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EDUCATION AND SKILLS INDEPENDENT REV I EW O F THE TEACHING OF EARLY READING: FINAL REPORT
“It is no surprise to find that the main ingredients for success in the teaching of beginner readers are: a well trained teaching force ;well designed, systematic programmes of work that are implemented thoroughly; incisive assessment of teaching and learning, and strong, supportive leadership.”
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Jim Rose CBE
Over the first nine years of the National Curriculum (1989 to 1998) very little impact was made on raising standards of reading. Despite the content of phonic work being a statutory component of the National Curriculum over that time, reports from Her Majesty’s Inspectors show that it was often a neglected or a weak feature of the teaching.
It is widely agreed that reading involves far more than decoding words on the page. Nevertheless, words must be decoded if readers are to make sense of the text. Phonic work is therefore a necessary but not sufficient part of the wider knowledge, skills and understanding which children need to become skilled readers and writers, capable of comprehending and composing text.  For beginner readers, learning the core principles of phonic work in discrete daily sessions reduces the risk, attendant with the so-called ‘searchlights' model, of paying too little attention to securing word recognition skills.

In consequence, the review suggests a reconstruction of the searchlights model for reading.

The National Curriculum treats phonic work as essential content for learning, not a method of teaching.
Synthetic phonics
45. Because our writing system is alphabetic, beginner readers must be taught how the letters of the alphabet, singly or in combination, represent the sounds of spoken language (letter sound correspondences) and how to blend (synthesise) the sounds to read words, and break up (segment) the sounds in words to spell. They must learn to process all the letters in words and ‘read words in and out of text’. 19 
Phonic work should teach these skills and knowledge in a well defined and systematic sequence.
Phonics consists of the skills of segmentation and blending, knowledge of the alphabetic code

and an understanding of the principles which underpin how the code is used in reading and spelling. 

46. Furthermore, it is generally accepted that is harder to learn to read and write in English because the relationship between sounds and letters is more complex than in many other alphabetic languages. It is therefore crucial to teach phonic work systematically, regularly and explicitly, because children are highly unlikely to work out this relationship for themselves. It cannot be left to chance, or for children to ferret out, on their own, how the alphabetic code works.

47. The review’s remit requires a consideration of ‘synthetic phonics in particular, including both the content and the pace of teaching,and that this should be done ‘through examination of the available evidence and engagement with the teaching profession and education experts’. Having followed those directions, and notwithstanding the uncertainties of research, there is much convincing evidence to show from the practice observed that, as generally understood,‘synthetic’phonics is the form of systematic phonic work that offers the vast majority of beginners the best route to becoming skilled readers. Among other strengths, this is because it teaches children directly what they need to know, i.e. the principles set out below, whereas other approaches, such as 'analytic' phonics, expect children to deduce them.20
48. However, that children learn to read by other approaches to systematic phonic work was noted by Professor Rhona Johnston, who said that ‘analytic phonics is good but synthetic phonics is better’. It is not surprising, moreover, that even the best systematic programme poorly taught will not yield the intended benefits for beginner readers.

49. Experienced practitioners and teachers point out that, in the course of phonics teaching, as children 'start to get the hang of it', they begin to self-teach and 'need to read a lot to consolidate their skills', that is, to develop effortless reading and focus more and more on comprehending the text.At this point, children may appear, some would say, to be 'barking at print' without fully understanding what they are reading. Although this is often levelled as a criticism of phonic work, such behaviour is usually transitional as children hone their phonic skills. Given that even skilled adult readers may find themselves 'barking at print' when they are faced at times with unfamiliar text, it is hardly surprising that children may do so in the early stages of reading.

50. Good practice showed that planning and other key elements that support the teaching and learning of phonic work, such as assessment, were invariably 'formalised'. That is to say, they were explicit, well defined and mapped the progress expected of the children. However, formality, in this sense, should not be confused with the formality some early years educators see as a threat to child development, as if planning and delivery were one and the same. In other words, appropriate formal planning does not underwrite inappropriate formal practice. The best work was formalized in design but taught creatively and with due regard for individual differences in, for example, children's rates of learning.

High quality phonic work

51. Having considered a wide range of evidence, the review has concluded that the case for systematic phonic work is overwhelming and much strengthened by a synthetic approach,the key features of which are to teach beginner readers:

• grapheme/phoneme (letter/sound) correspondences (the alphabeticprinciple) in a clearly defined, incremental sequence

• to apply the highly important skill of blending (synthesising) phonemes in order, all through a word to read it

• to apply the skills of segmenting words into their constituentphonemes to spell

• that blending and segmenting are reversible processes.

52. All of these elements featured consistently in the best work seen, including the visits by HMI undertaken for the review and discussed below.

The sum of these represent 'high quality phonic work' and, for the sake of clarity and ease of reference, the report will use this term from now on.

53. High quality phonic work is not a ‘strategy’ so much as a body of knowledge, skills and understanding that has to be learned. From work considered by this review, the balance of advantage favours teaching it discretely as the prime approach to establishing word recognition. This is because successful phonic work for word recognition is a time-limited activity that is eventually overtaken by work that develops comprehension.

Different programmes - similar

principles

54. A number of contributors to the review claimed to have developed exemplary but differing approaches to teaching reading in general, and phonic work in particular. Virtually all of the developers of commercially produced phonic programmes provided assessment data that showed very substantial, sometimes spectacular, gains in the performance of beginner readers on their programme. Since a wide array of different tests was used to measure these gains, it was not possible to compare the value added by each programme with any accuracy. It was clear, however, that all these programmes were highly systematic and the perceived, sharp differences that

divided their advocates, appeared to make little difference to the claimed success rates. This suggests that the common elements in each programme - those that really make a difference to

how well beginners are taught and learn to read and write - are few in number and similar to those set out above.

Fidelity to the programme

55. Once started, what has been called 'fidelity to the programme' is alsoimportant for ensuring children’s progress. Experience shows that even high quality programmes founder if they are not applied consistently and regularly. It can be unwise to ‘pick and mix' too many elements from several different programmes because this often breaks up important sequences of work and disrupts planned progression.

56. Another important feature of the best practice was that, once begun, high quality phonic programmes were followed consistently and carefully, each day, reinforcing and building on previous learning to secure children’s progress. The time spent daily on this

work was well planned. It was usually short, around 20 minutes overall, with the time distributed as judged best by the practitioner or teacher. It included a variety of related activities that advanced learning incrementally and appealed to children, with praise for effort and achievement at every opportunity. Their interests were fired often by engaging them in multisensory activities which drew upon a mix of stimulating resources.

Multi-sensory work

57. Multi-sensory activities featured strongly in high quality phonic work and often encompassed, variously, simultaneous visual, auditory and kinaesthetic activities involving, for

example, physical movement to copy letter shapes and sounds, and manipulate magnetic or other solid letters to build words. Sometimes mnemonics, such as a picture of a snake or an apple in the shapes of ‘s’ and ‘a’, were used to help children memorise letters. Handwriting too was often seen as a kinaesthetic activity and was introduced early. This multi-sensory approach almost always captured the interest of boys as well as girls. A common feature of the best work was that boys’ progress and achievement did not lag behind that of girls: an important outcome given the generally weaker performance of boys ,especially in writing.

58. The multi-sensory work showed that children generally bring to bear on the learning task as many of their senses as they can, rather than limit themselves toonly one sensory pathway. This calls into question the notion that children can be categorised by a single learning style, be it auditory, visual or kinaesthetic.

107. As children progress, however, some will inevitably learn faster than others.

Grouping children for phonic teaching, within an early years setting or class, by matching work to their pace of learning and developing abilities, is often done to good effect. In the bestwork, too, children are strongly encouraged to help each other, for example, by working in pairs and talking about the task in hand. Again, practitioners and teachers must exercise professional judgements about organising teaching groups to provide optimum conditions for learning. In these respects, good practice in phonic work simply reflects good  practice in general.

The searchlights model

113. As noted under Aspect 1, phonic work is a body of knowledge, skills and understanding that quite simply has to be taught and learned. However, it is an obvious truth that the goal of reading is comprehension and that skilled reading involves understanding as well as decoding text. In short, learning to read progresses to reading, effortlessly, to learn. The teaching of beginner readers requires an understanding of the processes that underpin this progression. These processes have a considerable bearing on the searchlights model of reading.
114. The review has provided an important opportunity to consider how well the searchlights model continues to serve the needs of beginner readers. The model has undoubtedly served to

establish phonic work within a broad range of strategies. To that extent this helped to systematise phonic work at a time when many settings and schools were giving it far too little attention.
115. The searchlights model was founded on a view of what constitutes a 'skilled reader' and the processes which support a child moving to such a position. 32 
Obviously, that a child should become a skilled reader is an indisputable expectation of all those

involved in teaching reading to beginners. However, the searchlights model does not best reflect how a beginner reader progresses to become a skilled reader.

116. This is because skilled readers do not rely upon strategies to read words, as they have already developed the skill of word recognition. They may use knowledge of context and grammar, which are conceived within the searchlights model, to assist their understanding of the text but, crucially, they would still be able to decode the words if all contextual and grammatical prompts were removed. Therefore, a model of reading which encourages switching between various searchlight strategies, particularly when phonic work is regarded as only one such strategy, all of equal worth, risks paying insufficient attention to the critical skills of word recognition which must first be secured by beginner readers. That is not to say beginner readers should be denied access, with skilled readers, to literature and sharing books. Indeed, it is important to make sure that, over the course of acquiring phonic skills, children are also given every opportunity to enjoy and benefit from excellent literature.

117. However, if beginner readers, for example, are encouraged to infer from pictures the word they have to decode this may lead to their not realising that they need to focus on the printed

word. They may, therefore, not use their developing phonic knowledge. It may also lead to diluting the focused phonics teaching that is necessary for securing accurate word reading. Thus, where beginner readers are taught habitually to infer the word they need from pictures they are far less likely to apply their developing phonic knowledge and skills to print. During the course of the review, several examples were seen of beginners being encouraged to infer from pictures the word they did not immediately recognise from the text. This was often done well before they had sufficient time to decode the word and, if necessary, check, adjust and retry

after their first attempt.

118. These issues were raised by the summary evaluation of the first four years of the NLS when Ofsted concluded:

The ‘searchlights’ model proposed in the framework has not been effective enough in terms of illustrating where the intensity of the ‘searchlights’ should fall at the different stages of learning to read. While the full range of strategies is used by fluent readers, beginning readers need to learn how to decode effortlessly, using their knowledge of letter-sound correspondences and the skills of blending sounds together. The importance of these crucial skills and knowledge has not been communicated clearly enough to teachers. The result has been an approach to word-level work which diffuses teaching at the earliest stages, rather than concentrating it on phonics. 
In sum, distinguishing the key features associated with word recognition and focusing upon what this means for the teaching of phonic work does not diminish the equal, and eventually greater, importance of developing language comprehension. This is because phonic work should be time limited, whereas work on comprehension continues throughout life. Language comprehension, developed, for example, through discourse and a wide range of good fiction and non-fiction, discussing characters, story content, and interesting events, is wholly compatible with and dependent upon introducing a systematic programme of high quality phonic work at an appropriate time as advocated by this review.

Intervention programmes

144. In discussing intervention, it is helpful to distinguish between two main groups of children:

• those who are falling behind either because of issues relating to their personal, social and economic circumstances, or weaknesses in the teaching or teaching programmes they have received for whom Wave 2 provision is likely to be approriate

• those who have specific problems that may, for example, be neurodevelopmental in origin, for whom Wave 3 provision is likely to be most appropriate, some of whom may be able to make progress but unable to ‘catch up’ with their peers.

145. Children can also fall behind or even regress in reading for other, perhaps less obvious, reasons, for example:

At least in early acquisition, reading ability is a bit like foreign language ability: use it or lose it, and the more tenuous the knowledge, the greater the loss. Thus, the well-documented and substantial losses in reading that are associated with summer vacation are especially marked for younger and poorer readers. 39
146. Careful consideration must therefore be given as to how all children, and especially the most vulnerable groups, can be helped to build upon 'tenuous' knowledge rather than risk losing it through lack of, or uneven, support at times, such as long school holidays
Where ‘quality first teaching’ is not meeting the needs of children, there are ample data to show that early failure in literacy can be overcome, to a very large extent, by timely intervention. The importance of responding early to such difficulties cannot be overstressed because there is much convincing evidence which indicates that, once entrenched, reading failure is not only much harder to reverse but is also detrimental to other areas of learning and selfesteem. Focus on the right children through careful assessment, regular updating and tracking of progress aimed for children who have fallen behind to reach the target levels for their age, rather than just narrow the gap between them and their peers support from teaching assistants for small groups within class lessons

• work with a teaching assistant, in a small group, outside the class

• one-to-one daily reading sessions with a teaching assistant guidance for parents on how to help their children at home

• providing selected children with 10 minutes of additional work on lettersound correspondences with a teaching assistant

• a 20-minute group session with the special educational needs coordinator, focusing on phonic

knowledge and skills, and on applying these to reading and writing grouping children for phonic work, moving them between groups depending on their progress. 
A prominent feature of much successful intervention work was that it was often ably undertaken by teaching assistants who had almost always benefited from thorough training and who worked not only alongside teachers in regular classes but also very effectively with small groups or individual children training teaching assistants to work with individuals and small groups of children, with obvious success. 

The key features of the training were:

• how to use data to track children’s progress and to match teaching resources to it

• techniques for teaching individuals and groups

• fortnightly tutorials following up training.

Headteachers
Headteachers and senior staff generally built this whole-school commitment by:

• setting high expectations for children’s progress through ambitious and realistic targets for

English

• establishing a clear and explicit programme of work for phonics

• improving the quality and consistency of teaching, assessment and intervention by providing

relevant training for all those engaged in teaching phonics

• putting strategies in place to ensure that no child ‘fell through the net’, such as comprehensive assessment and the allocation of resources (time and staff ) for catch-up work

• monitoring both the quality and consistency of teaching reading and its outcomes (as part of the school’s normal monitoring arrangements)

• strengthening awareness of how phonic work could be applied throughout the curriculum.

The best leadership teams gave reading and the phonic component a high priority and ensured that programmes were implemented as planned. The monitoring of teaching, learning and the impact of training was frequent and thorough, and was crucial to keeping the programme on

track:

Observing the teaching of reading and writing, and giving feedback, modelling teaching through

demonstration lessons, scrutinizing children’s work, and analyzing assessment and other performance data. They were also responsible for managing the placing and movement of children in the ability sets across classes for phonic work. This was a key leadership role that

helped to ensure the programme ran smoothly and that, in the words of the headteacher,‘no child slips through the net’.

The importance of investing in

training

173. The importance of training at all levels has featured strongly in this review. To establish high quality work in settings and schools requires an investment in training. Initial teacher training should, therefore, at least equip primary teachers with the key principles of teaching phonic work and relate this to how children learn to read
Improvements to teacher training are necessary to ensure that all teachers of reading are familiar with the psychological and developmental processes involved in reading acquisition. 47
178. The imperative is to improve professional knowledge and skills, and their application, so that the high level of investment in training continues to raise standards, yield better value for

money and maximise benefits to the learner.

Initial teacher training and induction

Trainees were often found to be very insecure about how to teach reading; in particular, they were not well prepared to teach phonics and were uncertain of how to structure a reading programme for a class of pupils. 48
180. In order to enable trainees to reach high standards in terms of their subject knowledge, it was recommended that providers of initial teacher training should ensure that:

all trainees can plan and implement a structured programme of phonics teaching in order to develop pupils’ skills systematically.

In-service training

The purpose of phonic work was to enable children to learn to read and write

independently, and that it should focus sharply on making sure that they gained the necessary knowledge and skills efficiently and quickly.

Such training was characterised by:

• sufficient time given to communicating key content

• clear principles which underpinned the content, sequence and pace of

phonic work

• straightforward,well structured presentation of the phonic knowledge,  skills and understanding

children need to learn, ensuring that each stage of learning is secured

• understanding of the relationship between phonic work and comprehension

• guidance on how to teach irregular words

• guidance on regular assessment of phonic knowledge, skills and understanding and using the

information gained to improve teaching and learning

• attention to children’s speaking and listening skills, including during phonic work itself

• multi-sensory approaches, including an appropriate use of mnemonics.

188. The best training also made clear the importance of effective classroom practice being supported by:

• school-wide commitment to teaching phonic work systematically

• strong leadership and management by senior staff, including monitoring teaching to make sure that the intended outcomes of the training were being achieved.

For example:

In one school visited by HMI, following a course of synthetic phonics training, the headteacher

undertook a minimum of 10 short observations each week .He was convinced that this level of personal intervention kept the programme ‘on track ’and was effective in ensuring that pupils made good progress. He felt that such monitoring ‘ensures that they stick to the agreed, wholeschool programme’. The impact was, in his words, a ‘staggering difference’ in the pupils’ ability to read.
The headteacher’s commitment to consistent and robust monitoring was clearly key to bringing about this in improvement in reading.

Strengthening the quality of training

189. There are three main interdependent aspects of training which need to be

considered:

• initial training and induction

• in-service training and professional development of all those responsible for teaching beginner readers and the implications for:

• the updating of trainers’ skills and knowledge.

• phonic work receives the priority it merits in initial teacher training

• this priority is maintained through induction, in-service training and professional development

• those responsible for providing training receive the support and training that they themselves need to make sure that these standards are achieved and sustained.

It is important for schools to offer a coherent reading programme in which ‘quality first

teaching’ as defined by the Primary National Strategy and intervention work are closely linked. While interventions for children with reading difficulties will always be necessary the need for them is likely to be much reduced by ‘quality first teaching’. This is because such teaching identifies incipient reading difficulties and this enables appropriate support to be provided quickly, thus minimising the risk of children falling behind. It follows that investment in ‘quality

first teaching’ not only brings greatest benefit to children, but is also likely to yield the greatest value for money. It is hardly surprising that training to equip those who are responsible for beginner readers with a good understanding of the core principles and skills of teaching phonic

work, including those responsible for intervention programmes, has emerged as a critical issue.
Summary,

Grace Vilar
