Taken from pp 50-56 The Reading Framework (DfE 2023)

The document can be read in full here if you are interested in finding out more. We follow it and use it as a guide to our teaching of reading, phonics, witing, spelling and vocabulary. 

Daily phonics lessons 

Daily phonics sessions should begin as soon as children start their Reception year, but they are also vital for pupils of all ages who are still learning to read. Learning to read and write letters develops phonemic awareness rapidly. It seems easier for children to identify phonemes in words when they know how they correspond to letters, because letters provide visible and concrete symbols for sounds.

Phonics sessions might be only ten minutes long in the first few days. However, by the end of Reception, children will need about an hour a day, maybe split into different sessions for different activities, to consolidate previous learning, learn new content and practise and apply what they have learnt. This includes reading books matched closely to their phonic knowledge, practising handwriting and spelling, and writing sentences from dictation. High-quality whole-class or small-group teaching is an efficient and effective way of ensuring good progress for the majority of children, ‘given the expense and impracticality of delivering instruction individually’. This should not undermine, however, the value of one-to-one or small-group support for the few pupils who need extra help to keep up and catch up.

When teachers are engaging and motivating, children mirror their teacher’s mood and attitude, pay attention and enjoy learning. Teachers should: 
• be clear about objectives for any session and make sure that the children understand them (e.g. ‘By the end of this week you will all be able to read these sounds; today we are learning the first one.’)  
• expect all children to participate throughout phonics sessions, for example by using ‘call and response’ • make the most of the time for teaching and use activities that maximise the number of words children read and spell 
• make sure that children practise using the knowledge they have been taught in previous lessons until they can use it automatically, thus freeing up their capacity to learn new knowledge • support the children to connect the new knowledge with their previous learning 
• demonstrate new learning in bite-sized chunks 
• ensure children are given opportunities to apply what they have learnt 
• praise the children for working hard and paying attention, being specific about what they have done well 
• use assessment to determine next steps clearly, including identifying children who might need immediate extra support.

Direct teaching 

All children (and other pupils who are learning to read) should take part in high-quality phonics sessions. For some of the time, the teacher should teach directly. All the children should participate by listening and responding, and by practising and applying what they are learning. 

For reading, children should: 
• revise GPCs taught in earlier sessions 
• be taught new GPCs 
• practise reading words containing those GPCs 
• be taught how to read common exception words 
• practise reading ‘decodable’ phrases, sentences and books that match the GPCs and exception words they already know. 
• re-read these to build fluency 

For writing (spelling and handwriting), children should: 
• practise segmenting spoken words into their individual sounds 
• choose which letter or letters to represents each sound 
• practise a correct pencil grip 
• be taught the correct start and exit points for each letter, which should not include ‘lead-in’ strokes from the line 
• respond to dictation from the teacher, practising writing words in sentences that include only the GPCs and exception words they have learnt. 

Dictation is a vital part of a phonics session. Writing simple dictated sentences that include words taught so far gives children opportunities to practise and apply their spelling, without their having to think about what it is they want to say. At other times, the children should be given tasks that allow them to practise and apply what they have been taught to read and write independently, while the teacher identifies and helps those who need more support. 

A systematic programme is essential for teaching phonics. Opportunities sometimes arise, however, to teach more. When that happens, teachers can respond naturally and briefly. For example, after teaching that /j/ is represented with ‘j’, George might say that his name has the same sound but no ‘j’. The teacher could praise his careful listening and show him how ‘ge’ in his name represents /j/. Handwriting in Reception and year 1 Learning to form letters and spell words requires considerable effort and attention. While some pupils who have SEND may need reasonable adjustments, the vast majority of children should be taught how to sit with correct posture on a chair at a table, using a tripod grip to hold a pencil. 

Developing the right habits from the beginning allows children to write comfortably and legibly. Schools should consider the advantages to children of delaying the teaching of joined handwriting. Nearly all the headteachers in the schools Ofsted visited for its ‘Bold beginnings’ survey did not teach a cursive or pre-cursive script in Reception. They told inspectors that they believed: … it slowed down children’s writing, at a point when they already found manual dexterity tricky and the muscles in their shoulders, arms and hands were still developing.

Written composition 
Children’s writing generally develops at a slower pace than their reading. Before they can write independently in a way that can be read by others, they need to know: 
• what they want to say 
• how to identify sounds in words 
• at least one way to spell each of the sounds of English 
• how to form letters. This is also important for older pupils learning to read and write. With plenty of practice in writing from dictation, children will find it easier to write independently. Then they can begin to write down their ideas. However, expecting children to write at length early on results in cognitive overload and might damage their motivation to write, both at this stage and later. Extra time for writing is unnecessary at this early stage.

At first, teachers should support children to compose sentences out loud, without requiring them to write. As their spelling develops, they can begin to write sentences using the GPCs they have been taught so far, spelling some words in a phonically plausible way, even if sometimes incorrectly, for example: ‘me and my frens went in a cafai and had caix’. As children’s knowledge of the alphabetic code increases, teachers should encourage correct spelling. 

Resources 

Well-organised teaching spaces allow children to focus on what they are learning.

Resources for children to refer to should be in a place where they can find or see them easily. Phonics should be taught in a quiet space. Children need to have the best chance to hear clearly and pay attention, because extraneous noise hinders their progress. Researchers have also found that highly decorated walls in primary schools undermine children’s ability to concentrate and absorb teachers’ instructions. 

A carpet close to the teacher enables young children to sit easily during direct teaching, while tables and chairs allow them to sit and write properly, without balancing materials on their laps. Letter cards, friezes and posters showing GPCs should match the phonics programme the school has chosen. 

Using ‘decodable’ books and texts 

A systematic phonics programme includes sufficient ‘decodable’ books or texts, so that children can practise, at school and at home, their increasing knowledge of GPCs and their blending skill in meaningful contexts. This is also necessary for older pupils who have not learnt to decode well enough, that is, pupils who still need to decode, individually, each word they meet in regular texts. ‘Decodable’ books and other texts make children feel successful from the very beginning. They do not encounter words that include GPCs they have not been taught. If an adult is not present, they are not forced to guess from pictures, the context, the first letters of a word or its shape. ‘Decodable’ books and texts that children read should run alongside or a little behind the teaching of the GPCs, so that they always feel a sense of achievement when they are asked to read such books.

It is important that children practise their reading with ‘decodable’ books or texts. They speed up the time they need to gain sufficient accuracy to read a wide range of children’s literature. It is helpful, therefore, if teachers explain to families how they can help their children to read such books when they bring them home. 

Organising ‘decodable’ books 

Ofsted reported that in some schools visited for its ‘Bold beginnings’ survey: … developing children’s reading accuracy was hindered by the way [the schools] organised their reading books into bands. These schools mixed a range of reading schemes, bought at various times, many of which used different approaches to the teaching of reading. So that beginner readers read books at the right level of difficulty, teachers should make sure their organisation of these books is matched closely to the order in which GPCs are introduced in the programme. For example, a book that includes the word ‘play’ should be placed so that children are not asked to read it until the digraph ‘ay’ has been taught. 

Activities that can hinder learning 

If children do not practise reading and writing enough, they fail to make sufficient progress. Activities must be high quality, practical, efficient and focused on the main goal – reading and spelling using phonics. Children enjoy well-designed activities that focus on phonics. They feel successful and recognise that they are learning to read and write. Examples of activities that can hinder learning Activities such as painting, colouring, modelling, playing in the sand and water tray are valuable for developing language, knowledge, cooperative play, fine motor skills, imagination and creativity. Using them as vehicles for practising phonics not only takes away the integrity of the activities but also does not provide sufficient practice in word reading, for example, when ‘fishing’ for words in a water tray, or painting or making models of letters. 

A failure to make sure that all children are participating fully can hinder learning by limiting the amount of time for practice. For example: 
• asking one child to write on the board while others only watch 
• asking one child to read letters and words while others wait for their turn 
• playing games that involve turn-taking, e.g. ‘Phonic Bingo’. 

Some practices may confuse children, make it more difficult than necessary for them to learn, or discourage them, such as when the teacher: 
• asks children to write independently before they have the necessary skills: they do not know how to do it 
• corrects spelling without appreciating that a child has identified a sound correctly, but not the correct grapheme 
• demonstrates phonically plausible but incorrect spellings: the danger is the children may remember the wrong spelling
• asks children to identify and count sounds in a spoken word after reading it: identifying sounds in a spoken word is important for spelling but not for reading 
• tells a story about a sound or letter with so much detail that children focus on the story more than on what they need to learn. 

Poor classroom routines can also get in the way of learning, especially when: 
• routines and activities change frequently and too much time is lost in explanations 
• children are seated where they cannot see the teacher’s face or resources and therefore cannot pay full attention 
• children are not shown how to use the classroom’s posters and charts for support when they are reading and spelling 
• displays about reading and writing are overly elaborate so that children cannot use them effectively 
• posters and charts other than from the school’s selected phonics programme are used to decorate the classroom. 

Finally, sitting on the floor and writing on a mini whiteboard does not help children learn to hold a pencil and form letters correctly. To write, they should sit comfortably on a chair at a table. Using a whiteboard also means there is no paper record of the work, for the child, the teacher, or the parent.
