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Evidence on the synthetic phonics check in and 
not in the Final NFER Research Report

By Professor Margaret M Clark OBE

The phonics screening check has forty words, 20 pseudo words and 20 real 
words, to be read aloud to a teacher. This has been administered in June 
to all children in Year 1 in England, aged five years nine months to six 

years nine months, since 2012, and since 2013 again in Year 2 to children who 
failed to reach the pass mark of 32 out of 40. Each year the first 12 words have 
been pseudo words. The pass mark has remained the same for all four years. 
However, for the first two years it was revealed to the teachers in advance. 
 In 2014 and 2015, with no explanation given for the change, it was 
revealed only after the completion of the testing. The pass mark for 2015, 
again 32 out of 40, was announced on 26.6.15 immediately after testing was 
completed. The results were not available in time for the final NFER report; they 
should be available in September. 

Background
Synthetic Phonics and Literacy Learning: an evidence-based critique, (Clark, 2014), based on a series of 
recent articles from the Education Journal, covered the first three years of testing. I analysed whether there 
was any evidence for one best method of teaching reading and in particular for synthetic phonics and did 
not find such evidence; the findings and criticisms of the check and the two interim reports of the NFER 
three year research commissioned by DfE were also discussed.
 I have now published three further articles updating the information. In `The effect of the phonics 
check on young children`s ideas about written language: Why should we be concerned?` (Clark 2015a) 
I expressed concern at the evidence of a growing focus on pseudo words in classrooms in England as a 
consequence of the phonics check. I raised the issue as to what perception of the critical features of written 
English was being given to young children and their parents, including some children who failed the check 
even though they could already read with understanding. I expressed a hope that as part of the research 
the voices of children and their parents would be sought. In the second article `A critique of synthetic 
phonics: this is the evidence` (Clark 2015b) I summarised and updated the evidence and stressed the large 
gap in percentage pass between the youngest and oldest children which seemed to have been ignored 
by DfE. Yet this meant that over a third of the youngest boys were reported as failures within their first 
year in school. I also drew attention to Sir Michael Wilshaw`s reference in his annual Ofsted report to the 
phonics check as one of the causes of improvements in primary schools and the frequent claims by Nick 
Gibb, education minister in the Coalition government, that the phonics check had improved performance in 
literacy. 
 I suggested we reserve judgement until the final report of the NFER three year research funded 
by DfE. The third article published in the Education Journal was entitled `Encouraging and supporting 
reading in primary schools in England: the next steps` (Clark 2015c)` Published before the General Election, 
this covered a wide range of literacy related issues. Already the education minister Nick Gibb, one of the 
strongest advocates of synthetic phonics, was not only claiming that there was evidence for its success in 
improving reading standards but outlining further expenditure on synthetic phonics. There is evidence that 
the percentage pass on the phonics check has improved year on year. This is not a surprise as it has become 
a high stakes test and there has been a focus in classrooms on achieving a pass on this check, including 
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work with pseudo words as reported in the NFER interim reports. I, and NFER in their interim reports, had 
expressed concern at the spike in percentage of children achieving 32, the pass mark, in contrast to those 
scoring 31 during the first two years of the check at a time when the pass mark was known in advance to 
the teachers. This is also commented upon in the final NFER report to quote: `The spike implies that some 
pupils have been misclassified` (Walker et al 2015: 23). NFER estimated that 46 per cent, rather than 58 per 
cent of pupils would have been recorded as passing but for this `misclassification`. 
 Nick Gibb continues as education minister in the Conservative Government elected in May. I have 
now enquired as to the status of two of his proposed new initiatives on phonics with funding implications; 
this will be reported here. The final report of the NFER three year research into the phonics check due in 
May was held up because of the imminent General Election; this has just been released and the remainder 
of the article will be devoted to the findings of that report and a consideration of the issues on which there 
is so far no research evidence.

Post General Election Developments in Phonics 
On enquiring at DfE I learnt that the phonics partnership grants whereby the DfE is offering a grants of 
£10,000 to a number of primary schools in England to become partners in promoting synthetics phonics in 
neighbouring schools is going ahead. However, so far the names of the successful schools have not been 
announced. 
 Another proposal made before the election was that the phonics check might be extended and 
applied to children in Year 3 who had still failed the check in Year 2. On enquiring at DfE I have learnt that 
this is also to go ahead as a pilot study. To quote from the DfE reply to my query:
 Next summer there will be a voluntary pilot in 300 schools to extend the check to Y3 pupils who 
have not met the standard. This will be an opt-in pilot, so schools will not be forced to take part. This pilot 
will inform future decision-making on the screening check. Further details on the pilot will be released in 
due course, with schools signing-up in the new academic year. DfE  29.6.15.
 I have not been able to establish the funding implications for this.

The phonics check evaluation: NFER Final Report 
The research plan
This report provides an overview of participating schools` phonics teaching practices and explores whether 
there is any evidence that the introduction of the check has had an impact on the standard of reading and 
writing. It also highlights changes in schools` practices since the introduction of the phonics check. The 
final report draws on data over three time points between 2012 and 2014. In 2014 there were interviews 
with staff in 19 primary schools and surveys of 573 literacy coordinators and 652 Year 1 teachers. The most 
recent round of data collection was immediately after the administration of the check in June 2014.

The findings
Many of the findings were anticipated in the two interim reports and therefore I have already drawn 
attention to them. I will here only draw attention to new findings and any differences in the final report. 
A cautionary note is sounded on page 7 on the methodological limitations. Because the check was 
introduced nationally the study design did not permit a comparison group. Further, the phonics check was 
introduced as an addition to a number of phonics policies already in place. The schools were also already 
aware as a consequence of the pilot study that the check was to be introduced and therefore might already 
have begun to place a greater emphasis on phonics. 
 Attainment in literacy: An important new finding in this final report is that it was possible to make a 
comparison of national results on the phonics check with results for the same pupils one year earlier on the 
Early Years Foundation Stage Profile and one year later, at the end of key stage 1. 
 The evaluation did not find any evidence of improvements in pupils` literacy performance, or in 
progress, that could be clearly attributed to the introduction of the PSC. However, no conclusive statement 
can be made because of the methodological limitations. (p.8)
 Thus, there is still no research evidence that the check has affected the standard of literacy.
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 Phonics teaching practices and views on phonics teaching: The most frequently reported change in 
2014 was an increase in the pace of phonics teaching and an increased focus on pseudo words. For those 
children who had not met the standard in 2013, the most frequent type of support was to continue with 
synthetic phonics teaching, rather than different approaches. Unfortunately the focus in the research was 
specifically on changes in phonics teaching practices and teachers do not seem spontaneously to have 
commented on the effects of the check on wider literacy practices in their classrooms. It is important to 
note that there is still confusion among many teachers as to the precise nature of synthetic phonics.  On 
page 66 it is stated that `there is little evidence to suggest that many schools are teaching, or have moved 
towards a position whereby they are teaching, systematic phonics `first and fast`, to the exclusion of other 
word reading strategies.` as expected by the government. Almost all schools may be committed to teaching 
phonics, but they do not see this as` incompatible with the teaching of other decoding strategies`. It is a 
pity that questions were not asked of teachers to check whether or not they were clear of the distinction 
between synthetic phonics, that advocated by the government and analytic phonics. From their answers it 
is clear that many teachers were not clear of this distinction. 
 Views on the value of the check: The evidence was that literacy coordinators were less favourably 
disposed to the check than teachers, and that fewer than 30 per cent agreed that the check provides 
valuable information for teachers, feeling that the check results do not reveal anything of which teachers 
were unaware. It appeared that teachers had become more 
confident in administration of the check, in children for whom it 
should be `disapplied` and for whom they should stop the check. 
However, evidence from the case study schools suggests that 
there were differences between teachers in the criteria used to 
stop testing. For example some teachers would have ceased if 
the child became distressed, or distracted, others if a child got 
several words in a row incorrect (page 55). This could have meant 
that a child who refused to try pseudo words, which were the 
first twelve words, would not have had an opportunity to try the 
real words later in the check. Yet I have learnt of one child who 
refused to attempt the pseudo words, but read all the real words 
correctly. It would appear that clearer guidance on this aspect 
should have been provided.
 Costs of the check: One aspect that NFER was required 
to consider was the check`s value for money. However, only very 
limited aspects of the costs are covered, mainly the schools` 
estimate of the in-school costs (see pages 58 and 59). The costs of the preparation of each year`s new 
booklet is not included, nor is the large amount of money spent on commercial phonics programmes and 
training courses.  DfE was not able to provide me with further information on costs. I have already drawn 
attention to the fact that £46 million was spent on match-funding by schools and DfE over an eighteen 
month period. However, many schools would have purchased further commercial materials and training 
packages beyond that period. 
 Communication with parents and carers about the check: There is disappointingly little information 
on this aspect.  It is indicated that most schools do provide some sort of information to parents/carers 
prior to the administration of the check and on the outcomes (pages 62-3). It is reported that early all the 
parents/ carers `give little or no reaction, either positive or negative, to the check results` (page 63). It is 
stated that interviews with parents/carers largely support this view, `although those parents/carers whose 
children have been identified as requiring further support generally appear to be more involved with their 
school`. Although it is stated that some parents/carers in the case study schools were interviewed there is 
no indication as to how many were interviewed, how they were selected, the questions they were asked or 
the answers they provided. There is little information on the type of information that was given to parents 
about how to support their children. 
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 Final conclusion: On page 67 it is stated that:
There were no improvements in attainment or in progress that could clearly be attributed to the 
introduction of the check, nor any identifiable impact on pupil progress in literacy for learners with 
different levels of prior attainment. 
 Typologies of schools and results on the phonics check: Four typologies were identified from those 
schools most supportive of both synthetic phonics and the check to those less favourable. The pattern 
described in these analyses suggested that a strong enthusiasm for synthetic phonics and for the check 
amongst teachers tended to be associated with higher phonics attainment as measured by the check but 
not with an improved performance in reading and writing assessment at the end of KS1.
In spite of these findings it appears that the government is committed to the retention and indeed possible 
extensions of the phonics check and related initiatives. 
 It is a matter of concern to me that the voices of the children have not been heard, and those of 
the parents to only a limited extend. Thus we still have no idea of the impact of this policy on children`s 
perceptions of the features of written language, or of the parents` current views on how they should help 
and support their young children`s early literacy development.
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