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The recent announcement that all NSW public schools will
administer the Year 1 Phonics Check in 2021 has been widely
welcomed. The Phonics Check has been administered in South
Australian primary schools since 2018. In September this year the
federal government launched an online version that is available to
all schools, and has been accessed by over 1000 schools since then.
Not everyone is in favour of the Phonics Check, but the most common
criticisms of it are easily refutable. An often repeated yet unsubstantiated
criticism is that there is no evidence that the Year 1 Phonics Check is associated
with improved reading comprehension in the later years of school. This
claim is demonstrably untrue. In England, where the Phonics Check has
been implemented for long enough for it to have had an effect on reading
performance, there is growing evidence of improvement.
The graphs below are recreated from a recent peer-reviewed journal article
by highly respected reading researcher and educator, Professor Rhona Stainthorp,
based on official data published by the UK Department for Education.
First, let’s look at the per cent performance of the Year 1 Phonics Check
itself. In the initial year of the national implementation in England in 2012, 58
per cent of students achieved the threshold score or above. The percentage of
children achieving the threshold score increased each year until it stabilised at
just above 80 per cent in 2016. Many schools have 100 per cent of students
achieving at or above the threshold score but others still have room for growth.
An early independent evaluation of the Phonics Check concluded that the
assessment had influenced teaching practice in ways that led to better student
outcomes in phonic decoding.

Figure 1. Percentage of students achieving the
threshold score of 32 or more in the Phonics Check
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Second, we can consider the
performance of other national reading
assessments. This picture is a little more
complicated because the assessments
changed significantly in 2016 with the
introduction of a new and more demanding
curriculum, and therefore there is a broken
trend-line. Performance on these tests
before and after 2016 cannot be fairly
compared – a fact that is often ignored.
Nonetheless, there is clear evidence of
improvement in both versions of the Key
Stage 2 (Year 6) reading tests, which are
measures of reading comprehension. It
is worth noting that the first cohort of
students to perform well in the Phonics
Check were in Year 1 in 2016 and will be
in Year 6 in 2021, which is when we would
expect to see an impact on KS2 results.
Third, there are statistics on Year 4
reading performance from an international
assessment called the Progress in
International Reading Literacy Study
(PIRLS). It also measures reading
comprehension. In the latest PIRLS,
conducted in 2016, the average reading
score for English students was the highest
it has been since England first participated
in PIRLS in 2001 (the 2001 results had
some sampling differences). Importantly,
the attainment gap between the highest and
lowest performers narrowed considerably
in 2016, at the same time as the average
score increased. This means that all students
improved, but the lowest performers
improved the most.
An analysis published in another
peer-reviewed journal article found that
a student’s performance on the Year 1
Phonics Check was a good predictor of
their performance on PIRLS. That is,
students who did well on the Phonics
Check in Year 1 were likely to do well on
the PIRLS reading assessment in Year 4.
Again, it should be noted that the 2016
cohort of PIRLS students did the Year 1
Phonics Check in only the second year of
implementation, so we would expect to see
a greater average impact in the next cycle of
PIRLS, due to be conducted in 2021.
The official statistics for the Year 1
Phonics Check, Key Stage 2 tests, and
PIRLS are all readily available online,
and the journal articles cited here are

Figure 2. Percentage of students achieving Level 4 or above/Working at expected level in reading in
Key Stage 2 tests

Figure 3. PIRLS mean scores for England and the PIRLS countries with performance levels at the
10th and 90th centiles

Figure 4. PIRLS attainment gaps between the 90th and 10th centile for England and all participating
countries
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available from university library
databases or from the authors. When
people continue to claim that there is
no evidence of impact of the Year 1
Phonics Check without acknowledging
these statistics and presenting them
accurately, it signals that their objection
to it is based on something other than
objective analysis.
Another unproven criticism of
the Year 1 Phonics Check is that it
will inevitably cause teachers to skew
their teaching towards phonics at the
expense of other aspects of reading.
The Year 1 Phonics Check is a one-off,
five-to seven-minute assessment. The
implication that teachers will spend
two years teaching towards this single
assessment does not put much faith
in teachers as professionals. Teachers
should, and will, continue to provide
instruction and experiences with other
aspects of literacy development and
assess them accordingly. It is not an
either/or proposition. The Phonics
Check is an age-appropriate and valid
curriculum-based assessment that
provides useful information about
phonics decoding at a critical point in
children’s reading development.
It is, of course, true that assessment
is not just a one-off ‘event’. Teachers
take note of their students’ phonics
skills in the classroom each day and use
progress monitoring tools, but the Year
1 Phonics Check provides an objective
benchmark against which to evaluate
formative assessment in the classroom.
There are different types of assessment;
they do not negate each other. For a
teacher who is consistently assessing
phonics and decoding with accuracy,
the Year 1 Phonics Check will present
no challenge whatsoever. Students
will achieve well in the assessment if
they have had systematic and explicit
phonics instruction.
And, finally, there is the assertion
that the Year 1 Phonics Check is
unnecessary because there is a literacy
crisis in secondary schools. This
argument is self-evidently contradictory.
The literacy crisis in secondary schools
has its roots in primary schools. Almost
all of the students who have poor
performance in NAPLAN reading tests
in Year 7 and 9 have been identified as
having poor literacy skills in NAPLAN
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Making sure that all students are accurate and fluent
word readers in the early years of school, alongside
instruction in vocabulary and comprehension as
well as spelling and writing, sets children up for
literacy success

reading tests in Year 3 and 5. A large
proportion of these students have
difficulties with reading at the word
level that can be improved with phonics
instruction. Decoding difficulties
reduce students’ reading volume and
experience, stunting their vocabulary
growth and comprehension, and
creating a ‘devastating downward spiral’
of low literacy.
Making sure that all students are
accurate and fluent word readers in
the early years of school, alongside
instruction in vocabulary and
comprehension as well as spelling and
writing, sets children up for literacy
success. As described in the Primary
Reading Pledge, early assessment and
intervention including a Phonics Check
will eventually reduce the number of
students who struggle with reading in
secondary school. Again, however, it is
not an either/or proposition. Students
with reading difficulties at all ages and
stages need support.
The introduction of the Year 1
Phonics Check in NSW schools comes
after a voluntary trial in 520 NSW
schools that found that 43 per cent of
students met the expected achievement
benchmark. Bearing in mind that the
trial took place not long after the
COVID lockdown, this result is still
much lower than ideal. Significantly,
though, a survey found that 98 per
cent of participating teachers said
the assessment provided beneficial
information about students’ reading
skills. The evaluation of the South

Australian trial in 2017 yielded very
similar results for students and positive
responses from teachers. Since the trial,
results have improved each year of the
statewide implementation in South
Australia, from 43 per cent achieving
the threshold score in 2018, to 52 per
cent in 2019, and 63 per cent in 2020.
The Year 1 Phonics Check is a prime
example of an evidence-based policy
that has been rigorously developed,
tested, scrutinised, and evaluated over
many years. It has strong research
evidence for its technical and theoretical
rationale and it has growing evidence
of the impact in practice. It takes time
for changes in early years instruction
to take hold and flow through into
later years and there are numerous
extenuating factors that can mediate the
effects, including whether teachers have
high-quality professional learning and
preparation that allows them to respond
to the assessment. Nonetheless, there
is good reason to believe that the Year
1 Phonics Check is doing what it was
designed to do – assess decoding skills
and provide guidance for instruction
that will improve reading.
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