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1. introduction
This Ofsted report draws on the practice of 12 outstanding schools in different parts of England to illuminate what works in teaching children to read.  It comes hard on the heels of the announcement of the introduction of a new age 6 reading ‘check’ in the government white paper, The Importance of Teaching, [See Document Summary Service Summary 10/11 18, December 2010].  The report’s foreword by HMCI says that
‘We know how to develop, encourage and improve reading and writing and how to overcome the challenges that some children experience, but the evidence suggests that we have not succeeded in doing these things consistently and persistently across all schools in the country’.

The report starts with thumbnail portraits of the 12 schools’ approaches to teaching reading, supported by data for each school on, for example, Free School Meal and EAL percentages, deprivation indices, and Key Stage 1 Reading and Writing and Key Stage 2 English Level 4 and 5 measures.
The second half of the publication explores ‘Conditions for Success’ under three main headings:

· Leadership

· Principles for the reading curriculum

· The quality and consistency of teaching

An Annex sets out revised criteria for assuring high-quality phonic work published by the Department for Education on 26 October 2010
, and designed to provide schools with the clearly defined key features of an effective, systematic, synthetic phonics programme.  This Annex is reproduced in full in this Summary, which first presents the report’s own summary of findings and recommendations.

2. findings and recommendations

· Too many children in England do not read or write well enough by the time they leave primary school.  The proportion of 11-year-olds that reach the expected level (Level 4 of the National Curriculum) in English has stalled at around 80% and the national average point score for reading at the end of Key Stage 1 has remained between 15.6 and 15.7 for the last four years.

· The best primary schools in England teach virtually every child to read, regardless of the social and economic circumstances of their neighbourhoods, the ethnicity of their pupils, the language spoken at home and most special educational needs or disabilities.

· A sample of 12 of these schools finds that their success is based on a determination that every child will learn to read, together with a very rigorous and sequential approach to developing speaking and listening and teaching reading, writing and spelling through systematic phonics.  This approach is applied with a high degree of consistency and sustained.

· If some schools can do this, it should be a moral imperative for all primary schools.  This study shows that primary – including infant – schools can achieve very high standards in reading if they focus on this objective, adopt a consistent approach and make every minute of every lesson count.

· The diligent, concentrated and systematic teaching of phonics is central to the success of all the schools that achieve high reading standards in Key Stage 1.  This requires high-quality and expert teaching that follows a carefully planned and tightly structured approach to teaching phonic knowledge and skills.  Pupils are given opportunities to apply what they have learnt through
reading – including time to read aloud to adults to practise their decoding skills – writing and comprehension of what they are reading.

· Schools with Nursery classes begin such teaching early on.  The curriculum gives children rich opportunities to talk and listen in a wide range of contexts.  This contributes to developing their familiarity with books and stories and their knowledge of the meanings of words.  There is a strong focus on developing the children’s capacity to listen, concentrate and discriminate between sounds.

· The best phonics teaching is characterised by planned structure, fast pace, praise and reinforcement, perceptive responses, active participation by all children and evidence of progress. Effective teachers are highly trained to instil the principles of phonics, can identify the learning needs of young children, and recognise and overcome the barriers that impede learning.

· Well-structured resources are used appropriately, either individually or in combination, to support the teaching programme.  Phonics teaching is monitored to ensure consistency and steps are taken if improvement is called for.

· The assessment of individual pupils’ progress, phonic knowledge and skills is sufficiently frequent and detailed to identify quickly the pupils who are failing, or in danger of failing, to keep up with their peers.  Effective provision for them to catch up is put in place early and there are high expectations of what all pupils should achieve.

· Children should be involved in the assessment of their progress and receive regular supportive feedback on their work.  The quality of formative assessment and the interaction that stems from it make an important contribution to learning.
· All children should be reading at standards appropriate to Level 1A/2C when they are six, that is, by the end of Year 1.  Children at this stage who are still struggling to read should have individual support which is carefully attuned to overcoming barriers to their phonological development.

· In any school where the teaching of reading and writing falls below the ‘outstanding’ benchmark and pupils’ achievement lags behind that in the most effective schools, there should be a critical focus on the teaching of phonic knowledge and skills.  Shortcomings in the rigour and fitness for purpose of schools’ programmes for phonics teaching should be redressed urgently, for example through using a high-quality synthetic phonics scheme.  This should be accompanied by training for staff to use it, by rigorous monitoring of the implementation of the programme, especially the quality of the teaching, and by evaluation of the impact of the programme on pupils’ decoding and spelling skills. 
3. annex: criteria for assuring high-quality phonic work

Published programmes for phonic work should meet each of the following criteria.  Further explanatory notes are offered below.

The programme should:

· present high-quality systematic, synthetic phonic work as the prime approach to decoding print, i.e. a phonics ‘first and fast’ approach (see note 1);
· enable children to start learning phonic knowledge and skills using a systematic, synthetic programme by the age of five, with the expectation that they will be fluent readers having secured word recognition skills by the end of key stage one (see note 2);
· be designed for the teaching of discrete, daily sessions progressing from simple to more complex phonic knowledge and skills and covering the major grapheme/phoneme correspondences (see note 3);
· enable children’s progress to be assessed (see note 4);
· use a multi-sensory approach so that children learn variously from simultaneous visual, auditory and kinaesthetic activities which are designed to secure essential phonic knowledge and skills (see note 5);
· demonstrate that phonemes should be blended, in order, from left to right, ‘all through the word’ for reading;
· demonstrate how words can be segmented into their constituent phonemes for spelling and that this is the reverse of blending phonemes to read words;
· ensure children apply phonic knowledge and skills as their first approach to reading and spelling, even if a word is not completely phonically regular;
· ensure that children are taught high frequency words that do not conform completely to grapheme/phoneme correspondence rules;
· provide fidelity to the teaching framework for the duration of the programme, to ensure that these irregular words are fully learnt (see note 6);
· ensure that as pupils move through the early stages of acquiring phonics, they are invited to practise by reading texts which are entirely decodable for them, so that they experience success and learn to rely on phonemic strategies (see note 7).

Explanatory notes

1. Phonic work is best understood as a body of knowledge and skills about how the alphabet works, rather than one of a range of optional ‘methods’ or ‘strategies’ for teaching children how to read.  For example, phonic programmes should not encourage children to guess words from non-phonic clues such as pictures before applying phonic knowledge and skills.  High quality systematic, synthetic phonic work will make sure that children learn:

· grapheme/phoneme (letter/sound) correspondences (the alphabetic principle) 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 constituent phonemes to spell;
· that blending and segmenting are reversible processes.

2.
Teachers will make principled, professional judgements about when to start on a systematic, synthetic programme of phonic work but it is reasonable to expect that the great majority of children will be capable of and benefit from doing so by the age of five.  It is equally important for the programme to be designed so that children become fluent readers, having secured word recognition skills by the end of key stage one.

3.
The programme should introduce a defined initial group of consonants and vowels, enabling children, early on, to read and spell many simple cvc words.

4.
If the programme is high quality, systematic and synthetic it will, by design, map incremental progression in phonic knowledge and skills.  It should therefore enable teachers to: track children’s progress, assess for further learning and identify incipient difficulties, so that appropriate support can be provided.

5.
Multi-sensory activities should be interesting and engaging but firmly focused on intensifying the learning associated with its phonic goal.  They should avoid taking children down a circuitous route only tenuously linked to the goal.  This means avoiding over-elaborate activities that are difficult to manage and take too long to complete, thus distracting the children from concentrating on the learning goal.

6.
The programme should not neglect engaging and helpful approaches to the more challenging levels where children have to distinguish between phonically irregular graphemes and phonemes.

7.
It is important that texts are of the appropriate level for children to apply and practise the phonic knowledge and skills that they have learnt.  Children should not be expected to use strategies such as whole-word recognition and/ or cues from context, grammar or pictures.
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