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The Phonics Screening Check 
 
 “The purpose of the phonics screening check will 

be to confirm that all children have learned phonic 
decoding to an age-appropriate standard.” 

 Department for Education, March 2013 
 

In 2012 58% of England’s Year 1 children reached the 
passmark of 32 correct responses out of 40 items.   

 

Last year the figure rose to 69%.s 
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UKLA’s 2012 survey of teachers’ views about the 
Phonics Screening Check 

Commissioned by UKLA, carried out and analysed by 
research staff at Sheffield Hallam University (UKLA, 2012) 

 494 responses received. 

 Schools were asked about: 

 the time commitment involved 

 pupil preparation undertaken 

 whether the Check helped them to identify issues not already 
identified 

 whether the results were an accurate reflection of children’s 
reading performance – in particular for more successful 
readers. 
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 Responses indicated that a significant majority of teachers 
and headteachers considered that: 

 children were confused by the nonsense words; 

 taking the Phonics Screening Check: 

 undermines pupils’ confidence as readers; 

 impedes successful readers and has failed a cohort of the 
most fluent readers; 

 misidentifies pupils who are beyond this stage of 
development as readers and favours less 
developed/emergent readers;  

 has negative implications for relationships with parents; 

 has negative implications for school organisation; 

 the Phonics Screening Check is not fit for purpose. 
 

Source: UKLA, 2012 
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Findings of the survey commissioned by the 

Department for Education 

 In 2012 the Department for Education commissioned 
the National Foundation for Educational Research to 
research the impact of the Phonics Screening Check 
on:  

 the teaching of reading in England’s primary schools,  

  the wider literacy curriculum,  

 the standard of reading.   
 

 At this moment, researchers are visiting schools all 
over the country, collecting data for the third and final 
report, which will appear next spring. 
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 The first NFER  report, published in May 2013, shows little 
support for the government’s view that the PSC is having a 
beneficial effect on the teaching of reading.   

 When asked directly, only two case-study schools (out of 
14) said they could see some benefit to the check.  

 “The majority of schools felt that there were no 
benefits to the check at all”  (Walker et al., 2013, p. 32) 

 Most teachers felt the PSC was not suitable for children 
with speech or language needs, or with other difficulties. 

 The pseudo words presented problems for these children 
and for those who speak another language at home. 

 40% teachers saw the PSC as unsuitable for independent 
and fluent readers with 22% seeing it as very unsuitable. 
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 As to the pseudo words, many reported good readers 
experiencing difficulties:  

 “They tried to make the pseudo words fit something 
they knew, for example by changing ‘proom’ to ‘groom’.”  
(Walker et al., 2013, p.39) 

 

 In one case-study school there was evidence to suggest 
that the most able readers were only just reaching the 
threshold, while the slightly less able, but still above 
average, pupils were more frequently surpassing the 
threshold with much higher scores.  
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 The second report, published in May this year, is based on 
data from 19 case study schools, 583 literacy coordinators 
and 625 Year 1 teachers. 

 Most teachers are positive about the importance of phonics 
teaching.  

 Teachers reported on changes to their phonics teaching 
resulting from their experience of the check in 2012. 

 “The most frequently reported change by both survey and 
case-study respondents was the introduction of pseudo 
words into phonics sessions.” (Walker et al., 2014, p.8) 
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 “Most children who achieve level 2 in reading and 
writing at key stage 1 have previously met the expected 
standard on the check at the end of Year 1, but there 
is a substantial minority (over a quarter) who have 
not.” (Walker et al., 2014, p.10) 

 “As reported last year, one of the key messages to 
emerge from the evaluation so far is that many 
schools believe that a phonics approach to 
teaching reading should be used alongside other 
methods.” (Walker et al., 2014, p.11) 
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 “… attainment in reading and writing more 
broadly appears unaffected by the school’s 
enthusiasm, or not, for systematic synthetic 
phonics and the check, and by their approach to 
the teaching of phonics.” 
(Walker et al., 2014, p.10) 
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Questions not asked by the NFER evaluation 

Professor Margaret Clark suggests the following 
questions should be asked: 

 What is the effect of the Phonics Check on children’s 
views of literacy? 

 What is its effect on the reading material offered to 
children already reading with understanding? 

 What is its effect  on children whose home language is 
not English? 

 What is its effect on those with speech and language 
disorders? 

 What is its effect on those who fail to reach the 
required standard by Year 2? (Clark, 2014) 
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Evidence for a phonics route 
Clackmannanshire?  

  In the National Tests of reading, the children in the 
study did not score significantly better than their 
predecessors.   

 HMI observed that performance in reading in  
Clackmannanshire was "below the average for 
comparator authorities" (HMIE, 2003).   
 

Reading First? 
 “Reading First did not produce a statistically significant 

impact on students’ reading comprehension scores.” 

 (Gamse et al., 2008) 
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 Marlynne Grant? 

 This study is of one class only. 

 We are not given their comprehension scores. 

 The investigator (like Johnson and Watson) had a vested 
interest in the result. 

 The study has not been published in any academic 
journal. 

(Grant, 2014) 

 

 Grant’s study cannot be taken as hard evidence of 
synthetic phonics as the royal road to reading. 
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The English spelling system 
 You need more than phonics to identify the following 

words, all taken from the 50 commonest words in 
English: 

 ‘was’,  ‘one’,  ‘are’,  ‘all’,  
‘have’,   ‘what’,  ‘said’ 

 
Source: Carroll et al., 1971 

 

These spellings aren’t all random.  Rhyme can help 
you to identify one of these words: 

 ‘all’ rhymes with ‘fall’ and ‘call’ 
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Rhyme can also help with many other words not 
amenable to a synthetic phonic approach: 

 ‘fast’, and ‘past’;  ‘find’ and ‘mind’; ‘most’ and ‘post’ 

 

Analytic phonics, using units larger than graphemes,  
can usefully supplement synthetic phonics, giving the 
young reader another string to her bow. 
Source: Ziegler and Goswami, 2005 
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But rhyme is not totally reliable either:  
 ‘bow’ (to rhyme with ‘now’ or ‘show’?) 
 ‘read’ (or ‘lead’ and ‘lead’) 
 ‘wind’ (to rhyme with ‘find’?) 
 
And what about those words that seem to be ‘one-offs’? 
 ‘gone’ ‘none’  ‘son’  ‘put’     ‘many’ 

 
And the final ‘ed’ in the following words? 
 ‘tackled’,  ‘jumped’  ‘landed’ 
 
English spelling is almost as much about meaning as it 
is about sound. 
 
Source: Venezky, 1999 
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Phonics provides: 
 
 “a process for approximating the sound of a word 
known from listening but not recognized quickly 
from sight.  For this to work, decoding patterns need 
not generate perfect representations of speech.  
Instead they need to get the reader close enough, 
that, with context, the correct identification can be 
made.” 
 

Venezky, 1999, p. 231 
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So is learning to read just about phonics? 
Learning to read means learning to make sense of text  

 Reading is not just pronouncing written words.  

 Children who become avid and accomplished readers focus 
on making sense from the start. 

 They develop a habit of mind that expects the words they 
decode to make sense.   

 This allows them to monitor their own performance from 
an early and to make corrections when they misread. 

  Assessment of children’s progress in reading needs to 
involve making sense of text. 

Source: Taylor & Pearson, 2002 
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Evidence from studies of effective 
literacy teaching 

Studies of schools and classrooms where children are 

taught to read most effectively, where they actually like  

reading and do plenty of it, show consistently that high  

achieving classes are characterized by: 
 

 a balanced approach with attention to word recognition 
matched by attention to comprehension. 
 

 attention to individual children as literacy learners; 
 

 high levels of engagement in reading. 
Source Taylor & Pearson, 2002 and many others 
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The importance of a balanced approach to 

reading 

 Taylor and Pearson have shown in extensive 
surveys that balanced literacy teaching is more 
successful than phonics alone.   
 
In balanced classes, “the consistent message [is] 
that understanding and effective communication – 
not just word recognition – are what literacy is 
about”  (Taylor and Pearson 2002, p. 365). 
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A balanced approach means that: 

 In addition to learning how to identify words, children 
taught literacy effectively are encouraged and 
supported to:  

 focus on making sense of written text; 

 see its uses in ordering, enlarging, enjoying and making sense 
of their lives.  

  Their classrooms are filled with interesting written 
texts – on screen as well as on paper. 

 Children are given rich experiences of putting these 
texts to use. 
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Children learn to read as individuals  

 Effective teachers: 
 

 recruit children’s skills, experiences and interests through 
high quality interaction and close monitoring of 
individuals; 
 

 construct and interpret programmes of work to allow 
quicker learners to move ahead and slower learners to 
address their problems;   
 

 maximize children’s learning potential through responding 
to their interests and experiences; 
 

 recognize and value the language and literacy that children 
bring to school, even where these differ markedly from the 
teachers’ own experiences. 
 

 Sources: Medwell et al., 1998; Pressley et al., 2001 
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 A ‘one size fits all’ approach does not address the wider 
challenges of increasing diversity in children’s lives 
beyond school.  
 
Sources: Luke, 1993; Comber and Kamler, 2004 
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The centrality of engagement in reading  
 Engagement is increasingly seen by researchers as central 

to progress in reading.   
 

 After parental background, engagement has the biggest 
effect on progress in reading.   
 

 Children who are engaged learn more from their classroom 
lessons.   
 

 They also read more, inside and outside school.   
 

 As they read more, they become better readers – better at 
recognizing the words and better at making sense of them.  
 

 Sources: Anderson et al., 1988; Guthrie et al., 1996;  Cunningham and 
Stanovoch, 1998 
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What successful readers actually do 

Young readers of English don’t process every new word 
one letter at a time.  They move between different sizes 
of unit. 

 Sometimes they work words out letter by letter,  

 Sometimes they look at familiar groups of letters, such 
as ‘all’,  

 sometimes they look at whole word patterns, such as 
‘little’ or ‘bottle’. 
 

 Sources: Brown and Deavers, 1999; Goswami, 2010 
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And… 
 The procedures of ‘miscue analysis’, pioneered and 

developed, by Ken and Yetta Goodman, have given us a 
window on the reading process.  

 Careful documentation and analysis of what children 
and adults actually do when they read has shown us 
that neither young readers nor proficient readers 
proceed in a straighforwardly linear or inductive 
way from letter perception, through word and 
phrase perception, to meaning. 

 The knowledge of other texts, language and the world 
shape how readers proceed and the meaning they 
construct from text.  

Source: Goodman and Goodman, 1994 
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Does the type of early teaching 
make a qualitative difference? 

 Different approaches to early reading appear to leave an 
enduring ‘cognitive footprint’. 

 When confronted with unusual or invented ‘words’ fitting 
more complex English spelling patterns, adults taught to 
read through synthetic phonics tend to use a limited set of 
grapheme-phoneme rules. 

 Adults taught with a mainly textual approach are more 
likely to use analogy, connecting stimulus words such as 
‘thild’ to words they already know, such as ‘mild’ or ‘child’. 

 Source: Thompson et al., 2009 
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Conclusion 

 We need to think about much more than phonics if we 
are to help our children become effective and 
committed readers. 

 

 The demands of a phonics check should not distract us 
from this vital purpose. 

 

 Thank you! 

 

 Presentation also available on www.ukla.org 
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