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ABSTRACT (200 words) at most – single line spacing


This study is endeavoured to explore the views of practitioners with regard to the teaching of phonics and the use of phonic programmes. It particularly was focussed on whether those practitioners who participated felt that the use of multiple phonic programmes simultaneously had any impact on those pupils. A literature review revealed a mixed picture of research as to how best phonics should be taught and in wales particularly, called for greater professional development and knowledge in the area. A case study approach used an anonymous questionnaire and confidential interviews to seek insight into their views in this matter.
The limitations of the study, particularly the small scale and positionality of the researcher are discussed and recommendations for practice and further research are made.
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GLOSSARY


Analytic phonics – the analyzing of words into sounds to detect patterns which may 
then be compared with other words having similar patterns. These sounds can often be divided into onset (initial sound) and rime (the ending).

Grapheme - a unit of a writing system consisting of all the written symbols or 
sequences of written symbols that are used to represent a single phoneme.

Pedagogy - the theory and practice of education, and how this influences the growth 
of learners. 

Phoneme – a unit of sound that distinguish one word from another

Phonics - an approach to teaching reading, and some aspects of writing, 
by developing learners’ phonemic awareness. This involves the skills of hearing, identifying and using phonemes or sound patterns in English. The aim is to systematically teach learners the relationship between these sounds and the written spelling patterns, or graphemes, which represent them. 

Synthetic phonics – the teaching of reading in which sounds and the 
letter or letters that represent them are pronounced individually and blended together. Synthesising or blending of phonemes to make a word.









Chapter 1: INTRODUCTION


1.1 Setting the Scene

In order to explore the views of teaching practitioners regarding the teaching of phonics, we should firstly look at the context of the study. Throughout this paper, ‘practitioner’ is referring to teachers AND learning support staff work. In Wales, schools are not required to use a particular method or methods to teach children to read, though it is widely regarded that gaining phonic skills is one of a range of strategies that pupils need to help them read; phonics being the teaching of grapheme-phoneme correspondence. Learning Wales (a web-based resource, funded by the Welsh Government to inform educators and practitioners) (2014), stated that [at that time] many Welsh schools had implemented a ‘phonics first’ pedagogy for the teaching of reading and that a systematic synthetic approach was being seen more often across Wales. 

However, over the past decade or so, there has been much academic debate and research surrounding the most effective way of teaching and learning phonic acquisition, both in the UK and in other English speaking countries globally, particularly since the ‘Department for Education and Skills’ commissioned a review of teaching early reading, which has become known as the Rose review or report (2006). It will be fascinating to discover if the views reflected by practitioners mirror this debate and to explore how those opinions are influenced by their pedagogical knowledge, training and experience.

The primary school which will form the main basis of this study teaches phonics in line with the Foundation Phase Framework (Welsh Government, 2015) and The National Literacy Framework (Welsh Government, 2014). The school builds on the Letters and Sounds programme (DfES, 2007) which was introduced following the Rose Review (2006), by using the Jolly Phonics (Lloyd and Wernham, 1992) synthetic phonic programme, in order to enhance the content of daily lessons. Letters and Sounds (DfES, 2007) is a phonics programme which systematically teaches grapheme-phoneme correspondences. 

In addition to this, other literacy schemes are utilised for intervention programmes such as the Read, Write Inc. One-to-one Phonics Programme (Miskin, 2011), which was introduced into the school four years ago for those pupils requiring additional reading support. Both Jolly Phonics (Lloyd and Wernham, 1992) and Read, Write Inc. (Miskin, 2011), are commercial, systematic, synthetic and multi-sensory phonic teaching programmes, though both are designed to be used in isolation. This is possibly due to issues such as pedagogy, research evidence, licencing, reputation and no doubt, commercial interests. Jolly Phonics (Lloyd and Wernham, 2013), makes no mention of the programme’s use alongside other materials, while the updated Read, Write Inc. One-to-one Phonics Handbook states that;  

Whilst the programme can be used alongside other resources, we would always recommend using it alongside Read Write Inc. where possible, as children in Read Write Inc. schools benefit from the close match between the teaching they receive in their morning sessions and the one-to-one teaching they receive later in the day. (Miskin, 2016, p.7).

Since the introduction of Read, Write Inc., (anecdotally) a few members of staff have used the scheme periodically in their classrooms to add variety and breadth to their daily phonics teaching. Additionally, over the past few years, there has been some informal discussion amongst staff as to the possible impact or confusion for some pupils caused by using different commercial phonic schemes - in this instance using both Jolly Phonics (Lloyd and Wernham, 1992) and Read Write Inc. (Miskin, 2011) programmes simultaneously,  particularly concerning for those pupils with additional learning needs. To date, this discussion has not taken place at a leadership or strategy level. 

This investigation therefore will explore, in a more critical way, the perceptions of teaching practitioners within the setting on the impact of using two different phonic programmes simultaneously; consider the appropriateness of using simultaneous programmes rather than one and, about how phonics is taught within the setting. 
This research will take place within one main case study school, with the full agreement and co-operation of the head teacher. Other local settings will be approached and invited to participate also.

The theoretical background for this study will be based upon; i) research evidence regarding the use of commercial synthetic phonic schemes; ii) and concerning the simultaneous use of different commercial synthetic phonic programmes; (if any exists), iii) practitioner knowledge of pedagogy around the teaching and learning of phonics and iv) the impact of practitioner knowledge and/or views on teaching practice and policy.


1.2 Rationale for Investigation

The aim of this study is to gain insight from the analysis of data from this specific setting (and others who consent to participate) alongside research literature, to inform a wider review of policies and practice around the teaching of phonics within the school, in order to support wider reading targets within the school improvement plan, a relevant extract of which is found in Appendix 1.

In addition to this, through discussions with partner agencies and links to other schools within the cluster, it transpired that a number of other schools and support agencies within the local authority also use simultaneous phonics programmes for certain pupils - though this is anecdotal. Therefore, the views of practitioners and/or leaders in these settings would also contribute to the anticipated debate. It is pertinent to add here that this investigation does not seek to critique individual practitioners, or settings or to make any comparisons between practitioners either within or between other settings and no pupil data will be sought or utilized.

The intention of this interpretative case study is therefore to provide insights rather than generalizations, into the views of the participating primary phase practitioners with regard to the teaching of phonics. As an inferential study, the findings will not present an overall picture, but rather, explore practitioner views around the pedagogy of phonic acquisition, the use of phonic programmes and the impact which views may have on teaching practice. After all, it is not merely the role of practitioners to simply deliver a phonics programme, their endeavour should be to find efficient and effective ways to teach individual pupils to read and enjoy for life.
The question is of significant professional interest to me as I currently deliver the Read, Write Inc. (Miskin 2011) programme as an intervention within the school; the implications of my positionality within this research are considered in Chapter 3. The aforementioned staff room conversations with colleagues on the topic lead to unanswered questions as to how much of these views are based on experience, research, pedagogical knowledge, experience, or are more pragmatic. The impact that these views may have on outcomes for pupils is also of interest, however any long term statistical data in that regard is beyond the scope of this study. 


1.3  Objectives of the Investigation

The objective, therefore, of this case study is to explore, in a more critical way, the perceptions of teaching practitioners within the setting, on the impact for pupils of using different phonic programmes. These views will be sought via an anonymous questionnaire which will provide quantitative data, and a confidential, semi-structured interview which will provide qualitative data.

The key research questions are;
· What do practitioners feel are the best approaches to teaching phonics?
· What approaches are being used to teach phonics in the setting?
· If commercial phonics programmes are used, why, and do they work?
· What impact (if any) do practitioners believe that using simultaneous phonics programmes has on pupils’ learning?

Other relevant questions may include;
· What information are the practitioners basing their views on?
· What level of training have practitioners received?
· Are they basing their views on anecdotal evidence, assessment data, professional instinct, experiences?
· Are their views pragmatic or pedagogical?
It will be of great interest to discover if and indeed how, the views of practitioners synthesize with the findings of academic research studies, and what the literature has to say regarding practitioner views of phonic programmes and the impact of their use outcomes for pupils, as their knowledge underpins the professional decisions which they make. The long-term aspiration for this research is that it will inform future discussion within the settings regarding the evaluation of current policy and practice, and potentially form part of a self-evaluation tool and will pose further questions for future, more in depth research.


1.4 General Research Hypothesis 

Based on my own professional experience and informal conversations with practitioners thus far, the experimental hypothesis in this case is that most participating practitioners will take the view that being exposed to two simultaneous commercial synthetic phonic programmes, on the whole will have a positive impact on pupils’ learning, because not all pupils learn in the same way. There will of course be variables upon which these views are based, such as their views about how phonics should be taught, and their levels of knowledge, experience and training.













Chapter 2: REVIEW OF LITERATURE


2.1 Introduction


Taking the key research questions into account, this review of the literature will highlight some relevant contextual paradigms that form the basis of this hypothesis in relation to the theory of the teaching and learning of reading and phonics and the impact these have had on the development of policy and practice. I will also consider research into the views of practitioners with regard to the teaching of phonics and the use of commercial phonic programmes. Throughout this review, I will refer to the situation in England, (English speaking) Wales and where applicable, the wider English speaking international context.

Therefore this chapter is structured as follows: 

2.2 The phonics debate
2.3 Policy and practice of teaching phonics in Wales
2.4 Practitioner views
2.5 The role of phonic programmes and interventions
2.6 Summaries of the key points 


2.2 The Phonics Debate

The mere fact that theories about how children should be taught and (hopefully) learn to read is so vehemently debated, and indeed continues to be so, illustrates that it is a complex process. Previously, in 1998, the National Literacy Strategy (DfEE, 1998) had endorsed the ‘searchlights’ model approach to reading, which used several strategies at once, phonics; grammatical knowledge; word recognition and graphic knowledge. 


Certainly, amongst the increased academic interest in the teaching of reading over the past decade or so, there has been general consensus that phonics has an important role in learning to read, as part of a rich and broad literacy curriculum (Rose, 2006, 123, p38; EEF, 2018).  

The ‘perennial question’ however has centered around how best to teach phonics (Lewis and Ellis, 2006), with the controversy in particular surrounding the merits of discrete, synthetic or analytic phonics teaching. (Ellis, 2007; Dombey et al, 2010). 
Advocates of the synthetic, ‘first, fast and only’ approach mandated by the Government as the way to teach reading to all children in England; such as Johnston and Watson (2004) were supported by the escalating political nature of the debate. Edwards and Rassool (2006), the Reading Reform Foundation (Chew, 2006) along with Stainthorp (2006) who wholeheartedly rejected the ‘searchlights’ model. Indeed, synthetic phonics became accepted widely by some as the most effective method of teaching children to read (Rose, 2006; DfE, 2010; Jolliffe, Waugh and Carss, 2012) while other educationalists went on to criticise the reliability of the research into synthetic phonics and questioned its effectiveness. 

In 2006, the British government had commissioned two reviews of reading, firstly ‘A Systematic Review of the research Literature on the Use of Phonics in Teaching of Reading and Spelling’, led by Torgerson, et al. (2006), and an ‘Independent Review of the Teaching of Early Reading’ (Rose, 2006). The former found no evidence either for or against the use of synthetic phonics and that no approach was superior to another, (which was echoed in their later tertiary review (Torgerson et al. (2018));
the latter however, three months later concluded that; 

Despite uncertainties in research findings, the practice seen by the review shows that the systematic approach, which is generally understood as synthetic phonics, offers the vast majority of young children the best and most direct route to becoming skilled readers and writers (Rose, 2006, p4). 

It was the Rose Review (2006) which caught the attention of the politicians and dictated government intervention and policy, in England at least, ever since. 

The main aspects of Rose’s (2006) recommendations were; ‘high quality phonic work’ (set within a broad and rich language curriculum); that interventions should be matched to the different types of special educational needs; that leaders should monitor the quality and consistency of phonic work and recommended additional training and professional development. The Primary National Strategy (DfES, 2006), henceforth adopted the ‘Simple View of Reading’ (Gough and Tunmer, 1986), which put reading into two components, decoding printed words and comprehension (Johnston and Watson, 2015). 

Following the Rose Review (2006) the government published a phonics programme for schools; ‘Letters and Sounds’ (DfES, 2007) which recommended systematic, ‘high quality phonic work’ as the prime means for teaching beginner readers to learn to read (DfES, 2007, p4). And according to Walker et al. (2015) and the National Association of the Teaching of English (NATE) (2013) it was still the most widely used synthetic phonics programme in England, providing a benchmark against which commercial phonics schemes can be assessed.

The controversies surrounding the Rose Review (2006) and its impact, continue in England with criticisms falling into several main themes, the first being the perceived lack of reliability and efficacy of the research evidence (Wyse, 2006; Wyse and Styles, 2007; Wyse and Goswami, 2008; Estyn, 2009; Watts and Gardner, 2013; Clark, 2013, 2017). Indeed, despite what Rose (2006) described as ‘empirical evidence’, the review itself acknowledged that schools couldn’t wait for the outcomes of long term research studies and had to make decisions based on what was available (Rose, 2006). The review itself therefore admitted, as Lewis and Ellis (2006) point out, that its recommendations and subsequent synthetic phonics policy, were not based on robust research evidence. 

Secondly, the pedagogy around how children learn to read, informed by research evidence from education, psychology and child development (Saunders, 2015) involves a number of different strategies, including phonics (Hall, 2006, p9; Goouch, 2007; Dombey et al. 2010). With Hall (2006) arguing against a prescriptive approach and drawing on a wide range of evidence demonstrating that learning to read is neither straightforward nor simple. 
More recently, Goswami and Bryant (2016), again supported this view by suggesting that there is a method of phonological analysis in reading and spelling which is quite different from the application of letter-sound rules. They propose that these rules play a part in reading, but that there are other rules which are also important (p26). They argue that pre-school knowledge of rhyme and alliteration, the impact of alphabetic instruction on developing knowledge about phonemes, and causal links between early spelling and later reading are the three main causal factors in explaining reading and spelling development in children (Goswami and Bryant, 2016, p.xxi).

Thirdly, there is the question of teachers’ professional autonomy in meeting the needs of individual learners, not merely to deliver programmes for decoding words, but through a range of multi-sensory methods (Perkins and Goodwin, 2006; Lambirth, 2007; Saunders, 2015; Clark, 2017). This is especially important as children come with individual psychological, socio-economic and cognitive experiences and backgrounds which are relevant to classroom practice (Saunders, 2015). Harrison (2010) argues that the policy views teachers as technicians, which completely underestimates and misjudges the role of teachers, which is intricate and multidimensional. 

Additionally, any developments in policy and/or practice should include and empower practitioners, rather than undermine them (Lewis and Ellis, 2006). Likewise, Kent (2016), although a small-scale study, reported that interview responses highlighted the effectiveness of school-generated phonics training, giving practitioners the confidence to put the principles of teaching phonics into practice. The study also concluded that settings should be left to use their own professional judgment to find what is most appropriate for their setting and the needs of its pupils. (p. 46).

The question of the purpose and value of reading for individual children is also relevant here as Davies (2013) noted; teaching children sounds and blending is not teaching them to read, as was found by Carter (2017). Children should be taught a life-long love of reading for meaning and pleasure (Rosen, 2010). Unsurprisingly, a survey of over 42,000 junior and secondary age pupils found the positive impact that achievement can have on motivation to read. (Clark and Teravainen, 2017). 
And finally, the criticism that the politicization of education due to what Goouch (2007) termed ‘the globalization and culture of enterprise’ alongside the PISA results, have had a major influence on education policy in the UK. With a so called, (in England) ‘unsupported’ political vision which can be notoriously short lived, having a long-term impact on the lives of children, their teachers and their families (Goouch, 2007; Dombey, 2010). 

This politicization took its own form in Wales, as the Welsh Assembly Government, recognising the need for improvements in literacy levels and underachievement, commissioned Estyn (Her Majesty’s Chief Inspector of Education and Training in Wales) to report on how to improve the learning and teaching of early reading skills in Wales. Estyn acknowledged that there was not full agreement about the recent research into the effects and merits of different phonic approaches, which was influencing the teaching of reading in England at that time, and indeed ever since (Estyn, 2007).


2.3  Policy and Practice of Teaching Phonics In Wales


Prior to the Rose Review, schools are Wales were not required to use any particular methods to teach children to read, with most schools using the ‘searchlights’ mix of approaches. However, as in England, the ‘Simple View of Reading’ in the Primary National Strategy (DfES, 2006) was adopted in Wales, championing high quality phonics teaching. 

Estyn’s report (2007) focused on several key areas to improve the learning and teaching of reading, particularly phonics, and concluded that the systematic teaching of phonics in a clearly defined sequence was one of the most influential factors alongside motivating, enjoyable and multi-sensory approaches within rich language environments. These were found to establish firm foundations and help pupils progress in developing fluency, accuracy and comprehension. (Estyn, 2007, p6 para 22 and 30). 

Assessment procedures, improving quality and consistency, working in partnership with parents, leadership and management alongside staff skill and knowledge were also highlighted within the report as being critical to achieving high standards of reading within settings. Additionally, the literature review (Edwards & Rassool, 2006) which accompanied this report (according to Estyn, 2007) also concluded that the literature did not show conclusively that synthetic phonics instruction is more effective than analytic phonics instruction. (Estyn, 2007, p6 par 23). Advice for the Welsh Assembly Government was to ensure that phonics is an integral part of the curriculum and the forthcoming Foundation Phase Framework, within a balanced approach to language and literacy (Estyn, 2007, p9). 

Estyn have contributed to the ongoing dialogue with regard to the teaching of phonics in Wales ever since, either through highlighting good practice case studies, reviews, inspection guidance or through its Annual Reports from inspections. The main concepts from these publications have consistently been; the need for a regular, multi-sensory, fast paced, systematic phonic programme (Estyn, 2011a; 2011b and Estyn 2012); and crucial, high quality professional development (Estyn, 2011a; 2011c; 2012 and 2018). 

The importance of using variety of approaches including reading for meaning, fluency and accuracy and different strategies to support pupils who make slower progress is also highlighted. (Estyn, 2009; 2011a and 2011b). Likewise, with the developing curriculum, the importance of frequent opportunities for independent and child-centred learning experiences (Estyn, 2011b; 2012 and 2017). In support of this, Rhys, Waldron and Taylor (2015) through National Pupils Database analysis, had found that children are twice as likely to reach expected outcomes in ‘Language, Literacy and Communication’ when implemented with a higher degree of child choice and participation. Frequent review and evaluation of practices and interventions by practitioners were also lauded as essential practice (Estyn, 2011b and 2011c). 

The creation of a new Literacy and Numeracy Framework aimed to provide schools with a progressive framework for the teaching and assessment of literacy and numeracy skills for learners aged 5-14 (Welsh Government, 2013). 

Significantly, however, as the Learning Wales (2016b) points out, the National Literacy and Numeracy Frameworks (Welsh Government, 2014) did not specifically promote one type of phonics teaching, it did use similar language to that of a ‘systematic synthetic’ phonics approach, such as; grapheme knowledge, decodable words, sight vocabulary, blending and segmenting, as indicated in Appendix 2, but the Foundation Phase Framework (2015) also mentions these along with onset and rime (p 20), which are usually associated more with an analytical approach. 

This multi- strategy approach was later endorsed by the Foundation Phase Profile Handbook (Welsh Government, 2017c), which states that different elements of language and literacy should not be taught in isolation of each other, they should be seen as linking in purpose and developed through meaningful experiences (p 29).
Despite these earlier developments however, and Estyn (2014) reporting that primary schools had, on the whole, improved the progressive and systematic development of pupils’ phonics knowledge and skills (p 12), other studies showed a different portrait. Reports such as ‘Read on, Get on’ (2015); the ‘School Effectiveness Framework’ (Welsh Assembly Government, 2008) and that conducted by Egan et al. (2011) have continued to illustrate a ‘persistent gap’ in the performance of pupils from different socio-economic backgrounds in Wales. 

The Read on, Get on (2015) review recommended that the Welsh Government should invest further in the quality of the early education workforce in Wales, as it had found wide variation in the qualification levels of the workforce, and secondly, provide more support for parents and families (p viii, and Egan et al, 2011). In response, the Welsh Government’s new national education mission (2017d) endeavoured to address these issues, making a commitment to learner success regardless of background or ‘personal circumstance’ (p 2). It is clear that extensive curriculum and assessment developments have been made in Wales, though there is not one simple solution to the literacy gaps which remain. 







2.4 Practitioner Views

When compared with the rest of the UK, relatively little Wales specific research exists with regard to the role of phonics in schools, moreover, as for research into the views of practitioners on this matter I found none, other than anecdotal Estyn references. One explanation for this, proposed by Bell and Waters (2014), might be that research into peoples’ views inevitably creates difficulty in establishing common patterns because of the number of variables involved. Whichever research may be available therefore, should be interpreted with caution, as will be discussed no doubt later in this paper, peoples’ views and opinions can involve many deliberate or sub-conscious biases.

The three studies I encountered, were all based in England, where the teaching of phonics is far more prescribed than in Wales. Still some of the matters raised have resonance with some issues addressed in the previous section, most notably the need for further professional development and the view that no one approach can suit or benefit all learners.

Professional development is an ongoing concern for all workforces. As early in this debate as 2006, during interviews with practitioners, Farmer et al. (2006) found that they required more practical understanding of their subject and professional development and although this was a study of only a few participants, it raised concerns also highlighted by Rose (2006) and Estyn (2011b and c).  Interestingly however, in a ‘National Association of the Teaching of English’ (NATE, 2013) on-line survey of 445 practitioners in 2013, 80% of primary and 73% junior teachers had received training in phonics. It is important here however to remember that the NATE Survey involved practitioners in England, where the context is different to that in Wales and it needs to be considered how representative 445 primary phase teachers are of the whole teaching profession in England. 

On the matter of pupils needing different approaches, a quarter of the respondents to the NATE survey felt that the prescribed early years instruction in systematic phonics disregarded the different aptitudes and capacitates of individual children. 
Many expressed concerns that systematic phonics instruction created more problems for struggling readers, as their cognitive energies are spent trying to sound out words; rather than on comprehension. They felt that pupils with weaker phonic skills were held back by programmes. 

In contrast, in his study for the Education Endowment Foundation, Walker et al, (2015) found that nine out of ten (of 844) Literacy coordinators felt that children needed a variety of different methods. This is not consistent with the same survey of 940 teachers finding that 53% reported teaching systematic synthetic phonics as the prime approach. Again though, not too much can be interpreted from a relatively small number of participants, compared with the population as a whole.  


2.5 The Role of Phonic Programmes and Interventions

According to Egan et al. (2011), recent years have seen a move from theoretical pedagogy to consideration of more practical approaches that actually appear to improve children’s’ literacy (p13). In Wales, Estyn (2007) reported that there was wide variation between schools in their use of phonic programmes, as a variety of commercial phonics schemes are available and this literature review consciously avoided research related to comparing specific commercial programmes as there is variance in the implementation and success of such programmes.  

For the purposes of this study, I interpreted ‘programmes’ to range from whole-school wide programmes to one-to-one interventions and ‘intervention’, as referring to programmes which are not accessed by the majority of the pupils, but are intervention schemes for small groups or individuals, utilized in order to meet specific needs. However, it is not always clear in the research literature which form is being referred to.




Building on the impact of their original report Brooks and National Foundation for Educational Research (2009) published a Wales specific evidence based research document reviewing which intervention programmes and schemes have been found to be effective, which was intended to inform and support schools in Wales in selecting such schemes to support children with literacy difficulties. The report highlights the fact that schemes should be carefully matched to the needs of the school, class, group and/or individual child, as; “… most research suggests that children falling behind their peers need more help than the classroom normally provides. This requires coordinated effort and training” (Brooks and NFER, 2009 2.1 p4).

In England, the Department for Education (2010) had produced a document outlining the core criteria of effective systematic synthetic phonic programmes in order to support schools in selecting the right one, and provided match-funding for the products and training. Unfortunately, no such funding was made available in Wales, but in order to supplement the National Literacy Strategy, the Welsh Government (2012) published its own guidance on ‘catch-up’ intervention programmes. 
Settings were not obligated to use programmes in the guidance but would have to rationalise their decisions as part of meeting the needs of its pupils. Within this document the Welsh Government was careful not to endorse the merits of one commercial programme over another. 

Interestingly however, Estyn (2011c), in its ‘Literacy Brings Results’ document, identified ‘Sector Leading Practice’, as the use of a systematic synthetic phonic system, whole school programme. And, significantly, three out of the four case studies of good practice for phonics, highlighted by the Central South Consortia website (c2018), also described a similar synthetic, systematic, whole school phonic style of approach. The four Regional Education Consortia were established in 2012 by the welsh Government to provide schools in Wales with improvement services, training and share good practice. It was envisaged that they would play a key role in developing system leaders who would oversee the implementation of new policies. 
It was not clear however, other than some anecdotal outcomes data, what Estyn or indeed the consortia, were basing their assessments of good practice on.

On the other hand, however, Estyn’s 2014 Annual Report for 2012-13, described how a few schools had resorted to the inappropriate use of formal, published schemes, such as putting pupils at the wrong stage for their level of development (Estyn 2014, p11). Likewise, Estyn (2017) again identified that one setting relied too heavily on a prescriptive phonic scheme which taught phonics in isolation and that pupils had difficulty transferring phonetic knowledge learned through the scheme into other areas of learning.

Jones (2013), in her dissertation study on the effect of systematic synthetic phonics in a South Wales Primary School, found, in that setting, phonic programmes are utilized more heavily within the Foundation Phase, though they are implemented through to Year 6 as group activities outside of the classroom for those who require more support. She concludes that the approach is most effective when integrated with other strategies such as ‘analytic’ and ‘whole-word’, as pupils have individual styles of learning to read. This highlights the fact that the ‘one size fits all’ approach is not effective (Dombey, 2010).

International research evidence with regard to the use of programmes also suggests a mixed picture. Campbell, Torr and Cologon (2014), from interviews with five practitioners in Australia who used commercial pre-packaged phonics programs, found that their rationale was pragmatic; for example to reduce workload, providing tangible evidence of progress and as a marketing tool to attract prospective pupils; rather than pedagogical. 

However, some participants reported that they felt pressured into literacy practices with which they did not agree, a sentiment also encountered by Clark (2018), in which teachers disagreed with inappropriate use of commercial schemes; whilst other teachers lacked knowledge about phonics and phonological awareness in early childhood, which highlights the importance of training and consistency. 

Whichever programme or scheme settings choose to use, as Estyn’s 2016-17 Annual Report (2018) states, it is the implementation which is key, and that curriculum development is as much about the practitioners and the context as it is about the programmes or schemes themselves (Lewis and Ellis, 2006). 
Moreover, in order to implement whole-school phonic programmes or one-to-one interventions, schools need to ensure that their practitioners have received high quality training of skills and pedagogical knowledge, as this is a prevailing indicator of the impact of the phonics programmes and interventions (Watkins et al., 2016). 

The Welsh Government is increasingly informing policy developments with research to make improvements in attainment, skills and the well-being of learners and is endeavouring to develop an Education Research Strategy for Wales (Egan et al, 2011). Moreover, it is useful to remember here, that the implementation of whole-school commercial, systematic and synthetic phonic schemes does not necessarily align with the ethos of the developing curriculum within Wales, given that children do not learn to read in incremental units or levels, that learning should be child-focused in accordance with the requirements of the learner (Jones and Waters, 2018) and should be focussed more progressively on ‘Active and experiential learning’ (Estyn, 2017), in line with the new curriculum, the final version of which will be reportedly be available in early 2020. (Welsh Government, 2017e).


2.6 Summaries of the Key Points 

This review of the literature has provided an outline of some of the key areas that underpin this study. As Carter (2017) puts it, “the field of research in reading, teaching reading, learning to read is vast” (p52) and as such, this literature review has selected features that are most pertinent to this study. For this reason, it should be declared that this cannot be a complete overview of the literature in these areas. 

The teaching and learning of reading is a complex process. This chapter began by outlining the debate around phonics which has prevailed in the UK, more particularly in England for the past decade or so. The paradigm has shifted from the ‘searchlights’ model, in which multiple strategies were used, onto the more ‘simple view of reading’ in which phonics was recognised as an essential but not exclusive element of learning to read.

With the dawn of the Rose report (2006), the debate pivoted to that of how phonics should best be taught, and the endorsement of the ‘first, fast and only’ approach led to it becoming firmly embedded within a rich and broad curriculum, at least in England. Controversies around the this approach and its implementation included the reliability of the research evidence; difference in pedagogical views; inability of teaching practitioners to use their professional autonomy to judge for themselves what was best for their pupils; the fact that reading should be about more than just sounding out and decoding, that teachers should embed in children a long-term love of reading for meaning and enjoyment, and concerns regarding the politicisation of the debate and education in a wider sense. 

In Wales, where these teaching approaches were not mandatory, recognising the need for standards to improve, the Welsh Assembly Government at the time called upon Estyn to report on how the teaching and learning of reading could be improved. What followed was a decade of reviews, reports, new curriculum and evaluations, which, more or less, all produced the same recommendations time and time again, such as professional knowledge, training, support for schools and families, approaches to meet pupil need, evidence based practice and long-term curriculum development. Research pertaining to the views of practitioners with regard to the teaching of phonics and indeed the use of phonic programmes was difficult to come by. What exists are mainly small-scale studies which illustrated a mixed picture. 

The issue of professional development was again raised, however, one study showed that a majority of practitioners had received training. With regard to the use of phonic programmes, a few suggested that their choice to use them was much more pragmatic than pedagogical, whereas the study in England showed concerns regarding the appropriateness of the mandatory approaches for struggling readers.
There is clearly a wide variation in the implementation of phonic programmes across Wales, Estyn and Central South Consortium identified examples of good practice, in which settings had put professional development and regular review of practices at the top of the agenda. However, Estyn also reported examples in which settings had implemented the programme inappropriately. Price (2014), found that staff he interview felt that there was no time for appropriate review and evaluation of intervention strategies.
Finally, much of the literature reviewed recommends more high quality and wide scale professional development to ensure that practitioners have the appropriate knowledge and skills to meet the needs of their pupils. So how is this concern being addressed within Wales? The following paragraphs attempt to answer this.

The Cardiff Literacy Strategy (Elgan et al. 2011), centred upon a model of intensive, school-based, professional development for all practitioners (among other aspects) and those involved reported a perceived positive impact not only on levels of literacy but also more generally on attitudes towards learning (p33).  Its final report to the Welsh Government New Ideas Fund recommended that the Welsh Government should extend the strategy to other schools; and also called for a further longitudinal study, I have however been unable to discover any follow up from this report. 

Furlong’s report; Teaching Tomorrow’s Teachers (2015) also recognised this necessity and concluded that; “If Wales is to meet the challenge of educating its children effectively for the 21st century then high quality initial teacher education has a vitally important part to play” (Furlong, 2015, p.19). The report also highlighted the implications of the changes to the curriculum and assessment arrangements as advocated by the Donaldson review (2015), which will raise the bar considerably in terms of what is expected from teachers. He cautions that future teachers in Wales will need to understand the ‘why’ and the ‘how’ of teaching as well as the ‘what’ (p19), because the present system is not fulfilling its role effectively. 

The report called for a more robust and effective approach to preparing teachers to engage in relevant, evidence-based practices fitting to their pedagogical orientation and teaching/learning environment, in other words, creating a ‘self-improving education system’ Furlong places responsibility for making these changes with the initial teacher education institutes but also called on the Welsh Government to set up the appropriate structures in order to support these changes. 

In further attempt to address these concerns, the Welsh Government launched the ‘New Deal for the Education Workforce’ in 2015, offering all practitioners in Wales access to professional learning opportunities in order to meet the recommendations of the Donaldson (2015) and Furlong (2015) reports. 
The Furlong report (2015) also recommended integrating evidence-based principles within everyday mainstream educational practice, which needs well-trained, capable and motivated practitioners and leaders.

The New Deal, according to the ‘Learning Wales’ website (2015) proposed to support practitioners in developing their practice to improve outcomes for learners and put high quality professional learning at the top of the priority list, an issue later emphasised by Waters (2016). The New Deal promised coaching and mentoring; reflective practice, effective collaboration and effective use of data and research evidence. (Learning Wales, 2015). This is significant given that the competence of teachers represents the single biggest influence which schools can have on young people (Hill, 2013; Furlong, 2015) and the critical role of teacher pedagogy within the school curriculum (Donaldson, 2015). 

This brings us to the paradigm of teachers as researchers, reflecting on their own practice and research evidence, which has taken off in England recently according to Stewart (2015), who outlines some of the arguments for and against the practice. 
Hill (2013), raised this concern, as what he termed the ‘collapse of research capacity’ in Wales (p. 38), Egan and Grigg (2016) however remind us that the term ‘research’ can cover anything from an individual practitioner focussing on just one aspect of teaching to large scale projects involving many schools (p 2). 

Nonetheless, the Welsh Government has over the past few years taken the issue of educational research seriously, with the launch of professional learning models for practitioners, materials to support reflective practice, collaboration and use of data and other research materials. However, Egan and Grigg (2016), argue that there is a gap between the ‘rhetoric’ of educational policy in Wales since devolution and its implementation; and that there has been a lack of rigorous research undertaken on their implementation (p. 4). 




On a pragmatic note then, perhaps the underlying message is for professionals to develop the skills to ask the right questions and ultimately identify which approaches are most likely to succeed in their contexts (BERA, 2014) alongside, what Cordingley (2015) phrased as a ‘shared language’ between teachers and researchers so that analysis, theory and criticality become practical tools for enhancing professional practice (p. 234). 

‘The future delivery of education services in Wales’ report by Robert Hill (2013), asserted that schools should take responsibility for their own improvement, by supporting teachers in observing and learning from each other and that school leaders should focus on supporting improvement in the classroom through coaching rather than going on training courses. Hill (2013) stressed that school-to-school working should become embedded with bespoke training to meet the needs of each school. Indeed, Estyn (2015) found that nearly all schools in Wales are involved in some form of partnership working with other schools but stressed that successful school-to-school collaboration required genuine commitment from school leaders and mind-sets of openness, trust and transparency (p5).

The Estyn report (2017), ‘Active and experiential learning ‘ again recognised the impact that training can have, identifying that well-led schools give professional development a high priority, enabling staff to access regular training to support in developing pupils’ literacy and numeracy skills across the curriculum. However, there are still significant barriers such as cost, availability and accessibility of training for many settings (Holtom, 2017). Further government support has also come in the form of the new Foundation Phase Excellence Network launched in March 2018 (Welsh Government, 2018) which will endeavour to support workforce and leadership development as well as boost the research capacity of the education profession in Wales. The impact of these more recent initiatives will, I’m sure be scrutinised and reviewed in the coming months and years, especially if the concerns regarding professional capacity continue. 




Chapter 3: METHODOLOGY


Using the key points from the review of the literature, it is my intention that the methodology will frame the questions which will attempt to answer the main research enquiry; 
· What do practitioners feel are the best approaches to teaching phonics?
· What approaches are being used to teach phonics in the setting?
· If commercial phonics programmes are used, why, and do they work?
· What impact (if any) do practitioners believe that using simultaneous phonics programmes has on pupils’ learning?
And given the underpinning importance of the training throughout the literature review, this element will also be explored.

This chapter will explain how I endeavoured to answer these questions through theoretical knowledge, methodological choices, design methods, the sample used, the ethical considerations, techniques for data gathering and analysis and procedure.

3.1 Research Design


As Cohen et al. (2011) suggested, the three main paradigms of education research rest on quantitative, qualitative and critical theoretical or an amalgamation of all three. Therefore, within the context of this mixed method interpretative case study, in order to get an initial overview of attitudes of practitioners regarding the teaching of phonics, and to identify areas for deeper investigation, I decided to use a questionnaire which would generate quantitative data to feed into subsequent one-to-one interviews which produce qualitative data.

Variables within the study were mixed; there are no independent variables as nothing has been altered as part of this study and the extent of the dependent variables were the views of practitioners. The intermediate variable would be the outcome for pupils in their phonics learning, depending on the pedagogical views of practitioners and the use of phonic programmes, though this is not being measured, merely the practitioners’ perception of what the outcomes are. 
3.2 Participant Sampling 

The questionnaires were distributed to ALL practitioners within one primary school, one infant school and practitioners from an inclusion service team. Other local schools who had anecdotally reported to use multiple phonic programmes were invited to participate in the research but declined.

The sample from the three settings which agreed to take part in the research study totalled a population of approximately sixty-three practitioners. In this case, ‘practitioner’ means all qualified teachers and support staff (of varying levels of experience and qualification). Information about the research, was distributed via staff meetings and meetings with team leaders, and all practitioners within those three settings were invited to participate.

Information regarding the research (Appendix 3), was distributed and opportunities given to ask questions (either face to face in public, one to one in private or via email). Practitioners would be invited to respond to the questionnaire and return completed questionnaires via a drop box. At the bottom of the questionnaire, participants would be invited to take part in a confidential standardized one to one interview, with contact details given, alongside contact details for the supervising tutor, in case of any queries. 

At this point it should be emphasised that this sample could be interpreted as being an ‘opportunity sample’ as they were convenient for research and may not necessarily be representative of the wider population. However, the quantitative results from the survey would, at least, provide an overview of many practitioners from several settings, rather than the practices of just one school, so that no individual or one setting could be identified.









3.3 Ethical Considerations 

The ethical implications related to this research study and its research methods are set out in full within the institution’s ‘Application for Ethical Approval Form’ (Appendix 4). The considerations described were made following full reference and adherence to the guidance recommended by the academic faculty, namely the British Educational Research Association (2011) and the University of Wales Trinity Saint David (2015). 

Consideration of the ethical implications of research is not just a practical matter, it also about how the work is conducted, the ethos of the work and about showing respect for one another (Thomas, 2013, p38). As Phelps (2015) puts it; “As researchers we have a moral obligation to our participants, to the academic/professional field, to our employer and to ourselves”. 

Ethical consideration not an event, but a process which permeates every step of the research process and, in accordance with the guidance cited above, covers issues of informed participant consent, the right to withdraw, arrangements for anonymity and confidentiality, as well as regard for potential risks to participants, the researcher, the institutions involved and the faculty. Equally critical are the security of data, the nature of participant activity, avoiding deception and concealment, bias and, acutely pertinent to this particular research, my positionality as the researcher. Further details of these considerations will also be provided in the following chapters as applicable to the discussion.


3.4 Data Collection and Analysis


The use of questionnaires is common and widely recognised as an accepted method of seeking the views of potential participants. (Heath, 2007; Punch, 2009). However, forming questions which are clear and workable can be a vast undertaking (Cohen, 2011, p377).  

One particular aspect in this context is to avoid questions which could be interpreted as testing the practitioner's knowledge, rather than seeking their perspective, it has not been the intention of the research to make the participant feel judged in any way, as this would be unethical and counter-productive. 
For the same reason the questions avoided using theoretical vocabulary, such as analytic, systematic or synthetic phonics. 

Taking these points into consideration, the questionnaire (Appendix 5) included a range of closed questions which required the participant to ‘circle’ their response from a small range of possible responses, some of which were Likert Scale questions. Filters were also used to navigate the respondent through the questionnaire as not all questions are relevant to all of the respondents. 
These questions were designed to measure the level of feeling or agreement about specific statements, which were chosen carefully to express a favourable or unfavourable view of the concept under investigation. As such the questionnaires were anonymous, with no possibility to identify the setting or individual involved. 
Additionally, a Likert-style of questioning allows for some nuance in responses but is also more efficient in relation to the questionnaire data analysis. (Carter, 2017, p63). Closed, multiple choice questions would also allow for speed of completion given the time pressures and workload of participants. 

Likert scales have their advantages and disadvantages, though any measurement of peoples’ opinions is potentially controversial, due to their design and subsequent interpretation. This form of measurement is at least ‘objective’ and I deliberately omitted a neutral mid-point in order to force respondents into making a choice. There are numerous ways of displaying Likert‐type scales but only a few investigators have investigated these differences systematically. (Hartley and Betts, 2010). Their research looking at different layouts, involving 450 participants, showed that scales with the ‘positive’ on the left consistently led to significantly higher ratings in all seven cases. This clearly has implications when designing Likert-type scales, and for their interpretation, with this in mind, I deliberately moved scales around to avoid respondent fatigue such as selecting the same scale point to rate all items without paying much attention. 

The questions were related to the type of phonic teaching methods used and/or observed, views on approaches to phonics teaching and their impact on pupils and if they had received training in phonics. The questions and statements were precise and clear to aid participant understanding of what was being asked and to facilitate the classification and analysis of the responses. Questions 4 and 5 on the questionnaire were deliberately designed to enhance the internal validity of the questionnaire, as they almost contradict each other, further commentary on this will be found in my critique of the research methods in Chapter 5.  

Responses from the questionnaire were tallied on a data summary sheet (Appendix 6). These responses were then utilised as a springboard for the interview questions, which were intended to provide the qualitative detail, explanation and exploration of ideas and form the basis of the qualitative data. The confidential one-to-one interview, was optional, semi-structured and standardized, in that all the volunteers were asked more or less the same questions, dependent on their role and context. 

Interviews are widely regarded as an effective method of data collection (Bell and Waters 2014), due to their flexibility, allowing researchers to probe responses and investigate motives and feelings more deeply.  And as Thomas (2013) adds, Semi-structured interviews give the best of both worlds, combining the structure of a list of questions to be covered together with the freedom to follow up on interesting comments as necessary. However, the main limitation of interviews is that they can be time consuming and susceptible to bias, which is explored later.

Triangulation was planned to occur via the questionnaire and the interview, as questions were similar and data was being extracted from the same sample.  However, due to the anonymous nature of the questionnaire, it could not be guaranteed that the participants in the interviews also participated in the questionnaire. 

To this end, all of the questions in the interview in Appendix 7, provided me with a structure for content analysis of the open-ended questions, in order to identify categories or common criteria. In this interpretive analysis, codes were systematically used in order to identify themes and their relationship to each other. These themes then provide the building blocks of my analysis. In general, for qualitative studies coding can help generate a general theory and conclusion on the basis of the interpretation (Davies, 2015), however, as a small-scale case study, it would be inappropriate and misleading to make generalisations.   



3.5 Procedure


Following approval and consent from the Head teacher of the main primary school within the case study and managers within the other two settings, the draft questionnaire and information sheet were piloted in January 2018, with two critical friends (from within the profession), in order to test the methodology of the materials.  
Some minor modifications to the questions were made to assist clarity for the participant and categorization. To ensure fully informed consent, the questionnaire was distributed alongside an information sheet (Appendix 6).  The subsequent schedule of the research procedure is outlined below in Figure 1.

The questionnaire was presented in the form of a tick sheet so that it was impossible to detect familiar handwriting and the information was confidential to the research. Only one side of A4 was used, in order to allow brevity of time taken, due to work load constraints; as Cohen (2011) said, ‘the questionnaire will always be an intrusion into the life of the respondent (p. 377).  The responses were anonymous and returned to the researcher via a sealed envelope in a drop box at the setting, so that it was not known ‘who’ responded OR which response was whose. The submission of the questionnaire was deemed to be giving full consent, assuming that the participant had read and understood the information sheet provided as it was made clear that the right to withdraw from the questionnaire once submitted could not be offered in this case, as it would not be possible to identify which questionnaire to withdraw. 

Those who volunteered to be interviewed were given a further information sheet – Appendix 8, though could not be offered anonymity, for obvious reasons, but confidentiality was assured.  Written consent both before and afterwards was required (Appendix 9).
Fig. 1
	DATE
	METHOD USED
	PURPOSE

	
February – March 2018
	
Practitioner Questionnaire and Information sheet distributed and collected 

	
To provide an initial overview of practitioner views on the teaching of phonics, the use of phonic programmes and levels of training – quantitative data.


	
April – May 2018

	
Practitioner Interview, Information sheet and signed consent form
	
To provide further qualitative information regarding the views of practitioners relating to the teaching of phonics, the use of phonic programmes and levels of training


	
May – June 2018
	
Transcripts of interviews typed up and distributed to individual interviewees

	
Transcripts were reviewed by individual interviewees and signed on agreement




Participants had the right to withdraw at any point (up to a given date) and had the right to ‘not’ respond to questions in the interview. During the semi-structured interviews, open ended questions were used to gain more insight into the practitioner’s perspective, as responses could be developed and clarified.
Participants in the interview were given as much time as required to answer the questions, which helped ensure reliability and validity in the data collection (Cohen,Manion and Morrison, 2011). With participant consent, audio recordings were made alongside a transcript which was signed by the participants, as proof of agreement of what was recorded (Appendix 10). It was not possible to keep the identity of the interview participants’ anonymous within the setting, as people may see them going into the office where the interviews took place and some arrangements might have to be made for cover etc., though the content of the interviews was confidential.

The research methods and ethical considerations outlined above, are the main thread of this study. The findings, in the next chapter, report on how this theory manifested into reality and practical application. 

























Chapter 4: PRESENTATION OF FINDINGS

I am grateful to all those individuals that took the time and trouble to submit their views via the questionnaire and during the interview process. Thirty four out of a potential population of sixty three participants (54%) from across three Primary settings, responded to the questionnaire and seven practitioners, again from across the three settings, participated in the interview process. 

The research findings are separated and presented in two sections; firstly the summative results of individual questions on the questionnaire, followed by ‘pathway’ mappings of responses. Secondly, the summative responses to the mainly open questions within the semi-structured interview. Here the headlines from the findings are presented, pathways and themes which developed from the responses to both the questionnaire and the interview are discussed and analysed in the following chapter.


4.1 Questionnaire Responses

Raw data - Questionnaire responses to each individual question are found in Appendix 11. Highlights from the questionnaire responses are listed below. Although the number of respondents is relatively low, I have added percentages to give a flavour of the overall picture.
*Percentages are rounded to the nearest whole number.

· All bar one of the 34 respondents, had been directly involved in teaching phonics over the past two years
· 62% (21/34) reported that they use one predominant phonics programme
· 81% (17/21) felt that the predominant programme they used worked, however 65% (11/17) of those used additional phonics materials
· 31% (10/32) felt that using more than one phonic programme had an overall positive impact on pupils,
· 59% (19/32) felt that the impact of using more than one phonic programme varied for each individual pupil
· One respondent felt that using more than one phonic programme had a negative impact on pupils
· 44% (15/34) had received formal phonic training in the past three years


From following the pathways (or what Thomas (2013) terms, ‘network analysis’) 
of responses through the questionnaire and filters, three main groups emerged, as shown below in Figure 2.


Fig. 2

	GROUP
	CODE
	DETAILS
	NO’

	

1
	
PWNOMAT

	
PREDOMINANT PROGRAMME
IT WORKS
NO ADDITIONAL PROGRAMME /MATERIALS

	
7

	2
	
PWMAT
	
PREDOMINANT PROGRAMME
IT WORKS
USES ADDITIONAL PROGRAMME /MATERIALS

	
10

	
3
	
PDWMAT
	
PREDOMINANT PROGRAMME
DOESN’T WORK
ADDITIONAL PROGRAMME /MATERIALS

	
3

	
4
	
PDWNOMAT
	
PREDOMINANT PROGRAMME
DOESN’T WORK
NO ADDITIONAL PROGRAMME /MATERIALS

	
1

	
5
	
NOP
	
NO PREDOMINANT PROGRAMME

	
11

	
TOTAL

	
	
	
32*


*2 PARTICIPANTS DID NOT RESPOND TO QUESTION 2 ABOUT A 
PREDOMINANT  PROGRAMME





4.2 Interview – Responses

Seven interviews took place, with practitioners from across the three primary settings with varying roles and responsibilities, including senior managers, support staff and teachers from across Foundation Phase and Key Stage Two. The process of transcribing provided a useful opportunity to re-familiarise myself with the data. Interview responses to each individual question are found in Appendix 12. There were several illuminating comments presented by the practitioners, which will be discussed in more detail in due course. Highlights from these are listed below. I have not used percentages as the number of participants is so low.

· Seven interviews took place, from across three primary settings
· Interviewees were from a range of roles and across Foundation and Primary phase
· Interviews were broadly in agreement on the elements of effective practice in teaching phonics
· All bar one interview participant used one predominant phonic programme and most of those used additional materials alongside
· Assessment plays a key role in phonics practices
· Overall, interviewees felt that using more than one phonic programme either had a positive impact on pupils or that there were some drawbacks which were outnumbered by the positives
· Three of the seven interviewees had received phonic training within the past three years, all of which was formal training
· None of the interviewees, at any point during the conversation used terminology of analytical or synthetic or even systematic phonics







Chapter 5: ANALYSIS & DISCUSSION


5.1 Introduction


Analysis is about taking things apart, inspecting them to ascertain if and how they interconnect, how they work together. Having mapped out themes within the quantitative questionnaire responses and explored some of those aspects further in the qualitative interview responses, it is appropriate here to remind ourselves of the research focus. That is;
· What do practitioners feel are the best approaches to teaching phonics?
· What approaches are being used to teach phonics in the setting?
· If commercial phonics programmes are used, why ,and do they work?
· What impact (if any) do practitioners believe that using simultaneous phonics programmes has on pupils’ learning?
· And, what training, if any, have practitioners received

The literature review provided a basis for my thinking; but the research made it more real and contextual. The analysis and discussion on how the findings affect and/or add to our existing knowledge extend this and cannot be distinguished from one another in an interpretive study. It is important to remember that this is a small scale study and generalizations cannot be confidently drawn from the conclusions. Furthermore, the findings are limited to the reliability of the answers given by the participants and the data collection documentation which was used. 

As identified previously, there were many variables involved in the research project, as people have different contexts, experiences, expectations, knowledge and school practice and policy. Analysis will strive to identify any partial correlations (if any exist) between any of these variables. It will be of great interest to discover how (if at all), the views of practitioners synthesize with the findings of academic research studies discussed in the literature review.


5.2 Questionnaire Analysis

Due to the anonymization of the questionnaire, it is virtually impossible to ascertain if the participants were representative of the sample, and whether they expressed a balanced view, from a range of roles and experiences. Certainly all bar one of the respondents are currently/or very recently involved in the teaching of phonics, but any analysis involving different groups is moot here, again due to anonymisation, which, on reflection, to some extent may have compromised the clarity of some of the questions. Appendix 11 illustrates the responses to each individual question. 

Some of the responses bore no particular surprises, for instance, nearly two thirds of the sample reported that they used a predominant phonics programme in their setting, and a majority (80%) of those felt that the programme worked for their pupils, However, responses to the internal validity questions (Question 4 and 5), illustrated a mixed picture of; almost a half of those stating that some of their pupils found the programme difficult. Moreover, two thirds of those practitioners who reported that the programme worked, also used additional materials. The effect size of this anomaly though, due to the numbers involved, I would not say is significant. 

This raises some interesting questions with regard to professional choices and about the make-up of the questionnaire itself. To take the first matter, the results illustrated that three quarters (15) of those using a one predominant programme, do so because it is the policy within the setting, the vast majority of those, agreed that the programme worked. However, three quarters of those reported to use additional materials, as shown in Figure 2. These are statistics and fractions of fractions, which can get quiet confusing and dilute the original point but, it does show is that there is a level of what Carter (2017) termed ‘subversion’ by practitioners against the policy of the setting, be it consciously or sub-consciously. 

In addition to this, the disparity highlighted above between responses to Question 4 and 5, support the theory that practitioners are using some professional autonomy in making decisions to meet the needs of their pupils, the importance of which is highlighted by Perkins and Goodwin (2006); Lambirth (2007); Saunders (2015) and Clark (2017) earlier in chapter 2.2. 
The mixed picture here might also be accounted for by the recognition on the part of practitioners that ‘one size does not fit all’, (Dombey et al. 2010)

An alternative or at the very least, partial explanation might also be in the design of the questions themselves. The closed questions gave respondents only very stark choices to respond to and possibly don’t reflect  the complex nature of how reading is taught. Again the need for anonymity, put simply, not requiring participants to write down answers to avoid handwriting recognition, may have compromised the quality of the questioning and thus, responses.

Questions 7 and 8 relate to the rationale of using additional phonic materials. As can be seen in Appendix 11, the predominant rationale for using additional materials is because some pupils need different support and because practitioners feel that those approaches work for some particular pupils. As Campbell, Torr and Cologon (2014) from interviews with five practitioners in Australia who used commercial pre-packaged phonics programs, found that their rationale was more pragmatic rather than pedagogical. Likewise, Questions 9 and 10 refer to the perceived impact of using materials from more than one programme, on pupils. Here the predominant response was that it varies for individual pupils, and secondly that the perception was that the impact overall was positive, the overriding rationale being that those materials work and that the pupils are given more strategies in order to support their reading. 

The use of Likert-type scales had not been specified in the original research proposal, nevertheless, they did prove useful in providing an opportunity for a flexible response and to help determine frequencies (Cohen et al, 2011, p387). In the final analysis though, I decided against scoring the scales, as I did not believe that this would add any value to my analysis in answering the original research questions.  

One difficulty with this multiple choice type of questioning, as utilised in Questions 7 to 10, could be that it forced participants into pigeon holing their pedagogy with regard to the teaching of phonics, and that the choices could be interpreted as limiting or over simplifying the pedagogical judgements being made by practitioners. 
That being said however, it is for this very reason that the qualitative data envisaged by the use of interviews, put meat on the bones of the stark options available within the initial questionnaire.

The use of the filter in Question1, proved particularly unhelpful as it navigated two participants away from answering the important question of use of a predominant programme. This difficulty had not previously been identified during the pilot because neither of the pilot respondents had answered ‘NO’ to Question 1. This resulted essentially in those questionnaires, being redundant.

Intriguingly , the data suggested no correlation between the use of additional phonic materials or programmes and training, or between the views regarding the impact of using multiple phonic programmes and receipt of training, (which incidentally, less than half (44%), of the participants had received). Considering the weight of research literature which highlighted the importance of and necessity for the development of professional knowledge and skills, as discussed in Chapter 2, I found this both surprising and concerning. Consideration here though needs to be given to the potentially, wide interpretation of the term ‘formal training’. The data here may have been more robust if this terminology had been better defined.

In conclusion, I think that, for the most part, the questionnaire served its purpose in generating initial quantitative data and as a springboard towards the interview process, notwithstanding the limitations discussed above. In order to decipher some further understanding, it might potentially have been beneficial to be able to group practitioners for instance by role, level of qualification or key stage, to unearth any correlation with their responses. This would not have been possible without compromising anonymity and thus the validity of the data in this context.









5.3 Interviews Analysis

At first glance, the most striking aspect of the interview process was the complete absence of any terminology which is at  the heart of the phonics debate which opened the literature review. This statement is by no means intended as a judgement on the level of pedagogical knowledge of the practitioners involved. Although only being a very small scale study, it reinforces what Egan et al. (2011), found, which was (at that time) a move from theoretical pedagogy to consideration of more practical approaches that actually appear to improve children’s’ literacy (p13). However, this example is in complete contrast to the more recent movement to ‘raise the bar’ in terms of what is expected of teachers and the profession, as advocated by Hill (2013); Furlong (2015); Donaldson (2015) and Estyn (2018). 

Despite the seven interviewees deriving from across the three settings and from a range of roles and experience, most were from just one setting, which has implications for gaining a breadth of insight. It would be a falsehood to say that they represented the sample, especially as there is no way of knowing if any of them had preciously completed the questionnaire. Common sense might prevail here as it would be an easy assumption to make, but by no means guarantee. Any interpretation of these findings however would have to take into account the possible reasons for those practitioners to volunteer, in terms of any bias.

Appendix 7 illustrates the semi-structured interview questions and Appendix 12 shows the frequency and themes within the responses. A process of content analysis was employed which led to the identification of particular categories and common criteria.

The interviews were broadly in agreement on the elements of effective practice in teaching phonics such as a structured approach, frequent multi-sensory activities, flexibility to meet the needs of the pupils and the important role of assessment. All bar one reported using one predominant phonic programme however most of those used additional materials alongside.


With regard to the use of more than one phonic programme the interviewees more or less reflected the same views as the questionnaire respondents, in that the practice either varied for individual pupils or that there were some drawbacks which were outweighed by the positives. Again mirroring the questionnaire findings, just under half had received formal phonic training.

In a more qualitative sense, the interviews also revealed (as was anticipated) more anecdotal yet insightful data with regard to the practice of teaching phonics and reading. The qualities of open- ended questions are that practitioners have the opportunity to divulge their own perspectives, and possibly by the mere fact that these people have volunteered, they have many, possibly strong, views on the subject under discussion. 

There was for instance a case of a whole staff ethos, ownership and development of phonics policy, which involved regular opportunities for review and training, which was considered good practice within the example discussed in Chapter 2.6.  In contrast, however, the broader picture was one of a predominant programme not really working (or least that was the perception) and very little in terms of review of policy, training or institutional reflective practice, possibly due to a combination of lack of time (Price, 2014) and resources, as training can be expensive (Holtom, 2017). 

Regarding the issue of training and professional development, interestingly there was not necessarily an unwillingness on the part of school leaders to provide opportunities for professional development. One interviewee commented on how difficult it was to find and access quality phonics training, which wasn’t linked to an expensive commercial programme. 

Generalisations cannot be drawn from such a small scale case study, however, comparisons could be identified with general findings in the literature review such as a pragmatic approach to phonic programme use and additional materials, illustrating a recognition of the importance (and professional obligation) of meeting the needs of individual pupils. 

The interview process answered the research questions to an extent, within the context of those settings, but drew attention to the gap between what Welsh Government, Estyn and the numerous recommendations of commissioned reports have been calling for; as reviewed in Chapter 2.6. What was striking though was that there was very little evidence, albeit from this small sample, of any impact from these numerous reports and reviews. A position which, undoubtedly should compel further investigation. Considering the amount of research and reports as Egan and Grigg (2016), argue that there was (and if the evidence of this study is to be believed); a gap between the ‘rhetoric’ of educational policy in Wales since devolution and its implementation; and that there has been a lack of rigorous research undertaken on their implementation (p. 4). 

The validity of the findings are limited to the reliability of the answers given by the participants, partly due to limitations within the design frame but possibly also because the practitioners were self-reporting, from their own perspective, what was taking place within their settings and their own practice. Practitioners may have inflated their impact and knowledge of phonics teaching due to what Thomas (2011) term ‘prestige bias’. After all, a biased sample yields biased results and calls into question the validity of the survey (Bingham & Hall-Beynon 2013). As previous research suggests that utilizing self-reporting surveys to examine teachers’ practices increases the likelihood of social desirability (Heyman & Legare, 2005), it is important to interpret the findings from this study with some caution. Although I did attempt to limit the impact of social desirability by collecting these data through an anonymous questionnaire, this anonymity does not refer to the interview process.

I have no way or verifying if what practitioners report in the questionnaire or discuss  in the interviews is what they actually do in practice,  it could be what they think they are doing or what think they should be doing. This is where consideration needs to be made of the ‘prestige bias’.

Participants may feel that there will be certain ‘correct’ answers to the questions, and may feel they have to be seen to be teaching and/or viewing phonics in a particular way, rather than the reality of how they work and what they believe. 
There may be an element of showing their practice to be how they think it should be, rather than how they genuinely view it to be. We also need to be particularly mindful that practitioner views of the impact may not correlate with the true extent of the impact of simultaneous programmes (which would be very difficult to measure as phonic and reading acquisition relies on many variable influences). 

Experimenter effects, may also come into play here, by means of what is termed the 
‘Hawthorne’ effect ‘ first recognised by Roethlisberger and Dickinson (1939) - where peoples’ views, practice or behaviour change as a result of the interest is being taken in them. The interest seems to spark enthusiasm, and the extra energy injected into the research situation may have positive consequences of various kinds. Especially as most of the participants (although anonymous) will be colleagues whom I work with, there may be an element of wanting to ‘please’ the researcher in some way. The ‘Hawthorne’ effect, experimenter-expectancy can also effect these interpretations. By gestures, tone of voice, or the actual questions that I ask or the words that I use I may convey my expectations about the findings to the research participants, who will then, consciously or unconsciously, conform to those expectations. 

Therefore any interpretation of the findings cannot avoid the context of my positionality within the research. As I am a teacher/practitioner within the main setting and the (anticipated) participants are work colleagues – the interpretation of the findings needs to be as objective as possible. There may potentially be a conflict between my integrity as an interpretative researcher and the expectations and interests of the school/setting. As the researcher, I take a central role in the interpretation – situated knowledge. This position affects the nature of the interpretations that I make as I am ‘me’ interviewing someone else being them.

Further considerations related to the positionality of the researcher are;
· As an ‘inside’ researcher, intimate knowledge of the context and of the participant can affect the interpretations; by subconsciously conveying my expectations about the findings to the research participants, who may then, consciously or unconsciously, conform to those expectations
· Interviewing a cross section of staff could bring about a greater working knowledge of how the school teaches phonics, of which I am a part, however there is also a risk of bias as the nature of interaction could have an impact on responses. It will be important to be mindful of any signs of bias, and make sure to reflect on practice and triangulate in order to confirm or challenge findings.
· Decisions made as the researcher/practitioner may also be shaped by pedagogy and managerial considerations within the setting, either consciously or otherwise. 
· Potential conflict between my perceived integrity as an interpretative researcher and the expectations and interests of the school/setting, which could lead to differences in interpretation of the findings. Any such conflict could endanger my standing within the institution if my findings are not agreed with or cause offence – in essence both parties would be relying on the continuation of the professional nature of the current relationship with school leaders.
· Be mindful that findings and conclusions are based on practitioner views on the teaching of phonics, and not on how good the school is at teaching phonics
· The research method and data must be amenable to reasonable external scrutiny. The assessment of the quality of the evidence supporting judgements is an important feature of any research and must be open to scrutiny.
· The potential participants will be work colleagues, with whom I would like to continue a working relationship with, long after the life of the project. Close contact with an institution and colleagues can make objectivity difficult to attain and gaining confidential knowledge might have the potential for affecting relationships with colleagues. As such there needs to be a huge amount of professional trust, with proper codes of conduct and safeguards in place.




Another aspect, which I had not considered prior to commencing the research is what Cater (2017) terms ‘professional identity’ (p 181). On reading her description of her reflections on the process of her study, resonated with me. I was aware of my positionality but not necessarily of my professional identities, from the researcher explaining about the research, right to withdraw and consent, a colleague working in a school, with the interviews, I felt as though the interviewees were seeking clarification or affirmation that they were giving the correct answer, as I teach phonics in the main setting and may be perceived as having more knowledge than them in this area. As a former senior leader of a school, responsible for the incusive education of those with additional learning needs, having worked in a special needs context and at a strategy level (though not in this setting), I must acknowledge the ‘different lenses’ (as Carter (2017) puts it. There should be recognition that this research is informed by these multiple identities and that the analysis and conclusions are unconsciously as well as consciously coloured by the lenses of these identity perspectives.

Additionally what Heyman & Legare (2005) term ‘social-desirability’, the nature of the sample who volunteer to participate as well as interviewer bias, to name but a few. These may account for the relative lack of research in this area. It also focusses on leadership, professional learning, and developing a self-improving system. new national education mission (2017d)


5.4 Summary of Analysis


To revisit the purpose of this study, lets remind ourselves of the main questions posed; 
· What do practitioners feel are the best approaches to teaching phonics?
· What approaches are being used to teach phonics in the setting?
· If commercial phonics programmes are used, why and do they work?
· What impact (if any) do practitioners believe that using simultaneous phonics programmes has on pupils’ learning?
And given the underpinning importance of the training throughout the literature review, this element will also be explored.
There was broad general consensus regarding the views of practitioners in the most appropriate of teaching phonics, in line with current pedagogy, though none of them used professional terminology.
Commercial programmes were used, and on the whole worked for differing pupils in order to meet their needs.
The research literature and findings, showed that despite much government encouragement and endorsement, training remains an issue, in light of the Furlong (2015) report and Donaldson (2015)


6.3 Recommendations

A summary of this paper will be shared with the case study settings in order to inform future debate regarding policy and practice as anticipated and further research is required to look at the impact of the above mentioned documents.
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