What do the DFE statistics on reading and phonics at the end of Key Stage 1 and 2; the
English language GCSE results; and the PIRLS 2021 study tell us about standards in

England after 20 years of SSP being the primary approach to teaching reading.
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DFE STATISTICS: A CAUSE FOR SERIOUS CONCERN

The Rose Report (2006) recommended teaching beginning reading in England using a systematic synthetic phonics (SSP)

only approach.

Rose (2006) considered that SSP ‘offers the vast majority of beginners the best route to becoming skilled readers' (Rose,

2006 page:19, paragraph:47).

What do the DFE statistics tell us about the size of the minority Rose (2006) recognized would not make adequate

progress with SSP?
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Koutsouris et al (2021) reported that in 2016 20% of children entering Key Stage 2 in England were delayed or non-

start readers.

DfE (2019) Pre-covid statistics based on the DfE statutory assessments for end of Key Stage Reading Standards
and the Phonics Screening Check (PSC)

In 2019, 25% of children failed to meet the standards set for reading at the end of Year 2 (6-7 year old children). This 25%
is made up of 9% who failed the phonics test in Year 2 and a further 16% who passed the phonics test. These statistics
provide evidence that teaching systematic synthetic phonics (SSP) alone, is insufficient for reading success for the 16%

who had demonstrated sufficient phonics knowledge to pass the test, as well as the 9% who failed the phonics test.
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DfE (2023) Post-covid statistics

DfE statistics published in October 2023 for the school year 2022/2023 found that 11% of children failed the Phonics
Screening Check (PSC) at the end of Year 2, which is the end of Key Stage 1 in England, and 32% of children failed to meet

the standards set for reading. Year 3 in Northern Ireland is equivalent to Year 2 in England.

In the school year 2022/2023, 27% of children did not meet the standards set for reading at the end of Key Stage 2 (11

years of age).
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gov.uk — Phonics screening check and key stage 1 assessments: England 2016

Phonics screening check and key stage 1 assessments in England 2019

Explore education statistics — Key stage 1 and phonics screening check attainment 2022-23

In England, after the 2022-23 school year, the statutory end-of-Key Stage 1 reading assessment became non-statutory.
From 2023-24 onwards The Department for Education made the KS1 assessments optional. The Phonics Screening Check

remains statutory.

ENGLISH GCSE 2026 — GRADE 4/C OR ABOVE ("STANDARD PASS")

e England: the proportion of 16-year-olds achieving a grade 4 or higher in English language fell slightly to 70.6%,

down from 71.2% the previous year.

e Northern Ireland: 84% of students received grade C/4 or above in English Language, up from 82.5% the previous

year.
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Northern Ireland's English pass rate (84%) is noticeably higher than England's for 16-year-olds (70.6%) — this reflects a

long-standing pattern of Northern Ireland outperforming England at GCSE overall.

CONCERNS ABOUT HOW THE PIRLS 2021 READING RESULTS WERE REPORTED IN SUPPORT OF SSP
POLICY IN ENGLAND

Due to the variation in the collection of data because of COVID-19, interpretation of the PIRLS results is not straightforward

and should be considered with caution because the results could not be reported in a precise way OUCEA (2023: p5).

England's performance on the PIRLS International scale in 2022 (England collected their data one year later in 2022 not
2021) was 558 which is one point below the score that they achieved when the data was collected in 2016. 'Pupils in
Northern Ireland significantly outperformed those in 52 of the 56 other PIRLS participating countries' (NFER, 2023: p4) and

that includes England who was 6th in the rankings.



England was one of the 52 countries who were significantly below the top 5 performing countries (Table 1). The Republic
of Ireland scored 577 significantly outperforming Northern Ireland (566) and was the second highest performing country
in the PIRLS (with Singapore rating highest). Significant specifically means statistically significant at the 5% level. It is
important to note that unlike England, the Republic of Ireland did not adopt a systematic synthetic phonics approach to

teaching early reading.
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England was one of 6 countries who delayed their data collection by a year which may explain why their score from 2016
only dropped by one point allowing them to move up the rankings, whereas the International Median dropped 19 points
between 2016 and 2021, and most education systems scored significantly lower in PIRLS 2021 than they did in PIRLS 2016

because of the disruption caused by Covid-19 and resulting school closures in the school year 2020-2021.

To be clear, 37 countries assessed 'fourth grade’ children the end of the school year 2021. 14 countries assessed these
children a few months later after the summer break at the beginning of fifth grade in 2021 to ensure more participants
(Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland being 2 of these 14 countries). 6 countries delayed assessing children at the

end of 'fourth grade’ until one year later in 2022 (England was one of these 6 counties).

Fourth grade is the term used by the Boston College, Massachussettes, USA who had a central technical and analytic role

in PIRLS 2021 (see the attached table). The international age of participants was around 10 years old on average.

England and five other countries had a full school year of relatively uninterrupted teaching and learning in a normal
classroom setting. It is reasonable to suggest that this was an unfair advantage given the greater stability in schools in the
school year 2021/2022 compared to the disruptions and school closures in the school year 2020/2021. Even with an
additional school year England did not outperform Northern Ireland and The Republic of Ireland who were two of 14
countries (highlighted in pink in Table 1) who delayed the collection of their data until after the summer break in 2021.
This is unlikely to have resulted in any advantage for Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland because both countries

take all of July and August off and a fall-back in progress is common after a long summer break.

Woyse and Bradbury (2025) highlight how the PIRLS 2021 international ranking data were used selectively — for example,
claiming success in 2023 with politicians in England claiming “best readers in the world”. These claims were later shown

by fact-checkers to rely on excluding higher-scoring countries.
Table 1 on the next page shows the results for all 57 countries.
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Exhibit 1.3: Average Reading Achievement and Scale Score Distributions PIRLS

Assessed Fourth Grade Students at the End of the School Year T A B L E 'I

X Assessed one year later than originally scheduled

[0 Delayed Assessment of Fourth Grade Cohort at the Beginning of Fifth Grade

Country Average Reading Achievement Distribution
Scale Score
3 Singapore 587 (3.1) A ——— - —
Ireland 577 (2.5) A ——— - —
21 Hong Kong SAR 573 (2.7) A —— - —
Russian Federation 567 (3.6) A —— - ——
21 Northern Ireland 566 (2.5) A — - ——
England v 558 (2.5) A — - —
T Croatia 557 (2.5) A —— - —
Lithuania 552 (2.3) A —— - —
Finland 549 (2.4) A ——— - ——
Poland 549 (2.2) A —— - ——
2= United States 548 (6.8) A — — ——
Chinese Taipei 544 (2.2) A —— - —
2 Sweden 544 (2.1) A — - —
Australia » 540 (2.2) A ——— - ——
Bulgaria 540 (3.0) A — - —
Czech Republic 540 (2.3) A —— - ——
Hungary 539 (3.4) A —— - —
21 Denmark 539 (2.2) A — - —
Norway (5) 539 (2.0) A — - ——
2 Italy 537 (2.2) A — - —
Macao SAR 536 (1.3) A —— u —
Austria 530 (2.2) A —— - —
T Slovak Republic 529 (2.7) A —— - —
Latvia 528 (2.6) A —— - ——
= Netherlands 527 (2.5) A —— - ——
Germany 524 (2.1) A — - ——
T New Zealand 521 (2.3) A —— - ——
Spain 521 (2.2) A — - ——
2 Portugal 520 (2.3) A —— - —
Slovenia 520 (1.9) A — - ——
Malta 515 (2.7) A ———— - —
France 514 (2.5) A — - —
3 Serbia 514 (2.8) A —— - —
2 Albania 513 (3.1) A —— - ——
Cyprus 511 (2.9) A —— - ——
Belgium (Flemish) 511 (2.3) A ——— - —
3 Israel » 510 (2.2) A —— - ——
Kazakhstan 504 (2.7) — - —
PIRLS Scale Centerpoint 500
2 Turkiye 496 (3.4) ——— - ——
2 Belgium (French) 494 (2.7) v — - ——
1 Georgia 494 (2.6) v —— - —
3 Montenegro 487 (1.6) v ——— —
Qatar 485 (3.7) v ——— ————
United Arab Emirates 483 (1.8) \ e — - ——
Bahrain 458 (2.9) v —— - ———
3 Saudi Arabia 449 (3.6) v ——— - —
North Macedonia 442 (5.3) v ——— -— ——
Azerbaijan 440 (3.6) v —— - ——
Uzbekistan 437 (2.9) v —— - ——
Oman 429 (3.7) v —— -— ——
2 Kosovo 421 (3.1) v —— - ——
21 Brazil « 419 (5.3) v ———— — ——
Iran, Islamic Rep. of » 413 (4.9) v L — - ——
Jordan 381 (5.4) v —————— — ——
2¥ Egypt 378(54) ¥V — — S —
Morocco 372 (4.5) v ——— - ——
X South Africa 288 (4.4) YV — - ————
Benchmarking Participants 100 200 300 400 500 600 700 800
Moscow City, Russian Federation 598 (2.1) A — - —
2 Dubai, UAE 552 (1.5) A —— = ——
= Quebec, Canada 551 (2.7) A — - —
3= Alberta, Canada 539 (3.6) A —— - —
2 British Columbia, Canada 535 (3.5) A — - ——
2 Newfoundland & Labrador, Canada 523 (3.2) A ——— - ——
Abu Dhabi, UAE 440 (3.5) v e —— -— ————
South Africa (6) 384 (4.5) v — — ——
100 200 300 400 500 600 700 800
A Average significantly higher than Percentiles of Performance
the centerpoint of the PIRLS scale 5h 25t 75t 95t
Average significantly lower than - ¥
the centerpoint of the PIRLS scale 95% Confidence Interval for Average (+2SE)
The PIRLS achievement scale was established in 2001 based on the combined achievement distribution of all countries that participated in PIRLS 2001. To provide a point of reference for country
comparisons, the scale centerpoint of 500 was located at the mean of the combined achievement distribution. The units of the scale were chosen so that 100 scale score points corresponded to the
standard deviation of the distribution.
() Standard errors appear in parentheses. Because of rounding some results may appear inconsistent.
See Appendix A.2 for population coverage notes 1, 2, and 3. See Appendix A.5 for sampling guidelines and sampling participation notes 1, 1, and =.
W Reservations about reliability because the percentage of students with achievement too low for estimation exceeds 15% but does not exceed 25%.
K Reservations about reliability because the percentage of students with achievement too low for estimation exceeds 25%.
Issues identified in Albania's d;,ta quality led tz reduce?j comparability and framework coverage. TIMSS 8' PIRLS
South Africa continued investigating its PIRLS 2021 results at the time of publication and will deal with the findings through its national report. (a I EA W
SOURCE: |EA's Progress in International Reading Literacy Study - PIRLS 2021 \J Lynch School of Education
BOSTON COLLEGE
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