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Abstract
Joanne Purchase
This article critically examines phonics instruction in Wales’s radical Foundation Phase curriculum, which highlights play based, child-centred learning alongside holistic development. Comparing England’s compulsory systematic synthetic phonics (SSP) approach or Finland’s holistic literacy framework, Wales adopts a flexible, integrated model of phonics. Even so, concerns about consistency, teacher training, and assessment mechanisms persist, notably in socio-economically disadvantaged areas. By contrasting universal approaches from Finland, England, Australia, and the United States, the analysis links opportunities and challenges inherent in balancing systematic phonics instruction with Wales’s inclusive educational philosophy. Media depiction is criticised for simplifying issues, highlighting the differences between policy and practice. The article supports hybrid instructional strategies, heightened teacher training frameworks, and targeted interventions to address local disparities. Recommendations focus on improving phonics instruction while preserving the principles of the Foundation Phase, highlighting Wales as a global model for equitable, innovative, and evidence-based early literacy education.
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Introduction
Phonics teaching has become a foundation of early years education, and this has been recognised as essential for developing foundational literacy skills. In Wales, phonics is integrated within the progressive Foundation Phase curriculum, which emphasizes play-based, child-centred learning and holistic development (Welsh Government, 2015). This distinctive approach reflects Wales’s devotion to fostering creativity, equity, and social inclusion. Nonetheless, the lack of standardized frameworks for phonics instruction and assessment has raised concerns about regularity and answerability, specifically in deprived areas (Estyn, 2018).
This article explores the difficulties of teaching phonics in Wales, focusing in a wider global context. By contrasting Wales’s approach with the rigid methodical synthetic phonics (SSP) model adopted in England (DfE, 2013) and Finland’s holistic, evidence-based literacy framework (Sahlberg, 2015), the conversation highlights both the opportunities and challenges inherent in Wales’s progressive philosophy. This article focuses on the role of teacher training, assessment practices, and socio-economic disparities in shaping phonics outcomes, addressing their representation in academic literature, policy, and media.
The scope of this article encompasses beyond descriptive analysis, providing practical advice for improving phonics instruction in Wales while preserving the values underpinning the Foundation Phase. It proposes hybrid approaches that balance systematic literacy practices with comprehensive, innovative pedagogy. This article contributes to ongoing discussions in education policy and practice, aiming to position Wales as a leader in even-handed and forward-thinking approaches in early literacy.
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Phonics in Policy and Pedagogy
Lynne Neagle, the Cabinet Secretary for Education in Wales, has highlighted the importance of systematic and coherent phonics instruction as a fundamental component of teaching comprehension. She assured that phonics is a key part of the whole-school approach to oracy and reading, as outlined in the Welsh Government's education plan, "Our National Mission: High Standards and Aspirations for All."  (Neagle, L. (2024). Furthermore, the emphasis on phonics instruction in Wales reflects a strategic consolidation of evidence-based literacy practices within the progressive curriculum of the Foundation Phase curriculum. Phonics, labelled for its role in developing foundational reading skills, has been emphasized in international research as an effective tool for improving literacy outcomes (Wyse & Goswami, 2008). Though, the Welsh approach to phonics differs from the prescriptive model employed in England, where systematic synthetic phonics has been implemented as a mandatory component of early literacy education, supported by actions such as the Phonics Screening Check (DfE, 2013). In contrast, Wales adopts a more variable and integrated approach, incorporating phonics within a play-based and child-centred pedagogy that aligns with the broader objectives of holistic development and social equity (Prowle, Davidge-Smith, & Boyd, 2015).
This variation raises crucial questions about the effectiveness of phonics instruction in various policy frameworks. Wyse and Bradbury (2022) argue that while synthetic phonics can improve decoding skills, its singular focus risks overlooking comprehension and the broader aspects of literacy development. In this regard, Wales shares similarities with Finland, where phonics is taught within a broader framework of literacy and play-based learning, without dependence on standardised testing or rigid benchmarks. Finland’s superior literacy performance demonstrates the potential of integrating phonics within a child-centred approach, offering a compelling parallel to the Welsh model. Though, while Finland’s arrangement benefits from extensive teacher independence and vigorous professional development, Wales faces challenges in guaranteeing consistent delivery and addressing literacy differences, particularly among deprived learners (Prowle et al., 2015). The Welsh model offers a chance to discover how phonics instruction can be coherent with broader developmental goals, such as fostering creativity, critical thinking, and social skills. While systematic synthetic phonics (SSP) has shown success in improving decoding skills, its focus on rigid structures and standardized assessments can risk sidelining these broader educational aims (Wyse & Goswami, 2008). In Wales, the Foundation Phase allows teachers to combine phonics instruction in play-based learning, offering a more holistic approach. Even so, this flexibility also presents challenges, particularly in ensuring consistency across schools and local authorities (Estyn, 2018). By focusing on these gaps, Wales can improve its phonics strategy, employing effective international practices, and preserving its distinct educational culture. In doing so, it could serve as a model for other systems striving to balance evidence-based practices with inclusive and innovative pedagogy.

Media Representation of Phonics in Wales
The portrayal of phonics instruction in Wales's media reflects a complex relationship of policy, public perception, and educational issues. Recent reports focus on important challenges in reading standards, with ITV News (2024a) revealing that discrepancies in phonics instruction across Welsh schools leave children’s literacy growth "completely to chance" due to the absence of a unified national strategy. This disparity has been linked to "irregular" literacy attainment, particularly in areas with socio-economic disadvantage. In contrast, ITV News (2024b) covered debates within the Welsh Government, which, while accepting that phonics as important, also suggested incorporating other methods such as cueing. This drew disapproval from literacy professionals, who advised against methods incompatible with current research, such as cueing, potentially weakening phonics instruction’s efficacy. These factors echo with broader criticisms described in Nation.Cymru, which reported on debate surrounding claims by the Cabinet Secretary for Education about reading strategies misaligned with evidence based methods.
A podcast by PGCE (2024) discussed how literacy gaps in Wales are often contrasted with England's outcomes, where systematic synthetic phonics are emphasized. Although some argue that England's phonics screening check enhances decoding abilities, others argue that its limited focus on comprehension is limited. The Welsh Government's broader pedagogical framework, aligned with international best practices such as Finland's holistic literacy model, remains under discussion in media discourse. Such reporting often fails to recognize the socio-economic challenges and developmental concerns that impact Wales’s literacy. Thus, media narratives time after time seem to simplify complex issues, reinforcing public perceptions of Wales as lagging behind England in literacy education without fully contextualizing the Welsh approach. These errors suggest a bias within media representation to favour comparisons over nuanced analysis. The prominence on measurable outcomes, while plausible, risks ignoring the wider developmental goals central to the Welsh curriculum. A more balanced critique would suggest that the integration of multiple approaches to reading instruction could foster both equity and excellence, addressing Wales’s unique socio-educational context. Without such views, public discussion can perpetuate misconceptions that prevent productive dialogue on literacy reform.


Teacher Training and Professional Development: Theoretical Frameworks and Practical Applications
The practical implementation of phonics instruction in Wales is crucial in the practical implementation of phonics instruction, in the progressive ethos of Wales's Foundation Phase. The success of professional learning lies in its competence to bridge theoretical knowledge with classroom practice, a theory highlighted in situated learning theory and reflective practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Schön, 1983). In Wales, while the Foundation Phase supports imagination and flexibility, irregularities in teacher training damage the equitable implementation of phonics instruction (Estyn, 2018).
The concept of situated learning emphasizes the importance of learning in authentic social contexts, stating that professional development must be integrated into the lives of educators. Reflective practice counterparts this by advocating for teachers to critically evaluate their methods and amend to meet the distinct needs of learners. However, the inconsistency in professional development across Welsh schools means that not all teachers are likewise equipped to integrate phonics instruction with the play-based learning highlighted in the Foundation Phase (Prowle, Davidge-Smith, & Boyd, 2015). This variation is particularly prevalent in poor and rural areas, where access to excellent training and resources is restricted (Rees & Taylor, 2014).
International contrasts emphasise successful strategies for professional development that Wales could copy. In Finland, teacher education mixes strong theoretical frameworks with applied pedagogical skills, certifying that educators are not only proficient in phonics instruction but also self-assured in adapting their methods to foster holistic development (Sahlberg, 2015). In addition, Finnish teachers engage in collaborative inquiry and are reinforced by a culture of professional trust, permitting them to align evidence-based phonics strategies with broader literacy goals. In contrast, Wales lacks a standardized framework for continuous professional development, leaving many teachers uncertain about the best methods for embedding phonics in the Foundation Phase (Evans, 2019).
To address these challenges, Wales could adopt a dual-pronged approach to enhance professional learning. Initially, embedding situated learning values into professional development programs would allow teachers to engage in collaborative, context-specific training that mirrors the social and interactive nature of classrooms. Subsequent, structured opportunities for reflective practice, reinforced by mentoring and peer networks, could help educators critically assess and refine their approaches to phonics instruction. By incorporating these theoretical foundations with practical applications, Wales can enhance teacher assurance and consistency, ensuring that phonics instruction affiliates with the comprehensive and developmental objectives of the Foundation Phase.
Teacher Training in Wales: Media Representation and Public Perception
The portrayal of teacher training in Wales within the media often reflects broader debates about the quality and consistency of education in the country. Media coverage has highlighted concerns about the variability in professional development opportunities for teachers, particularly in relation to phonics instruction. A report by BBC News (2024) criticized the lack of a standardized national approach to teacher training, suggesting that this inconsistency contributes to the uneven delivery of literacy education in Welsh schools. Articles repeatedly point to gaps in training between urban and rural schools, with teachers in more isolated regions often struggling to access the same value of support as their counterparts in well-resourced regions (BBC News, 2024).
Nation.Cymru has reported on debates within the Welsh Government regarding the need for a more cohesive professional development framework. These discussions often emphasise the importance of equipping teachers with both the technical skills for phonics instruction and the pedagogical skills to integrate these skills into the holistic approach of the Foundation Phase (Nation.Cymru, 2024). However, media narratives occasionally oversimplify the issue, framing it as a binary choice amid adhering to progressive values or adopting prescriptive methods, without identifying the potential for blended approaches.
ITV News (2024) has also criticized the challenges of teacher retention and morale, which are closely linked to perceptions of inadequate training and support. In interviews with educators, many have expressed a desire for more opportunities to engage in collaborative professional development that complements the requirements of their classrooms (ITV News, 2024). These reports strengthen the need for a national strategy that addresses these gaps and ensures equitable access to high-quality training.
This media representation highlights the ongoing tension between policy ambitions and practical realities, highlighting public concern about the effectiveness of teacher training in promoting literacy outcomes. By addressing these issues through a united and evidence informed professional development framework, Wales can reinforce its capacity to deliver consistent, excellent phonics teaching across all schools






Comparative Case Study Analysis of Global Approaches
The international landscape of phonics teaching presents a varied range of methodologies, each shaped by differing educational values, socio-political contexts, and resource considerations. Examining international examples offers valuable insights into how Wales could refine its approach to early literacy while retaining the broader ethos of the Foundation Phase.
Finland: A Balanced and Evidence-Based Approach
Finland’s educational system is repeatedly cited as an international model for early literacy development. The Finnish approach combines phonics instruction within a holistic literacy framework, emphasizing comprehension, creativity, and the development of critical thinking skills (Sahlberg, 2015). Finnish teachers are considerably trained in grounded literacy strategies during their precise initial teacher education (ITE) programs, which require a master’s degree as a standard qualification. This intensity of training guarantees that teachers hold both the theoretical understanding and practical skills needed to implement phonics effectively within a play-based and child-centred context (Sahlberg, 2015). Unlike the uneven teacher training landscape in Wales (Prowle, Davidge-Smith, & Boyd, 2015), Finland’s cohesive national strategy provides consistency across regions, guaranteeing equity in literacy outcomes.
The Finnish model emphasizes teacher autonomy. Teachers are trusted to design and adapt their teaching to meet the needs of their students, supported by diagnostic assessments that inform but do not dominate their pedagogical decisions (Sahlberg, 2015). This compares with England’s central approach, where phonics training is tightly prescribed through national policies and consistent assessments such as the Phonics Screening Check (DfE, 2013). While England’s model has superseded in improving decoding skills, critics argue that its severity limits teachers’ ability to address broader literacy competencies, including comprehension and engagement with diverse texts (Wyse & Bradbury, 2022). For Wales, Finland offers a gripping example of how phonics instruction can be embedded within a adaptable and reasonable system, balancing systematic teaching with the broader developmental goals of the Foundation Phase.
Australia: Mandated Screening and Emerging Debates
Australia provides a different case study, having recently adopted a national phonics screening check based on England's approach. The Year 1 Phonics Check, proposed in 2018, aims to regulate phonics instruction across states and territories and identify struggling readers early (Department of Education, 2020). Supporters of the policy argue that it provides valuable data for tracking progress and applying targeted interventions, particularly in regions with historically low literacy rates. However, the policy has provoked significant debate among educators and researchers, many of whom are concerned about its alignment with Australia's broader literacy goals.
Gannon (2021) critiques the Australian phonics check for its narrow focus on interpreting skills, arguing that it ranks test performance over profound literacy engagement. This critique reflects concerns raised about England's Phonics Screening Check, where an emphasis on pseudo-words and decoding accuracy has been perceived as neglecting comprehension and the enjoyment of reading (Wyse & Bradbury, 2022). In Australia, the introduction of the phonics check has also underlined disparities in teacher training and resource allocation, with schools in disadvantaged areas struggling to implement the policy effectively (Gannon, 2021). For Wales, the Australian experience underscores the risks of overreliance on standardized assessments, particularly in a situation where regional disparities and socio-economic disparities already pose significant challenges (Rees & Taylor, 2014).
United States: Phonics in a High-Stakes Testing Culture
The United States is a dominant and debateable model for phonics instruction. In the U.S., phonics forms a key component of early literacy education, particularly under the federally mandated No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act, which emphasized accountability through high stakes testing (Pearson, 2013). While the focus on phonics has led to enhancements in basic decoding skills, academics such as Allington (2013) argue that the importance on standardised testing has narrowed the curriculum, reducing time for other critical aspects of literacy such as understanding, vocabulary development, and writing.
The U.S. experience argues that the potential trade-offs of employing rigid phonics policies in a high-stake testing environment are preventing them from becoming profitable. Teachers often feel pressured to "teach to the test," prioritizing phonics drills over more extensive literacy activities (Pearson, 2013). This has disproportionately affected schools serving low-income and minority communities, where resources for holistic literacy instruction are often limited. For Wales, the U.S. case serves as an advisory tale about the accidental consequences of overstating phonics at the expense of a balanced literacy approach. While standardized assessments can provide valuable information, they should complement rather than dominate instructional practices.
Implications for Wales
The comparative analysis of Finland, Australia, and the United States stresses key lessons for Wales as it pursues to enhance its phonics instruction framework. Finland demonstrates the importance of integrating phonics in a child-centred and equitable system, supported by high-quality teacher training and diagnostic assessments. Australia and the U.S., contrast with the risks of adopting overly prescriptive or test-driven approaches, which can undermine broader literacy goals and exacerbate inequalities.
In Wales, the challenge is to adapt these global insights to its unique educational environment. The Foundation Phase provides a strong foundation for embedding phonics within a play-based and holistic framework, but greater stability is needed in teacher training and resource provision (Estyn, 2018). Furthermore, Wales could benefit from implementing a hybrid assessment model that combines diagnostic tools with formative evaluations, enabling educators to address literacy gaps without compromising the flexibility and inclusivity of the Foundation Phase. By drawing on global best practices, Wales can improve its phonics strategy to achieve both increased literacy outcomes and a more reasonable education system.

Regional Disparities Within Wales
A significant aspect of the discussion on phonics instruction in Wales is the differences in implementation. Estyn (2018) has recognised that while some schools within better-off local authorities have positively integrated phonics within the Foundation Phase, others in economically disadvantaged areas struggle with resource constraints and inconsistent teacher training. This adaptability contrasts with the findings in England, where schools in higher poverty areas often face challenges in delivering successful phonics instruction despite the presence of consistent policies (Burgess, Wilson, & Worth, 2013).
In rural areas of Wales, logistical difficulties such as limited access to continuous professional development (CPD) and teaching resources are exacerbated due to the difficulties of providing high-quality phonics instruction. Prowle, Davidge-Smith, and Boyd (2015) note that schools in these areas often lack the organisation necessary to provision innovative literacy strategies, leading to reliance on traditional methods that may not align with the progressive ethos of the Foundation Phase. Identifying these disparities requires a targeted approach, such as locating supplementary funds to high-need schools and establishing regionally tailored professional development programs. 
To address regional differences in phonics instruction, a multifaceted strategy is essential. First, ensuring equitable access to excellent professional development for teachers is crucial. This includes establishing regional training hubs in rural areas to reduce logistical barriers and provide virtual CPD opportunities to overcome geographic challenges. Likewise, adopting literacy specialists to high-need schools could offer direct support to teachers and enable the consistent implementation of phonics strategies aligned with the Foundation Phase principles.
Another critical factor is targeted funding. Schools in economically deprived areas require additional resources to acquire updated teaching materials, technology, and classroom aids that provide innovative literacy strategies. Distributing grants particularly for literacy programs could help bridge these gaps and enable schools to deliver more effective instruction.
Community commitment also plays a vital role. Connecting with local associations and parents can provide a supportive environment for literacy education beyond the classroom. Initiatives such as family literacy workshops or community reading programs could enhance the benefits of phonics instruction to students’ homes.
In conclusion, monitoring and evaluation systems should be tailored to identify and address disparities. By tracking progress regionally and providing schools with actionable feedback, policymakers can ensure that interventions effectively reduce gaps in literacy outcomes while maintaining the inclusive foundation phase.


Impacts on Literacy-Specific Evaluations
One of the major disapprovals of the Welsh approach to phonics is the absence of robust literacy specific assessments, which limits the ability to thoroughly assess and address gaps in pupil results. While the absence of consistent testing is a prerequisite for the Foundation Phase, it also creates challenges in tracking progress and ensuring accountability (Estyn, 2018. In England, the Phonics Screening Check has granted a clear standard for measuring decoding skills, though its constraints in assessing broader literacy skills have been widely discussed (Wyse & Bradbury, 2022).
Wales could implement a hybrid assessment framework that incorporates diagnostic tools with formative, teacher-led evaluations. Finland employs a model where standardized assessments are complemented by teacher observations, enabling a unified understanding of student progress (Sahlberg, 2015). The improvement of similar approaches in Wales could improve its capacity to recognise and address literacy disparities while retaining the flexibility and child-cantered philosophy of the Foundation Phase. This approach could also facilitate more effective interventions for poor students, allowing them to close the gap.

Conclusion
The teaching of phonics to young children in Wales provides a compelling case study of the intersection between evidence-based literacy practices and progressive educational values. Through the Foundation Phase, Wales has embraced a holistic, child-centred approach that focuses on wellbeing, creativity, and social equity. This philosophy contrasts with the systematic synthetic phonics model adopted in England, which, while effective in improving decoding skills, has been criticised for its narrow focus and limited integration with broader literacy objectives. The Welsh methodology, while modern and inclusive, faces challenges related to stability, teacher training, and the deficiency of robust assessment systems.
This analysis highlights the need for Wales to refine its phonics strategy without compromising its progressive approach. By implementing a hybrid model of instruction and assessment, enhancing teacher training through consistent yet flexible frameworks, and addressing regional inequalities with targeted interventions, Wales can strengthen its capacity to improve literacy outcomes. International comparisons with systems such as Finland provide valuable insights into how Wales could balance system support with teacher autonomy and child-cantered practices.
The Welsh experience illustrates the complexities of implementing phonics instruction in a socio-political and cultural context that values inclusivity and innovation. By addressing current challenges and utilizing its unique educational philosophy, Wales could not only enhance literacy outcomes but also serve as a global model for equitable, evidence-based, and holistic education. These recommendations provide a pathway for Wales to reconcile its ambitions for equity and excellence, ensuring that every child could achieve their full potential.Top of Form
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