequitable learner

experiences.

Some primary school senior leaders and practitioners attributed variability in
practice within their own schools to different mindsets among practitioners: some
practitioners, including experienced practitioners who were used to implementing a
more prescriptive curriculum, were reported to have found it challenging to adapt
their pedagogy to the more flexible, learner-centred approach required under

Curriculum for Wales.

Some primary school senior leaders expressed concern that actions taken to
promote inclusive learning could be ‘undone’ by more rigid approaches at

secondary school. In contrast, some secondary leaders suggested that primary
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4.23.

4.24.

schools were not adequately preparing learners for the demands of secondary

education, impacting on secondary schools’ planning for progression.

Some senior leaders and practitioners in both primary and secondary schools were
of the view that differences in school catchment areas — notably socio-economic

differences — could lead to variability in curriculum enactment. It was suggested that
variations in curriculum enactment could lead to learners having different curriculum

experiences and adversely affect efforts to support equity and inclusion.

Areas for consideration

It is important to recognise that the findings in this report are based on discussions
with a relatively small sample of senior leaders and practitioners. The findings and

conclusions should, as such, be approached with this caveat in mind.

1. More specific guidance on how curriculum approaches can help
meet the needs of learners with ALN, MAT learners, learners
experiencing poverty, and those with protected characteristics

Participants valued the flexibility provided by Curriculum for Wales to adapt the
curriculum to reflect learners’ individual circumstances. However, most participants
could not identify Curriculum for Wales-specific strategies tailored to particular
groups such as learners with ALN, learners affected by poverty, (including those
who were eFSM), or those with protected characteristics. The findings of the study
suggest that most of the schools would have benefited from more detailed guidance
about how Curriculum for Wales can directly support these groups of learners. This
could help define and clarify the contribution that Curriculum for Wales is intended

to make to improvements in equity and inclusion within schools.

2. Greater clarity on how progression steps can support equity and
inclusion

While all schools noted that they had referred to the progression steps to inform
their approaches to monitoring learner progress, many participants — particularly
those working with learners with ALN — expressed concern about the vagueness

and/or number of steps. Consideration should be given to developing examples, as
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part of additional guidance, illustrating how to use progression steps in ways that

support equity and inclusion for all learners.

3. Increased support for diverse learners to strengthen equity and
inclusion in realising Curriculum for Wales

Welsh Government should give further consideration to how resources are allocated
to schools serving disproportionately high numbers of learners with ALN, learners
who are affected by the impact of poverty or have other needs. This could include
exploring opportunities (including through the Pupil Development Grant) to support
additional staffing, professional learning, and community partnerships that can
strengthen in-school provision. Efforts are required to ensure the Pupil Development
Grant, and other funding streams, are flexible enough for schools to pursue creative
approaches (for example extended transition programmes, social-emotional

interventions) rooted in Curriculum for Wales principles.

Actions taken by schools to strengthen equity and inclusion could also extend to
ensuring that there is equitable opportunity for learners from all backgrounds to be
involved in learner voice activity. Diverse groups of learners, including learners with
protected characteristics, should be encouraged to participate in engagement

activity that informs schools’ approaches to curriculum design and enactment.

4. Addressing variability in curriculum enactment to promote equity
and inclusion

Variability in practices between schools in their approaches to curriculum enactment
risks undermining the aim of ensuring equity and inclusion by making learner
experiences heavily dependent on the specific school context. Local authority-led
activity to support professional learning could consider facilitating collaborative
activity that focuses on equity and inclusion in Curriculum for Wales. This could
involve enabling active professional learning partnerships where leaders and
practitioners have opportunities to see learning, teaching and leadership that
support equity and inclusion outside of their own school that can be harnessed to
inform improvements. This could build on previous conversations carried out

through the National Network for curriculum implementation, including discussions

on equity and inclusion.
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5. Improved collaboration between primary and secondary schools
to support continuity in equity and inclusion

Consideration could be given to supporting formal cluster agreements or transition
frameworks that specify shared approaches to progression, learner monitoring, and
consistent pedagogical approaches between transitions for vulnerable learners (for
example those with ALN or who are socio-economically disadvantaged). This could
include promoting cluster-wide training opportunities or professional learning
communities where primary and secondary practitioners can collaborate on
Curriculum for Wales realisation strategies that support continuity for at-risk

learners.

6. Greater focus on Curriculum for Wales and inclusion in ITE and
ongoing professional learning

The study found a need for improvements in ITE and ongoing professional learning
to support equity and inclusion. ITE programmes could include specific modules
relating to Curriculum for Wales on child and adolescent development including a
focus on understanding the needs and development of learners with ALN, learners
affected by poverty and those with protected characteristics, and differentiating
provision to meet these needs. Induction programmes for NQTs may need to
reinforce the Curriculum for Wales ethos by providing structured guidance on
inclusive pedagogy and allowing for mentorship arrangements with experienced

teachers.

7. Further research on Curriculum for Wales’s role in improving
equity and inclusion

Practitioners’ views throughout this study indicate that Curriculum for Wales’ impact
on equity and inclusion requires ongoing scrutiny — particularly as schools’
approaches continue to evolve and new accountability arrangements emerge. A
learner-centred perspective is crucial, as direct evidence from children and young

people about how they experience Curriculum for Wales is limited.
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Further research is desirable to:

e Examine the extent and quality of provision on equity and inclusion in ITE and
induction programmes, identifying where Curriculum for Wales-focused training

can be strengthened.

e Conduct learner-focused research, especially among learners from
disadvantaged backgrounds, to assess how Curriculum for Wales changes

affect their sense of inclusion and their progression.

e Explore transition points for learners, particularly primary-secondary transition
practices under Curriculum for Wales, evaluating how effectively they sustain
inclusive approaches and whether additional interventions are needed. This

should build on Estyn’s work on transition and pupil progression.'®

e Assess the variability in Curriculum for Wales realisation across schools with
different socio-economic demographics to identify how this variation influences

the attainment of various groups of learners.

16 Estyn (2024). Thematic Report: Transition and pupil progression
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Annex B: Research tools

Guide to research conversations with members of school
SLT

These conversations will vary depending on the availability of staff and the
composition of the school/other education setting leadership team. For example, in
primary school or PRU contexts the conversation may take place with the school
headteacher with a deputy headteacher and the school ALNCo; in a secondary
school or PRU context, it may be both desirable and necessary to conduct a one-to-
one research conversation with the headteacher/teacher in charge and another with

other members of the SLT.

Exploratory domain 1: Supporting equity and inclusion

To what extent have the curriculum and assessment arrangements enabled
schools/other education settings to support equity and inclusion for all learners,

including those with ALN and more able and talented learners?

e What do you understand by schools/other education settings supporting

equity and inclusion for all learners?
e Are those thoughts influenced in any way by the context of this school/PRU?

e Since the introduction of Curriculum for Wales, have approaches and
perspectives on supporting equity and inclusion in the school/PRU changed?

If so, how?

Exploratory domain 2: Curriculum for Wales and individualised approaches to

learning

How are practitioners using Curriculum for Wales to take an individualised approach

to learning to cater for all abilities, for example those on different progression steps?

e Could you share your perspectives on the ways Curriculum for Wales allows
a more individualised approach to learning compared to before Curriculum

for Wales reforms

a4



How have these perspectives influenced the school’s approach to grouping
learners, by previous attainment, ability or mixed ability and attainment, or in
other ways? (team to be aware of possible conflation of prior attainment with
ability)

Have methods of recognising progress/attainment/achievement changed as
a result of the curriculum and the school’s approach to individualised

learning?

In what ways, if any, have approaches to learner voice and choice changed

as a result of introducing the curriculum?

Have there been any changes in how learners with ALN or other specific
identifiable needs are supported as a result of the curriculum? If yes, is this

distinct from changes resulting from reforms to ALN?

In what ways, if any, has the curriculum provided opportunities for greater

inclusivity for these learners?

Exploratory domain 3: Learners’ understanding of their progression

How are practitioners adapting their teaching to meet the needs of learners

dependent on their starting points, and stage of development and progression? How

is this working in practice in the classroom/education setting?

Could you describe the kind of work carried out within your school/ education
setting to develop teaching that reflects the stage of development and

progression learners in their classes are at?
What review has been conducted on changes in classroom practice?

In what ways has Curriculum for Wales changed how progress is viewed and

supported for MAT, learners affected by poverty and for learners with ALN?

To what extent do you feel the curriculum allows schools and settings to
support learners that have not been registered as having ALN but face other
barriers to their progression in learning. Is this different to before? And if so,

in what ways?
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Exploratory domain 4: Supporting more learners affected by poverty, or other

barriers and those with protected characteristics

What do practitioners know about the circumstances of learners, (for instance
whether or not they are eligible for free school meals and other personal and home
circumstances)? What approaches are teachers using to support those who have
been affected by poverty and other circumstances, and those with protected
characteristics? To what extent and in what ways is Curriculum for Wales enabling

teachers to focus on the needs of these learners and how are they are doing it?

e Could you describe the kinds of data you have on learners and their

backgrounds (individual/cohort level).

e To what extent will teachers in the school/education setting know about the

background of learners?

¢ In what ways does the school/PRU/education setting ensure the school
curriculum is inclusive and relevant for particular groups of learners?
(specifically, learners affected by poverty, EAL/WAL, young carers, LGBTQ+,
Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic background learners, learners with ALN,

care-experienced learners)

e In what ways does the Curriculum for Wales make in easier or more difficult

to support these learners?

e Thinking more broadly, what are the challenges faced by schools/other
education settings in identifying and supporting learners who may be affected

by poverty and how, if at all, does Curriculum for Wales affect this?

e ALNCo: Alongside ALN, what other characteristics may you be aware of and

take into account when supporting learners?

Exploratory domain 5: How curriculum and assessment arrangements support

equity and inclusion

To what extent have the curriculum and assessment arrangements enabled
schools/ education settings to support equity and inclusion for all their learners? To
what extent and in what ways is this different from how things worked under the

previous arrangements?
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e In what ways have your school’s curriculum and assessment arrangements

changed as part of Curriculum for Wales?

e What groups of learners have been considered in these changes who,

perhaps, before were not?

e Do you believe that in time there will be any measurable improvements to the
outcomes of learners who may face disadvantage? (probe whether
practitioners believe improvements will come specifically because of

Curriculum for Wales or due to other external factors)

e Have these changes (due to Curriculum for Wales) brought about great

opportunities for inclusion? If so, in what ways?

e ALNCo: Has the curriculum changed how you support learners with ALN to
understand their progression and identify next steps in learning? What about
other learners who may not be registered ALN but may face other barriers to

their progression?

Exploratory domain 6: Differences across schools/other education settings and

change over time

To what extent and in what ways do views, experiences and practices differ for
different types of practitioner and school, and why? To what extent are views,

experiences and practices changing over time, and why?

e Have there been any challenges in managing change at different levels
through the school/other education setting in a way that ensures that

Curriculum for Wales is implemented in an equitable and inclusive way?

e How do you feel the changes required have been different in this

school/other education setting as opposed to others you are familiar with?

e Has Curriculum for Wales influenced attitudes and policy in relation to
bullying and forms of prejudice experienced by diverse groups of learners? If

so, how?

e Have there been any significant changes to the school/education setting
learner population since the introduction of Curriculum for Wales, including in

relation to migration/asylum/refugees and changes in local employment, that
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have influenced how the curriculum has been designed, refined and

enacted?
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Guide to research conversations with school/other
education setting practitioners

Exploratory domain 1: Supporting equity and inclusion

To what extent have the curriculum and assessment arrangements enabled
schools/other education settings to support equity and inclusion for all learners,

including those with ALN and more able and talented learners?

e What is understood by supporting equity and inclusion in your

school/education context?

¢ What things have influenced those perspectives (for example any specific

school policy, professional learning, messaging from the SLT)?

e Alongside ALN, what other characteristics may you be aware of and take into

account when supporting learners?

Exploratory domain 2: Curriculum for Wales and individualised approaches to

learning

How are practitioners using Curriculum for Wales to take an individualised approach

to learning to cater for all abilities, for example those on different progression steps?

e In what ways, if at all, does Curriculum for Wales support a more inclusive

learning experience for learners?
e Are there challenges to this?

e |s the curriculum more adaptable to learners’ different stages of development

and progression?

e Has Curriculum for Wales helped practitioners take an individualised
approach to learning that caters for learners at different stages of
development and progression? If so, in what ways, and with which groups of

learners?

82



Exploratory domain 3: Learners’ understanding of their progression

How are practitioners adapting their teaching to meet the needs of learners at
different stages of development and progression? How is this working in practice in

the classroom?

e What are your thoughts on the Curriculum for Wales approach to
progression? Does the curriculum’s approach to supporting progression help

tailor learning in the classroom to the needs of the learners? If so, how?

e Do you feel learners understand their progression? Overall, do you think this

is contributing to improvements in progression?

e Do you think the experiences of learners with ALN and MAT learners

changed because of how the school is enacting the curriculum?

Exploratory domain 4: Supporting more learners affected by poverty, other

circumstances and those with protected characteristics

What do practitioners know about the circumstances of learners, (for instance
whether or not they are eligible for free school meals and other personal and home
circumstances)? What approaches are teachers using to support those who have
been affected by poverty and other circumstances, and those with protected
characteristics? To what extent and in what ways is Curriculum for Wales enabling

teachers to focus on supporting these learners and how are they are doing it?

e What learners in your classes experience barriers that might affect their

learning?

e What do you know about the different personal or family circumstances of

learners?

e In what ways is Curriculum for Wales helping you adapt your teaching to
meet the needs of learners? Which learners are these? Are there any

challenges?

e (If not explicitly mentioned) How about learners with protected characteristics
or those affected by poverty? Do you know which learners these are in your

class?

83



e What methods and approaches are you using to specifically support these

learners?

e Does Curriculum for Wales enable you to focus on supporting these learners

in any specific ways? If so, how?

Exploratory domain 5: How curriculum and assessment arrangements support

equity and inclusion

To what extent have the curriculum and assessment arrangements enabled
schools/other education settings to support equity and inclusion for all their
learners? To what extent and in what ways is this different from how things worked

under the previous arrangements?

e Could you describe any changes to how assessment under Curriculum for
Wales is considered within the school/education setting. Have assessment
arrangements or practices specifically changed as you have enacted

Curriculum for Wales, if so, how?

e In what ways do your assessment arrangements take into account the

different needs of learners and their different backgrounds?

¢ What comes to mind when you think about more equitable and inclusive

approaches to assessment?

e Has the curriculum enabled schools/other education settings to support

equity and inclusion through assessment arrangements? If so, how?

Exploratory domain 6: Differences across schools/other education settings and

change over time

To what extent and in what ways do views, experiences and practices differ for
different types of practitioner and school, and why? To what extent are views,

experiences and practices changing over time, and why?

e Thinking about your school/setting context, has Curriculum for Wales
changed thinking about inclusive teaching and learning which reflects the

experiences of learners from disadvantaged backgrounds, Black, Asian and
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Minority Ethnic learners, disabled learners and learners with ALN? If so,

how?

To what extent, if at all, is learner voice incorporated into decisions about the
choices of curriculum, what to teach, how and why it is taught? Has this

changed as a result of the introduction of Curriculum for Wales?

Where relevant to the curriculum, to what extent is the heritage, experiences
and lives of learners and their families reflected in the school/ education
setting’s curriculum? Has this changed as a result of Curriculum for Wales?
What are the mechanisms used within the school/other education setting and
teaching context to hear from learners, and their families and communities

about these things?

Have there been any changes to representation of diversity within what is
taught and learned and in learning and teaching resources (e.g., from WG,
consortia, or schools themselves) recently as a result of the introduction of
Curriculum for Wales? If you’ve made changes to your own school

resources, could you explain what there were and what led to the changes?
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