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Abstract
There have been few areas in England over the last 
50 years where government has drawn more heavily 
on research to inform policy and practice than in the 
area of teaching reading. The focus of this article is an 
analysis of the research and evidence on early read-
ing, in particular the role of phonics, on which govern-
ment policy in England and the practice it promotes, 
are based. The article has three parts. The first ex-
amines the major policy initiatives in teaching read-
ing from the Plowden Report in 1967 to the present 
day and provides an overview of their implications for 
practice. It highlights the tensions between opposing 
sides in the ‘reading wars’ between those prioritising 
phonics first, fast and only, versus those promoting a 
whole language approach to teaching reading. The 
second examines the evidence on which the govern-
ment has drawn and the way in which teaching read-
ing has become increasingly politicised in England 
to promote specific practices, some of which, but not 
all, are underpinned by research. Part 3 introduces 
instructional psychology that provides an alternative 
perspective on teaching phonics, whole language 
and the reading wars. The approaches to teaching 
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reading generated by instructional psychology will 
be summarised and research presented to demon-
strate how, despite the rhetoric surrounding the posi-
tive impact of current government policy on teaching 
reading, it is potentially a major cause of reading 
difficulties. Part 3 ends by highlighting the implica-
tions of instructional psychology for future policy and 
practice.

K E Y W O R D S
decodable texts, instructional psychology, real books, synthetic 
phonics

Context and implications

Rational for this study

England is unique in the English speaking world in having a strategy for teaching 
early reading that has been developed over time across the whole country. This ar-
ticle provides the first detailed analysis of the research that has informed policy and 
practice over the last 50 years that has led to the current focus on teaching reading 
through systematic synthetic phonics and decodable texts.

Why the new findings matter

Government recommended practice is vulnerable to being amended or replaced 
if not well grounded in research. The article identifies current policies and practice 
that are, and are not, supported by evidence in order that future practice builds on 
what has been learned in the past, rather than, like a pendulum, swings back to re-
visit the debates that have dominated discussion, and been defined as, the reading 
wars. The article has not only identified what to teach but through the discussion on 
instructional psychology provided a possible explanation as to why certain method-
ologies are effective.

Implications for practitioners, policy makers, researchers

Long-standing debates about the most effective methods for teaching early reading 
have remained largely unresolved over the last 50 years. The analysis of research 
and practice discussed in this article, together with the description of instructional 
psychology, highlight one possible way of resolving the tension between advocates 
of teaching reading through phonics or whole language. This involves teaching a 
small number of the most frequently occurring and generalisable phonic skills in 
children‘s written English through real books rather than reading schemes. Such a 
position also raises a range of novel instructional questions that are best resolved 
through research rather than rhetoric.
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PART 1: POLICY AND PRACTICE IN TEACHING READING —
THE RHETORIC

There are many factors that have influenced how reading has been taught in England in 
recent years, and these vary according to political perspectives as well as views about 
the nature of teaching and learning. So any attempt to identify the precise factors that 
contribute to changes in government policy and recommended practice over a period of 
50 years is a precarious balance between rhetoric and reality. Nevertheless the direction 
of travel over this period is twofold: increased governmental control over the curriculum 
and a move towards teaching early reading through what is termed systematic synthetic 
phonic (SSP). The focus of this article is on early reading in England and the extent to 
which the evidence supports the government's policies and recommended practice in 
teaching reading.

Part 1 has four phases documenting the significant changes that have contributed to the 
way reading is currently being taught. Phase 1 can be characterised as a conflict between 
two opposing sides in what have been called ‘The Reading Wars’ (Castles et al., 2018; 
Solity & Vousden, 2009; Wyse & Bradbury, 2022). These highlighted the tensions between 
phonic based and whole language approaches that were reflected in the Bullock (DES, 
1975) and Plowden (CACE, 1967) reports, and their impact on teaching phonics and on 
reading standards. Turner (1990) initiated a politically charged debate when claiming there 
was strong evidence that reading standards had declined significantly since Plowden due to 
the absence of rigorous phonics teaching and the use of real books (books written by a vari-
ety of authors where no attempt is made to restrict the content in terms of vocabulary, word 
frequency or phonic regularity, or to sequence books in order of perceived difficulty), which 
are seen to represent a whole language approach to teaching reading, and are perceived to 
be the antithesis of a phonics-based approach.

Phase 2 saw an increased role for teaching phonics through the introduction of the 
National Literacy Strategy (NLS; DfEE, 1998). The resulting methodology, and rationale on 
which it was based, were increasingly questioned when the NLS failed to have the desired 
impact on standards. This led to a review of teaching reading by the Education and Skills 
Committee (2005) with the Rose Review (2006) recommending that SSP should be the pri-
mary methodology through which reading is taught. This view was endorsed as government 
policy through the publication of Letters & Sounds (DfES, 2007), which was made available 
to all primary schools in England.

Phase 3 represents the increasing influence of government on reading policy and class-
room practice from 2010 to 2021. Nick Gibb (Minister of State for School Standards 2010–
2012 and 2015–2021) was a member of the Education and Skills Committee and, following 
the election of the Conservative Liberal-Democrat coalition government in 2010, became 
the Minister of State for School Standards. Gibb has been a significant figure in requiring 
schools to teach reading through SSP, a policy that has been enshrined in the Phonics 
Screening Check (DfE, 2012, the National Curriculum (DfE, 2013a), and Ofsted Inspection 
Framework (2019).

Phase 4 saw the publication of 16 core criteria through which commercial SSP pro-
grammes will be validated (DfE, 2021a). This represented a change in direction through 
effectively requiring schools to teach reading through commercial SSP programmes that 
include a phonically decodable reading scheme, rather than using a programme, such as 
Letters & Sounds, that was free and not accompanied by decodable texts. The govern-
ment's commitment to this change in direction was demonstrated in two further publications 
(DfE, 2021b,c).
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Phase 1

The phonically irregular nature of written English has resulted in contrasting views about 
how best to teach reading, which are not only about methodology but educational philoso-
phies, between teacher-directed versus child-centred, or traditional versus progressive edu-
cation. It is beyond the scope of this article to review the origins of these philosophies but the 
publication of the Plowden Report (CACE, 1967) gave fresh impetus to child-centred educa-
tion in the UK. Plowden drew on Piagetian theory, emphasised child-centred education and 
stressed that, ‘at the heart of the educational process lies the child’ (p. 7). Teachers were en-
couraged to immerse children in high quality books and it was suggested they would learn to 
read when they were ready. The notion of direct teaching was summarily rejected and seen 
as the antithesis of a child-centred approach. The philosophy espoused in Plowden became 
the new orthodoxy and was reflected in the writings of a number of leading educationalists 
at the time. These included Goodman (1976, 1986) and Smith (1973, 1978) in the USA who 
saw that learning to read was a natural process, like learning to talk and walk, and could not 
be taught explicitly.

Plowden also drew attention to practice that is perceived to have dominated the way read-
ing was taught until the introduction of the NLS (DfEE, 1998):

The most successful infant teachers have refused to follow the wind of fashion 
and to commit themselves to any one method. They choose methods and books 
to fit the age, interest and ability of individual pupils. Children are helped to read 
by memorising the look of words and phrases, often with the help of pictures, by 
guessing from a context which is likely to bring them success, and by phonics, 
beginning with initial sounds. They are encouraged to try all the methods avail-
able to them and not to depend on only one method. 

(Vol. 1, p. 212)

Instead of relying on one reading scheme, many teachers use a range of 
schemes with different characteristics, selecting carefully for each child: some 
schemes emphasise sight reading, others phonics; some consist of short books, 
with a very slow build up of vocabulary, and suit children who need quick suc-
cess; other schemes help children who are able to advance rapidly and to dis-
card primers. Reading schemes should never determine the practices adopted 
for all children. 

(Vol. 1, p. 212)

The emphasis was on building on children's interests, experiences and knowledge and it 
was felt that they could not be pushed into formal reading before they were ready, giving rise 
to the concept of reading readiness. Plowden effectively advocated a balanced approach to 
teaching reading, reinforcing the view that learning to read was an individual process and that 
no one method would succeed with all children. Such a view offers a sharp contrast to the DfE’s 
(2021a,b,c) most recent pronouncements on teaching reading, a contrast that is at the heart of 
the reading wars.

The Bullock Report (DES, 1975) was a major report that examined the way that English 
was taught in primary and secondary schools and described the debate about teaching 
reading in the following terms:

Some would put so much emphasis on the ‘mechanics’ of reading that certain 
children would be handicapped rather than helped … [whereas] others advocate 
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so keenly the virtues of mature reading from the beginning that they are in dan-
ger of leaving it too much to trust that the skills will be acquired on the way. 

(p. 77–78)

It should be noted that there was little evidence available to inform debates which were 
largely driven by rhetoric rather than research.

In 1976, Jim Callaghan (the British Prime Minister between 1976 and 1979) gave his land-
mark Ruskin College Speech, signalling the point at which the field of education became 
increasingly politicised. At the time of the speech, the Secretary of State for Education had 
just three powers over schools, but by 2016 they had more than 2500 (Miller, 2016). Much of 
the political debate in the following years addressed the freedom of the teaching profession 
to determine the curriculum and teaching methodology. It was increasingly argued that there 
was too much variation in how children were being taught. This culminated in the introduc-
tion of the National Curriculum (DES, 1988) and annual, nationwide, assessments of pupils’ 
attainments to monitor standards. The National Curriculum provided a framework for teach-
ing reading and introduced the levels pupils were expected to reach as they progressed 
through primary to secondary school.

The debate about standards began to shift from the general impact of opposing edu-
cational philosophies, more specifically to reading and the teaching of phonics with the 
publication of ‘Sponsored Reading Failure’ (Turner, 1990) by a local authority (LA) educa-
tional psychologist who claimed there was strong evidence from several London LAs that 
reading standards had declined significantly over a number of years. Although the LAs used 
different tests, over different time scales with varying numbers of students, the data pre-
sented was seen to represent a decline in reading standards. The cause of the decline was 
attributed to the continuing reading wars, the absence of rigorous phonics teaching and the 
use of real books in schools. Turner suggested that a further decline in reading standards 
could be predicted if the real books approach was widely adopted.

Her Majesty's Inspectorate (HMI; DES, 1990) responded almost immediately with a re-
port drawing on inspections in 120 schools. They found: (i) the majority of teachers used a 
blend of methods to teach reading; (ii) a clear link between higher standards and systematic 
phonic teaching; and (iii) that published schemes of graded reading books were used in 
more than 95% of the classes. Although standards in reading in about 20% of schools were 
judged poor and required attention, the overall pattern of results suggested that little had 
changed since the primary survey of 1978 (DES, 1978). [Corrections made on 04 June 2022, 
after first online publication: Changes were made in the previous sentence for clarity.] This 
appeared to refute claims that the real books approach was either used widely or having a 
damaging impact on standards, or that classroom practice had been unduly constrained by 
the tensions created by the reading wars.

However, Ofsted’s (1996) report on reading standards in 45 inner London primary schools 
in three LAs told a different story. The inspections focused on how reading was being taught 
in Years 2 (7 year olds) and 6 (11 year olds) and involved classroom observations, question-
naires completed by teachers, head teachers and representatives from the LAs, and a com-
mon reading test administered by the National Foundation for Educational Research (NFER) 
to over 800 pupils in each of the two year groups being inspected. Reading standards were 
found to be unacceptably low, with approximately only one-in-five pupils in Year 2 achieving a 
reading age (RA) at or above their chronological age (CA). In Year 6, 40% of pupils achieved 
a RA at or above their CA, but more than 40% of pupils had a RA that was 2 years or more 
behind their CA. HMI concluded that a major problem was a commitment to methods of teach-
ing reading that were ‘self-evidently’ not working and that far too few schools had a clear idea 
about the place and purpose of phonic work and how it should be taught. In contrast, when 
reading was well taught, phonics contributed to the accuracy and fluency of children's reading. 
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The presence or absence of teaching phonics was increasingly the issue in debates about 
standards of literacy and reading failure. The main source of evidence for teachers to draw on 
came from HMI inspections of primary classrooms whereas the evidence from experimental 
research tended to focus on identifying the cause of pupils’ difficulties in learning to read.

Phase 2

Given the concerns about reading standards, David Blunkett, the Shadow Secretary of State 
for Education and Employment established the Literacy Task Force (1997) that was asked 
to develop a strategy for substantially raising standards of literacy in primary schools in 
England. It is perhaps worth noting that the aim of any resulting strategy was that, ‘by the 
end of a second term of a Labour government, all children leaving primary school will have 
reached a reading age of at least eleven’ (p. 7). Over 20 years after the Bullock Report, the 
Task Force hinted that the reading wars might be nearing an end when it noted:

there have been few more vigorous educational controversies in the last decade 
than the one over how reading should be taught. Opposing sides in a vigorous 
national debate took to the barricades with banners proclaiming their loyalty to 
‘phonics’ or ‘real books.’ But while this debate has raged, research and the un-
derstanding of best practice have moved on. 

(p. 16)

The Task Force acknowledged current best practice and the potential impact of the 
recently developed National Literacy Project (NLP; DfEE, 1996) which ran from January 
1997 to March 1998 and was a whole class approach to teaching reading. It introduced 
the daily literacy hour that divided the curriculum into four sections, which started with 
text level work followed by sentence and word level work with a final section devoted to 
a whole class review. The activities and time spent on each level were specified in con-
siderable detail. It is interesting to note that the Task Force advised that an independent 
evaluation should be undertaken involving a comparison of the schools participating in 
the trial of the NLP with a control group, with the specific aim of showing how the model 
could be refined and built upon to form the basis of a national approach to the teaching 
of literacy in primary schools. In the intervening 25 years the recommendation from the 
Task Force that governments research and evaluate the impact of the interventions to 
teaching reading that they recommend has never been undertaken in the UK. Research 
has compared an intervention with untreated controls (‘business as usual’) but not an 
alternative, equivalent intervention. Instead the NLP was evaluated through HMI visits to 
approximately 20% of the participating schools and standardised reading tests carried 
out by the NFER. The NLP was the pilot version of what became the NLS (DfEE, 1998) 
which was introduced to all primary schools in England in September 1998.

For reasons that will be discussed in Part 2, concerns continued to be expressed about 
teaching phonics after the introduction of the NLS, despite the development of several pro-
grammes designed to provide greater detail on teaching of phonics (Progression in Phonics, 
DfEE [1999b]; Additional Literacy Support, DfEE [1999c]; Early Literacy Support, DfES [2001]; 
Playing with Sounds, DfES [2004]), none of which had been researched experimentally. The 
Education Select Committee (2005) investigated methods for teaching reading and reported 
that at age 11 around 20% of children still did not achieve the success in reading (and writing) 
expected for their age, a proportion perceived to be unacceptably high. The report continued, 
‘there is a wide variation in the results achieved by schools with apparently similar intakes. 
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This differential achievement suggests that problems do exist, either in the implementation of 
the government's strategies or inherently in the methodology it promotes’ (p. 3).

The Committee also noted the continued tension between two contrasting approaches: 
those who argued that phonics programmes should have greater prominence in the early 
teaching of reading whereas others preferred to focus on the development of vocabulary 
and the enrichment of linguistic experience. The views of those supporting phonics first and 
fast were summarised by the committee in their final report:

An important feature of the phonics approach is that children are only taught 
to read through texts fully within their current phonological ability. So, although 
children might encounter words they do not understand, they are not given texts 
they cannot decode and are therefore not expected to infer words from context 
or syntax. Many supporters of phonics deplore what they see as ‘guessing’ strat-
egies and view them as actively damaging. 

(para. 26)

Contrary to the optimistic tone of the Literacy Task Force (1997), that the reading wars were 
drawing to a close, those giving evidence to the committee indicated the debates were as bitter, 
rivalrous and intense as ever.

Overall the report highlighted the tensions between two different approaches to teaching 
phonics (analytic and synthetic, see Part 2), suggesting that there were significant problems 
with the searchlight metaphor of reading that underpinned the NLS theoretically (Stannard 
& Huxford, 2007) and indicating that for some proponents of teaching phonics: (i) pupils 
should only read books that are consistent with their phonic knowledge; and (ii) perhaps 
most controversially, that it was more important that pupils could decode the words they 
read phonically rather than understand what they read. This was seen to be preferable to the 
alternative which was perceived to be pupils reading words through looking at picture cues, 
using context or guessing.

This was the first public acknowledgement, that for advocates of phonics first and fast, 
decoding was more important than understanding. Those giving oral evidence explained that 
if pupils could not decode what was written they would not be able to understand what they 
had read. This view was written into the revised National Curriculum (DfE, 2013a), which 
stated that alongside their knowledge of grapheme-phoneme-correspondences (GPCs), pu-
pils need to develop the skill of blending the sounds into words which ‘will be supported by 
practice in reading books consistent with their developing phonic knowledge and skill and 
their knowledge of common exception words’ (p. 9).

Following the publication of the Select Committee report, Ruth Kelly, the Secretary of 
State for Education, invited Sir Jim Rose (formerly Her Majesty's Chief Inspector of Primary 
Education and Director of Inspection for the Office for Standards in Education in England) 
to investigate best practice in teaching early reading and synthetic phonics. A major finding 
of the review was that, ‘the practice seen by the review shows that the systematic approach, 
which is generally understood as “synthetic” phonics, offers the vast majority of young chil-
dren the best and most direct route to becoming skilled readers and writers’ (Rose, 2006, 
p. 4). The review recognised the value of decodable books so that pupils could apply their 
phonic knowledge and experience early success in reading to boost their confidence and 
motivation. However, the review also acknowledged that the text in some favourite children's 
books could fulfil the same function as decodable readers. Significantly, the review contin-
ued that ‘real books’ could be used in parallel or possibly in place of decodable texts so that 
children are not denied ‘access to favourite books and stories at any stage and particularly 
at the point when they need to read avidly to hone their skills, as the focus shifts from learn-
ing to read to reading to learn’ (p. 27).
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There were two notable outcomes of the review. The first was that the searchlights met-
aphor of reading that underpinned the NLS, and was based on a balanced literacy per-
spective, was seen to be theoretically and practically questionable and was replaced with 
the Simple View of Reading (Gough & Tunmer, 1986). The second was the publication of 
Letters & Sounds (DfES, 2007) that was offered to schools as an example of good practice 
in teaching synthetic phonics.

Phase 3

After the election of the Conservative Liberal-Democrat Coalition Government in May 2010 
successive governments have become more involved than at any time in the past in provid-
ing clear details on how word recognition is to be taught through SSP programmes. Ofsted 
(2010) reported in Reading By Six on the practice of 12 outstanding schools in teaching read-
ing, based on Ofsted inspections, rather than experimental research into ‘what works’. The 
report could be seen to be a manifesto for teaching synthetic phonics. Christine Gilbert, Her 
Majesty's Chief Inspector, in her introduction wrote that rigorous, intensive and systematic 
phonics teaching underpins reading, spelling and writing. Systematic phonics programmes 
were defined as following a specific order for teaching GPCs through clearly prescribed 
methodologies that frequently involved scripted lessons. Gilbert claimed that the challenge 
for all schools was to emulate the identified practices in the 12 schools that are eminently 
transferable and which should be applied consistently and reliably everywhere.

The report resulted in the government adopting what is called SSP as the fundamental 
approach to teaching reading. The Department for Education (DfE) commissioned a cata-
logue of ‘approved’ SSP programmes that had been evaluated by assessors to ensure that 
the recommended programmes met strict criteria (ESPO, 2011). The DfE (2010) listed 11 
criteria that authors and publishers had to meet to become a recommended programme, the 
first of which was: 

Presents high quality systematic, synthetic phonic work as the prime approach 
to decoding print, i.e. a phonics ‘first and fast’ approach.

Publishers of SSP programmes were required to confirm not only that they were teach-
ing synthetic phonics but were teaching a version of synthetic phonics that was accepted 
and approved by the government assessors. Approved programmes were required to use 
phonically regular reading schemes that were entirely decodable so that pupils experi-
enced success and learned to rely on phonemic strategies. The government's insistence 
on synthetic phonics, and determination to ensure that the approach was adopted by 
all schools, was further reflected in their offer of matched funding, up to a maximum of 
£3000, when schools bought programmes from the catalogue. So schools were effec-
tively getting £6000 of phonic resources for £3000. Seven mainstream SSP programmes 
were listed in the catalogue of approved programmes (ESPO, 2011) but whose impact 
had not been compared to an alternative intervention along the lines recommended by 
the Literacy Task Force (1997). One additional mainstream programme was endorsed a 
year later (ESPO, 2012). In total the DfE provided matched funding of £23.7 million (DfE, 
2015) although Clark (2018) reported, using the Freedom of Information Act, that the ac-
tual figure spent on commercial materials and training for teachers was double the DfE 
figure (£46 million).

One of the key differences between the recommended approaches to teaching reading 
before 2010 and after the election of the coalition government, is that prior to 2010 the DfES 
took responsibility for promoting the way reading was taught and for writing and making 
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programmes available to schools at no cost, whereas since 2010 the curriculum and the way 
reading is taught is now predominantly in the hands of the authors and publishers of SSP 
programmes. What they have in common is that the impact of the programmes advocated 
have never been investigated through randomised controlled trials (RCTs) and compared 
to either a control group or an alternative intervention along the lines recommended by the 
Education and Skills Committee (2005), the Literacy Task Force (1997) and Torgerson et al. 
(2006).

The role of SSP was further reinforced through the introduction of an annual, Year 1 
(pupils aged six) Phonics Screening Check (PSC; DfE, 2011) to assess pupils’ mastery of 
GPCs and blending skills. The PSC was introduced in 2012 and has always had a pass mark 
of 32 (maximum 40). Anyone falling below this figure was required to repeat the PSC at the 
end of Year 2 (aged seven). The increasing emphasis on SSP as the most effective way to 
teach phonics since the report of the Education Select Committee, led to it being endorsed 
in the revised National Curriculum (DfE, 2013a), the associated Programmes of Study (DfE, 
2013b) and Ofsted Education Inspection Framework (Ofsted, 2019) which all reiterated that 
pupils should be taught to read systematically through synthetic phonics and books that 
match the children's phonic knowledge.

Phase 4

Phase 4 represents continuity with Phase 3 but intensified the government's commitment 
and determination to ensure that all schools taught early reading through a commercial SSP 
programme. Three DfE publications (2021a,b,c) sent clear messages to authors and publish-
ers of SSP programmes, teachers and literacy leaders about the government's view of what 
constitutes an SSP programme. They reflected the philosophy of those whose evidence to 
the Education Skills Committee (2005) can be characterised as phonics first, fast and only, 
a philosophy that reinforces the rationale and content of the National Curriculum and PSC.

The DfE (2021a) published 16 core criteria that publishers had to meet if they wished 
their SSP programme to be validated. The core criteria make clear the current DfE require-
ments of a SSP programme and state that only ‘complete’ programmes will be validated. A 
complete programme is defined as: ‘one that provides all that is essential to teach SSP to 
children in Reception and Key Stage 1’. ‘All that is essential’ is the key phrase and refers 
to whether an SSP programme includes a reading scheme containing decodable texts that 
reflect the phonic skills being taught. The 16 core criteria embrace five major themes:

•	 systematic phonics is the primary approach through which early reading is taught
•	 phonics is taught early in Reception through a sequence that progresses from simple to 

more complex knowledge covering all the major GPCs in English
•	 children are taught to segment words into their constituent phonemes for spelling
•	 children are taught a small number of common exception words through highlighting the 

graphemes that are not consistent with the phonic knowledge that they are taught
•	 phonically decodable texts are provided to enable pupils to apply their developing knowl-

edge of GPCs to experience success so that pupils only read books that are consistent 
with their phonic knowledge.

There are some ‘do nots’ as well that refer to teaching common exception words (words 
that are phonically irregular) with reference to their shape or attempting to decode unknown 
words through guessing, looking at picture cues or the use of context. The DfE announced 
in December 2021 that 19 programmes had been validated and are now available commer-
cially, potentially at a considerable cost to schools.
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The criteria reflect the core belief of those advocating phonics first and fast, that were 
expressed to the Education Skills Committee, and in the DfE’s (2010) list of 11 core criteria 
that publishers of SSP programmes had to meet, that decoding initially takes priority over 
understanding:

A programme should promote the use of phonics as the route to reading un-
known words, before any subsequent comprehension strategies are applied. 

(DfE, 2021a)

The 16 core criteria and Reading Framework demand that unknown words are read through 
knowledge of phonics first and only, before pupils are taught any other aspects of the reading 
curriculum.

The underlying assumption is that pupils cannot understand what they cannot decode and 
that pupils knowing the meaning of individual words in the texts they read will not facilitate 
their capacity to decode. This is the rationale for SSP programmes such as Read Write Inc. 
(RWInc.; Miskin, 2020) insisting that pupils read every book in the scheme three times, first of 
all for accuracy, then fluency and finally for understanding. It is assumed that pupils being able 
to decode with 100% accuracy will be motivating, which may well be the case, but if so, will 
potentially reinforce for beginning readers the idea that understanding is not the initial priority 
and that reading is not related to comprehension. It also fails to acknowledge that understand-
ing the meaning of what is read can facilitate pupils’ phonic decoding skills through mispro-
nunciation correction and Set for Variability (Dyson et al., 2017; Tunmer & Chapman, 2012).

The government reinforced the 16 core criteria in The Reading Framework (DfE, 2021b) 
that laid out its current policy on teaching early reading. It provided a detailed rationale for 
teaching SSP, highlighted the importance of pupils only reading texts that are consistent with 
their phonic knowledge and offered guidance on how to select an appropriate commercial 
synthetic phonics programme. It reinforces the DfE’s view that SSP should be taught by 
commercial programmes and decodable texts through stating: 

Schools should invest in books that have been carefully structured in cumulative 
steps for children learning to read, so that they can decode every word as their 
knowledge of the alphabetic code increases. 

(p. 46)

The Reading Framework also implicitly implies that when stories are read to children they 
are not shown the text directly since they may encounter GPCs or common exception words 
that they have not yet learned, which they may find confusing. This reflects the contrast be-
tween the rhetoric surrounding how reading should be taught as expressed in the National 
Curriculum programmes of study and the reality as expressed in the core criteria.

The rhetoric is reflected in the Year 1 statutory guidance on comprehension (DfE, 2013b) 
which states that pupils should be taught to ‘develop pleasure in reading, motivation to read, 
vocabulary and understanding by’: 

Listening to and discussing a wide range of poems, stories and non-fiction at a 
level beyond that at which they can read independently. 

(p. 21)

The focus on developing reading for pleasure is on listening to texts beyond what they can 
read independently rather than emerging from what children read. When it comes to read-
ing the emphasis is very different and centres on decoding through pupils only applying their 
knowledge of GPCs:
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Read aloud accurately books that are consistent with their developing phonic 
knowledge and that do not require them to use other strategies to work out words;

Re-read these books to build up their fluency and confidence in word reading. 
(p. 20)

This again implies the purpose in reading is to demonstrate knowledge of taught GPCs 
through accurate decoding and then developing confidence through increased fluency. The 
guidance does not explicitly mention that pupils need to read with understanding and excludes 
children checking whether what they have decoded makes sense. This only happens when 
texts are read fluently after being re-read several times.

The DfE (2021b) also took the controversial step of announcing that it no longer regarded 
Letter & Sounds as a synthetic phonics programme even though it was used in 6 of the 12 
schools identified in Reading by Six (Ofsted, 2010) as representing outstanding practice in 
teaching phonics. Gilbert then claimed that the challenge for all schools was to emulate the 
identified practices in the 12 schools. Nevertheless the DfE stated:

The 2007 Letters & Sounds handbook, published under the previous government, 
has never been a full SSP programme. For a number of years, effective teaching 
using Letters & Sounds has relied on schools themselves building a programme 
around the handbook. We recognise, however, that for many schools, especially 
those who want or need to improve their practice, Letters & Sounds is not fit for 
purpose and does not provide the support, guidance, resources or training needed.

This represents a significant change in direction that does not appear to be based on an 
evaluation of the programme's impact on pupils’ attainments, only an expression of the DfE’s 
views about what constitutes a complete phonics programme. It is also a curious statement in 
acknowledging that Letters & Sounds has been taught successfully for a number of years due 
to teachers’ efforts in developing a programme around the handbook but that these schools 
must nevertheless now consider altering their practice. Equally, it is assumed that a school's 
difficulties in implementing Letters & Sounds successfully was down to the programme rather 
than any other factors and will be overcome by using one of its validated programmes.

There is not a mandatory requirement that schools use one of its approved programmes but 
it is likely that schools will feel compelled to do so. The DfE (2022) advice to schools stated:

There is no statutory requirement for schools to choose one of the SSP pro-
grammes on the validated list. Ofsted does not have a preferred programme or 
approach. However, validation status indicates that a programme has been self-
assessed by its publisher and judged by a small panel with relevant expertise 
and that both consider it to meet all of the Department of Education (DfE) criteria 
for an effective systematic synthetic phonics programme.

The DfE’s decisions, like so many that have influenced policy and practice since Plowden, 
are based on a view of how reading should be taught but without presenting any specific ev-
idence, experimental or non-experimental, to justify its decisions, particularly its decisions to 
recommend SSP is taught alongside decodable texts, and withdraw Letters & Sounds as rep-
resenting an acceptable methodology for teaching SSP. Given Gibb’s (2017a) statement that 
practice should be evidence based, teachers could reasonably have expected the DfE to pro-
vide convincing evidence on the impact of the programmes that it regards as complete. Equally 
it is reasonable to expect that the DfE provide evidence in support of its decision to remove 
Letters & Sounds as a validated programme.
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Castles et al. (2018) wrote about ending the reading wars and argued that it has persisted 
for two reasons. The first is that although there is a wealth of evidence demonstrating that 
phonics teaching works, there is not a comparable account to explain why phonics works. 
The second reason is that debates about teaching reading, and the evidence presented in a 
public forum, have rarely progressed beyond the role of phonics in learning to read. Their view 
seems to characterise the current position in England. Gibb, in his introduction to The Reading 
Framework (DfE, 2021b), claimed we have moved on from the reading wars as ‘all schools 
now use systematic phonics to teach reading’ (p. 4). The key question then is whether there 
is compelling evidence to support Gibb's claim that after over 50 years the reading wars has 
ended due to the developments in policy and practice in recent years, and in particular, the gov-
ernment's current drive to persuade schools to teach SSP through its validated programmes.

PART 2: REVIEW OF THE EVIDENCE ON WHICH POLICY 
AND PRACTICE ARE BASED —THE REALITY

Part 1 illustrated the extent to which teaching reading in England is highly politicised and 
that the curriculum has increasingly been influenced by successive governments over the 
last 35  years and their interpretation of the evidence on teaching reading. Although the 
agendas of government and the teaching profession should be highly compatible, the fact 
that governments are working within a narrow time frame to demonstrate that their policies 
are impacting positively on pupils’ attainments means that their goals are invariably short 
term. Despite repeated suggestions that experimental research is undertaken to determine 
the impact of their recommendations, this has not yet taken place. Similarly governments 
rarely permit themselves, schools and teachers the time to systematically review the scien-
tific evidence on reading and introduce changes at a pace that can maximise their impact.

Since the introduction of the NLS, almost 25 years ago, there has been a gradual shift to 
ensuring that early reading is taught primarily through systematic phonics, and over the last 
10 years through decodable, phonically regular reading schemes. The debates about the re-
spective roles of teaching a sight vocabulary and phonics prior to the NLS were equally intense 
with a clear desire to inform practice with evidence. Part 2 reviews the evidence on teaching 
reading since the late 1970s, particularly since the introduction of the NLS, and explores the 
extent to which it has informed government policy and practice, both in the past and present.

The focus on the extent to which policy and practice are informed by evidence is justified 
due to Nick Gibb's (2017a,b) frequent claim that educational practice should be based on the 
best available evidence. In a speech to the Education World Forum in January 2017 (Gibb, 
2017a) he stressed how governments have a responsibility to inform policy with evidence, 
that the evidence must constrain the education experts and that the most expensive and lon-
gest investigation into raising standards in reading found that Direct Instruction programmes 
were the most effective:

Gibb spoke immediately after the results of the Progress in International Reading Literacy 
Study 2016 (PIRLS) study were released in December in 2017 (Mullis et al., 2017). He con-
firmed his commitment to evidence based practice and its impact in England:

Decades of evidence from around the world—including the influential longitudi-
nal study from Clackmannanshire in Scotland—pointed to systematic phonics 
as the most effective way to teach children to read. 

(Gibb, 2017b)

Gibb claimed the arguments of those opposing the use of phonics had always relied more 
heavily on emotion than evidence and he concluded his speech by saying:
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Slowly but surely, the education sector and the teaching profession are embrac-
ing evidence and raising academic standards for all.

However, evidence about the role of phonics in teaching reading began to emerge in England 
before the publication of the Plowden Report.

Evidence based practice after Plowden: The research on teaching 
phonics and balanced literacy

There are many parallels in the debates about teaching reading prior to the introduction of 
the NLS with those that have taken place more recently. They offer a cautionary note when 
examining the extent to which current government policy is evidence based and suggest that 
reaching a consensus on how best to teach reading is still some way from being realised. 
The question is whether we are about to see the pendulum swing away from teaching phon-
ics back towards past practice, as recommended by Wyse and Bradbury (2022) following 
their critique of government policies, or an opportunity to build on what is currently known to 
move forward through addressing any limitations in current practice.

Morris (1958) discussed the relative effectiveness of different methods for teaching read-
ing and noted that there was an emerging consensus in favour of a mixed method that taught 
regular words phonically (either through analytic or synthetic phonics) and irregular words 
through look-say. Morris (1959) (quoted in Murray, 1969) wrote:

Most educationalists suggest that systematic phonics instruction should be de-
layed until children have acquired a good vocabulary and developed an interest 
in reading as a means of obtaining information and enjoyment. 

(p. 18)

Morris (1984) described her analysis of several databases of written English and identified 
396 GPCs in formulating a programme to teach phonics knowns as Phonics 44. She argued 
that English orthography is highly patterned and that only a relatively small proportion of words 
diverge completely from conventional patterns. The vast majority of words can be recognised 
and spelled by applying the alphabetic principle of phoneme-grapheme correspondence and a 
knowledge of the statistical probability of sound-symbol relationships in English. Morris (1994) 
addressed the opposition to the scientific rationale for teaching phonics in an article called ‘pho-
nicsphobia’ which examined its origins and the resistance to data driven arguments in favour of 
including a phonics component to teach reading.

Murray claimed that the content of the Ladybird Keyword reading scheme was based on 
scientific principles through teaching 250 whole words, largely in order of frequency, follow-
ing an analysis of written English. The most frequent were taught in the early books before 
introducing letter sounds, diagraphs and consonant blends, gradually and systematically in 
the rest of the scheme which were taught through the synthetic method. Today the position 
is reversed in England. The following sections review the research underpinning govern-
ment policies and practice and explain how this situation was reached.

The National Literacy Strategy: From onset-rimes and analytic phonics 
to GPCs and synthetic phonics

The NLS marked the first time that the government in England attempted to provide teachers 
with a detailed framework for teaching reading. It introduced greater rigour into how reading 
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was to be taught and was influenced by research that investigated the causes of pupils’ liter-
acy difficulties. Bradley and Bryant (1978, 1983) drew attention to the fact that pupils whose 
RAs were behind their CAs had difficulty in identifying the phonemes in a series of words 
that differed in their initial, middle or final phoneme. The research was ground breaking in 
highlighting the importance of students being sensitive to the phonological similarities and 
differences in groups of words. Goswami (1986, 1988, 1990a,b, 1991, 1993) and Goswami 
and Bryant (1990) extended this research and examined the development of phonological 
awareness in young children. They found that onset and rime awareness precedes phone-
mic awareness which in turn influenced the content of the word level work in the NLS.

Onset-rimes represent a large unit approach to decoding. The onset in a word is the 
initial consonant or consonants and the rime is the vowel followed by the remaining con-
sonants. So the onset in <s-t-o-p> is /st/ and the rime is /Op/ and the onset in <d-r-ea-
m-s> is /dr/ and the rime is /i:mz/. The onset and rime are pronounced separately and then 
blended together to yield the correct pronunciation. Teaching onsets-rimes is a feature 
of analytic phonics and was initially the method through which phonics was taught in 
the NLP. This can be contrasted with synthetic phonics which involves decoding through 
stating the phoneme represented by each grapheme, one at a time, and then blending 
the phonemes to pronounce the word. So for example, in ‘stop’ the four phonemes repre-
sented by the graphemes <s-t-o-p> are /s/t/O/p and the five phonemes in <d-r-ea-m-s> 
are /d/r/i:/m/z/. The phonemes in these words are pronounced separately before they are 
put together to lead to the correct pronunciation. Teaching phonics through GPCs is also 
known as teaching small units.

The word level work for the Reception year in the NLP required pupils to: (i) recognise 
critical features of words through their shape, length and common spelling patterns; (ii) dis-
criminate ‘onsets’ from ‘rimes’ in spoken language (e.g., tip, sip, skip, flip, chip); (iii) recognise 
and explore patterns of rhyme (e.g., top, hop, mop, chop, shop) and alliteration (top, ten, 
try, twist) and (iv) extend these patterns by analogy, generating new and invented words in 
speech and in spelling. The Ofsted (1998) evaluation of the NLP commented:

The word level work caused teachers the greatest difficulty, largely because 
many of them did not have a sufficient knowledge and understanding of what 
the phonic component should be. They often gave insufficient time to word level 
work and, consequently, it was frequently superficial and lacked systematic cov-
erage. The teaching of word level work in the Project schools has remained 
unsatisfactory in an unacceptably high proportion of lessons. Given its crucial 
importance, this is a very serious and significant finding. 

(p. 9)

Despite the Ofsted evaluation, criticisms of the word level work and the continued use of 
teaching onset-rimes and analytic phonics (Duncan et al., 1997, 2000; Hulme et al., 1998; Muter 
et al., 1994; Stuart, 1999), the major difference between the NLP and NLS was that in the NLP 
the word level work was presented in the right-hand column of three, with sentence and text 
level work in the two columns to the left, but in the NLS it appeared in the left-hand column with 
text and sentence level work to the right. The word level work within the NLS was therefore the 
same as the NLP but with the addition of pupils learning to identify and write the initial and final 
phonemes in consonant-vowel-consonant words. Whereas the only explicit direct teaching in 
the NLP was high frequency words, there was direct teaching in the NLS to develop pupils’ 
knowledge of GPCs. Students were to be taught 45 high frequency words directly by sight 
in Reception (aged 4 to 5) but other aspects of familiarising pupils with high frequency words 
reflected the whole language methodology used in the NLP (i.e. with reference to their shape 
and length).
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The resulting controversy about which phonological skills to teach first, and the methods 
through which they were taught, could potentially have been averted had the decision to in-
troduce the NLS been delayed to take account of the completed evaluation of the NLP. The 
NLP was introduced to schools in January 1997 and ran until March 1998. The Labour gov-
ernment was elected in May 1997 and decided in February 1998, 1 month before the NLP 
was due to finish, and 10 months before the evaluation of the NLP was published (Sainsbury 
et al., 1998), that all schools would implement the NLS from September 1998. Two months 
after the introduction of the NLS the government commissioned a report into the research 
supporting the NLS that was published in February 1999 (DfEE, 1999a), 5  months after the 
commencement of the NLS. The review contained a two-page summary of the research 
into teaching phonics and phonological awareness but failed to make any reference to the 
ongoing debates and arguments about the teaching of phonics.

It would appear that a decision had been made by the incoming Labour government to 
persist with the NLS irrespective of the evaluations of the NLP and emerging criticisms of 
teaching phonics through onset-rimes. Research had established, through correlational and 
experimental studies, that word recognition was the fundamental skill in learning to read 
(Adams, 1990; Share & Stanovich, 1995), and that children's progress in word recognition is 
closely related to their phonological skills (Ball & Blachman, 1991; Goswami & Bryant, 1990; 
Lundberg et al., 1988). However, the decision to focus on onset-rimes rather than GPCs 
may have been unduly influenced by the assumption that identifying the order in which skills 
develop naturally would lead directly to the most effective instructional sequence. What may 
be easiest to learn in the absence of explicit teaching may not be useful in the long term 
because it is of low utility and has low generalisability to unseen items. Alternatively, skills 
and knowledge that might be seen to be difficult to learn may be highly generalisable and so 
prove to be highly valuable. Although there is impressive evidence that onset-rime aware-
ness precedes phoneme awareness, research into word recognition also casts doubt on the 
merits of teaching beginning readers onsets-rimes rather than GPCs.

Brown and Deavers (1999) found that whether pupils read unknown words through onset-
rimes or GPCs depended on their reading competence. Less skilled readers, though able 
to make use of rime-based spelling-to-sound correspondences (reading ‘by analogy’), pre-
dominantly used simple grapheme–phoneme-level correspondences in reading isolated un-
familiar items. However, skilled readers were more likely to adopt an analogy strategy.

Deavers et al. (2000) examined the role of early reading instruction on the non-word read-
ing strategies employed by beginning readers. One group of readers was taught through 
synthetic phonics, a second group through analytic phonics and a third control group re-
ceived their conventional teaching that used neither synthetic or analytic phonics. They 
found that early reading instruction had a significant impact on the reading strategies pupils 
used to read non-words as well as phonically irregular words and that the synthetic phonics 
group were significantly more accurate when reading phonically irregular words than the 
analytic phonics and control groups. The synthetic phonics group were also advantaged at 
reading the nonwords although the differences did not reach significance. The fact that the 
synthetic phonics group appeared to be more accurate in their application of their chosen 
strategy is consistent with the view that small units may be particularly helpful for beginning 
readers (Carnine et al., 1997; Engelmann & Carnine, 1982).

The pupils in the Deavers et al. research were part of a larger study (Solity et al., 2000) 
that compared two approaches to teaching beginning readers, one known as the Early 
Reading Research (ERR) and the second the NLP. The ERR group were taught synthetic 
phonics but alongside teaching high frequency phonically regular (initially by sight until the 
relevant GPCs had been mastered) and irregular words and the use of real books. The NLP 
group was taught word level work in the way described earlier and had been included in the 
national trial of this programme.
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The ERR group significantly outperformed the NLP group on seven out of eleven mea-
sures (standardised reading tests, phoneme synthesis and segmentation, phonically regular 
words) the exceptions being sight vocabulary and letters sounds (where ceiling effects were 
observed), spelling and rhyme awareness which was assessed through a forced choice 
rhyming task (e.g., which word rhymes with sun: wet, lap, run?). The NLP children were ex-
plicitly taught to read through a combination of rhyme, onset-rime and analogy and although 
their mean score on the rhyming task was actually higher than the ERR children, this differ-
ence was not statistically significant. It appears, therefore, that the ERR group's acquisition 
of rhyming skills occurred incidentally and was not dependent upon explicit teaching. In con-
trast the NLP group's training and superior performance on the rhyming task did not transfer 
to phoneme synthesis and segmentation, and reading phonically regular words.

Finally, observations from computational models of word reading also suggest that good 
generalisation to new items is only apparent when spelling-to-sound translation occurs at 
the level of individual graphemes and phonemes (e.g., Brown, 1997; Brown & Chater, 2004; 
Plaut et al., 1996). Overall, the evidence was clear that irrespective of the order in which 
skills were acquired developmentally, this should not be a barrier to pupils initially being 
taught at the level of GPCs.

The Ofsted evaluations of the NLS (Ofsted, 1999, 2000, 2001, 2002) and those from 
the DfEE (2000, 2001) and DFES (2003) reinforced the notion that being taught onset-
rimes through analytic phonics was proving problematic. Although Ofsted found that the 
quality of delivery of the NLS improved from year to year, they repeatedly commented 
on the poor quality of phonics teaching indicating that it was not being taught well in ap-
proximately 25% of classrooms. Representatives of the NLS asserted that the problem 
in teaching phonics was one of delivery rather than because of what and how teachers 
were asked to teach and although Ofsted commented in their 2001 and 2002 annual re-
ports that the quality of phonics teaching had improved, there was not a commensurate 
improvement in the English (reading and writing) Statutory Assessment Tests (SATs) re-
sults, the assessments that pupils take at the end of their primary education when aged 
11.

The expected standard for this age group was Level 4 but between 1999 and 2002 the 
percentage of pupils failing to reach this criterion was 30% in 1999 and 25% in the 3 years 
between 2000 and 2002. The SATs results in 2002 contributed to the resignation of Estelle 
Morris, the Secretary of State for Education, as the Labour Government had indicated that 
anything <80% of pupils reading at Level 4 would indicate that standards were not improving 
as quickly as desired.

Ofsted held an invited seminar in 2003 to review the word level work within the NLS, in 
particular the teaching of phonics. There was a consensus among those invited to make pre-
sentations that systematic phonics represented the most effective way of teaching phonics. 
Some speakers (Solity, 2003; Stuart, 2003) explained why synthetic phonics was more ef-
fective than analytic phonics although at the time of the seminar, there was no published re-
search to demonstrate the superiority of any one method of teaching phonics over another. 
However, one of the speakers, Rhona Johnston, had completed a study with a colleague 
Joyce Watson in Clackmannanshire, stating that in two experiments synthetic phonics was 
more effective than analytic phonics (Johnston & Watson, 2004).

Is synthetic more effective than analytic phonics?—The 
Clackmannanshire research

Although research conducted over a number of years was critical of the role of teaching 
reading through onset-rimes and analytic phonics, the significance of the Johnston and 
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Watson research was that it was set up to directly compare the impact of synthetic and ana-
lytic phonics during everyday teaching. Johnston and Watson reported two experiments and 
acknowledged that in Experiment 1, pupils in two analytic phonics groups were taught fewer 
letters than the synthetic phonics group. Johnston and Watson stated that ‘Experiment 2 
was carried out to control for these differences.’ However, this statement is misleading since 
Experiment 2 was undertaken before Experiment 1 (Ellis, 2009). There were also major dif-
ferences between the experimental groups undermining any claims that synthetic phonics 
was more effective than analytic phonics.

Experiment 2 was a 10 week, 19 session intervention provided in addition to pupils’ usual 
reading programme. There were 92 participants in the study, divided into three groups: a 
control group of 29 participants who received no additional training to the usual classroom 
teaching; an analytic phonics group of 33 children and a synthetic phonics group of 30 chil-
dren. The training offered to the analytic phonics group focused on: (i) pointing to illustra-
tions of objects and stating their names; (ii) pointing to words starting with a target letter; (iii) 
pointing to pictures of named objects; (iv) pronouncing the initial phonemes when presented 
with pictures of objects; (v) repeating sounds stated by teachers when pointing to letters; 
and (vi) pointing to the printed word for objects. However, they were not taught to identify 
the phonemes representing graphemes in the final or medial positions in CVC words or to 
recall and state the phonemes represented by graphemes in the initial position or identify 
the rimes in taught words or undertaking any blending activities. This was in stark contrast to 
the synthetic phonics group who recalled phonemes represented by graphemes which were 
then blended to pronounce words.

Although both groups undertook activities with the same 114 words, the fact that the 
analytic phonics group were never required to recall the phonemes for graphemes or blend 
onsets with rimes, which are fundamental components in teaching analytic phonics, under-
mines any suggestion that the experiment demonstrated the benefits of synthetic phonics 
over analytic phonics. It does, however, demonstrate that Johnston and Watson's synthetic 
phonics intervention was more effective than the alternative, even though it could not rea-
sonably be defined as teaching analytic phonics. Equally it was of value to have a treated 
rather than business as usual control group (i.e. untreated control group).

Johnston and Watson's research, and the claim that synthetic phonics is more effective 
than analytic phonics, has been the focus of much criticism (Torgerson et al., 2018; Wyse & 
Goswami, 2008; Wyse & Styles, 2007). Torgerson et al. (2006) conducted a meta-analysis 
and focused on experimental research that used randomised controlled trials to investi-
gate the impact of phonics instruction on reading and spelling. They concluded: ‘systematic 
phonics instruction within a broad literacy curriculum was found to have a statistically sig-
nificant positive effect on reading accuracy’ (p. 8) but not reading comprehension and that 
‘no statistically significant difference in effectiveness was found between synthetic phonics 
instruction and analytic phonics instruction’ (p. 8).

Although no statistically significant difference was found between synthetic and analytic 
phonics, Torgerson et al. acknowledge that the evidence on this matter was weak and only 
included three RCTs, one of which was the Clackmannanshire study. The two other studies 
quoted by Torgerson et al. were Skailand (1971) and Torgesen et al. (2001). The Skailand 
study was reported at a conference, has not been published and is not accessible online. In 
the Torgesen et al. study neither intervention was comparable to the synthetic and analytic 
phonics interventions in Johnston and Watson's research or those included in the NLP or 
NLS. Furthermore Skailand had a sample size of 42 and taught two 15 minute sessions a 
week for 10 weeks (total instructional time was 5 hours). Torgesen et al. had a sample of 
60 pupils, with a mean age of 9 years 9 months, and an intervention period of between 8 
and 9 weeks where pupils were taught on a one-to-one basis. Even if both the Skailand and 
Torgesen et al. studies had compared acceptable versions of synthetic and analytic phonics 
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programmes, it would be difficult to draw conclusion on their relevance for teaching reading 
throughout Key Stage 1 (KS1) in England given the NLS covered three school years and 
taught students on a whole class basis.

A more valid conclusion from Torgerson et al.’s meta-analysis is that there have not yet 
been any studies that effectively compared synthetic with analytic phonics rather than there 
was no statistical difference between them. Stuart and Stainthorp (2016) reviewed the type 
of phonics teaching that is best taught to students but found that very few studies had been 
designed in such a way as to effectively compare interventions that taught synthetic and 
analytic phonics. However, two that have (Christensen & Bowey, 2005; Hatcher et al., 2004) 
were not included in the Torgerson et al. (2006) meta-analysis and concluded that teaching 
small units is more effective than larger units.

The results of the Clackmannanshire research, and the impact of synthetic phonics, were 
quoted frequently by those giving evidence to the Education and Skills Committee (2005). 
Nevertheless, the Committee in their summary did not claim that synthetic phonics was 
more effective than analytic phonics and instead repeated the advice of the Literacy Task 
Force to undertake experimental research to identify the most effective ways of teaching 
phonics to beginning readers:

In view of the evidence from the Clackmannanshire study, as well as evidence 
from other schools where synthetic phonics programmes have been introduced, 
we recommend that the Government should undertake an immediate review of 
the NLS. This should determine whether the current prescriptions and recom-
mendations are the best available methodology for the teaching of reading in pri-
mary schools. We therefore strongly urge the DfES to commission a large-scale 
comparative study, comparing the NLS with ‘phonics fast and first’ approaches. 

(p. 25)

The Rose Review: Teaching synthetic phonics and the potential role of 
real books

Following the report of the Education and Skills Committee, Sir Jim Rose conducted a re-
view into how reading was being taught in the Early Years. The resulting report (Rose, 
2006) drew on the findings from the Clackmannanshire research and noted that a number of 
contributors to the review expressed reservations about its methodology and conclusions. 
However, members of the review team visited Clackmannanshire and were impressed with 
how synthetic phonics was being taught. The review concluded:

Despite uncertainties in research findings, the practice seen by the review shows 
that the systematic approach, which is generally understood as 'synthetic' pho-
nics, offers the vast majority of young children the best and most direct route to 
becoming skilled readers and writers. 

(p. 4)

The review also noted the value of decodable books and giving pupils texts where they 
could apply their phonic knowledge and experience early success in reading to boost their 
confidence. However, the review recognised that the simple text in some recognised favourite 
children's books could fulfil much the same function as that of decodable books. The review 
suggested that ‘real books’ could be used in parallel or possibly in place of decodable texts 
which should ‘not deny children access to favourite books and stories at any stage and par-
ticularly at the point when they need to read avidly to hone their skills, as the focus shifts from 
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learning to read to reading to learn’ (p. 27). A major outcome of the review was the publication 
of Letters & Sounds (DfES, 2007), which is a SSP programme (Stainthorp, 2020) that featured 
prominently in Reading by Six, Ofsted’s (2010) review of best practice in teaching reading.

Teaching synthetic phonics: Evidence from Reading by Six

Shortly after the election of the coalition government in 2010, Reading by Six (Ofsted, 2010) 
was published and reported on the practice of 12 outstanding schools in teaching read-
ing during Ofsted inspections. It was different from any previous HMI or Ofsted reports on 
teaching reading, through drawing attention to the impact of a commercial SSP programme 
rather than highlighting the core instructional principles underpinning effective practice in 
the manner of the Rose Review. The schools were judged on their overall effectiveness, 
the quality of teaching and learning, and the quality of leadership and management. All 12 
schools had above average results at Key Stages 1 and 2 and the schools represented a 
spectrum in terms of ethnicity, socio-economic backgrounds and geographical location. All 
the schools were visited by HMI during October 2010 where over 100 sessions in phonics, 
reading and writing were observed.

The schools can be divided into two groups of six. The phonics programme in one group of 
six only used RWInc. (Miskin, 2020), whereas the second groups all used Letters & Sounds 
(DfES, 2007) although not always exclusively: one school only used Letters & Sounds, three 
schools used Letters & Sounds alongside Jolly Phonics (Lloyd & Wernham, 2013) and two 
further schools used this combination alongside, in one instance RWInc. and in the other 
Letterland (Wendon, 2003). Head teachers had been in post on average for just over 6 years 
and the percentage of pupils achieving Level 2B (the expected standard in the Key Stage 
1 assessments for 7 year olds) in 2009 in both groups was broadly comparable. In the six 
RWInc. schools, 83% achieved Level 2B whereas this figure was 85% in the Letters & 
Sounds group (the national average in 2009 was 72%). However, there was a marked differ-
ence in the percentages achieving Level 3 where the figure for the RWInc. schools was 29% 
compared to 43% for the Letters & Sounds schools.

It is interesting to speculate on how the 12 schools were selected from the hundreds that 
will have been inspected between 2006 and 2010, the period over which Ofsted graded 
these schools as outstanding. Head teachers had been in post for long enough to bring 
about change where necessary and presumably ensure a degree of stability. It is, there-
fore, equally interesting to look at what happened to the schools after the publication of 
Reading by Six between 2010 and 2021. One school has never been reinspected and only 
two schools have been reinspected and continued to be outstanding. Of the remaining nine 
schools, three have been reinspected and downgraded to good, four schools have closed 
and become academies, three of which have not been reinspected. The fourth was rein-
spected and found to have SATs results below the national average in 2019.

The final two of the 12 schools have been reinspected on several occasions. One school 
was required to improve on its second inspection in 2016 and was subsequently graded 
good after a third inspection in 2019. The remaining school has been inspected five times. It 
was downgraded to satisfactory, just a year after being included in Reading by Six and then 
graded as requiring improvement twice and inadequate once between 2014 and 2017. It was 
finally rated as good on its fifth inspection in February 2020. Achieving success in the long 
term is the goal of every government and every school, yet the experiences of these once 
outstanding schools illustrates that this is not an easy task.

There were several significant policy and practical consequences of Reading by Six. The 
first concerned the way reading was to be taught which was through SSP and phonically 
regular texts. The second was the government offering matched funding to schools to use 



20 of 44  |      SOLITY

the SSP programmes that were listed in the Phonics Catalogue (ESPO, 2011). These pro-
grammes had been vetted by an anonymous panel of experts and were seen to meet the 11 
core criteria that included teaching phonics first and fast. The third significant consequence 
was the development of the PSC in 2012 which was designed to assess pupils’ progress in 
mastering phonics during the first 2 years of formal education (Reception and Year 1). The 
fourth consequence was a revised national curriculum (DfE, 2013a) that was introduced in 
September 2014 where the sections on teaching reading reflected that early reading was 
now to be taught through SSP.

Teaching common exception words through knowledge of grapheme-
phoneme-correspondences

The DfE’s (2021a) core criteria are very clear about how phonically irregular words (often 
referred to as common exception words [CEWs]) are to be taught. The criterion states: 

Ensure that children are taught to decode and spell common exception words 
(sometimes called ‘tricky’ words), appropriate to their level of progress in the 
programme.

The accompanying notes provide more information about teaching CEWs through phonics:

They include correspondences that are unusual and those that will be taught 
later in the programme (e.g., ‘said’, ‘me’). Programmes should teach children to 
read and then spell the most common exception words, noting the part of a word 
that makes it an exception word.

The notes were dismissive of the methods typically associated with teaching CEWs stating 
that students should not be encouraged to:

Guess unknown words from clues such as pictures or context, rather than first 
applying phonic knowledge and skills. It should not include lists of high frequency 
words or any other words for children to learn as whole shapes ‘by sight’.

Colenbrander et al. (2020) reviewed the arguments and evidence for different methods of 
teaching CEWs. They concluded that very few studies have compared different methodologies 
and so it would be difficult for the DfE to claim that its promoted methodology is based on ev-
idence. However, the research from a number of different sources does provide guidance on 
how phonically irregular words can be taught. One method is to teach words by sight, which 
involves presenting children with written words, telling them how the words are pronounced 
(without reference to their shape or linking them to a picture), and asking them to repeat the 
pronunciation, initially when the teacher provides a model and then without a model.

Ultimately the goal when teaching reading is for all words to be read by sight fluently and 
with understanding, irrespective of whether they are phonically regular or irregular. In the 
early stages of teaching reading, the obvious disadvantage of being taught to read all words 
by sight is the vast number of words to be mastered and the methodology does not provide 
pupils with the capacity to generalise their knowledge readily from the words that can be 
read to unfamiliar words. According to Vousden et al. (2011) whole word reading is the most 
effective methodology for small vocabularies of approximately 50 words. Thereafter a small 
unit approach is most effective. This is the rationale for teaching phonics as it provides stu-
dents with a generalisable strategy for reading unknown words when they are encountered. 
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Colenbrander et al. report there is no evidence that teaching irregular words at a sight level 
alongside knowledge of GPCs is damaging.

This is reflected in the findings of Shapiro and Solity (2016). They compared the im-
pact of two synthetic phonics programmes on early reading. One programme was Letters 
& Sounds, which teaches that certain graphemes represent multiple phonemes, as well as 
teaching phonically irregular words through applying knowledge of GPCs. When teaching 
CEWs teachers: (i) state the phoneme represented by each grapheme; (ii) explain where a 
phoneme does not represent a grapheme that has been taught; (iii) give pupils practice in 
stating the phonemes for each grapheme and blending the phonemes to pronounce words; 
and (iv) refer to the word regularly throughout the day so that by the end of the day the 
children can read the word straight away without sounding it out. The second programme 
was the ERR which taught: (i) only the most frequent phoneme for each grapheme; and (ii) 
100 high frequency words, of which 61 were phonically irregular and were read by sight. 
Teachers pointed and pronounce each word, before giving pupils daily practice in reading 
the high frequency words. They were introduced gradually, and only after previously intro-
duced words had been mastered and read fluently.

The programmes were equally effective for typically developing readers. However, the 
ERR intervention gave pupils starting schools with poor phonological awareness, a small 
advantage in reading phonically irregular words by the end of the first year at school. Thus, 
combining sight word reading of a small number of high frequency, phonically regular words 
(read by sight until the relevant GPCs had been taught) and irregular words together, com-
bined with only teaching one phoneme for each grapheme, was more effective than teaching 
phonically irregular words through sounding out and blending the GPCs alongside being 
taught multiple phonemes for graphemes.

The two interventions differed in a number of other ways but perhaps the most significant, 
as far as learning to read irregular words was concerned, was that the ERR group were 
taught to read through real books whereas the Letters & Sounds group applied their knowl-
edge of GPCs to phonically decodable texts. Real books provided pupils with frequent op-
portunities to read phonically irregular words in continuous prose which they also practised 
reading out of context to high fluency levels. This combined methodology reflected the two 
conditions researched by Stuart et al. (2000) who found that acquiring a sight vocabulary 
from repeated reading of text alone, is easier for the child with good phonic knowledge, but 
the task itself is more difficult than mastering a sight vocabulary from exposure to words in 
isolation presented on flash cards.

The government's approach to teaching CEWs with reference to their GPCs is conceptu-
ally flawed. When teaching phonics pupils are taught diagraphs where two letters represent 
a single phoneme (e.g., <sh> /ʃ/) that are different from the phonemes represented by the 
individual letters (<s> /s/; <h> /h/). Although the phoneme /ʃ/ in <shop> has a consistent 
pronunciation there are some diagraphs that can represent three (e.g., <ch> / tʃ/—chip; /k/—
school; /ʃ/—chef) or four phonemes (<ou> /aʊ/—out; /u:/—soup; /c/—could; / əʊ/—soul) and 
so do not offer the consistency and predictability anticipated when teaching phonics. How is 
this different from telling students that in some instances they will not have been taught all 
the GPCs to decode a word phonically, so they state the whole word without blending the 
phonemes represented by graphemes? For example, when <b> and <e> appear together 
the word is pronounced /bi:/ and will always have the same pronunciation, there are no in-
consistencies. Similarly when <s>, <a>, <i> and <d> appear together the word is always 
pronounced /s/, /e/, /d/. In both instances pupils are learning that when certain letters appear 
together they result in a pronunciation that is different from the pronunciation that would be 
the outcome from blending the phonemes represented by the individual letters.

It might be suggested that although the grapheme <ch> may represent several pho-
nemes, there is still a single mapping between grapheme and phoneme. However, <qu>, 
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<ew> and <u_e> are taught as graphemes and represent two phonemes (/kw/ and /ju:/) 
as do the single letter graphemes <x> and <u> that represent the phonemes /k/s/ and /j/u:/ 
(the graphemes <ew>, <u_e> also represent /u:/ and <u> also represents /ʊ/ and /∧/). 
Ultimately it is an empirical question to establish whether teaching a small number of CEWs 
by sight is problematic and interferes with students’ progress. At the moment however, there 
is no experimental evidence to support the government's way of teaching CEWs.

Teaching synthetic phonics through phonically decodable texts

As well as promoting SSP, the government has increasingly insisted that phonics is taught 
through phonically decodable texts. The National Curriculum (DfE, 2013a) states that pupils:

Read aloud accurately books that are consistent with their developing phonic 
knowledge and that do not require them to use other strategies to work out 
words. 

(p. 20)

Similarly Ofsted's Education Inspection Framework (2019) stresses the importance of pupils 
reading decodable texts and claims it will develop their confidence and enjoyment of reading:

A rigorous approach to the teaching of reading develops learners’ confidence 
and enjoyment in reading. At the early stages of learning to read, reading mate-
rials are closely matched to learners’ phonics knowledge. 

(p. 10)

The use of reading schemes is based on the assumption that students must be able 
to read complete books, from beginning to end, with 100% accuracy, even if they do not 
understand what they are reading. In order to do so the text must be simplified and only 
include, as far as possible, phonically regular words. Before being given a scheme book 
students are taught all the GPCs as well as the CEWs so every word can be read without 
error. Children progress through a scheme, one book at a time, before becoming a ‘free 
reader’ and going on to read books of their own choice. The arguments in favour of pho-
nically decodable schemes are persuasive and have an intuitive appeal. They create the 
illusion of progress and imply that learning to read is a relatively straightforward matter 
of students mastering phonic skills and working through a scheme in a gradual and sys-
tematic manner.

However, there is evidence to suggest that decodable texts can have a negative impact 
on students’ attitudes to reading that contrasts with the rhetoric. Levy (2009) found that chil-
dren view schemes as a vehicle to teach the mechanics of decoding whereas Carter (2020) 
found that students did not regard phonics as a skill that supported their reading. Phonics 
was seen to be a separate subject with specific activities that were dislocated from their 
application to reading and were not talked about as being reading. These findings reflect 
Ofsted's description of reading in two reports on reading for pleasure (2004, 2012) where 
a distinction has been created between three aspects of reading—decoding, meaning and 
pleasure—which are articulated as three independent processes that are developed sepa-
rately and sequentially.

Despite the rationale for decodable texts, and the underlying assumptions underpinning 
their use, there is no evidence to date to show that they have a demonstrable impact on 
students’ progress in learning to read. The National Reading Panel (NRP & NICHD, 2000) 
reported on the use of decodable texts and found that, whereas some synthetic phonics 
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programme used them (in the way that would also be seen as consistent with current DfE 
requirements), others made little or no use of decodable texts. The panel concluded the 
section on decodable texts as follows:

Surprisingly, very little research has attempted to determine whether the use 
of decodable books in systematic phonics programs has any influence on the 
progress that some or all children make in learning to read. 

(2–137)

Since the NRP report, only two experimental studies have compared phonically decodable 
texts with non-decodable texts. Jenkins et al. (2004) investigated the impact of decodable texts 
with at risk beginning readers. Participants were divided into three groups. The first read sto-
rybooks that were consistent with the GPCs taught in the programme that was being followed. 
The second followed the same phonics programme but read stories where the phonic content 
was not controlled to reflect the skills taught in the programme. The decodability for the stories 
read by the first groups was 85% and for the second group 11%. A third group did not receive 
any teaching in phonics or story reading. The two experimental groups were taught 4 days a 
week for 25 weeks which is equivalent to two terms in an academic year in England. The two 
groups significantly out-performed the control group on measures of decoding, word reading, 
passage reading and comprehension but did not differ from each other on any of the post-test 
measures.

In a more recent small-scale study, Price-Mohr and Price (2020) investigated the impact 
of low or high phonically decodable texts with 4–5-year-old beginning readers. Twelve in-
structional reading books were created for each condition that introduced the same number 
of words and contained identical illustrations. Similarly, parallel sets of games were devel-
oped for each condition. There was a significant effect for passage reading comprehension 
indicating that a higher percentage of non-decodable words in predictable text can lead to 
better outcomes in reading comprehension. The results were close to significance on the 
measure of early word reading which suggested that a higher percentage of non-decodable 
words in instructional texts can lead to better outcomes on word recognition. The results of 
the study need to be treated with a degree of caution due to the small sample size but raise 
the possibility that SSP can be taught through texts which are not written to contain high 
levels of phonically regular words.

In England there have been a number of studies that have compared reading interven-
tions that have taught synthetic phonics through real books with those that have taught 
analytic and synthetic phonics using a reading scheme. A series of quasi-experimental stud-
ies by Shapiro and Solity (2008), Solity et al. (1999, 2000) and Solity and Shapiro (2008) 
compared: (i) a framework for teaching synthetic phonics through real books (the SP-RB 
intervention) with an untreated control group over 2  years with a one-year follow-up; (ii) 
the SP-RB intervention with the NLP over one year; and (iii) the SP-RB intervention with 
the NLS over 3  years with a one-year follow-up. The groups taught through the SP-RB 
intervention significantly outperformed the three interventions with which it was compared, 
both when the interventions ended but also after a one-year follow-up when all groups were 
taught through the NLS. The SP-RB intervention impacted positively on the attainments of 
higher, middle and lower achieving pupils and led to a decrease in the incidence of difficul-
ties in the experimental group from 20% in the comparison groups to <5% in the SP-RB 
groups. In the study comparing the SP-RB intervention with an untreated control group, the 
lower achievers in the SP-RB group performed to a comparable level to the middle achiev-
ers in the untreated control group.

The SP-RB experimental intervention differed from the untreated controls, NLP and NLS 
comparison groups in a number of ways, making it difficult to say with confidence that it was 
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the presence or absence of real books that contributed to the different outcomes in these 
studies. The real books groups were monitored regularly and given detailed feedback on 
treatment fidelity. The untreated controls taught reading with less rigour than the experi-
mental group in contrast to the NLP and NLS groups who followed the specified curricula as 
required. However, the earlier discussion has highlighted the limitations in the NLP and NLS, 
in particular the extent to which they were teaching synthetic or analytic phonics, and so the 
observed differences may be attributable to a range of factors. Significantly though, teach-
ing synthetic phonics through real books did not disadvantage the experimental groups.

Petscher et al. (2020) reviewed what they identified as high quality experimental and 
quasi experimental research studies on teaching reading as well as observational studies, 
to identify aspects of practice that are supported by what they defined as compelling evi-
dence, promising evidence or a lack of compelling evidence. They found that there was an 
absence of compelling evidence for the use of decodable texts and that in the USA there 
was no evidence to support the use of any specific classroom reading schemes. It should 
also be noted that Petscher et al. found no evidence for the impact of multisensory teaching 
approaches on teaching phonics, indicating that such methods are no more effective than 
comparable programmes that do not include a recognisable multisensory component. This 
is of considerable significance since the Rose Review and DfE (2021a) criteria for validating 
SSP programmes both recommend including multisensory methods.

There are two further issues to consider in debates about the role of reading schemes 
when teaching early reading. Solity and Vousden (2009) compared the content of two ver-
sions of the children's fairy tale, The Three Billy Goats Gruff. In order to read the scheme 
version of the book (Billy the Kid, Munton, 2008) students would have been taught 12 phoni-
cally irregular words as well as to blend phonically regular words with up to four graphemes 
(VC, VCC, CVCC, CCVC) and one diagraph, <sh>. Sixty-nine per cent of the word tokens 
were accounted for by phonically regular words with phonically irregular words account for 
the remaining 31% of word tokens. A student who could read Billy the Kid with 100% accu-
racy would only be able to read 39% of the real book version of the story, The Three Billy 
Goats Gruff (Sharratt & Tucker, 2005).

The paradox, however, is that students would have more opportunities to practise their 
phonic decoding skills in The Three Billy Goats Gruff. Billy the Kid contains 138 phonically 
regular words whereas The Three Billy Goats Gruff contains 160 phonically regular words. 
Pupils would be able to read the scheme book independently whereas the real book would 
have to be read through the paired reading strategy (Topping, 2014) where students read 
the words for which they have the appropriate skills and the listener reads the rest. Paired-
reading provides a methodology through which pupils can demonstrate their knowledge of 
GPCs with 100% success that does not require them to read decodable texts. Requiring that 
SSP is taught through decodable texts rather than real books fails to appreciate the differ-
ence between form and function. In the above example the function of both the phonically 
decodable and real book versions of The Three Billy Goats Gruff is to provide practice in 
decoding phonically regular words through taught GPCs. There is no convincing evidence 
that the form has to be phonically regular texts or that pupils are disadvantaged by the use 
of real books.

The second consideration is that real books provide the opportunity to develop pupils’ 
vocabulary knowledge as well as having the capacity to facilitate their phonic decoding 
skills (Solity & Vousden, 2009). For example, the only word used to describe the way in 
which the various characters speak to each other in Billy the Kid is ‘said’, which is repeated 
on 11 occasions. In the real book ‘said’ is also repeated 11 times; however, eight different 
words and phrases are also used (e.g., ‘shouted out’, ‘grunted’, ‘said with a grin’, ‘replied’, 
‘roared’, snapped’, ‘a cry of’, ‘spluttered’) to describe how the different characters speak to 
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each other. As Castles et al. (2018) explain, exposing pupils to complex words with nuanced 
meanings is critical in enabling them to develop their reading skills beyond phonics.

The consequences of teaching reading through decodable texts

When children are taught to read with a reading scheme it is recognised that pupils need 
to hear a broader and more varied vocabulary than is available in the scheme. The revised 
National Curriculum (2013) implicitly accepts that the purpose of reading schemes is not to 
foster a love of reading, but to teach pupils to decode, when it states that pupils will need 
to ‘hear, share and discuss a wide range of high quality books to develop a love of reading 
and broaden their vocabulary’ (p. 18). The National Curriculum and many SSP programmes 
suggest that stories are read to students and imply that they do not simultaneously follow 
the text as it will contain GPCs that they have not yet been taught or are irregular and may 
cause confusion. However, it appears that there is a cost in doing so.

Colenbrander et al. (2019) conducted a study to determine when, why and how the pres-
ence of a word's written form during instruction aids vocabulary learning. This is a pro-
cess known as orthographic facilitation, where pupils’ knowledge of spoken words and their 
meaning is mapped on to the written form of a word. They found strong evidence that the 
presence of a word's written form leads to improved learning of its spelling and spoken form 
and there was also some evidence that it may lead to better learning of a word's meaning. 
Valentini et al. (2018) investigated children's incidental word learning from stories. They 
compared three conditions: (i) listening to stories; (ii) reading the stories; and (iii) a combined 
condition. Phonological learning occurred in all three groups. In contrast, only the groups 
reading stories demonstrated an enhanced acquisition of orthographic information, indicat-
ing that hearing stories alone was not sufficient to establish orthographic learning. Semantic 
learning was greater in the combined condition than for the groups that either only heard the 
story or only read the story.

Vocabulary knowledge facilitates phonic decoding

There is also evidence that vocabulary knowledge facilitates pupils’ phonic decoding skills. 
Set for Variability (SfV) (Tunmer & Chapman, 2012) refers to students determining the correct 
pronunciation of approximations to spoken English. This is the capacity to derive the correct 
pronunciation of a phonically irregular word that has been decoded accurately (e.g., stom-
ach pronounced as ‘stow-match’) but led to an incorrect pronunciation. Crucially, Tunmer 
and Chapman found that vocabulary knowledge was one of the factors that contributed to 
pupils correcting mispronunciations of accurately decoded, phonically irregular words.

Dyson et al. (2017), conducted a training study to investigate whether pupils could be 
taught to correct errors in the pronunciation of irregular words. Children were randomly as-
signed to an intervention or control group. The intervention group participated in a four-week 
programme in which they were taught to correct mispronunciations of spoken words as well 
as being taught the meanings of those words. Children in the control group received no 
additional teaching. The intervention group made significant gains in their ability to correct 
mispronunciations and to read and define the taught words; these gains also generalised 
to a comparable set of untaught control words. Children can be taught to correct errors in 
the pronunciation of irregular words, and this may produce generalised effects on learning 
to read. Austin et al. (2021) also found that knowledge of word meaning alongside explicit 
instruction in decoding, facilitates accurate and fluent word reading.
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The research on orthographic facilitation, SfV and mispronunciation correction suggests 
that pupils will be missing the chance to master crucial skills in learning to read when taught 
SSP through phonically regular texts. Pupils will not be able to expand their knowledge of 
written English through not seeing text when hearing stories or will not have the opportunity 
to correct mispronunciations when reading as they are required to decode texts with 100% 
accuracy. The assumption when using a reading scheme is that decoding takes priority over 
understanding and fails to acknowledge how understanding a word's meaning may facilitate 
pupils’ phonic decoding. The implication instructionally is that there is potentially a balance 
to be struck between the time devoted to mastering GPCs, particularly those that are low 
frequency in children's literature, and extending pupils’ vocabulary knowledge so that they 
can maximise the impact of their phonic knowledge through correcting mispronunciations.

Do government validated synthetic phonics programmes work?

Shanahan (2020) suggests that research in reading has generally focused on cognitive 
mechanisms and neural processes involved in reading together with computational models 
of learning to read which, although invaluable, have not always yielded effective instructional 
strategies that can be transferred to the classroom. He suggests that there is a need for re-
search exploring how best to teach reading and how to use the results to inform public policy 
and instructional practices. The direction for future research should be towards conducting 
well-designed, systematic studies of reading interventions to build up a picture of what is 
most effective and most likely to promote equity in pupils’ experiences in learning to read.

Seidenberg et al. (2020) state that many educators have rejected the premise that their 
policies and practices are major factors in students’ poor progress in learning to read. They 
explore similar themes to Shanahan in recognising that there have been many studies into 
looking at specific components in the reading process that have not been translated into 
effective classroom interventions. They define this as translational research and see the 
current status of research in phonics as a translational issue. Despite the research in recent 
years, there are many unanswered questions about how to teach phonics effectively. For 
example, which GPCs should be taught, is there an optimal number to teach and should 
students be taught multiple phonemes for a single grapheme? In the absence of sufficient 
translational research, Seidenberg et al. make it possible for the authors of almost any pro-
gramme to claim that they are effective.

The DfE (2021a) has never made it clear how they arrived at their 16 core criteria that 
publishers are required to meet to become a validated SSP programme. Since they were 
published, 19 programmes have now been approved and the inevitable question is whether 
there is any research to demonstrate that they impact positively on pupils reading. Evidence 
of impact was not one of the 16 core criteria just as it was not specified in the DfE (2010) list 
of 11 core criteria. However, not only was there no requirement for authors and publishers to 
present any research on the impact of their programmes, there was no expectation that they 
would undertake any research in the future to address this issue.

The research discussed so far indicates that there is little evidence to support the gov-
ernment's interpretation of how best to teach SSP. There is strong evidence that phonics is 
best taught through synthetic phonics and this has been incorporated into the practice of the 
majority of schools in England. However, the 19 validated programmes differ enormously in 
the way that they teach synthetic phonics in terms of: (i) the number of GPCs taught; (ii) the 
number of graphemes that represent multiple mappings; (iii) the rate at which new material 
is introduced; (iv) the assessment procedures through which student progress is monitored; 
(v) the quality and number of books in the reading scheme; (vi) the number and methodology 
though which phonically irregular words are taught; (vii) whether pupils are taught synthesis 
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and segmentation as phonological skills in the absence of print as pre-skills for teaching 
phonics and spelling; (viii) the role of real books when teaching reading and whether pupils 
can see the text when they are read to by adults; (ix) how spelling is taught; (x) the nature of 
the resources and materials used to teach reading; (xi) how the programme is developed to 
meet the needs of the lower achieving pupils; (xii) how fluency is developed; and (xiii) how 
the programmes develop a love of reading in children.

Despite there being several calls over the years for an experimental investigation into 
the phonic programmes being recommended by government, none have been under-
taken to date with one exception. The Education Endowment Foundation (EEF) funded 
the Queen's University Belfast (QUB) to run a study in 120 schools (60 experimental and 
60 control) involving an estimated 4400 pupils between September 2016 and July 2018 
to evaluate the impact of RWInc. at the end of Key Stage 1. The American Institutes for 
Research (AIR) was funded to analyse the data and write a final report on the study, which 
was due to be submitted to the EEF in September 2018 and published in February 2019. 
The publication of this report was delayed to March 2020 and then again until Autumn 
2021, after it was revealed that the EEF had not received the AIR report until February 
2021. Then in August 2021 the EEF stated on its website that the final report would not 
now be published until 2023, 5 years after the evaluation ended and 4 years after it was 
first due to be published.

The EEF took the decision to publish the QUB/AIR report alongside the findings of a 
second evaluation of RWInc. by the NFER that was due in the Summer of 2021. However, 
the evaluation has been delayed until 2023 due to Covid-19. The August 2021 announce-
ment from the EEF stated that it ‘made a commitment to publish these two studies together, 
to provide schools with the most useful and consistent messages around the findings’ but 
failed to explain why such a commitment had been made or to whom, or the nature of the 
consistent message. The NFER evaluation of RWInc. was funded as part of the Teaching 
and Leadership Innovation Fund (TLIF) with the EEF funding the NFER for an undisclosed 
amount.

It is reasonable to ask questions about the design and methodology adopted in these 
studies since RWInc. is used so widely and to question the delay in reporting the results. 
Approximately 25% of the primary schools in England now teach reading through RWInc. 
and it has been adopted by 24 out of 34 English Hubs (DfE, 2018) that were set up by the 
government to promote good practice in schools to raise standards of literacy. It was fea-
tured prominently in Reading by Six, became a validated programme in 2011 and has been 
validated again in 2021, yet there is no evidence from either RCTs or quasi-experimental 
studies on its efficacy.

The TLIF/NFER evaluation of RWInc. involving four cohorts of schools, was announced in 
April 2019, 2  months after the AIR report was due but 2 years before the report was finally 
available. In the past the EEF has usually only funded a second evaluation of an intervention 
in order to test a scalable model, under everyday conditions, in a larger number of schools 
than an initial evaluation and only when that initial study is construed as ‘promising.’ In the 
absence of any evidence from the QUB/AIR evaluation of RWInc. it is unclear why the EEF 
decided that there was a need to complement this study with the TLIF/NFER evaluation.

The TLIF funded a more intensive training model rather than testing RWInc. under ev-
eryday conditions. Teachers were trained over 2 days in the QUB/AIR evaluation and then 
received just 4 days of further training on implementing RWInc., which included devoting 
one day specifically to the slowest progress pupils. This can be contrasted with 18 full days 
further training in the TLIF/NFER evaluation, at a cost of £14,700 per school, plus 19 days 
of supply cover for reading leaders and a regular focus over 18 school visits on the 20% of 
slowest progress readers to establish a weekly coaching cycle. It is difficult to see how a 
consistent message can emerge about the impact of RWInc. from these two evaluations 
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given the very different post-training support provided in terms of frequency, goals, person-
nel and funding.

However, the major concern is the nature of the research design and the measures taken 
to evaluate RWInc. No baseline measures were taken in either study and the NFER eval-
uation was announced two terms after Cohort 1 in the TLIF project began implementing 
RWInc. and one term after the schools in Cohorts 2–4 implemented RWInc. The schools in 
the TLIF study were selected by an organisation closely associated with RWInc.’s author-
ship (Ruth Miskin Training) and the primary assessment measure is the Year 1 PSC. The 
QUB/AIR study evaluated the impact of RWInc. through a different primary assessment 
measure, the New Group Reading Test (GL Assessment, 2014).

There are two problems with the use of the PSC to evaluate the impact of RWInc. The 
first is that Ruth Miskin, the author of RWInc., was one of the four leading phonics experts 
who developed the content of the PSC (DfE, 2011), which was based in part, on what 
is taught in RWInc. The second is that RWInc. has developed materials to help schools 
prepare for the PSC (RWInc.: Phonics Screening Check Tips—https://bit.ly/3kbNVbv) 
that includes information for parents on how they can provide pupils with extra practice. 
As the comparison schools were not using RWInc. they would have been at a distinct 
disadvantage.

The EEF’s failure to publish the QUB/AIR evaluation of RWInc. in 2021 is disappointing 
since the study could have potentially provided some initial evidence on the impact of the 
government's drive to ensure every school in England is taught SSP through one of its val-
idated programmes. As already stated, RWInc. is one of the most widely used government 
validated SSP programmes in England and yet there will be no experimental data on its im-
pact for at least another 2 years. Equally the EEF has yet to announce its revised research 
protocol for the TLIF/NFER evaluation since the original participants who should have been 
assessed during Key Stage 1 (aged 6 and 7) are now in Key Stage 2 (aged 8 and 9).

Teaching validated systematic synthetic phonics programmes to read 
through direct instruction

Gibb (2017a) acknowledged the impact of Direct Instruction (DI) (uppercase D and I) (Carnine 
et al., 1997; Engelmann & Carnine, 1982) in Project Follow Through (Rhine, 1981). DI has a 
number of distinctive features, in particular, the principles underpinning curriculum content 
and it is probably one of the most extensively researched synthetic phonics programmes 
available. Stockard et al. (2018) report a meta-analysis of a half-a-century of research in 
DI where 328 studies met the inclusion criteria for the analysis that had a total of 3999 cal-
culated effects. However, none of the 19 programmes validated by the DfE reflect any DI 
principles in the design of their curricula for teaching SSP.

A possible response to this assertion may be that the DfE (2021a,b) make reference 
to direct teaching and direct instruction in relation to the teaching methodology. However, 
this would be to confuse DI with direct instruction (di) (lowercase d and i) (Kirschner et al., 
2006; Rosenshine, 2010, 2012) which also focuses on making instruction explicit, frequently 
through scripted lessons where teachers model new tasks and specify learning outcomes in 
behavioural terms. However, despite these superficial similarities the two are fundamentally 
different due to the focus in DI on curriculum design, faultless instruction, teaching gener-
alisable skills and the assumptions and principles underpinning the teaching and learning 
process. The more general issue is that the core criteria through which the 19 programmes 
have been validated focus primarily on whether SSP is taught through decodable texts and 
pay little attention to any broader instructional principles that relate to curriculum design or 
teaching methodology.

https://bit.ly/3kbNVbv


       |  29 of 44INSTRUCTIONAL PSYCHOLOGY & TEACHING READING

Have standards in reading improved?

In December 2017 the results of the 2016 PIRLS (Mullis et al., 2017) were published and 
appeared to justify the decision to teach beginning readers through synthetic phonics. The 
Year 5 pupils (aged 9 and 10) participating in PIRLS was the first cohort to have been as-
sessed on the PSC in 2012 and so had been taught to read exclusively through SSP. The 
results were viewed by Gibb (2017b) as vindication of the government's policy:

When we came into office in 2010 one of the first things we did was to strengthen 
the National Curriculum, explicitly requiring schools to teach reading using pho-
nics. Most controversial of all, we introduced a test for all six-year-olds, called 
the Phonics Screening Check. Today, we received the first set of international 
evidence that confirms that our approach is working. 

(Gibb, 2017b)

Data from two sources will be examined to explore whether standards in reading have im-
proved since the introduction of widespread teaching of SSP. The first is the results from the 
PSC and the second is outcomes of the PIRLS assessments.

Has the phonics screening check led to improved standards?

The PSC (DfE, 2012) was introduced in 2012 to assess pupils’ phonic knowledge and blend-
ing skills through decoding 20 real words and 20 pseudo words. The aim was to reinforce 
the teaching of SSP through an annual test, taken at the end of Year 1 (pupils’ second full 
year in school when aged 6). Pupils who failed to reach the pass mark were required to take 
the PSC again at the end of Year 2. The PSC listed 85 GPCs that could be assessed and 
stated: (i) the inclusion of a particular grapheme would not necessarily be in proportion to 
its frequency in words and (ii) over time the PSC will include all single letters of the alphabet 
and all GPCs listed in the assessment framework (DfE, 2011, 2012).

Table 1 shows the results of the PSC over 8 years between 2012 and 2019. The PSC was 
not administered in 2020 or 2021 due to the pandemic. Instead schools were required to 
administer the PSC from 2017 or 2018 or 2019 to the Year 2 pupils in the autumn term. The 
results indicate that between 2012 and 2016 there was a steady increase in the percentage 
passing the PSC from 58% to 81% in Year 1 and a levelling off between 2016 and 2019. The 
results also show that by the end of Year 2 the percentage passing the PSC increased from 
the first cohort in 2012 (85%) to the second cohort in 2013 (89%) but has then been stable 
with between 90% and 92% passing between 2014 and 2019.

Table 1 also shows the KS1 SATs results between 2012 and 2019. It is difficult to make 
comparisons over the 8 years since new KS1 assessments were introduced in 2016 to as-
sess the new national curriculum and the expected standards were raised. The DfE there-
fore stated that the results from 2016 onwards were not comparable to previous years. The 
DfE made changes to the teacher assessment framework in 2018–2019, meaning that the 
2019 results were not directly comparable to previous years. Nevertheless what can be 
concluded is that between 2016 and 2019 one in four pupils failed to meet government ex-
pectations in reading at the end of KS1 despite the fact that over 90% had passed the PSC 
by the end of Year 2.

The fact that between 2016 and 2019 only one in ten pupils are failing to meet expec-
tations on the PSC by the end of Year 2 but one in four are failing to meet expectations in 
the reading SATs is a cause for concern. One possible explanation is that the PSC is not 
an adequate assessment of pupils’ phonic knowledge and decoding skills. Another is that 
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competence in phonics is not sufficient to ensure success in reading where a broader range 
of skills is assessed. It could be argued that the focus on phonics and decoding is having a 
detrimental impact on the wider reading skills of approximately 25% of 7 year olds.

Darnell et al. (2017) analysed the content of the PSC over the first 3  years between 
2012 and 2014 and found that a small number of GPCs accounted for the majority of GPCs 
assessed. Their analysis showed that just 15 GPCs accounted for 67% of all GPC occur-
rences, with 27 of the 85 specified GPCs (31.8%) not appearing at all. Where a grapheme 
represented more than one phoneme (e.g., <ch> represents three phonemes /tʃ/; /k/; /ʃ/) the 
most frequently occurring pronunciation was assessed in the majority of cases with vocab-
ulary knowledge being required to determine the correct pronunciation where multiple pro-
nunciations were possible. The GPCs assessed, therefore, do not reflect the full range of 85 
GPCs that it is expected will be taught within a systematic synthetic phonics approach, con-
trary to the claim made in the PSC assessment framework (DfE, 2011, 2012). Furthermore, 
children's ability to decode real words is dependent on their vocabulary knowledge, not just 
their phonic skills (Tunmer & Chapman, 2012).

A further analysis of the PSC over 8 years between 2012 and 2019 (Darnell & Solity, in 
preparation) reveals a similar pattern and shows that 1213 GPCs have been included in the 
160 real words and 160 pseudo words. Fifteen GPCs accounted for 67% of all the GPCs 
included in the PSC. Thirteen of the 85 GPCs have never been included with a further nine 
GPCs appearing only once and 11 GPCs have been assessed that were not specified in the 
assessment framework. There are 18 graphemes that have a specified multiple mapping 
representing a total of 39 GPCs. The higher frequency phoneme has been assessed on 
94% of the occasions a grapheme representing multiple phonemes has appeared. For the 
grapheme <ch>, ch in chop has appeared 15 times but the other two representations of 
ch (ch in chef, ch in echo) have not appeared at all. Thus, when pupils pass the PSC their 
knowledge of GPCs is only being partially assessed on a small number of the GPCs that will 
have been taught.

The PSC was designed to assess pupils’ knowledge of the 85 GPCs that it was thought 
they needed to master. However, achieving the pass mark will only indicate that pupils have 
learned a relatively small proportion of those GPCs that could be assessed. If it is claimed 
that the results of the PSC are a vindication of the government's decision to promote SSP, 
the data indicate that pupils only need to master a small number of GPCs for there to be a 
marked improvement in their reading. An alternative explanation is that a number of pupils 
who achieve the pass mark of 32 on the PSC have an incomplete knowledge of the 85 GPCs 
that it is anticipated that they have been taught. This may explain why over 25% of pupils’ 
transferring to secondary schools at age 11 have failed to meet the government standards 

TA B L E  1   Percentage of pupils passing the PSC between 2012 and 2019 and the percentage reaching the 
expected level in the KS1 SATs between 2012 and 2019

Year in which PSC and SATs were taken

2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019

Percentage passing in 
Year 1

58 69 74 77 81 81 82 82

Percentage passing in 
Year 2

85 89 90 91 92 92 91

Percentage reading 
Level 2B

76 79 81 82

Percentage at 
expected level

74 76 75 75
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in literacy in the KS2 assessment (see next section). Equally the data suggest that the focus 
on teaching SSP means that pupils are not being taught a broader range of essential literacy 
skills that are required to become competent, fluent readers.

It is interesting to speculate whether the results of the PSC would be different if: (i) all 85 
GPCs that were included in the assessment framework had been assessed a comparable 
number of times; (ii) lower frequency GPCs were assessed when a grapheme represents 
more than one phoneme and (iii) pupils were not prompted with visual cues when pseudo-
words are presented to help distinguish them from real words. The results of the PSC would 
be more meaningful if baseline measures had been taken of students’ phonic and vocabu-
lary knowledge on school entry, and at the end of Reception (aged 5), so that their progress 
over time could be assessed.

Progress in International Reading Literacy Study

The decision to teach reading through SSP and phonically regular reading schemes ap-
pears to have been vindicated with the publication of the results of the PIRLS assessments 
in 2017 (McGrane et al., 2017; Mullis et al., 2017) when England performed extremely well, 
moving from 10th place in 2011 to 8th in 2016. The significance of these results was that 
the Year 5 pupils (aged 10) who took part in PIRLS 2016 were the first cohort to have been 
taught exclusively through SSP throughout their school careers and had been assessed on 
the first PSC in 2012. By the end of Year 1, 58% of the cohort had passed the PSC and by 
the end of Year 2, 85% of the cohort had reached the pass mark of 32.

Double et al. (2019) and Stainthorp (2020) also offered positive interpretations of the 
PIRLS data. Stainthorp welcomed England's improvement compared to 2006 and 2011, 
noted that the attainment gap had been significantly reduced and that students’ improved 
performance in phonics as evidenced by their performance on the PSC, meant that teachers 
and pupils were able to focus their attention on enjoying and understanding texts. Double 
et al. (2019) compared the performance of pupils who passed the PSC in Year 1 with those 
who passed in Year 2, on their performance on the comprehension components of the 2016 
PIRLS assessment. There are, however, a number of factors that need to be considered be-
fore it can be stated confidently that England's performance in the 2016 PIRLS assessment 
is attributable to the focus on teaching SSP since 2012.

England improved by seven points (552 to 559) in the PIRLS assessments between 2011 
and 2016. However, 20 countries (out of 41 that had PIRLS scores in 2011 and 2016) made 
greater progress than England. Ireland, had the same points score as England in 2011, but 
more than doubled England's improvement (552 to 567) as they moved from tenth equal in 
2011 to fourth in 2016. Significantly, Ireland does not have a curriculum in the early years 
based on SSP and recommends teaching strategies that are anathema to those in England 
recommending SSP, including using picture and context cues to read unfamiliar words. The 
curriculum in Northern Ireland, who finished ahead of England in both 2011 and 2016, also 
encourages the use of picture cues to facilitate children's reading. In PIRLS 2016, 6% of 
the schools in the English cohort were from the independent sector, who are not required to 
teach reading through SSP or to take the PSC. If their results are excluded England would 
have been 11th (with a score of 556) rather than eighth equal in 2016, which was one place 
lower than 2011 (although their score would have been four higher than in 2011). No data 
are available on whether schools from the private sector participated in the previous PIRLS 
assessments in 2011.

The Year 5 pupils who participated in the 2016 PIRLS assessments were also the second 
cohort to be assessed by the revised Year 6 SATs in the summer of 2017 when 28% failed 
to reach the expected standard in reading. In 2018 and 2019 these figures were 25% and 
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27%, respectively, even though 89% and 90% of these cohorts passed the PSC. Thus, be-
tween 2017 and 2019 over one in four pupils, who have all been taught through SSP, have 
transferred to secondary school and failed to reach the desired standards in reading. This 
is particularly surprising given the extensive training pupils typically receive prior to the Key 
Stage 2 SATs (Mansell, 2007). Schools were notified initially in September 2015, that they 
had provisionally been selected to participate in the PIRLS assessment of 2016 and were 
given final confirmation in December 2015. It seems inconceivable that these schools will 
not have devoted time to preparing pupils for the assessments, which unlike SATs are similar 
in each assessment cycle and are readily available so they can be practised and teachers 
can teach to the test.

There is also the question of why the pupils who passed the PSC on the first attempt 
performed to a higher level on the comprehension component of the PIRLS assessment 
compared to the students who passed a year later when they were in Year 2 (Double et al., 
2019). It seems reasonable to assume that students who have reached the pass mark on 
the PSC, irrespective of whether this was in Year 1 or Year 2, would have comparable attain-
ments in comprehension by the time they were in Year 5. One possible interpretation of the 
data relates to what pupils were taught in Year 2, after failing the PSC in Year 1, compared 
to those that passed. It may be that teachers in their efforts to ensure that the Year 2 pupils 
passed the PSC, devoted an inordinate amount of time to teaching all the GPCs that could 
have been assessed, many of which rarely occur on the PSC (Darnell et al., 2017).

In contrast, those students who passed PSC first time, will presumably have spent most 
of Year 2 on activities designed to improve their reading fluency and comprehension. The 
question is why those pupils who passed the PSC when in Year 2, and will presumably still 
have had three academic years to develop their broader literacy skills, did not perform to a 
comparable level in comprehension to their peers who passed the PSC in Year 1. Perhaps 
the explanation lies in pupils failing a high stakes assessment early in their school careers, 
coupled with another year of intensive teaching in SSP, having a negative impact on their 
overall progress in learning to read.

The DfE only published details of its approved SSP programmes in September 2011 
(ESPO, 2011) and gave schools until March 2013 to accept an offer of matched funding 
to buy these programmes. It seems unlikely that schools would have both purchased, and 
implemented these programmes effectively, during the 2011–2012 academic year in time for 
there to be a significant impact on pupils’ performance on the PSC at the end of the aca-
demic year in June 2012. This was borne out by the fact that only 58% of pupils passed the 
PSC in 2012. If anything, it might be expected that the Year 1 pupils who failed the PSC, but 
who passed the following year, might have done better in the comprehension assessment 
on PIRLS, if this was attributable to their phonic knowledge, as they are more likely to have 
been taught phonics effectively through government approved programmes after teachers 
had an extra year to become proficient in teaching SSP. Presumably this is why the pass 
rate for the Year 1 pupils rose a little in 2013 to 69%.

One further piece of evidence emerging from PIRLS 2016, that is rarely addressed in 
discussions about standards in reading, concerns whether pupils in England enjoy reading. 
Not only did the first PSC take place in 2012 but Ofsted published ‘Moving English Forward’ 
(Ofsted, 2012) in the same year that required schools to ‘develop policies to promote reading 
for enjoyment throughout the school’. This report followed an earlier Ofsted (2004) publica-
tion, ‘Reading for Purpose and Pleasure’ which reported that:

Most schools used a structured reading scheme where children were only al-
lowed to choose freely books that appealed to them after they had completed 
the scheme and become a ‘free reader’. 

(p. 12)
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Lower attaining pupils rarely read the books that they most wanted to read as 
these were seen as too be too difficult. Lack of competence often led to negative 
attitudes as they rarely selected books and they ‘saw reading as a chore’. 

(p. 13)

Evidence from two studies investigating pupils’ attitudes to reading reflected Ofsted's find-
ings. Clark and Poulton (2011) found that 40% of the students in their survey in London had 10 
or fewer books at home. These children enjoyed reading less, read fewer books, had more neg-
ative attitudes towards reading, were more likely to read only when they had to and had lower 
attainments than their peers, who had greater access to books at home. Clark and Teravainen-
Goff (2020) reported the outcomes of a survey of 57,000 children aged between 9 and 18 and 
3700 children aged 5–8, that found levels of reading enjoyment have continued to decrease 
since 2016 with current levels last evidenced in 2013. There is the possibility that the focus in 
the early years on phonics and phonically regular schemes is leading pupils to perceive that the 
purpose in learning to read is to decode fluently rather than enjoyment.

In three earlier PIRLS reports (Mullis et al., 2003; Mullis et al., 2007; Mullis et al., 2012) 
pupils in England had a poorer attitude towards reading and read less often for fun than pu-
pils in other English-speaking countries. Although the most recent PIRLS (2016) indicated 
that England improved its international standing in reading accuracy and comprehension, it 
still only came 34th out of 50 countries for reading for pleasure with only 35% of pupils liking 
reading very much. Children in four out of the seven highest performing countries enjoyed 
reading less than pupils in England suggesting that there may be a trade-off between high 
levels of achievement and pupils’ enjoyment of reading. One plausible interpretation of the 
2016 PIRLS data is that using decodable texts to teach reading may be a contributory factor 
in English children not enjoying reading. It is significant that Gibb has never publicly ac-
knowledged that many children in England do not enjoy reading despite government reforms 
or that 28% of the pupils taking the KS2 SATs in 2017, just a year after PIRLS 2016, failed to 
meet government expectations in reading.

Does the evidence support recommended government policy and 
practice?

The government's policy and recommended practice in teaching early reading are encap-
sulated in the three DfE documents published in 2021 (DfE, 2021a,b,c). The key features 
can be summarised as: (i) teaching SSP first and fast through a DfE validated programme; 
(ii) decoding CEWs through emphasising GPCs that are not consistent with what they have 
been taught; and (iii) students applying their knowledge of GPCs to reading phonically de-
codable texts. The evidence discussed in Part 2 indicates that the evidence in favour of 
teaching phonics through SSP is strong, although this finding is not universally accepted (for 
example, see Bowers, 2020, 2021 as well as Buckingham, 2020 and Fletcher et al., 2021 for 
detailed responses to Bowers).

It has been argued in this article that the government's approach to teaching phonics 
can be characterised as phonics first, fast and only. Certainly the National Curriculum and 
Reading Framework embrace notions of reading for pleasure and students hearing a wide 
range of high quality literature but the descriptions of teaching phonics focus on this being 
the first and only approach to decoding unknown words. There is a lack of evidence to sup-
port this specific approach to teaching SSP. Buckingham (2020) summarises the views of 
many who recognise the research in favour of teaching SSP when stating that instruction in 
synthetic phonics ‘takes place alongside meaning based instruction, including morphology, 
vocabulary and comprehension’ (p. 106). Similarly, there is no evidence to support the DfE’s 
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recommended approach to teaching CEWs which reflects the phonics first, fast and only 
methodology.

A major implication of teaching SSP for the government is the use of decodable texts to 
ensure that pupils: (i) apply their knowledge of GPCs to continuous text; (ii) only read texts 
containing GPCs that they have been taught; and (iii) experience 100% success in decoding 
texts to become motivated to read. The assumptions, while plausible, are not supported by ev-
idence. Two studies have investigated the respective merits of high and low decodable texts, 
one with a small sample that needs to be replicated, but neither found support for the exclusive 
use of decodable texts to teach reading. Castles et al. (2018) suggest that there is a strong 
case for using decodable texts in the early stages of teaching reading as they provide students 
with immediate opportunities to apply the phonic skills they have been taught. Thereafter, 
the case for decodable texts weakens. However, they do not indicate when a time might be 
reached to switch from one to the other. The analysis of Billy the Kid and The Three Billy Goats 
Gruff (Solity & Vousden, 2009) illustrates that real books can provide the same function as 
reading schemes and give pupils immediate opportunities to apply their phonic knowledge.

Further evidence in favour of teaching synthetic phonics can be found in a recent critique 
of government policy in England (Wyse & Bradbury, 2022) even through its authors claimed 
that ‘the most robust research evidence, from randomised controlled trials with longitudinal 
designs suggest that a balanced instruction approach is most likely to be successful’ (p. 41). 
Wyse and Bradbury based their claim on their analysis of eight studies that were the result 
of their systematic qualitative meta-synthesis (SQMS). Wyse and Bradbury classified six of 
these studies as teaching balanced literacy (BL) with the two other articles teaching phonics 
(but not synthetic phonics [SP]) and whole language (WL).

However, five of the six BL studies have been misclassified. Two of these studies taught 
phonological awareness (manipulating phonemes in the absence of print; Koziminsky & 
Kozminsky, 1995; Lie, 1991) and three studies (Vadasy & Sanders, 2011, 2012, 2013) taught 
what would be recognised as SP and were defined by Vadasy and Sanders as teaching pho-
nics. They stated that the aim of their study was to ‘examine the efficacy of 20  weeks of 
phonics-based instruction’ (p. 471). The one remaining BL study (Gunn et al., 2011) was not 
significant in terms of the standardised measures taken. The Lyster (2002) article, which Wyse 
and Bradbury claim teaches phonics but not SP, taught neither and instead compared two 
methods for teaching phonological awareness, one that focused on phonemes and the other 
on morphemes. So a more reasonable interpretation of the outcomes from the eight studies 
included in the SQMS is that they support teaching phonological awareness and SP, not BL.

Finally, there is no evidence from RCTs or quasi-experimental research that any of the 
19 SSP programmes validated by the DfE in December 2021 have a positive impact on 
students’ progress in learning to read. The EEF evaluations of RWInc. are compromised 
through having no baseline data on any measures and the primary outcome in the TLIF/
NFER evaluation is the PSC, that the author of RWInc. helped to develop and is in part 
based on the content of RWInc. Equally, it has been suggested that data from the PSC do 
not demonstrate that students have mastered all the GPCs that schools are required to 
teach. There are also reasons to question the claim that the 2016 PIRLS assessments have 
demonstrated the impact of SSP or had a positive impact on students’ attitudes to reading.

PART 3: INSTRUCTIONAL PSYCHOLOGY AND 
TEACHING READING

Instructional psychology researches the impact of psychological theories on effective teach-
ing. Whereas most applications of psychology in the field of education have researched 
how children learn and how to teach through analysing aspects of children's cognitive 
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development, instructional psychology instead attempts to understand the teaching and 
learning process through analysing and understanding the learning environment (Brown & 
Chater, 2004). Instructional psychology draws on ‘rational analysis’, a theory within the field 
of cognitive psychology that shifts the emphasis from inducing what happens ‘in the mind’ to 
looking at the structure of the environment and how it influences cognition (Anderson, 1990).

Brown (1998) explains that within rational analysis, cognitive behaviour can be seen as 
an adaptive reflection of the structure of the environment. This suggests that skilled reading 
is statistically optimal with respect to the structure of the English spelling to sound mapping 
system. Brown describes the ROAR model (Rational, Optimal, Adaptive, Reading) which is 
based on the Optimal Reading Hypothesis, to explain how fluent readers become sensitive 
to the statistical regularities in written English. They read with maximum efficiency given 
the statistical structure of mappings from orthography to phonology and so the process of 
learning to read is seen as a statistical process (also see Arciuli, 2018; Sawi & Rueckil, 2019; 
Seidenberg, 2017).

The fundamental idea is that learners represent the environment in a maximally efficient 
way. Thus, competent readers develop skills so that what they learn will be statistically 
optimal (i.e., the rate at which features of written English are remembered or forgotten will 
reflect their frequency of occurrence) in relation to the structure of written English and the 
frequency of occurrence of graphemes and the phonemes that they represent. We remem-
ber what we need to know and forget what is less relevant. This being the case it follows 
that a key task in teaching reading is how best to characterise the (statistical) regularities in 
written English and represent them to beginning readers so that their performance becomes 
statistically optimal.

Chater (2018) explains that what distinguishes high performers in any field from lower 
performers is not a function of their hypothesised cognitive differences and brain functioning 
but the consequence of their perceptions of past experiences. So the extent to which pupils 
learn to match phonemes to graphemes depends on how information has been interpreted 
in the past. We are more likely to remember items that are relevant and to which we can 
attach meaning. The implications for teaching reading are two-fold. The first is that when 
using phonic knowledge to decode, pupils are likely to remember strings of GPCs that con-
vey meaning. The second implication is that the rationale for what and how pupils are taught 
should be less about cognitive functioning, for example the working of short-term memory, 
cognitive load and executive functioning, and focus instead on structuring all aspects of the 
learning environment in an optimal manner.

Vousden (2008) provides a rationale for choosing how many and what types of spelling-
to-sound units of English to teach. This is based on an analysis of the frequency with which 
various units of spelling-to-sound mapping occur in monosyllabic words (54,670 word types 
[number of different words] and 15,542,299 word tokens [total number of words]) in the 
English language. Analyses of spelling-to-sound mappings at three levels (whole words, on-
sets and rimes and graphemes) revealed that the distribution of these mappings in English 
text approximates to Zipf's Law (Zipf, 1949) (the frequency with which words occur starts 
high and then tapers off rapidly) and Pareto's 80/20 principle (a minority of causes, inputs 
or effort usually leads to the majority of results, outputs or rewards; Koch, 1998). Further 
analyses reveal that a substantial proportion of text can be read if knowledge of the most 
frequent mappings at each level is assumed.

Solity and Vousden (2009) explored the assumptions that have been made about the use 
of real books and reading schemes, which have tended to polarise arguments about their re-
spective strengths and limitations. They analysed the structures of adult literature, children's 
real books and reading schemes, and examined the demands that they make on children's 
sight vocabulary and phonic skills and found that Zipf's Law again applied to the frequency 
of whole words and GPCs. Overall, approximately 90% of the monosyllabic words in all 
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three text types could be read by combining 89 high frequency, monosyllabic words and 64 
GPCs. This outcome was counter intuitive as it was assumed, given the rhetoric, that a far 
higher percentage of words would be read in the schemes than either real books or adult 
literature. Solity and Vousden also calculated the number of onsets and rimes that would 
be required to teach the same percentage of words that can be read through 64 GPCs. For 
the adult literature this was 534 and for the children's real books 334. Solity and Vousden 
(2009) and Vousden (2008) provide a convincing case, in terms of the information that has 
to be remembered, for teaching reading through SSP rather than onset-rimes and analytic 
phonics when teaching an optimal level of information.

The original database developed by Solity and Vousden contained 66 real books and the 
analyses were conducted on monosyllabic words. Solity (2020) explains how this database 
(known as the Real Books Database [RBD]) has increased considerably and now contains 
1500 books, 21,733 word types and 1,512,711 word tokens and the analyses have been ex-
tended to include both mono and polysyllabic words. The analyses reported by Solity (2020) 
identified: (i) the most frequently occurring words in children's real books as well as (ii) the 
most frequently occurring GPCs. Sixteen words accounted for 29.05% of the words on the 
RBD and 100 accounted for 54.16% but the next 50 words (101–150) only accounted for just 
over 5.46%. This is consistent with the findings of Solity and Vousden and Zipf's Law.

The percentage of high frequency words on the RBD has been compared to two databases 
derived largely from reading schemes: the Children's Early Reading Vocabulary (CERV) 
(Stuart et al., 2003) and the Children's Printed Word Database (CPWD) (Masterson et al., 
2010) that was used in Letters & Sounds (DfES, 2007). The percentage of words on each 
database that could in theory be read by the 100 most frequently occurring words within each 
database was calculated. The most striking outcome of the analysis is that the high frequency 
words in the RBD accounted for a higher percentage of the total number of words than the 
high frequency words on the CERV and CPWD databases that included books that were spe-
cifically written to include a high proportion of CEWs. These data suggest that it is difficult to 
write anything, whether it be adult literature, children's real books or reading schemes, without 
including a high percentage of a relatively small number of core words.

Solity (2020) also reported the analyses of the GPCs contained in the phonically regular 
words on the RBD that indicated that a small number of GPCs enable pupils to read the 
majority of phonically regular words in children's literature, an outcome that also reflects 
Zipf's Law and Pareto's 80/20 principle. The ten most frequently occurring GPCs account 
for 56.39% of all the GPCs in phonically regular words and the 20 most frequently occur-
ring GPCs account for 81.07%. Single letter GPCs account for 80.49% of the GPCs in 
phonically regular words whereas multiple letter GPCs account for the remaining 19.51%. 
The analyses indicate that there are certain GPCs that appear frequently in children's real 
books and others that are far less frequent. For example, the 25 lowest frequency GPCs in 
Jolly Phonics (Lloyd & Wernham, 2013), Letters & Sounds (DfES, 2007) and RWInc. (Miskin 
2020) accounted for just 5.39%, 1.15% and 1.84% respectively of the phonically regular 
words on the RBD.

There is one additional factor that needs to be addressed when teaching GPCs and 
that concerns the implications of teaching more than one phoneme for each grapheme. 
The main consequence is that a significant number of words that are decoded phonically 
will have an alternative, phonically correct pronunciation. For example, as stated previously 
the grapheme <ch> can represent three phonemes, (e.g., /tʃ/—chip; /k/—school; /ʃ/—chef) 
and the grapheme ‘i’ can represent two phonemes in pip and pipe so <chip> can represent 
six phonically plausible pronunciations. It is therefore of interest to know: (i) the number of 
graphemes with multiple pronunciations and (ii) the percentage of words decoded phonically 
that would have an alternative pronunciation within three SSP programmes ([Jolly Phonics, 
Lloyd & Wernham, 2013]; [Letters & Sounds, DfE, 2007]; [RWInc., Miskin, 2020]).
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Solity (2020) reported that in Jolly Phonics five phonemes represent multiple graphemes, 
whereas the figures for Letters & Sounds and RWInc. are 34 and 13 respectively. The per-
centage of words on the RBD that could be decoded accurately but have multiple pronun-
ciation are: 16.08% for Jolly Phonics, 94% for Letters & Sounds and 67% for RWInc. Thus, 
when pupils are taught multiple phonemes for graphemes many of the words that can be de-
coded will have an alternative pronunciation. When this occurs it is pupils’ vocabulary knowl-
edge and use of context that leads them to the correct pronunciation. This is an example of 
Set for Variability and mispronunciation correction rather than a case of pupils using context 
to guess the correct pronunciation. Pupils would not be able to pronounce words containing 
multiple pronunciations accurately without resorting to the context in which they appear.

It is questionable whether there are any benefits in teaching either lower frequency 
GPCs or multiple phonemes for graphemes given the potential confusion that they cause. 
However, this is a requirement in the National Curriculum (DfE, 2013a) and is a feature of 
most commercial SSP programmes. This is a significant issue particularly for lower achiev-
ing pupils. A considerable amount of instructional time is devoted to teaching GPCs that 
must be mastered in order that pupils progress through the scheme but which will not be 
useful when children start to read real books. Potentially the instructional time would be bet-
ter spent focusing on the small number of GPCs that occur most frequently in real books and 
devoting time to explicitly developing pupils’ language skills and vocabulary knowledge. This 
will enable them to maximise the impact of their phonic knowledge through mispronunciation 
correction (Dyson et al., 2017) and SfV (Tunmer & Chapman, 2012).

A second issue that relates to teaching lower achieving pupils is that the goal for many 
children following a reading scheme is to become a ‘free reader’ and to progress to chapter 
books. However, it will take lower achieving pupils much longer to reach this stage than 
their peers since they are only given a new scheme book when it is thought that they have 
mastered the GPCs and CEWs required to read a book with 100% accuracy. So, they will 
read fewer books and have less practice in reading continuous prose than their peers. This 
is the opposite of what they require. Finally, there is a troubling consequence of having to 
read books from a scheme with 100% accuracy. Before being given a book pupils are taught 
to decode all the phonically regular words that will appear in the book out of context. As a 
result, they do not encounter unfamiliar words when reading continuous text and so do not 
get the opportunity to practise their decoding skills.

The research in instructional psychology has demonstrated that, despite the perceived 
irregular nature of written English, a large proportion can be read through being taught the 
most frequently occurring GPCs and CEWs. The consequence of failing to do so is that 
instructional time will be devoted to being taught GPCs that are largely redundant as they 
occur so infrequently. The value in teaching a small number of phonically irregular high 
frequency words is that since they occur so frequently the process of statistical learning, 
together with explicit instruction, will facilitate pupils’ acquisition of these words. The limita-
tions in teaching SSP through decodable texts, discussed in Part 3, are potentially a contrib-
utory factor in over 25% of pupils transferring to secondary school having failed to reach the 
required standards in the Year 6 SATs despite having passed the PSC.

CONCLUSION

This article has reviewed the research on teaching reading in England over the last 50 years 
and its impact on the policies and the approved practice of successive governments. 
Whereas initially it was generally recommended that pupils were taught to develop a sight 
vocabulary before being introduced to phonics, the advice has changed so that current 
government policy appears to promote a version of phonics first, fast and only as the initial 
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route to learning to read, where the initial focus is on accurate decoding rather than under-
standing. Children are then taught to read CEWs through their knowledge of GPCs, and the 
exceptions to taught GPCs, rather than by sight.

Teaching SSP has been recognised as an effective way of teaching pupils to decode 
for many years and it is perhaps the one area of current government policy that is well 
supported by research. However, there are many unanswered questions about how best to 
teach SSP since government validated programmes vary considerably in terms of: (i) the 
number of GPCs taught; (ii) the number of graphemes that represent multiple phonemes; (iii) 
whether pupils are taught to synthesise phonemes and segment words into phonemes as 
phonological skills (i.e. no print); (iv) teaching methodology; (v) assessment arrangements; 
and (vi) the broader literacy skills taught. These differences are significant barriers to under-
standing and researching the essential components of SSP programmes. The government's 
16 core criteria represent just one way of teaching synthetic phonics but there is no evidence 
to demonstrate that it is more effective than other ways of teaching synthetic phonics.

There is also no evidence to demonstrate that synthetic phonics is best taught through de-
codable texts and their use is challenged by research derived from instructional psychology and 
a detailed understanding of the GPCs and CEWs that are required to read real books. The evi-
dence also indicates that current policies are failing a significant number of children who are not 
reaching the levels expected when they transfer from primary to secondary school despite over 
10 years of government policy favouring teaching SSP through decodable texts. The research 
in instructional psychology suggests that this level of failure could potentially be addressed 
through teaching an optimal number of GPCs through synthetic phonics and real books.

In the past the tension has been between advocates of whole language and phonics 
based methods of teaching reading. The research reviewed in this article suggests that the 
debate, and research, should now move on and instead focus on: (i) how much phonics to 
teach; (ii) the books that will not only facilitate pupils’ progress but also lead them to develop 
a positive attitude towards reading; (iii) how best to develop pupils’ reading skills beyond 
phonics; and (iv) the instructional methods that prevent reading difficulties.
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