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THE RESPONSE OF THE NATIONAL UNION OF TEACHERS TO THE YEAR 1 PHONICS SCREENING CHECK CONSULTATION

JANUARY 2011
                                                                                                                                             
1. The National Union of Teachers (NUT) welcomes the opportunity to respond to the DfE Year 1 Phonics Screening Check Consultation.  This response has been informed by consultation undertaken with members working in the primary sector, particularly Year 1 teachers.   
2. One of most pervasive myths about the way children are taught to read currently is that synthetic phonics are rarely, if ever used. The proposals for the screening check appear to be predicated on this basis and may have been conceived as a means of enforcing compliance with the Government’s policy on this issue. Anyone who is familiar with English primary schools will know that this is a gross distortion of teaching methods in Key Stage 1 and it is to be hoped that the evidence collected during the course of this consultation exercise will dispel this myth once and for all. 
3. The NUT will not rehearse here its arguments against the prescription of systematic synthetic phonics as the only means of teaching children to read. For every piece of research cited in the consultation document in support of this approach, there are equally valid studies which come to another conclusion.  What is important to emphasise is that each child will learn to read in a different way and teaching methods must be tailored to meet each child’s individual needs.  Teachers know that there can be no “one size fits all” approach to the teaching of reading and already use a range of strategies, including systematic synthetic phonics, to help their children progress. 
4. The proposed introduction of such a test in isolation, at a time when the Key Stage 2 assessment and accountability arrangements are also under consultation, implies a disjointed approach to policy by Government.  It would have been more sensible to consider primary assessment and accountability as part of the same consultation exercise, to provide a more coherent and holistic approach to their future development.  It would also have been useful to suggest in the consultation document which assessments schools should stop doing as a result of the new test. Simply adding yet more forms of statutory assessment to the primary phase will not raise standards but will exacerbate what the terms of reference for the Key Stage 2 review describe as the “over-rehearsal and reduced focus on productive learning” resulting from their link with school accountability. 
5. The introduction of yet more statutory tests for primary pupils is also questionable on the grounds of their cost. No estimates about the financial implications of the proposed screening check are given in the consultation document, yet it would be inevitable that this initiative would have significant financial implications, including the provision of training materials, central co-ordination and administration and the yearly production of the test papers, notwithstanding the resourcing required at school level to release teachers in order to administer and moderate the check. As the other diagnostic reading tests teachers currently use to assess and monitor progress will continue to be used in many schools, the check would be a very expensive means of duplicating existing efforts. At a time of financial austerity and considerable cuts in public service, the Government has not made the case for introducing the check strongly enough, and certainly not outlined how it represents value for money or why this funding would not be better used in supporting directly young children who experience difficulties in learning to read. 
6. The NUT believes that it is fundamentally inappropriate to introduce a phonics screening check as a statutory requirement for all pupils in Year 1.  The proposed test will not provide teachers and schools with any additional information about pupils beyond that which they already have through on-going assessment in class, internal reading tests and monitoring of standards as part of teachers’ regular assessment practices.

7. Whilst it is important that all children learn to read and receive additional support if required, it is inappropriate to conduct such a narrow test on children at age six as their differing experiences to that point will have an effect on their ability to react appropriately in such a situation. The effect of children’s pre-school educational experience, socio-economic background, their gender and the time of the year they were born all create significant differences in achievement at this age. The screening check may therefore reveal more about the profile of the school’s intake than about individual children’s reading abilities. It is certainly likely that schools serving the most disadvantaged areas will record the lowest scores, whether or not they teach reading exclusively through systematic synthetic phonics.   
8. A 40 word test of any sort is demanding for many children of this age and is likely to take far longer than five minutes to complete, as suggested in the consultation document, particularly as the teacher would have to explain about the “nonsense” words included in the check and provide some sort of context before the child attempted the word, such as “the name of a type of imaginary creature” (paragraph 4.4). 

9. The NUT believes that there is little merit in asking children to sound out words out of context and that the inclusion of nonsense words, to make up half of the test, will confuse many children unless they have been drilled during test practice sessions beforehand, which would defeat the Government’s supposed aim of “an increase in the number of children able to read for enjoyment and understanding” (paragraph 2.1). 
10. Children need to make sense of what they read. There is a danger that using isolated skills as the sole measure of progress in the test will mean that less emphasis is placed on the meaning of what is being read in general. In addition, there is no evidence to suggest that the use of nonsense words in the test would provide useful or accurate information about children’s ability as readers. It is certainly not a predicator of ability to read for understanding, as the consultation document acknowledges: “it would not be appropriate to link knowledge of phonics with reading ability in general” (paragraph 8.3). It is also likely that some children will do much better reading real words than nonsense words. 
11. Little consideration has given within the consultation document to the needs of SEN and EAL pupils, or to pupils with visual or hearing impairment. The consultation document says only that these matters will be addressed at some future, unspecified, time (paragraph 7.3 -4). This is not an acceptable approach to the assessment of some of the most vulnerable children who are in need of specialist support when learning to read, not a blunt assessment instrument which almost appears to have been designed for them to fail. 

12. This aspect of the application and impact of the test is of most concern to the NUT and contradicts the consultation paper’s claim that the test will be supportive in nature. Its inherent injustice is highlighted by the proposal that, should a child fail to meet the standard required at the end of Year 1, they will be required to retake the test in the autumn term.  Does the Government intend that those children who experience most difficulty learning to read would have to keep taking the test until they pass it, or leave school?  What purpose would such repeated testing have, other than to cement the impression that the child is a failure?  In this context, the young age that children would take this test has to be kept in mind, as a self-perception that one is not “good” at reading could easily become a self-fulfilling prophecy which could damage the child’s future educational prospects. 
13. This concern also applies to the proposal that children would not be able to self- correct during the test, or the number of attempts at a word would be limited.  Children are taught to persevere and to attempt a number of different strategies when reading unfamiliar words.  It is ridiculous to suggest that they should not be allowed to do use these techniques as part of the phonics test.

14. Any assessment, including the phonics screening check, should be under the direct control of the teacher responsible for the child concerned. It would not be feasible, however, for one teacher to test all the Year 1 pupils where schools have more than one Year 1 class (some schools may have up to five such classes). Not only would this have significant additional workload implications, it would also be impossible to meet the proposed criteria that the check is administered “by an adult known to the child being assessed” (paragraph 5.3). It would certainly dilute any link between this test and informing teaching and learning. 
15. Even where a teacher was responsible for administering the test to his or her class only, additional support would be needed for the rest of the class whilst the tests were being administered. Many Year 1 classes do not have support staff attached to them, often because of the Infant Class Size regulations and the deployment of support staff in classes which are subject to end of Key Stage National Curriculum assessments. Not only does the proposed check fail to have any educational benefit, it also ignores the practical realities of classroom life for Year 1 teachers. 
16. The introduction of such a test will also add yet another layer of accountability for schools and prescription for teachers. This contradicts the ‘freeing up’ of schools and ‘increased professionalism’ for teachers which were dominant themes in the Government’s recent White Paper.
17. There is deep concern about the way in which the data from the screening check will be used to judge schools and, potentially, individual teachers. Although it is not proposed “at this point in time” (paragraph 8.7) to publish data from the checks as part of the Achievement and Attainment Tables, the results will be used immediately for RaiseOnline, to inform Ofsted inspections and local authority monitoring. With an already data-driven inspection process, this would be unhelpful to both schools and parents.  Schools conduct their own assessments at individual, class and school level.  This data is available to inspectors and, more importantly, is useful to the school in terms of supporting individual children and particular groups of children.  Schools’ own tracking data should already serve the purpose which is proposed by the introduction of the Year 1 Phonics Test.

18. The linkage between the screening check and RaiseOnline will inevitably mean that it will become high stakes and will encourage practices such as teaching to the test and narrowing the curriculum throughout the early years and Year 1.  As the curriculum will be skewed towards phonics rather than the wider aspects of literacy or indeed other subject areas, creativity, personal and social development will be relegated as less important, even though these are vital aspects of early education as they develop children’s sense of self-efficacy and form the foundation for attitudes to life long learning. 

19. The Government needs to decide whether the screening check is primarily about assessing and improving children’s reading abilities, including diagnosing the need for additional support or a means of holding schools accountable – it cannot be both. Testing is too frequently equated with assessment by Government. This is a serious mistake as it is only one form of assessment amongst several and is not, in this case, the most appropriate form. If the Government genuinely wishes to raise reading standards, the money earmarked for this initiative would be much better spent on providing one to one tuition for those children identified by their teachers as in need of additional support. 
20. The NUT wishes to reiterate its belief that one of the central aims of education should be to ensure that every child attains full reading literacy at the earliest possible age.  This will not be possible without adequate funding, educational resources and staffing arrangements.  

21. Phonics on its own will not produce fluent readers.  Although arguably the most important, phonics is only one among a number of cueing systems which contribute to word identification.  Becoming a fluent and accurate reader means learning to make effective and coherent use of all of the cueing systems – the grapho-phonic, the syntactic, the semantic, the bibliographic and the pictorial.  It also means learning to put the information together ‘harmoniously’.  

22. To read fluently, children need to use their developing construction of sense from the text they are reading, both as an aid to word identification and as a corrective when the process has gone awry.  Phonics plays a crucial part in reading but on its own is not enough for readers of any age to identify ambiguous words, words with unusual spelling patterns or the very many irregular spelled words in the English language.

23. It is essential that the methods adopted by primary teachers in teaching children to read must be and are various, and tailored to meet the individual needs of children.  The findings of the Bullock Report
, published in 1975, still remain true today:  “there is no one method, medium, approach, device or philosophy that holds the key to the process of learning to read”.  If there was, it would have been seized upon by teachers long ago. 
� 	Bullock A., “A Language for Life”, HMSO, 1978.
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