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Report title: 
New Qualifications - The new GCSE specifications in English language, 

Welsh language, mathematics, mathematics–numeracy and the Welsh 
Baccalaureate qualification in schools and colleges. 
 

Report  details: 

The report was commissioned as part of the Cabinet Secretary’s annual remit 
letter to Estyn for 2017-2018. It provides a national overview on how schools 
and colleges are planning and implementing their curriculum after the 
introduction of the new GCSEs in English and Welsh languages, 
mathematics, numeracy, and the new Welsh Baccalaureate.  
 
It considers the quality of teaching and assessment, curriculum planning, staff 
development and leadership. The report also includes practice that is worthy 
of consideration by other schools and colleges. 
 

Summary of main findings: 
1. In English and Welsh, many pupils demonstrate strong oracy skills. 
However, a few are reluctant to contribute and do not develop their oral skills 
appropriately.  

2. Writing is the least developed skill in both languages.  

3. In mathematics and mathematics-numeracy: 

 many have a secure understanding of fundamental concepts; 

 a majority have a firm grasp of algebra and are confident in selecting 
appropriate methods to solve problems.  

 a minority do not have a competent understanding of these concepts 
and struggle to solve problems effectively.  

 a few pupils do not possess secure basic number skills.  
 

4. Substantially fewer pupils gained the very highest grades in the Welsh 
Baccalaureate (National Level) than in English, Welsh or mathematics. 
Generally, pupils do not develop their numeracy or ICT skills well enough in 
Welsh Baccalaureate lessons.  

5. The majority feel well prepared for their examinations. A majority of pupils 
are broadly positive about the Welsh Baccalaureate qualification, although a 
minority are negative. Pupils’ attitudes generally reflect the status that a 
particular school, especially its leaders, places on this course.  

6. Most schools have redesigned their schemes and have made suitable 
adaptations to teaching in response to the new specifications. However, there 
has not been enough planning to extend more able pupils, especially in the 
Welsh Baccalaureate qualification. Teaching is effective in many GCSE 
lessons and in the majority of Welsh Baccalaureate lessons.  
 
7. In the majority of schools, staff members are chosen to deliver the Welsh 
Baccalaureate mainly on their timetable availability, and there is too much 
variation in the enthusiasm and expertise among teachers delivering the 
course. The quality of leadership for the Welsh Baccalaureate is also too 



 

  

variable.  

8. Most senior leaders have supported departments strongly in preparing for 
the new courses. Many senior leaders have increased the curriculum time for 
these subjects. However, there has been a narrowing of the curriculum in 
many schools. For example, the proportion of pupils following GCSE English 
or Welsh literature and other subjects has declined considerably since 2012.  

9. Many schools enter pupils early for examinations. This strategy is 
expensive, disrupts the normal running of schools, and often results in pupils 
sitting examinations for which they are not fully prepared.  

10. There has been a wide variation in the quality of support for schools from 
the regional consortia, local authorities and the WJEC.  
 
Further education colleges  

11. Most learners consolidate their learning from school well and many make 
suitable progress in preparing for GCSE resit examinations in English and 
mathematics. The Welsh Government does not publish data about the 
outcomes of these examinations.  

12. In general, colleges have planned well so that learners can study for and 
resit GCSE courses. There has been a substantial increase in the number of 
learners enrolled on GCSE English and mathematics, but not in GCSE Welsh 
programmes.  

13. Only a minority of learners would take the Welsh Baccalaureate 
qualification out of choice.  
 
14. In a few lessons, teachers do not adapt their teaching sufficiently to meet 
the needs of all learners. In general, colleges do not receive enough 
information from schools about learners’ prior attainment.  

15. Most Welsh Baccalaureate teachers receive appropriate training and 
understand the requirements of the specification well. However, only a 
minority have access to networks of good practice with other colleges or 
schools.  

16. Senior leaders are committed to ensuring learners have access to GCSEs 
in English language and mathematics and the Welsh Baccalaureate 
qualifications. There has been appropriate investment in recruiting new staff 
and training existing staff to deliver the new qualifications  

17. Most colleges have effective self-evaluation procedures. However, in a 
few cases, self-evaluation does not result in an accurate picture of the quality 
of teaching, or of learning, especially in Welsh Baccalaureate classes  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

  

Recommendation 1  
 
Schools and colleges should: 
Challenge the full ability range and provide stimulating tasks that 
develop the resilience of learners. 

We are reforming the curriculum as set out in our National Mission. The new 
curriculum will be based on Progression Steps with expectations that 
challenge children and young people to have high personal aspirations and 
achievement.  Successful Futures states that good teaching and learning 
challenges all learners by encouraging them to recognise the importance of 
sustained effort in meeting expectations that are high but achievable for them 

The new curriculum also places an emphasis on developing resilience among 
learners. It is explicitly referenced in the Four Purposes of the new curriculum 
which will underpin all teaching and learning in Wales. 

We have also procured a support programme for further education institutions 
to improve their support for More Able and Talented (MAT) learners, following 
the publication of Welsh Government guidance in 2017.  The support 
programme includes training for college staff, and the development of criteria 
to help colleges identify MAT learners.  Our guidance places a strong 
emphasis on the development of resilience and independent study skills. 

 
Recommendation 2  
 
Schools and colleges should: 
Ensure that learners improve their writing in English and Welsh. 
Our national mission is to raise standards, reduce the attainment gap and 
deliver an education system that is a source of national pride and confidence. 
Ensuring all learners develop excellent literacy skills, which includes writing, is 
a key part of our national mission.  
 
In March 2016, we published ‘the National Literacy and Numeracy 
Programme – a Strategic Action Plan’ which gives a clear vision for literacy 
and numeracy going forward, includes our progress to date on the National 
Literacy and Numeracy Framework (LNF) and ensures there is significant 
ongoing support for literacy and numeracy across the curriculum. The LNF 
provides a continuum of development, clearly setting out annual expected 
outcomes in literacy and numeracy.  Writing is a strand of the Literacy 
component of the LNF and has equal status within the Framework as oracy 
and reading.  
 
The LNF became a statutory curriculum requirement in September 2013 and 
in 2015 we made changes to the content and presentation of the Areas of 
Learning for Language, Literacy and Communication Skills and Mathematical 
Development and programmes of study in English, Welsh and Maths. The aim 
was to strengthen the learning and teaching of literacy and numeracy in these 
areas and align them with the approach taken in the LNF to create a 
continuum of learning from the Foundation Phase through to Key stage 4 and 
qualifications.   
 



 

  

Welsh Government is committed to ensuring that schools are fully supported 
to implement the LNF. Since September 2015, regional consortia funded by 
the Welsh Government have been providing direct support for the LNF. Each 
Consortium determines how they can best support the schools in their region 
in their implementation of the LNF. We continue to work closely with our 
partners in the regional education Consortia to ensure that schools are fully 
supported.    
 
One of the Four Purposes of the new curriculum is that all our children and 
young people will be ambitious, capable learners who can communicate 
effectively, using both Welsh and English. 
  
The Languages, Literacy and Communications (LLC) Area of Learning and 
Experience (AoLE) in the new curriculum will give equal status to oracy, 
reading and writing. All schools will be required to ensure learners make 
progress in Welsh, English and other languages.  
 

Recommendation 3  
 
Schools and colleges should: 
Have high expectations that all learners contribute orally, especially in 
Welsh. 
If we are to achieve our vision of reaching one million Welsh speakers, we 
need to ensure that our learners are confident to use the language in 
everyday contexts. Opportunities to contribute orally are, therefore, essential 
to ensure that learners practise speaking and are using the language on a 
regular basis. 
 
One of the Four Purposes of the new curriculum is that all our children and 
young people will be ambitious, capable learners who are effective 
communicators in Welsh, in English.  The Languages, Literacy and 
Communication Area of Learning and Experience will facilitate the 
development of learners’ knowledge, skills and dispositions in oracy, 
alongside writing, reading and literature within and across languages. 
Meaningful contexts will stimulate learners to acquire and apply skills, 
knowledge and understanding and develop positive attitudes to learning and 
using languages. 

Literacy is also vital to progression in other areas of the curriculum including 
mathematics and numeracy. The mathematics and numeracy AoLE will 
highlight opportunities for developing skills relating to literacy in mathematics, 
and using appropriate language skills for example, when explaining concepts 
and sharing ideas with teachers and other learners, 
 
Recommendation 4  
 
Schools and colleges should: 
Improve pupils’ problem-solving skill in mathematics and in 
mathematics-numeracy. 

The Welsh Government is committed to ensuring that children and young 
people reach their full potential in education regardless of their background or 
circumstances.  Our vision is for all of our children and young people to enjoy 



 

  

teaching and learning that inspires them to succeed, in an inclusive learning 
environment which respects and values cultural diversity. 

Our commitment to raise standards in the teaching and learning of 
mathematics is being delivered through our National Network for Excellence 
in Mathematics (NNEM). The NNEM is comprised of universities, schools and 
regional partners – all working to improve the learning and teaching of 
mathematics and numeracy in education settings and colleges across Wales, 
primarily through supporting practitioners to develop enhanced classroom 
practice 

We expect that numeracy skills continue to be given prominence and are 
developed accordingly. To ensure a continuum of development from the 
Foundation Phase through to Key Stage 4 and qualifications, the LNF has 
been extended to Key Stage 4.  The extended LNF, although non-statutory in 
other subjects, continues to be statutory within the English, Welsh (first 
language) and Mathematics Programmes of Study at Key Stage 4. 
  
The new curriculum will contain an appropriate balance of knowledge and 
skills. The mathematics and numeracy AoLE have conducted extensive 
research and are currently considering the use of proficiencies similar to those 
in the Australian curriculum which comprise, fluency, understanding, problem-
solving and understanding. 
 

Recommendation 5  
 
Schools and colleges should: 
Develop pupils’ higher-order reading skills in English, Welsh and 
mathematics and the Welsh Baccalaureate. 
Higher order reading skills have been given prominence by the work of the 
AoLE.  The progression framework being built by the group puts an emphasis 
on learning to identify how texts differ when they are created for different 
media and audiences and on pupils increasingly beginning to consider the 
intended effect. By making connections, questioning, expressing opinions and 
discussing language appropriateness reading skills will becomes increasingly 
analytical as learners follow the progression framework. 
 
In March 2016, we published our National literacy and Numeracy Programme 
(NLNP). The plan gives a clear vision of our strategy for literacy and 
numeracy going forward and ensures there is significant ongoing support for 
literacy and numeracy across the curriculum. 
 
The NLNP brings together a range of key policies including the National 
Literacy and Numeracy Framework (LNF) and the National reading and 
numeracy tests and led to changes designed to bring long term sustained 
improvements.  
 
The LNF was developed for all learners aged 3 to 16, to support teaching and 
learning of high standards of literacy and numeracy across the curriculum for 
all learners in order to raise levels of attainment.  
 
Reading is a strand of the Literacy component of the LNF and has equal 
status within the Framework as oracy and writing. 



 

  

 
The LNF provides a clear structured framework for teachers to support the 
development of literacy and numeracy skills in their lessons consistently and 
at the appropriate level. 
 
We made the revised Areas of Learning (AoL) for Language, Literacy and 
Communication Skills and the Programmes of Study (PoS) for English, 
statutory from September 2015. The revisions strengthen the learning and 
teaching of literacy and numeracy in the Areas of Learning and programmes 
of study by complementing, and aligning them with, the approach taken in the 
LNF to create a continuum of learning.   

Recommendation 6  
 
Schools and colleges should: 
Improve boys’ performance in Welsh, English and the Welsh 
Baccalaureate. 
There is significant ongoing support for literacy across the curriculum in order 
to improve the skills of all learners. The Welsh Government will continue to 
work with regional education Consortia Literacy Co-ordinators, Welsh 
Baccalaureate Coordinators and all relevant partners in the regional education 
Consortia to ensure that opportunities are identified and schools are fully 
supported.  
 

Recommendation 7  
 
Schools and colleges should: 
Help more pupils to gain the highest grades in the Welsh Baccalaureate. 

The Welsh Baccalaureate plays a key part in our national mission to raise 
standards, by improving both the skills, and knowledge of 
our young people. It has been designed to give younger people a broader 
experience than they usually have through their traditional academic 
education. 
 
The Welsh Government will work with Welsh Baccalaureate Coordinators in 
each region to identify potential support mechanisms to support learners 
achieve their potential. 
 

Recommendation 8  
 
Schools and colleges should: 
Provide better opportunities for pupils to develop their numeracy and 
ICT skills in the Welsh Baccalaureate. 
The emphasis in the Welsh Baccalaureate is on applied learning i.e. acquiring 
and applying a range of transferable skills where Learners will develop skills 
in the context of purposeful tasks and appropriate knowledge and 
understanding. 
 
The Welsh Government will work with Welsh Baccalaureate Coordinators and 
partners in the regional education Consortia to ensure that opportunities are 
identified and schools are fully supported.    
 
 



 

  

Recommendation 9  
 
Schools and colleges should: 
Consider carefully their staffing and timetabling for the Welsh 
Baccalaureate and the status they place on the qualification. 

The WJEC outlines minimum guided learning hours for the Welsh 
Baccalaureate qualification. The Welsh Government expects head teachers 
and principals to use their professional judgement in determining the right 
learning programme for their learners.  
 
We expect all young people to be taking the Welsh Baccalaureate at KS4 in 
line with the recommendations from the Review of Qualifications 
recommendations. 
 
Recommendation 10  
 
Schools and colleges should: 
Provide training for middle leaders to help them evaluate standards and 
teaching in their departments. 

Welsh Government has been working closely with the Regional Consortia to 
develop and establish training for leaders in Wales including work that has 
begun to look at the development of middle leaders.  
 
Since July 2016, the four regions have been working more collaboratively on 
the development of professional learning offers for school leaders. In July 
2016, this work commenced with the creation of a revised offer for aspiring 
head teachers. The introduction of the Shadow Board for the National 
Academy for Educational Leadership (NAEL) accelerated this joint working 
and the regions have responded accordingly with agreement to extend the 
commonality on a phased approach. 
 
They agreed to  

 To develop and deliver common provision for aspiring head teachers, 

head teachers new to post and experienced head teachers across the 

4 regions in a phased approach.  

 To procure or develop tools and documents to support the aim.  

 Leaders across Wales will have access to a growing number of 

common, high quality, professional learning opportunities regardless of 

location 

 Growth of skilled leaders across Wales leading to significant reduction 

in vacant posts for leaders  

To date they have been working on the following areas: 

 Commonality of provision across the four consortia’s regions  

 Access to Leadership training regardless of geographical location 

 All training provision to be provided for both English and Welsh 

speakers  



 

  

 Training to be aligned with new standards teaching and leadership 

 Training to be aligned with NAEL  Endorsement criteria 

 360 Evaluation tool  

 Phased delivery programme  

 Communications strategy for Leadership Programmes  

The Regions will put forward these new programmes to the NAEL for 
endorsement when appropriate and the call for endorsement for these 
programmes comes forward.  
 
The Regions have also been working with HEIs to support these 
developments.  
These new programmes will support improving the standards in Wales.   
 

Recommendation 11  
 
Schools and colleges should: 
Work together better to ensure that they have legal, secure, and 
comprehensive arrangements for sharing information about learners’ 
prior attainments and to develop networks of additional practice. 

There are already powers in place to facilitate the sharing of pupil information. 
Existing pupil regulations cover the sharing of pupil level data in the Pupil 
Information (Wales) Regulations 2011. Under regulation 5: Duties of head 
teacher—educational records it states under section (3) that in every case 
where a pupil is under consideration for admission to another school 
(including an independent school) or to an institution of further education or 
any other place of education or training, the head teacher must transfer the 
pupil's educational record to the responsible person, free of charge. There is a 
clear responsibility in regulations for heads to transfer pupil’s records on 
request, and within 15 days. 
 
Officials have drafted guidance for schools and colleges to raise their 
awareness of the legal requirements on data sharing, which will be issued 
shortly.  We are considering the feasibility of further work to strengthen data 
sharing, and will submit advice to Ministers on this in due course. 
 
Our National Mission also specifies the promotion of school-to-school 
working, including federation, clusters and professional learning communities 
as a key action. 
 

Additional Recommendation 12  
 
Schools should consider the breadth of their curriculum, including 
opportunities and encouragements to study English literature and 
Welsh literature. 
The best interest of the learner needs to be the main factor in any decision 
about which qualifications are chosen for delivery.  
 
In our recently announced proposals on Key Stage 4 performance measures 



 

  

arrangements for 2019 onwards we will issue schools with information that 
shows their performance in both language and literature. Recognizing 
literature GCSE in the core measures affirms the importance of literature in 
both languages to our cultural heritage.  
 
The Languages Literature and Communication Area of Learning and 
Experience in the new curriculum includes progression in literature for all 
learners aged 3 to 16 in Wales.  
 

Additional Recommendation 13  
 
Colleges should increase the number of learners resitting GCSE Welsh 
language. 

Some colleges offer learners the opportunity to resit their GCSE Welsh 
Language, therefore as part of their Welsh-medium planning of provision, the 
remaining colleges will be encouraged to provide learners with the same 
opportunity. Colleges may need to collaborate with Welsh-medium schools to 
enable this to happen.   
 

Publication details 

The Report will be published on the Estyn website on Tuesday 17 July. 
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