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This essay critically evaluates a key action point from the School Development Plan (SDP), assessing its effectiveness and impact on school improvement. The chosen action point, ‘Improve our understanding of how children make progress by exploring the relationship between curriculum and assessment,’ aims to strengthen teachers’ abilities to track and support pupil development through more informed assessment practices.
In line with ethical research principles set by the British Educational Research Association (BERA, 2024), the school will be referred to as School A throughout this essay to maintain confidentiality. To provide context, School A educates 427 pupils aged 3 to 11 across 16 classes. Approximately 21% of pupils are eligible for free school meals, slightly above the Welsh average, while 30% have identified special educational needs. (Estyn, 2022). 
This assignment is structured as follows: the literature review explores the relationship between curriculum and assessment, drawing on key educational frameworks, academic research, and policies to highlight best practices and common challenges. The development of the action point examines how School A has implemented strategies to improve understanding of student progress, detailing specific initiatives. The reflection and evaluation section critically assesses the effectiveness of the chosen action point, considering both its impact and areas for improvement, supported by evidence from practice. Finally, the conclusion summarises key findings, discusses the broader implications for teaching and learning, and offers recommendations for future improvements in assessment and curriculum alignment.

Literature review
Overview of the School Development Process
A School Development Plan (SDP) is a framework for guiding a school's educational improvements. It outlines specific goals and actions to enhance teaching, learning, and student outcomes. The SDP plays an important role in helping schools align with national educational standards while addressing their own priorities and challenges (Welsh Government, 2021).
The purpose of an SDP is to drive school improvement by identifying areas of development, setting clear targets, and outlining actionable strategies. The SDP addresses both short-term and long-term educational goals, allowing schools to reflect on their practices, assess their strengths and weaknesses, and adjust where necessary (Welsh Government, 2017).
An SDP uses data from assessments and teacher evaluations to inform decisions about teaching methods and assessment strategies. This cycle of reflection and refinement helps schools meet local and national priorities, improving the educational experience for all students (Donaldson, 2015).
Key Stages of the SDP Process
The SDP process typically involves four key stages: planning, implementation, monitoring, and evaluation.
The planning phase involves setting clear objectives that align with both the school's vision and external priorities. These objectives are informed by data from student performance and external evaluations such as Estyn inspections. During this phase, school leaders collaborate with staff to identify the key areas that need improvement. School A has chosen to focus on enhancing its assessment practices to improve the understanding of student progress, which aligns with national priorities set out in the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022).
During the implementation phase, the school puts the plans into action. This stage requires the allocation of resources such as professional development and the introduction of new assessment methods. Effective implementation requires ongoing communication to ensure that all staff are informed and equipped to carry out the strategies laid out in the plan (Welsh Government, 2021).
The monitoring phase involves tracking progress to ensure that the actions are having the desired impact. Classroom observations, learning walks, feedback from teachers and formative assessments are essential for this to be effective. Schools often use performance indicators, such as student achievement and attendance data, to measure how well the strategies are working (Conway and Murphy, 2022). This ensures that schools can identify areas where adjustments are needed.
Evaluation is the final phase of this, where the success of the action is assessed against the intended outcomes. School leaders and staff critically analyse data and performance to determine whether the objectives have been achieved. The evaluation process is crucial for identifying what worked well, what didn’t, and where further improvements are needed (Welsh Government, 2017). After evaluating the outcomes, schools typically adjust their strategies or reframe their objectives for the next planning cycle in which was seen in School A. This process encourages continuous improvement and provides insights into the effectiveness of specific school practices.

Focus on the Strategic Target
The chosen strategic target for this essay is ‘improving the understanding of how children make progress by exploring the relationship between curriculum and assessment’. Assessment practices are integral to measuring and supporting student progress. However, there are several challenges in aligning with the curriculum, particularly in relation to traditional assessment methods.
Key Challenges in Understanding Student Progress
Traditional assessment methods, such as standardised tests, often fail to capture a true picture of student progress. These assessments typically measure memorisation, without considering how students are developing their skills and knowledge over time. This can create a disconnect between what is taught in the curriculum and what is assessed (Senedd Research, 2015).
Formative assessments (such as quizzes, peer assessments, and observational data) offer a more holistic view of student progress. However, many schools struggle to implement these effectively due to time constraints or a lack of resources. There is often resistance to moving away from standardised testing in favour of more ongoing assessment methods (Case, Jorgensen, and Zucker, 2018). The Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022) also emphasises the importance of a holistic approach to learning, focusing on the development of skills, attitudes, and knowledge. 

Evidence-Based Strategies
Research has shown that the integration of curriculum and assessment can have a significant impact on student progress. Several evidence-based strategies can help schools address these challenges.
Assessment For Learning (AfL) focuses on using assessment as a tool for improving teaching and learning. It encourages the use of formative assessments that provide ongoing feedback to students, allowing them to understand their strengths and areas for improvement. This approach aligns with the Curriculum for Wales, which stresses the importance of progression and skill development. AfL allows teachers to adjust their instruction based on student needs in the moment, ensuring that the assessment is directly linked to the learning process happening in the classroom (Welsh Government, 2021).
Mastery learning is an approach that emphasises student mastery of a subject before moving on to the next concept. This approach ensures that assessments are linked to a student’s ability to demonstrate proficiency in key skills, rather than simply measuring their performance against a standard (OECD, 2017).
Regular feedback is also essential in helping students understand their progress and next steps. Research has shown that formative feedback, which is specific and actionable, can significantly enhance student achievement. Schools that prioritise this form of feedback, create a system where students can continuously improve and progress at their own pace (Welsh Government, 2018).
Case studies from schools that have integrated these strategies show that schools with well-aligned curriculum-assessment frameworks tend to see higher student engagement and better learning outcomes (Conway and Murphy, 2022).

Critical Engagement
While there is evidence supporting the integration of curriculum and assessment, there are also gaps in the research. One area of ongoing debate is the effectiveness of adaptive assessments or AI-driven tools for tracking student progress. Some argue that these technologies offer the potential for personalised learning experiences, but others have concerns about their ability to assess the development of skills like critical thinking or creativity (OECD, 2019).
Furthermore, emerging trends suggest that more schools are adopting competency-based assessments, which focus on students demonstrating mastery of skills, rather than simply accumulating knowledge or answering recall correctly. However, there is still limited evidence on the long-term effectiveness of these approaches in improving educational outcomes across learners (Donaldson, 2015).
Developing an Action Point
Context of the Target
School A’s broader mission focuses on creating an inclusive, collaborative, and progressive learning environment. The school aims to develop processes, practices, and a culture that support an anti-racism learning environment, ensure the full and confidential implementation of the Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (ALNET) Act, and promote a learning organisation that encourages team learning and staff collaboration through initiatives like unseen observations. These objectives align with national priorities, such as the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022), which emphasises inclusivity, well-being, and the development of ethical and informed citizens.
The strategic target in focus originated from a collaborative process where all teachers participated in discussions about the School Development Plan (SDP), contributing ideas for potential targets. The Senior Leadership Team (SLT) then reviewed these ideas into four key improvement areas, with this particular action point emerging as a school priority.
Although the 2020 Estyn inspection influenced the target selections, it was not the sole factor. The priorities were also shaped by the needs of the school community, ensuring that the SDP reflects both external expectations and internal school values. Meeting new curriculum and assessment standards also played a role in prioritising this target, as schools must align with evolving educational expectations outlined in the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022).

Implementation
To implement this strategic target effectively, School A has taken an approach involving teacher training, assessment framework revisions, and stakeholder engagement.
Steps Taken:
Teachers participated in training sessions to improve their understanding of practices, ALN provisions, and anti-racism education. This training also introduced the concept of unseen observations, aimed at fostering a culture of professional trust and collaboration among staff. 
Current assessment methods aim to measure learning effectively, but there is room for improvement in balancing high expectations for students with differentiated support for ALN pupils. The school could enhance its approach by integrating more formative assessment strategies, ensuring that students receive continuous feedback and appropriate challenge.

Stakeholder Involvement
Staff, students, and parents have been involved in discussions about the changes being implemented with everyone being included in having a voice on improvements of the school. Student voice initiatives have provided valuable insights into their experiences with the curriculum and assessment practices with collaboration with external educational sources helping to refine strategies to ensure compliance with ALNET requirements.


Timeline of Actions:
· Phase 1 (2021-2022): Identifying key targets through staff discussions and SLT meetings.
· Phase 2 (2022-2023): Initial teacher training and introduction of unseen observations.
· Phase 3 (2023-2024): Continuous refinement of assessment frameworks, curriculum audits, and stakeholder involvement.
Impact Measurement
To track progress, School A employs a combination of qualitative and quantitative methods, ensuring a data-informed approach to evaluating the action point.
Methods Used:
Student Progress Data:
· Standardised test scores and formative assessments provide measurable indicators of student progress.
Teacher Observations and Feedback:
· Unseen observations allow teachers to reflect on their practices without the pressure of formal evaluation, fostering a culture of collaborative improvement. 

· Peer feedback sessions enable teachers to exchange best practices and refine instructional methods.
Curriculum and Assessment Review:
· Book looks and curriculum audits provide insights into whether the school is successfully aligning its curriculum with national priorities.
Preliminary Results and Trends:
· Increased teacher confidence in implementing inclusive assessment practices.

· Challenges remain in ensuring that assessment frameworks are continually revised to balance rigour and accessibility.

Critical Analysis
The focus on professional development within School A has provided teachers with the skills to support learners, including using unseen observations, creating a culture of trust and collaboration. Research highlights that collaborative professional learning shows improved teacher confidence in aligning assessment with curriculum objectives (OECD, 2017).
Even though these strengths are present, challenges remain. Assessment frameworks need further revision to ensure they are inclusive and align with the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2021). Similarly, more tracking of ALN student progress is needed to ensure appropriate challenge and support (Welsh Government, 2018). Further collaboration with external experts could also strengthen the school’s approach to implementing ALNET provisions (Donaldson, 2015).
Potential Solutions and Refinements
Some potential refinements for School A to bring further development to the SDP targets could be to implement a structured assessment review cycle, ensuring that assessment frameworks are revised annually to remain relevant and appropriate for all students (Case, Jorgensen, & Zucker, 2018). Additionally, developing a formalised system for tracking student progress that contains formative and summative assessments more effectively would align with best practices in assessment research (Conway & Murphy, 2022). Another aspect would be to increase teacher training on differentiated instruction to enhance ALN support (Senedd Research, 2015), which could be further strengthened by exploring AI-driven adaptive assessment tools to personalise learning for diverse student needs (OECD, 2017).

Reflection and Evaluation
Personal Reflection
Through engaging in this process, I have developed a deeper understanding of curriculum and assessment and how the two must work together to support meaningful student progress. The traditional emphasis on test-based and recall-driven assessment has limitations, as it primarily measures what students remember within a short time frame, rather than assessing long-term understanding and skill development (Conway & Murphy, 2022). In contrast, the Curriculum for Wales promotes a holistic and competency-based approach, aiming to develop learners who are capable, creative, and critical thinkers (Welsh Government, 2022). This highlights the need for assessment methods that capture students' progress over time, rather than just memorisation.
I have also recognised the importance of formative assessment strategies, such as Assessment for Learning (AfL), self-assessment, and peer feedback, in creating a more inclusive and reflective learning environment (Senedd Research, 2015). These methods align more effectively with continuous learning and skill progression, which is a key principle of
 Curriculum and Assessment (Wales) Act 2021 (Welsh Government, 2021).

School-Wide Impact
School A’s strategy has been quite effective in fostering a more collaborative and reflective teaching culture, particularly through initiatives such as unseen observations and professional development opportunities. These have empowered teachers to adapt their approaches to better support students of all abilities. However, while progress has been made, there are still gaps in assessment practices. Current book looks and periodic assessment framework revisions are helpful but insufficient in ensuring that assessments truly reflect student learning over time also due to moving between subjects quite quickly. According to the OECD (2017), effective assessment should be adaptive and ongoing, allowing teachers to track students' individual progress in a way that informs teaching and learning, rather than simply measuring achievement.

Evidence-Based Recommendations
Move Away from Test-Based Assessment
School A could adopt alternative assessment strategies that focus on skills, application, and deeper learning, rather than just memorisation. Strategies such as project-based assessments and formative learning checkpoints allow students to demonstrate knowledge in a variety of ways (Case et al., 2018).
Enhance ALN Support within Assessment Frameworks
While the school provides some differentiated learning, more structured support and challenge for ALN pupils is needed. Mastery-based learning, where students progress at individual paces, could be explored as an alternative to rigid time-bound assessments (Donaldson, 2015).
Develop a Continuous Assessment Cycle
The school should implement a formalised system for regularly reviewing and adapting assessment frameworks, ensuring they remain aligned with the Curriculum for Wales and inclusive of diverse learners (Welsh Government, 2022). This should involve teacher collaboration, student feedback, and evidence-based modifications.
Explore Digital and Adaptive Assessment Tools
AI-driven adaptive assessment technologies could help track long-term student progress and offer insights into individual learning needs. OECD (2017) suggests that technology-enhanced assessment can provide real-time feedback, benefiting both teachers and students.

Conclusion
This essay has critically evaluated the target of improving the understanding of how children make progress by exploring the relationship between curriculum and assessment. Through an analysis of School A’s approach, it is evident that while progress has been made in aligning assessment with the Curriculum for Wales, there remains room for improvement in moving away from test-based assessments and towards more formative and adaptive approaches. Research has highlighted the importance of continuous assessment, mastery learning, and differentiated strategies to better support long-term student progress, particularly for ALN learners (Donaldson, 2015; Welsh Government, 2022).
This process has reinforced the importance of evidence-based decision-making in school development, ensuring that assessment frameworks are regularly reviewed and adapted in response to student needs. The role of collaborative professional learning has also been highlighted, as teacher training and shared reflective practices play a key role in enhancing assessment literacy and effectiveness (OECD, 2017).
Moving forward, this experience will shape my future teaching by encouraging me to adopt more flexible and learner-centred assessment methods. It has also deepened my understanding of how curriculum and assessment must work together to support inclusive, meaningful, and progressive learning.
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