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Choose an intervention that supports the learning and development of a pupil / group of pupils. Reflect critically on its potential and the possible challenges that may arise.
How can a simple training programme transform a learner’s ability to read and spell? An example of one of these interventions is POPAT, or Programme of Phoneme Awareness Training. “POPAT is a highly structured programme” (POPAT, 2009) that focuses on the smallest unit in sound that can change the meaning of a word. I will be critically evaluating POPAT both in its effectiveness and the challenges that this intervention may encounter. I will assess this intervention against key educational theories and current research in literacy development.
Phonics is a crucial part of the literacy development in primary education, according to the Rose report that was commissioned by OFSTED (2009), best practise is what results in the greatest benefit to the learner. Also, in this report they found that the inclusion of a ‘‘Vigorous’’ programme for phonics that is embedded into a wide range of lessons throughout a language-rich curriculum to help generate discussion and interest. 
I will be looking at a year 5 learner that I met during my placement. In line with the BERA (2024) guidelines, I will be giving both the school and the learner a pseudonym. These will be Bright Future Primary School (BFPS) and Anna, respectively. The student is currently between progression step one and two in ‘understanding languages is key to understanding the world around us’ (Welsh Government, 2019), what matter statement. This means that Anna can segment and blend words while developing different grapheme-phoneme correspondence, the sounds that written letters make. Anna does not have any diagnosed additional learning needs that will affect her literacy development. However, the school, BFPS, is in a slightly deprived area. According to the Welsh Index of Multiple Deprivation (2019) report, it may not be as deprived as some other areas in Wales.  The child poverty action group spoke about some of the effects poverty can have on children. The biggest one that links to this essay is the effect it has on their education. Children growing up in poverty perform worse in education with ‘gaps’ opening early on and only persisting and widening even further after they start school.  According to the Education Endowment Foundation (2021), there has been plentiful research when it comes to phonic approaches in helping younger learners aged between 4 and 7. These ages are usually around progression step one or two, so this approach should be helpful for Anna. Anna also struggles with sharing and working with others, so a one-to-one intervention may be the way to start with before moving onto working with more peers to also improve on her social development. 
Children typically start to learn to read at around the ages of five to six. There are many ways for children to learn how to read. According to Linnea (2013) in the book Word Recognition in Beginning Literacy, they argue that having grapheme-phoneme knowledge is a necessity to allow for their literacy gain. Their model is split into four distinct phases. These are the pre-alphabetic phase, in which learners remember how to read sight words through the formation of connections between different visual cues of words. The partial alphabetic phase, in which the learner makes connections between partial alphabetical connections of some of the letters. The full alphabetical phase in which the learners remember how to read sight words through full connections between the letters in the written words. Finally, the consolidated alphabetic phase is when the learner has grown to be able to retain information about the spelling of sight words. In this same book, they mention a theory that helped them to come up with this model, which comes from the theory of Simple View of Reading (SVR) by Gough and Tunmer. SVR is a formula that demonstrates the widely accepted view that reading has two basic components (Farrell et al., n.d..). The first is for the learner starting to learn how to decipher the print or word (decoding), and the other is the learner learning how to understand the meaning behind the print or word (reading comprehension). Both models talk about the action of decoding words, and I believe that teaching phonics is a great way to help the learners decode words, and it should even be essential. 
There is a plentiful amount of learning theories that back up phonic interventions like POPAT. For example, Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) described by S. Chaiklin (2003) the ZPD is an “interaction on a task between a more competent person and a less competent person.” This is more commonly known as the More Knowledgeable Other (MKO). The MKO is used in this theory at the point where a learner cannot easily do their work without the help of an MKO. In the same study, they mentioned that the first part of the idea focuses on the idea that a learner can complete a certain level of work on their own. There is also a certain level of work that a learner cannot do even with the help of an MKO, so the ZPD is where a learner has some difficulty doing the work on their own but can complete it with the help of an MKO. This ties into POPAT as the Teaching assistant will be acting as the MKO for the learners. This is especially true in the listen and choose phase, as the teaching assistant first shows how to make the sound of each sound picture that gets chosen by the learner. With how the POPAT intervention is constructed, it has deep ties with the other Vygotsky and Bruner theory, that is, the scaffolding technique. As mentioned by T. Gonulal and S. Loewen in their report on the scaffolding technique (2018), they described the scaffolding technique as “a form of just-in-time adult assistance”. They go on to mention that this just-in-time assistance is to help the learners to be able to solve a problem or do a task which they would normally would not have been able to do without help. Again, when it comes to POPAT, in every phase, the Teaching assistant is acting as the MKO for the learner to allow them to smoothly get the hang of the phonemes they introduce each time. 
POPAT is a phonics intervention that can be rolled out either school-wide or between phases. In BFPS, they rolled out this intervention school-wide. In the foundation phase, it was put into place for every student; however, for key stage 2, it was only for those that they deemed needed it. To begin with, two members of staff were trained in POPAT and later held a training day for the rest of the teachers so that they had a basic understanding of the intervention. In the year five/six classes, they decided to have the intervention take place at the same time as different morning groups, such as reading groups. POPAT has four distinct phases of intervention that the learners progress through. Every new learner must start from the first phase even if they are too far progressed. The first phase consists of listening and choosing which they use sound pictures to use to represent the consonant phonemes of English. They use these sound pictures to identify the individual phonemes as they are spoken by the teacher. Then, through a sequence of games, they would learn to identify the single phonemes. According to the POPAT website, the listen and choose games allow the teachers to “explicitly teach phoneme identification, segmentation and synthesis” (POPAT, 2009).  After the learners complete the listen and choose phase, they move onto the transition phase that starts replacing the sound pictures with letter cards and introduces the five short vowels. An example of one of the transition games is when the teacher places the CVC sound picture while the learner goes through the procedure to find all three sounds and slowly replaces the sound pictures with the letter cards. See appendix b for an example of a transition phase game. As this phase moves fast and smoothly for most learners, it blends in with the phase which is listen and write. In this phase, the learners start to write phonically regular words, which increase in both length and difficulty. Once they can do the regular words, they move on to the irregular words. The final phase of POPAT is listen, sort and spell, in which the learners examine high frequency, irregular words, including those with long vowel phonemes. This is where learners uncover unusual and unexpected spellings while finding out the variety of spelling choices for each sound. Anna is currently at the listen and choose phase. They are currently doing CVCC words and moving through the different sound pictures and are almost at the transition phase. I believe that to begin with, it would be a good idea for the teaching assistant to take Anna on a one-to-one session for the choose and listen phase before having her join a larger group intervention where she may have to share and work with her peers. The games in the transition phase are likely to be played with more than one learner, so that is when Anna will move into the groups to begin working with peers. 
In BFPS, it was the teaching assistant who oversaw the POPAT interventions. They would run three different sessions, one for each of the year five/six classes that rotate throughout the week. POPAT aligns quite well with the curriculum for Wales, especially the literacy, language and communication Area of Learning and Experience (AoLE). As I mentioned earlier, the “what matters statement “understanding languages is key to understanding the world around us” (Welsh Government, 2019) links to what POPAT’s mission is due to the progression steps talking about phoneme, which is the main premise of POPAT. 
What are some of the strengths that POPAT and phonics interventions have? According to EEF (2021), phonics has a high impact for a very low cost. What they consider to be high impact is how many additional months progress learners achieve with the help of different interventions. They believe that the use of phonics interventions allows for the learners to achieve 5+ additional months of progress. As for low cost, EFF (2021) say that the “overall, median cost of implementing a phonics intervention are as estimated as very low”. However, there are some additional costs when it comes to interventions that require professional training or specific resources. When it comes to POPAT, there is a course fee of £58 per person as of 02 May 2023, as stated by Cardiff Education Services (2023). There is then an extra charge of £30 for your certificate and accreditation.  In the same research report, they found that disadvantaged pupils have their decoding skills greatly improved through targeted phonics interventions like POPAT. This means a student like Anna may greatly benefit from such an intervention since some disadvantaged learners may not have been exposed to as many words spoken or may not have had books read to them at home. According to the 2021 review by the international literacy association, they took 65 studies of 51 different interventions; the overall outcome of all the phonic interventions was positive on reading achievement, however, they did vary largely based on the programmes implemented. The approach that had the largest effect size, 0.31, was the one that included the whole class. In this review, they also mention the effect size of one-to-one tutoring, which was 0.38. The review mentioned that this is one of the most popular approaches, even though it can be resource intensive. In this case study by Rhona Stainthorp (2020), they found that England’s Progress in International Reading literacy Studies (PIRLS) scores increased based on how well their students did on the phonics screening check that the DfE developed, proving that a phonics intervention provides long-term improvement in literacy. 
Even if there are plenty of strengths when it comes to POPAT and other phonics interventions, there are drawbacks as such, for example, time constraints. 
Some researchers like Sarah Sandelius believe that interventions may have gone too far. They mention that schools are having a growing over-reliance on interventions that pull the learner out of the learning environment, and thus they “Miss crucial learning opportunities with their peers in the least restrictive environment” (Sandelius, 2024). Even though the cost for a normal phonics intervention is very low, according to the EEF (2021), they do mention that it can range a lot, and an example of that is the fact that when POPAT was first created, it cost up to nearly £400 per school. In 2023, Bowers (2023) went back and looked at both his own and Brooks’s (2023) journal study in which Brooks argued that phonics was the most effective teaching method common in schools while Bowers argued that there was not sufficient evidence to suggest that either method was any more effective than the other. In Bowers’ (2023) most recent journal he looked at the evidence for multiple methods in teaching to read and found that there was simply not enough evidence at this time to make such strong claims such as saying it is the definitive best way to teach reading, Bowers went on to say, “that the field needs to explore alternative approaches”.
 For example, if the class teacher was the one to hold the intervention, then it may become hard to fit in POPAT without taking away from class time. This would mean there is a chance that the POPAT sessions would become second to everyday activities and be completed to the proper degree. There is also the chance that if the person who is running the intervention is not properly trained, then the learners will not get the results the intervention should have. 
A broader look at phonics interventions like POPAT highlights their significant role in enhancing learners’ reading and spelling abilities through structured phoneme awareness training. The case study of Anna demonstrates how such programs can be particularly beneficial, especially for students in disadvantaged areas, by providing targeted support aligned with key educational theories. Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development and Bruner’s scaffolding technique emphasize the importance of guided learning with a more knowledgeable other, which is a key feature of the POPAT intervention. By gradually moving learners through phases that reinforce grapheme-phoneme correspondence, the program supports both decoding and reading comprehension, aligning with models like the Simple View of Reading. 
Research highlights the benefits of phonics-based interventions, with studies from the Education Endowment Foundation (2021) and international literacy reviews suggesting that structured phonics instruction leads to substantial literacy gains. Phonics interventions have been shown to accelerate progress by several months, particularly for younger learners and those from disadvantaged backgrounds who may have limited exposure to literacy-rich environments. The structured nature of POPAT, with its clear progression from phoneme identification to spelling complex words, aligns well with these findings. Furthermore, whole-class phonics instruction and one-to-one tutoring have both been found to be highly effective, suggesting that a blended approach may be optimal for learners like Anna, who would benefit from both individualized support and peer interactions. 
Despite these advantages, phonics interventions are not without challenges. Time constraints can be a significant barrier, particularly if interventions pull students away from broader classroom learning experiences. Some researchers argue that excessive reliance on structured phonics programs may limit exposure to rich, meaningful language experiences that are essential for reading comprehension. Additionally, the effectiveness of phonics programs like POPAT depends on the quality of training provided to educators. If staff are not adequately prepared, the benefits of the intervention may not be fully realized. Cost is another consideration, as while phonics interventions are generally low-cost, initial training expenses can be substantial.

While phonics-based interventions like POPAT provide strong evidence of effectiveness, ongoing research is needed to evaluate their long-term impact and explore alternative approaches to literacy instruction. A balanced approach that integrates phonics with broader literacy experiences may be the most effective way to support diverse learners and ensure sustained reading development. 
Moving forward, it would be beneficial to continue Anna’s participation in the POPAT intervention with a structured approach. Initially, she should receive one-to-one support during the listen and choose phase to strengthen her phoneme identification skills in a focused setting. As she progresses, gradually integrating her into small group sessions will help develop both her phonics skills and social interactions. Since research suggests that phonics interventions are most effective when complemented by broader literacy activities, incorporating additional reading and vocabulary-building exercises into her daily learning would be advantageous. Regular progress monitoring should also be implemented to ensure she is advancing at an appropriate pace, allowing for adjustments to the intervention as needed. 
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TRANSITION GAME 3a (beginning to replace the sound pictures with letters)
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GAME 5 CCVC
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Repeat the game as described for CCVC but using
the CVCC pack of object pictures and expecting
the hidden sound to be placed appropriately,
immediately before the last sound.
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