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The impact of the Phonics Screening Check on grouping by ability: a 

‘necessary evil’ amid the policy storm 

This article examines the impact of a statutory assessment in England, the 

Phonics Screening Check (PSC), on classroom practices of grouping children by 

‘ability’. Bearing in mind the argument that assessment is the rudder that steers 

the otherwise slow moving battleship of educational practice (Stobart 2008), it is 

argued that the PSC has altered how teachers organise their classes and 

curriculum in both the affected year group (Year 1, children aged 5-6) and in 

earlier and later years. Using data from a nationwide survey of teachers (n=1373), 

focus groups, and in-depth interviews with teachers, the paper examines how this 

relatively new phonics assessment forms part of a ‘policy storm’ of pressures 

relating to accountability, which encourage teachers to place children in groups 

on the basis of ability, even when they have doubts about this practice and there 

is little evidence to suggest grouping improves attainment (Taylor et al. 2016). 

Practices include grouping children within classes, across year groups or even 

across several years groups, by phase of phonics learning, guided by advice from 

bought-in private phonics schemes. There is also evidence of ‘educational triage’ 

(Gillborn and Youdell, 2000) where borderline children become the focus, and 

increased use of interventions which involve withdrawing children. Overall the 

paper uses the PSC to demonstrate how in times of multiple policy pressures, 

assessment can rapidly alter practice, in this case making grouping a ‘necessary 

evil’, as one teacher respondent argued.  

Keywords: Assessment, ability grouping, early years, phonics 

Introduction 

Assessment policy is sometimes described as the rudder that steers the battleship of 

education (Stobart 2008). In this analogy, the course of the slow-moving ship of 

established practice can only be altered by changes to assessments. Bearing in mind this 

analogy, this paper explores how a new assessment policy – the introduction of the 

statutory Phonics Screening Check in England – has altered how teachers organise their 

classes and curriculum in both the affected year group (Year 1, children aged 5-6) and 

in earlier and later years (Reception and Nursery, age 4-5 and 3-4 years, and Year 2, age 

6-7). The research findings detailed here demonstrate that this analogy is accurate in 

terms of the impact on classroom practice of a new assessment. Using data from a 

nationwide survey of teachers (n=1373), focus groups and in-depth interviews with 

teachers, I argue that this new assessment forms an important part of a policy storm of 

pressures, which encourage teachers to place children in groups on the basis of ability1. 

These practices occur despite the evidence that this is not an effective method of 

improving attainment (Taylor et al. 2016) and the concerns about the impact on children 

(Bradbury and Roberts-Holmes 2017a). Grouping becomes a ‘necessary evil’, to quote 

one respondent, further demonstrating the power of assessment to steer pedagogy.  

The Phonics Screening Check (PSC) was introduced in 2012 by the 

Conservative-Liberal Democrat government, while Michael Gove was Secretary of 

State for Education. Originally described in the Conservative manifesto as a ‘simple 

reading test’, the policy evolved to become a test of phonic awareness (Bradbury 

2014b). Children are required to decode 20 real words and 20 pseudo-words, which are 

phonetically plausible but have no meaning (e.g. vap, strom). This tests their knowledge 
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of the 85 grapheme-phoneme correspondences, the sounds that can be made by letters 

or combinations of letters, in phonetically consistent words (for further discussion of the 

content of the PSC, see (Darnell, Solity, and Wall 2017). As Ellis and Moss note, the 

PSC ‘is not a test of reading in its fullest sense, where meaning counts as well as 

decoding’ (2014, 242); the words are presented without context.  

The test has always been and remains controversial, due to the long-standing 

debates about the efficacy of synthetic phonics (see Wyse and Goswami 2008; Clark 

2016), doubts about the role of the check in identifying children who struggle with 

phonics (Duff et al. 2015) and the inclusion of pseudo-words (Gibson and England 

2016). The aim of the policy is to ostensibly to improve reading scores, by ‘[making] 

sure that all pupils have learned phonic decoding to an appropriate standard by the age 

of 6’ (DfE 2012), although the increased role of synthetic phonics in teaching children 

to read continues to be the subject of fierce debate (Clark 2016; Davis 2012). For 

schools, the proportion of children passing the PSC in Year 1 (which means attaining a 

set score of around 32 out of a total of 40) has become a key part of the data on 

attainment assessed by Ofsted. If children do not pass, they are required to take the test 

again in Year 2. To facilitate preparation for the test and encourage the use of synthetic 

phonics, from 2011 the government provided matched funding of up to £3000 for 

schools to purchase phonics schemes from private companies on an approved list (DfE 

2011). As discussed later, the most popular of these schemes is Read Write Inc, 

provided by Ruth Miskin training2. This is significant in this paper because the Read 

Write Inc scheme requires teachers to group pupils by phase of phonic knowledge, and 

thus the private company has an influence on pedagogy.  

The PSC has to be seen in a wider policy context of the era of the early-mid 

2010s, when, under Michael Gove’s direction, the school system in England underwent 

significant reform (Ball 2017). There were changes to assessments at all ages, a new 

national curriculum was introduced in primary schools in 2013, and national curriculum 

levels were removed in 2015. Despite an agenda of ‘slimmed down assessment’, as 

stated by Gove, this period saw an increase in assessment with introduction of the PSC, 

and additional pressures related to accountability as the statutory assessments at age five 

and seven were made more demanding (Bradbury, 2014b). Bearing in mind this context 

of a policy storm, I examine here what research data on grouping practices reveals about 

the impact of the PSC, adding to the literature on this assessment and to wider research 

on the impact of assessment on pedagogy with new research dataI begin with a 

discussion of the research on grouping more widely, to provide context for the findings 

on grouping with young children.  

 

The critique of ability and its use in grouping children 

Before considering the research on grouping, it is important to note that the notion of 

ability is contested and complex, although it is widely used in education in England, 

often without question (Bradbury 2013; Gillborn and Youdell 2000). The idea of 

children as having a fixed, measurable ability is based on longstanding notions of 

hereditary intelligence, discernible through IQ tests (White 2006; Ball 2013) which 

continue to be debated in academic circles. The idea that some children are naturally 

‘bright’ is a common-sense, every-day trope in schools and wider society, but the 

concomitant notion that some children are ‘less able’ or ‘slow’ is more controversial. 

Grouping practices are facilitated by this discourse of ability as inherited and permanent 
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– what Marks refers to as ‘fixed ability thinking’ (2013). This discourse frequently 

determines the grouping practices of schools (Marks 2013), particularly in Maths, where 

the assumption of sequential learning means that it is ‘the subject most tightly framed 

by tracking and performance measures’ (Brown 2017). As I argue in later sections, this 

idea that some ‘bright’ children move more quickly through sequential stages of 

learning is important in Phonics too, as it provides the justification for grouping 

practices.  

Grouping practices 

This research was concerned with all forms of grouping children which make formal 

distinctions between pupils on a short or long-term basis. Within this term I include the 

following practices, as used widely: 

 Streaming: When children are placed in a class, usually for the entire year, 

based on a general view of their ability across the curriculum. 

 Setting: When children are placed in classes for particular subjects, mainly 

Literacy and Maths, and move from their normal class for this subject.  

 (Within-class) Ability grouping: Where ability groups are used within a class, 

usually sat at different tables with different tasks and levels of support. This may 

occur in a mixed-ability class, or indeed within a set.  

 Interventions: When specific children are targeted and removed from the class 

at regular times for additional support or extension activities; this is often for a 

fixed period of time and a specific purpose, such as booster groups used before 

assessments.  

This final point is a departure from the commonly used list of grouping practices, 

however, I wish to bring the discussion of interventions into the debate on grouping 

practices, because interventions are a form of dividing children which is based on who 

is ‘falling behind’ or who is ‘gifted and talented’, which are notions based on ability. As 

with all educational practice, trends in grouping depend on the social and economic 

content of the time, the values dominating society, and the influence of psychological 

theories of intelligence (Ireson and Hallam 2001). The current use of interventions 

reflects the dominant discourse of progress for all evidenced by data (Bradbury and 

Roberts-Holmes 2017b); the idea that ‘no one can fall behind’, so that those not meeting 

the standard must be separated to resolve the problem. As Ireson and Hallam argue, 

decisions on grouping pupils are tied to ideological positions, based on particular 

visions of how education should function, and so they ‘arouse strong feelings’ (2001, 

1); what I emphasise here is how strongly these practices are linked to the assessment 

regime in English primary schools.  

Research on grouping practices 

Following the long history of diverse forms of ‘dividing practices’ (Foucault 1982) in 

education in England, the era of a neoliberal marketised education system has seen a 

resurgence in the popularity of grouping in primary schools, motivated by increased 

pressure to meet attainment targets (Ireson and Hallam 2001, Marks 2016). In the 2000s 

both Labour and Coalition governments voiced their support for forms of grouping for 

younger children (Marks 2016), and the most up-to-date data from the Millennium 

Cohort Study suggests that 37% of children experience setting for Literacy or Maths in 
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Year 2 (Hallam and Parsons 2013).  

This resurgence runs counter to the wide body of research from the UK and 

elsewhere which has suggested that grouping by ability can have serious consequences 

for pupils, and the fact that ‘it is well established that attainment-based grouping has 

little if any overall benefit in terms of student outcomes’ (Taylor et al. 2016:2). While 

there may be some modest gains for higher-set students, there is a negative impact in 

lower attaining groups, both in academic and social terms (Campbell 2015). 

Nonetheless, research with teachers and school leaders suggests they prefer to 

group children by ability (Hallam and Ireson 2007). This is based on a wider range of 

factors than only attempts to improve attainment, such as the idea that grouping allows 

students to learn at the right pace and level, making teaching easier, while mixed ability 

teaching ‘places greater demands on the teacher’ (Ireson and Hallam 2001:12). 

Furthermore there is a strong perception among teachers that grouping allows the 

teacher to cater better for different children (Anthony, Hunter, and Hunter 2016); and 

‘enables pupils’ curriculum needs to be better met’ (Ireson and Hallam 2001, 151). 

Grouping is seen as being beneficial for higher attainers, as well as allowing the needs 

of lower attainers to be catered for, and perceived as a useful strategy to improve 

attainment overall (Hamilton and O’Hara 2011). Research suggests decisions on 

grouping are based on a ‘concern to maximise adult-pupil interaction, teacher control 

and pupil on-task attention and efficiency’ (Baines, Blatchford, and Kutnick 2003), not 

only for academic reasons. Indeed Dunne et al. (2011) found a significant mismatch 

between prior attainment and set placement in secondary schools, so that in their study 

less than half of pupils with low prior attainment were placed in low sets.  

While teachers have concerns about the effects of more formal grouping 

practices such as setting, within-class grouping, which is more common in primary 

schools (but may be used in combination with setting) is seen as less damaging to 

children; groups within the class are ‘often believed by teachers to be free of the 

iniquitous impacts of between-class ability grouping practices such as setting and 

streaming’ in schools (Marks 2013, 35). However, Marks’ research suggests that in 

primary classrooms where this occurs there are still damaging effects on children’s self-

esteem: in a Year 4 classroom, ‘pupils took on, and saw themselves in terms of, group 

identifiers’ (Marks 2013, 35; see also Marks 2016). Classrooms which are organised 

with different tables for groups result in greater child awareness (with the attendant 

impact on their self-esteem) than those where children are given different tasks but can 

choose where they sit (Hamilton and O’Hara 2011). 

The wider research on grouping at all ages suggest that it affects ‘pupils’ self-

esteem, academic self-concept and their emotional responses to school’ (Ireson and 

Hallam 2001, 61). As Pykett comments, students ‘quickly learn how the school, local 

authority or educational establishment perceive, pigeonhole and arguably limit their 

localised “aptitudes” or “aspirations”’ (2012, 34 cited in Brown 2017, 403). Grouping 

potentially limits learning in formal and informal ways, by restricting access to more 

difficult content (Kutnick et al. 2005). This can widen gaps between low and high 

attainers as those in higher groups are stretched further while those deemed to be lower 

never access more complicated tasks (Parsons and Hallam 2014). Grouping ‘entrenches 

variation between pupils’, and damages attainment for those in lower groups, thus 

reproducing the ‘spectrum’ of attainment they are intended to reduce (Campbell 2013, 

10; after Kutnick et al. 2005). International analysis of hundreds of studies suggests 

limited positive impact on learning, leading to grouping being described as ‘being 

amongst the educational intervention “disasters”’ (Mazzoli Smith and Campbell 2016, 

258, in reference to Hattie 2008).  
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The practice of interventions, where lower-attaining children are removed for 

additional work in literacy and maths, can result in a narrowed curriculum (Dunne et al. 

2011), and some studies have found children in these groups are taught by lower-

qualified teaching assistants in inappropriate teaching spaces (Brown 2017). Grouping 

practices are affected by the need to focus on particular borderline children in 

preparation for tests, in systems of ‘educational triage’ (Gillborn and Youdell 2000) 

including in early years classrooms (Roberts-Holmes 2015). While more experienced 

teachers may be allocated to the borderline children (Dunne et al. 2011), some children 

are deemed ‘hopeless cases’.  

Triage systems, like other forms of grouping, may exacerbate existing social 

inequalities by social background and ethnic group (Gillborn and Youdell, 2000). There 

is a range of research evidence that ‘reinforces the view that ability grouping frequently 

leads to inequity and deepening disadvantage’ (Hamilton and O’Hara 2011, 714); thus  

grouping children by ability is ‘a social justice issue’ (Jackson and Povey 2016, 1). 

Group allocation is not based solely on prior attainment; instead, a ‘wide range of social 

factors come into play which privileges those with greater cultural power and 

systematically disadvantages others’ (Jackson and Povey 2016, 2; see also Muijs and 

Dunne 2010). Social Mobility Commission (SMC) reports have highlighted the 

evidence that poorer pupils make less progress in schools when they are grouped by 

ability from an early age (SMC 2017), and warn that ‘early setting (for example at 

primary school) is shown to reduce progress by pupils who begin primary school in 

lower ability groups. Setting can therefore have a profound negative impact on pupils’ 

future social mobility at all key stages’ (SMC 2016, 37). Disadvantaged children are 

more likely to be in lower sets and experience less well qualified staff (Francis et al. 

2017; Dunne et al. 2011; Hallam and Ireson 2007; Kutnick, Blatchford, and Baines 

2002). The over-allocation of Black and working-class students in lower sets in 

secondary schools has been described as a form of ‘symbolic violence’ (Archer et al. 

2018).  

Finally, for young children, allocation of sets is also affected by their month of 

birth (and thus their age on entry to school): data from the Millennium Cohort Study 

indicated that by Year 2, ‘Children born in September are more than twice as likely to 

be in the highest stream as those born in August’ (Campbell 2013, 3).  

Although the literature on grouping is vast, there is little research on the 

specifics of grouping for Phonics, largely because this is a new phenomenon resulting 

from the introduction of the PCS in 2012. Here I address this gap by considering how 

grouping for Phonics fits into the wider picture of grouping at age 3-7 years.  

 

The research study 

This research study explored grouping practices in Key Stage 1 and early years (age 3-

7) in primary schools, and teachers’ views of these practices, using a mixed methods 

approach. The research questions that guided the project focused on the extent and 

nature of grouping practice, the first forms of grouping children experience, teachers’ 

reasons for using grouping, and movement between groups. The project was funded by 

the National Education Union, the main teachers’ trade union, but conducted 

independently without influence on methods. There were three components to the data 

collection. First, four focus groups were conducted with teachers which explored 

current practices of grouping, lasting 30-40minutes. Participants were selected through 

the NEU so all were union members working in primary schools3. These are labelled 
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FG1-4. These focus group data were analysed and used to inform a national online 

survey of teachers (using Opinio software), which was circulated widely through social 

media channels. This was completed by 1373 people, who identified themselves as 

Nursery and Reception teachers (31%), Year 1 or Year 2 teachers (38%), early years or 

KS1 Phase leaders (14%), support staff (4%), senior leaders (4%) and other (9%). 

Respondents did not have to be affiliated to the NEU to respond. Written comments 

from the survey are labelled W. Finally, interviews were conducted with teachers in 

Key Stage 1 and early years and in other relevant senior roles at four case study schools: 

one in the Midlands (pseudonym Whiteread Primary), one in the north of England 

(Moore Primary), and two in London (Hepworth and Kapoor Primaries). These schools 

varied in terms of Ofsted rating and published attainment levels, size and local 

population. They were contacted independently by the research team and so did not 

have any connection to NEU. In total, 12 teachers and school leaders were interviewed 

using a semi-structured schedule focused on the details of practices and teachers’ views. 

Their roles are described only by year group or as senior leader to increase anonymity.  

 In summary, the data used here are based on a range of teachers’ and school 

leaders’ views of grouping practices. Alternative viewpoints of the experiences of 

grouping practices could come from interviewing pupils and parents, but the aim of this 

project was to elicit the views of teachers and, to a lesser extent, school leaders.  

The research adhered to the ethical guidelines of the British Education Research 

Association and approved by the [university] ethics research committee. All names used 

are pseudonyms and all attempts have been made to maximise anonymity of 

respondents.  

The research data were analysed in relation to the research questions discussed 

above, using a theoretical framework guided by the key concept of disciplinary power 

(Foucault 1979), as operating through micropractices of power which constitute the 

‘pedagogical regime’ (Gore 2001). Of particular relevance here are the three 

micropractices of classification, which is the use of truths to distinguish between 

children (for example, using the idea that ability is measurable to allocate children to 

groups); distribution, which is the use of truths to organise people physically in a space, 

such as in ability groups; and exclusion, which is the use of truths to create boundaries 

of normality and abnormality, such as in the case of children deemed ‘behind’ and in 

need of intervention (Gore 2001; MacNaughton 2005). This latter can operate in tandem 

with normalisation, as they are defined against each other. These concepts help in the 

interrogation of seemingly benign and common-sense classroom practices, which are, in 

small ways, operations of power upon human bodies and minds.  

The research findings were presented via a press conference in November 2017 

and the publication of a summary report, resulting in widespread media coverage 

(References removed for anonymity). Here, I return to the data to explore what we can 

learn about the relationship between assessment policy and classroom practice from 

primary schools in England, using the case of Phonics grouping practice.  

 

The Phonics phenomenon 

A striking finding from the initial focus groups with teachers was the extent to which 

Phonics was seen as a separate and distinct subject, rather than part of Reading (hence 

the capitalisation of Phonics). This lead to its inclusion on a list of subjects in the 

survey, where we asked about forms of grouping and frequency of movement, and 

specific questions in our interviews. Survey results showed that grouping was most 
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common in Phonics (76% responding that they ‘group regularly’), followed by Maths 

(62%), Reading (57%) and Literacy (54%). This varied by year group however, with 

58% of Nursery teachers grouping for Phonics (age 3-4), 81% of Reception teachers 

(age 4-5), 78% in Year 1 (age 5-6) and 72% in Year 2 (age 6-7). This echoes the finding 

of a DfE report in 2014, which noted that ‘the majority of schools said they grouped 

children by ability for phonics sessions and that this was an increasing trend’ (Walker et 

al 2014:8). 

This distinction between Phonics and Reading is a relatively new phenomenon 

which is driven by the PSC in Year 1 (and the resits in Year 2). I note that my book on 

Reception classrooms, based on a year of ethnographic observation in 2008-9, makes no 

mention of Phonics as a separate subject. But recent research on the PSC has found that 

phonics is now a distinct area of the curriculum, informed by the demands of the test: 

for example, teachers include pseudo-words in their Phonics teaching (Walker et al. 

2015). That Phonics is important and worthy of distinct curriculum time has become a 

new ‘regime of truth’ (Foucault, 1980) in early years and Key Stage 1; in turn 

alternative truths about reading for pleasure or even reading for meaning, lose their 

power (Clark, 2016).  

In terms of grouping strategy, teachers reported a variety of practices of 

distribution: they grouped for Phonics within the class (31%), across the year group 

(39%), and unusually, across the age phase or the entire school (28%). This final 

strategy is facilitated by the use of Phonics schemes such as Read Write Inc. from the 

Ruth Miskin company, which encourages grouping by phase of phonic knowledge 

(Ruth Miskin Training 2017, 6) – their influence is discussed in more detail below. 

These phases are part of the government’s Letters and Sounds guidance document 

(DfES, 2007), but this document does not specify that children should be assessed as at 

a particular phase and grouping according to this. However in some case study schools, 

we found practices where children from Year 5 were sitting with Year 1 children to 

learn Phonics because they were deemed to be at that stage or phase of phonics 

learning:  

The children in each [Phonics] group are from mixed years.  So in Phase 2 we’ve 

got some Year 2s, some Year 3s, Year 1s.  And in Phase 5 here we’ve got some 

Year 2s, some Year 4s, some very bright Year 1s. (School Leader, Kapoor 

Primary) 

This unusual practice, not discussed in relation to other subjects, marks Phonics out as 

distinct, a special case requiring special practices. As one teacher commented on the 

survey:  

Generally we don't use it [grouping] and we give children challenges to decide for 

themselves which level of challenge they want to attempt but in phonics we have to 

use Read Write inc with children working at different levels. (W). 

The idea that learning is entirely sequential – as discussed in relation to mathematics 

(Marks 2016) – here appears to justify the need for grouping in all forms, and indeed 

make it appear neutral and necessary: 

You have some children who already know all their sounds and everything like 

that, where you have other children who still can't hear a sound so it's very difficult 

to teach those children together.  (School Leader, Moore Primary) 
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I don't particularly like grouping phonics that much but because the children have 

got such different levels here... we had a cohort of children that started school after 

Christmas here and then after April as well and they didn't do any phonics in 

nursery so that means they're not even phase one. That means they're way behind. 

So we've been playing a big catch up game with them. (EYFS Coordinator, 

Whiteread Primary)  

Here grouping appears practical and inevitable because children have had different 

exposure to phonics learning in nursery settings, so ‘they have got such different levels’. 

But, whether phase-based groups are organised within class, the year group or the age 

range, I would argue that there is a danger that a child’s allocation to a Phase comes to 

symbolise their ability, and that these are conflated. The phrase ‘behind’ in the quote 

above can very easily become ‘below expectations’, lower attaining, or low ability. 

These phases are forms of classification, demarcating children from their peers on the 

basis of progress in Phonics, and for some they represent an exclusion. Furthermore, the 

allocation of a child to a phonics Phase is likely to be earliest form of grouping they 

experience, as seen in the quote above when children are entering school. It was 

mentioned in relation to children as young as two in some cases: 

In the nursery […] we do have a little gifted and talented (I hate using that phrase), 

but I have a little group that I'm doing a bit more of a push with that are ready for it 

but only because they're absolutely ready. (FG3, in reference to two-year-olds) 

Allocation to a Phonics group marks the first moment of division, where those deemed 

‘ahead’ are split from those ‘behind’, and those who are ‘gifted and talented’ are 

marked out for a ‘bit more of a push’. It labels children, or in Foucault’s terms, 

classifies them, and in turn it excludes some children from positions of success.  

A further form of the micropractice of exclusion occurred through interventions. 

In Kapoor Primary, there was a decision to move away from grouping for Phonics 

across the school to whole class groups, causing the school leader to make plans for 

intervention groups to compensate:  

I’m going to pull out the children who have not made much progress in early years.  

So those that are coming up from early years with very little phase 2 segmenting 

and blending going on. […] So I will pull out some Year 1s, some Year 2s, 

possibly some newly arrived children who are actually going to be in Year 4 but 

they’re Romanian and they haven’t been here for more than a few months and 

they’re not picking up very quickly. So although they’re Year 4, they’re going to 

really benefit from the end of phase 2 with a big push. (School Leader, Kapoor 

Primary) 

Here interventions are seen as a way to solve the problem of not grouping by ‘pulling 

out’ the children who are not making enough progress. Similarly at Whiteread Primary, 

a particular social group were targeted for additional reading support:  

Yes, so the majority of the pupil premium are with me who are just one step behind 

where they should be. But then our pupil premium children don't do any reading at 

home, none. So then we have a TA, a teaching assistant, her job is just to read with 

the pupil premium children and to try to catch them up. (School Leader, Whiteread 

Primary) 
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Here ‘pupil premium children’, whose entitlement to free school meals within the last 

six years (and the resulting funding for the school), defines them and labels them, are 

subject to a specific intervention to help them catch up with the reading that is seen as 

absent from home. They are ‘one step behind’ in a system which reifies progress 

(Bradbury and Roberts-Holmes 2016); a state which is removed from ‘normality’. This 

concern with progress relates to the findings on the reasons for grouping for Phonics, 

which were largely based on the need to prepare for the PSC.  

The demands of the Phonics Screening Check 

Although the Phonics Screening Check is described as a ‘light-touch’ assessment (DfE, 

2014), it functions as a high stakes assessment, used by Ofsted to judge the quality of 

Phonics teaching. Although it is controversial, nonetheless, it matters to schools, and the 

teachers in our research were clear that it had become a priority in key stage 1 and early 

years classrooms:  

They do phonics early on. I think that the Year 1 phonics test has had that real 

impact of doing phonics groups. (FG2) 

 

In Year 1 they are streamed by ability for phonics because of the phonics test. 

We've got a two-form entry school so they're mixed between the two classes by 

ability and they move to a different class, if necessary, for that. Again, then in the 

classes they are sat on tables [by ability]. (FG4) 

 

Schools are under tremendous pressure and it's all about scores on the doors and 

data and targets and so on and so forth, despite knowing that this isn't what's best 

for our children, they are precious. The example I can give is in terms of streaming 

if you want, setting the children, it's phonics, in the first instance. (FG3, my 

emphasis) 

Here we see how grouping is seen as a solution to the problem of the PSC.  The 

assessment drives the pedagogy, even where teachers know ‘this isn’t what’s best for 

our children’. This is performativity, and datafication, where the values and priorities of 

a setting are determined by the need to produce the performance as exemplified by data 

(Ball 2017; Bradbury and Roberts-Holmes 2017b). The test produces anxiety, which 

determines grouping strategies:  

I think the only pressure we feel obviously is the phonics screening.  Because we 

are— well, we’re not unique but we’re in a tricky situation.  We’re not dealing 

with white British families, we’re dealing with a whole multi-faith, multi-cultural 

spectrum, and obviously there’s more pressure on us to get a certain percentage to 

the pass rate.  So we know that we are going to have to pull out all the stops to do 

it, so what is the best way of doing it? (School Leader, Kapoor Primary) 

This school is described through a ‘difficult intake’ discourse which emphasises its 

exceptionality (Bradbury 2011), and thus the pressure means extra effort has to be 

made, and an effective grouping strategy is required. For many the strategy is motivated 

by the need to avoid failing, to avert the disaster of not getting the right percentage to 

pass, and thus grouping becomes a strategy of risk management:  
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I think that's something behind the phonics bit is that because it's drilling for a test, 

grouping them might be the best way; but doing it for a whole class is a risk that 

people aren't willing to [take]. (FG2) 

Here whole class teaching goes against the norm and involves risk, because it is not 

suited to the form of ‘drilling’ required by the test. There is no pretence here that the 

strategy is designed to help children learn to read; teachers are clear that their choices 

are shaped by the demands of the assessment. This is not to say, however, that they do 

not question the practice. Teachers we spoke to and those who answered the survey felt 

compromised by the need to group even when they feared the social and emotional 

consequences. I return to this notion on the ‘necessary evil’ in the discussion section 

below. I now consider in more detail a specific form of grouping in preparation for tests.  

Educational triage for the Phonics Screening Check 

‘Educational triage’, a term coined by Gillborn and Youdell (2000), refer to systems 

which ration resources, informed by the need to focus on children on the borderline who 

have the most impact on test results. Originally found in relation to secondary students 

at GCSE level (age 15/16), it involves dividing students into ‘safe’, ‘borderline’ and 

‘hopeless’ cases, though these terms differ in different contexts4. It has been identified 

in school systems with high stakes tests around the world, with a range of different age 

groups (Booher-Jennings 2005; Youdell 2004) Ball et al 2012), including in early years 

in England (Roberts-Holmes 2015). It can be seen as a rational response to the pressures 

of performativity, but nonetheless it is simultaneously a form of distribution, 

classification and exclusion, delimiting who is useful in terms of results, and who is a 

‘hopeless case’ (Youdell, 2004). In this research, teachers described – without 

prompting – three-way systems of triage in preparation for the PSC and a focus on 

borderline pupils, close to passing:  

And sometimes we have children that are very much on the borderline and we 

know that there’s a chance that they could achieve it, but we might not know until 

very near to the end of the year I think if they are going to or not. So they’re the 

ones we will really look to get there. (Reception Teacher, Moore Primary, my 

emphasis) 

 

In Year 1 they had a panic where these children don't know these things and so 

then they went to a panic measure of bringing it [grouping] in. So almost 

everybody was in with the teacher although it was differentiated, and then I took 

what was deemed, the “must get these children to pass their phonics check” group. 

[…] So they were obviously the children that they just went, "Well these ones 

aren't going to make it," so they're in the class doing something differentiated. 

Then there was the bulk going, "Yes, I think these ones are going to be fine." Then 

there were the other ones that they were like, "These have got to do it otherwise 

our score is going to be awful," basically. (FG3) 

 

If you think about just in Year 1, you think, "Well these are the children that have 

to make it, they get the extra," […] Do those ones who are at the bottom, do they 

get left and forgotten? (FG3) 

While triage-type systems may be an inevitable consequence of a system where some 

pupils are ‘worth’ more to the school – what Ball et al describe as a method of 
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‘extract[ing] “productivity gains”’ (2012, 72) - this final quote raises the ethical 

problem of dividing children in this way, however temporarily. A focus on one group 

means leaving others out, and previous research has suggested that this is a process 

which reinforces disparities in attainment by social class and ethnic group (Gillborn and 

Youdell, 2000). This clearly requires further research in relation to younger children, 

but there were some suggestions and concerns raised about the role of grouping in 

furthering social and racial disparities: 

If they're not in the right group and they're not accessing the right learning, then 

they're not reaching their potential. So there are issues to do with race equality if 

you're not allowing children to access the curriculum that is right for them and 

reach their potential. (FG2) 

Given the wider range of research on the reproduction of social inequalities through 

grouping (Gillborn and Youdell 2000; Archer et al. 2018), I would argue that systems of 

triage for the PSC may also reinforce disparities, by ‘leaving behind’ some children 

during this particular period. This may well operate alongside the systems of 

interventions already discussed, which involve withdrawing groups of children who are 

labelled ‘pupil premium’ or have English as an additional language. Indeed, this switch 

of prioritisation further suggests the idea that decisions are driven by pressure from the 

PSC rather than by a consistent approach to grouping. In both forms, there were 

suggestions in our data that there are inequities in terms of teaching staff, spaces and 

resources, reflecting the wider literature (Brown 2017; Taylor et al, 2017): 

Phonics teaching hasn't been great in the past and what was happening was it was 

always the lowest ability children were out of class with a teaching assistant 

getting… and that was the phonics diet they had.  So, you've got some children that 

were literally on Phase 2 forever. (School Leader, Moore Primary) 

This quote belies of ideal of children moving from phase to phase, progressing when 

ready to the next stage of phonics knowledge.  Even allowing for rhetorical 

exaggeration, the idea that some children remain on one phase ‘forever’ raises serious 

concerns about the emotional as well as social impact of phase-based grouping in 

Phonics.  

The role of Read Write Inc 

Finally, I return briefly to the issue of the influence of Read Write Inc, the phonics 

scheme provided by Ruth Miskin training (2017) and used by over 5000 schools 

(OxfordOwl 2017). This scheme, which is approved by the DfE, is used to justify and 

legitimise grouping practices even when teachers disagree, removing the decision from 

their professional judgement.  

As mentioned above the Read Write Inc. programme recommends that children 

are organised by phonics phase across the year group or across several years. One 

teacher explained: 

As soon as our children go into Key Stage 1, then we have a lot of streaming and a 

lot of setting. We do Read Write Inc as well. So the phonics is set and then we do 

the full literacy hour of Read Write Inc in Year 1 and Year 2. So across the whole 

of Key Stage 1 they're streamed and set into I think about 10 groups. (FG3) 
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In this case, the scheme is used in Key Stage 1 and dictates grouping practice, but 

several other teachers explained Read Write Inc was used in Reception in preparation 

for the Phonics test. The link with the PSC was explicitly made in many cases, such as 

one survey respondent who commented: ‘With Read Write Inc we have consistently had 

96%+ phonics test pass rate in our very mixed ability intakes’ (W). Indeed, the scheme 

is explicitly marketed at schools that are concerned about their Phonics results, with  a 

section of the website titled Are you set up for success in the Year 1 screening check? 

(Ruth Miskin Training, 2017).   

One result of using this scheme is that teachers allocate groups based on a 

‘screening’ system: 

Because we screen all the time, so at the end of each term each teacher who has a 

phase group will test their group, every single one in their group.  And they will 

literally, you know, go through, we’ll test them and see if they know all the sounds. 

[…] And if we feel they’ve done exceedingly well they can go up.  If they haven’t 

done terribly well they’ll stay put. (School Leader, Kapoor Primary) 

 

Our phonics streaming with the Read Write Inc programme, it's not very fluid. 

They don't move very often because if they move quite often, I mean it's a big 

undertaking to the very structured assessments but also, where it's a very structured 

programme, if they move often, you'll find that they'll miss out and there'll be gaps. 

So generally, when they're in a set they stay in it for quite a while unless they've 

made real accelerated progress and can move but often they don't move very much. 

(FG4) 

 

This system of moving up (or staying put) was based on half-termly tests of phonic 

knowledge, provided by Read Write Inc and phrased in pseudo-medical, diagnostic 

terms as a ‘screening’ process (much like the PSC itself). The scheme could enable 

movement based on these assessments, or result in quite fixed sets as in the second 

quote above. We see how in some schools, Read Write Inc has great influence over how 

the teaching of phonics and reading more widely is understood; it becomes a frame 

through which pedagogy in these areas is discussed. As one teacher commented, ‘The 

way in which 'ability' is defined in my school is through the Read Write Inc assessment 

scheme’ (W), suggesting the conflation of success in phonics tests with wider ability. 

Even where these is disagreement with grouping, the scheme limits how this can be 

challenged: one teacher argued ‘Ability grouping shouldn't be done. Read write Inc 

phonics doesn't work if you don't though’ (W).  

This influence is part of a wider project of greater private influence in education 

(Ball, Junemann, and Santori 2017), and symptomatic of a system where decisions to 

adopt such schemes are guided by the pressure of high stakes tests. Again, this requires 

further discussion and research, but it is clear that Read Write Inc is important in 

decisions about how to organise teaching Phonics and thus is a key part of the policy 

enactment process.  

Discussion 

The data presented here suggest that the Phonics Screening Check has had a strong 

influence on pedagogical decisions in relation to grouping. Teachers in Key Stage 1 and 

early years group their pupils because of the pressure of a high stakes test, but they do 

have serious doubts about this process and are aware of the potential emotional and 
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social consequences (as discussed in more detail in (Bradbury and Roberts-Holmes , 

2017a). Grouping is, to quote one teacher, a ‘necessary evil’; for another, ‘in a climate 

of results I also think it is a necessary means to an end in many circumstances’ (W). 

Thus teachers are positioned as unwilling agents in a complex policy context, in a 

similar fashion to this description of the reaction of teachers to a different new 

assessment system (Baseline Assessment):  

… their professional identities are bound up with this process of constantly 

adapting to change; they simply ‘sigh’ and carry on, or see it ‘as just one of those 

things’. They are ships buffeted by the latest storm; flexible, adaptable, willing, 

just as the neoliberal education system requires them to be (Bradbury and Roberts-

Holmes 2017b, 59-60) 

These teachers’ willingness to use grouping despite their concerns reveals this 

flexibility, and responsiveness to policy imperatives. As found in secondary education, 

despite ‘murmurings’ of ‘different rationalities’ the intense nature of working in a 

school means teachers are required to move between different subjectivities as 

‘incoherent subjects’ (Ball et al, 2012, 95).  

To return to the wider battleship analogy, we can see how assessment works 

powerfully as the rudder of the ship of education, turning the focus and practices to 

those deemed most ‘effective’ for high stakes tests. This is not a slow gradual shift, but 

a relatively quick response; the PSC had only been in place for five years when this 

research was conducted. In 2014, I argued in a discussion of the potential impact of the 

PSC that: ‘the Coalition government has managed to change what teachers teach, and in 

turn what is valued within Year 1 classrooms’ (Bradbury 2014a). What I did not 

anticipate, however, was the extent to which the focus on Phonics would reach down 

into early years, or the speed of this shift.  

This rapid impact has to be seen in the context of a ‘policy storm’ in the early 

2010s, where a series of policies from the Conservative and Liberal Democrat 

government were simultaneously enacted in schools in a process of ‘whole system 

reform’ (Morris 2012) see also Wright, 2012). These included the removal of National 

Curriculum levels, which were a well-established system of assessing pupils in primary 

schools, a revised national curriculum, the introduction of performance related pay, 

greater responsibility for schools in training teachers, and revisions to statutory 

assessments at age five, seven and 11. Coming in the midst of these significant changes, 

the introduction of the PSC brought additional pressures to schools already under strain. 

In the midst of ‘policy fatigue’, as we might characterise it, it is not surprising that 

teachers begin to rely on guidance from private companies or fall back on practices like 

grouping by ability, where differentiation can be easily demonstrated. It remains to be 

seen if a similar single-skill test, the Multiplications Tables Test in Year 4 (age 8/9), due 

to be trialled in 2018 (DfE, 2018), will have similarly significant impact on pedagogy, 

coming as it does during a calmer time for schools.  

 

Conclusion 

This paper has discussed the impact of the Phonics Screening Check, a statutory 

assessment of phonic awareness at age 5-6, on grouping practices in classrooms for 

children aged 3-7 years. I have argued that the PSC has engendered practices of 

grouping by ability with children from Nursery classes onwards, and that this is seen as 
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necessary. Grouping practices vary, but include grouping children by ‘phase’ across the 

year group or key stage, so that children from different year groups are placed together, 

and also systems of ‘triage’ which prioritise those children on the borderline. These can 

be conceptualised, following Foucault (1979), as micropractices of power, where 

‘truths’ about learning and ability serve to classify, distribute and exclude children 

(Gore 2001). Private companies such as Ruth Miskin Training provide schemes for 

Phonics which encourage particular grouping practices, and have great influence on 

how children are organised.  

These findings reflect a wider international literature on the impact of high 

stakes tests, which has found evidence of a narrowed or altered curriculum, ‘teaching to 

the test’, prioritisation of borderline children, and conflicted feelings about pressure and 

practice from teachers (Stobart 2008; Au 2011; Lingard and Sellar 2013; Thompson and 

Cook 2014). The case of the PSC and grouping practice provides another example of 

what can happen when “the assessment tail starts to wag the education dog”, to quote 

O’Neill (2013). Moreover, this case demonstrates the power of high stakes testing in 

forcing teachers to act against their views on what is best for the children in their 

classes, and how rapid changes to practice can be when a new test arrives amid a 

number of other policy changes; grouping is a ‘necessary evil’ amid the policy storm.  
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1 ‘Ability’ is a contested term, as I discuss later in the paper, but for ease of reading I refrain 

from putting it in quote marks from this point onwards.  

2 Ruth Miskin was one of the four ‘phonics experts’ who designed the PSC (Darnell, Solity, and 

Wall 2017).  

3 The National Education Union is the largest teachers’ union in the UK with over 450,000 

teachers as members. Thus although these participants were contacted through the NEU they 

do not represent a minority group in terms of the teacher population.  

4 Examples of other terms include ‘bubble kids’ in the US and ‘cusp children’ in the UK.  


