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Study rationale and background  
Studies show that systematic phonics is effective in supporting younger readers to master 
the basics of reading1. The Flexible Phonics approach is an optimisation of phonics by 
linking phonics to lexical and semantic information (direct mapping) and strategies to allow 
independence in reading of the ‘deep’ (irregular) orthography of English which admits many 
exceptions to phonic rules (set-for-variability). This approach aims to reinforce phonics 
learning through reading words in a meaningful context such as reading children’s books as 
well as teaching children strategies to help with learning new, irregular words. 

Evidence suggests that combining phonics teaching and book reading is more effective than 
teaching phonics alone. A series of studies by Hatcher and colleagues (Hatcher et al., 1994, 
2004, 2006) found that interventions where children were taught phonics and then read 
authentic texts in the same session were more effective than teaching phonics alone. 

Further studies have found that explicitly linking phonics learning with a relevant reading task 
was more effective than regular phonics teaching or a vocabulary learning task. Shapiro and 
Solity (2008) taught phonics to children aged 6-7 years and then explicitly linked this to 
reading selected children’s books which contained a high density of grapheme-phoneme 
mappings that had been taught as part of the phonics. This approach improved reading 
outcomes over regular phonics teaching. Similarly, Chen and Savage (2014) established in 
an RCT with children aged 7-8 years that teaching an explicit direct mapping approach was 
more effective than a control condition where children were taught a vocabulary intervention. 
In the direct mapping condition, children articulated grapheme-phoneme mapping that they 
had recently learned as part of the shared reading of children’s books. 

The teaching of phonic strategies has been shown to positively affect reading outcomes 
(Savage et al., 2007) and several studies have shown that focusing on variable vowel 
pronunciation positively impacts learning (Lovett et al., 2014; Savage & Stuart, 2001, 2006). 
Tunmer and Chapman (2012) demonstrated that phonics decoding skills can be broken 
down into component subskills. In current best practice synthetic phonics programme, 
children are taught to blend speech sounds to read full words, e.g. ‘c’-‘a’-‘t’ to read ‘cat’ and 
‘c’-‘a’-‘tch’ to read ‘catch’. However, some models of word-reading propose an additional 
step after blending where learners compare the blended sounds with words known to them 
in their mental lexicon (i.e. existing vocabulary). In particular, additional processing applied in 
cases where there is variation in the pronunciation of vowels, i.e. irregular words, has been 
identified in models as either ‘set for diversity’ (Gibson, 1965) or ‘set for variability’ (Venezky, 
1999).  

Recent studies have found that phonics approaches that explicitly teach strategies for set-
for-variability are more effective than standard phonics testing. A recent experimental study 
(Steacy et al., 2016) found that phonics teaching that included a focus on variable 
pronunciations of vowels (i.e. set-for-variability) yielded better reading outcomes (specifically 
on the pronunciation of words with variable vowels) compared with phonics teaching that did 
not incorporate this aspect. Several studies have found that teaching set-for-variability as a 
strategy for correcting irregular words that have been incorrectly pronounced with a 
regularised pronunciation improved children’s ability to self-correct when they attempt to 
read new irregular words (Dyson at al., 2017; Zipke, 2016). Furthermore, several studies 
have proposed that this additional processing step can be applied to all words including 
words with regular pronunciation (Elbro et al.,2012; Elbro & De Jong, 2017; Kearns at al., 

 
1 E.g. Torgerson et al., 2018; Camilli et al., 2008; Galuschka et al., 2014 
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2016) which suggests that teaching set-for-variability strategies may help with reading of all 
words and that there may be longitudinal effects seen on development (Steacy et al, 2019). 

A Quasi-Experimental  Design (QED) study in Canada found that an intervention combining 
these two strategies (direct mapping and set-for-variability) was more effective than best 
practice phonics teaching when taught to struggling readers aged 5-7 years, with additional 
positive outcomes for spelling and reading (Savage et al., 2018). As phonics teaching starts 
at an earlier age in England, the author suggests that the children in the Canadian study 
would be at a similar developmental phase of reading as children aged 4-5 years in England. 
The current study will use a randomised controlled trial (RCT) to test whether a similar 
intervention incorporating direct mapping and set-for-variability approaches would lead to 
improved reading outcomes for children of all ability compared with current best practice 
phonics teaching in England. Further to this, as the intervention in Canada was taught by 
research assistants, the current study will also investigate the feasibility of reception 
teachers and teaching assistants delivering this intervention as part of everyday teaching. As 
phonics teaching in Reception is mixed within schools (and can be led by teachers or 
teaching assistants in different sized groups) a cluster RCT is the most appropriate design 
so that contamination across teachers/ groups does not take place. The context of phonics 
teaching in England is summarised below. 

Systematic synthetic phonics has been a core component of teaching reading in England for 
the last decade since the 2010 white paper ‘The Importance of Teaching’ was published by 
the then Conservative and Liberal Democrat Government. In the report, the Government 
recommended systematic synthetic phonics as the ‘best method’ for teaching reading, and 
pledged to promote this approach through providing resources to promote the teaching of 
systematic synthetic phonics in all primary schools and by making it a part of teacher 
training. The paper also recommended assessing children’s reading at age six through a test 
of pupil’s ability to decode words, and the phonics screening check for children in Year 1 
was piloted in 2011 and rolled out across England in 2012 (DfE, 2011). In 2013, the 
Government published guidance for eight phonics programmes which set-out how the 
programmes met DfE’s criteria for effective systematic synthetics teaching programmes 
(DfE, 2014). These programmes have now become well-established among primary schools 
in England and children are expected to demonstrate phonic knowledge as part of the Early 
Years Framework (DfE, 2017). The Flexible Phonics intervention aims to build on current 
best practice by training Reception teachers to apply new approaches within phonics 
teaching (Direct Mapping and Set-for-Variability) which can help children with reading new 
irregular words 

As well as potential benefits to children’s reading and to current phonics practice in the UK, 
this study makes an especially valuable contribution to the evidence base that EEF is 
developing. At the time of commissioning this evaluation, the EEF had funded 10 phonics 
projects but none had focused specifically on Reception class learners. The Flexible Phonics 
evaluation would therefore fill a gap in EEF’s phonics portfolio. Further to this, the Flexible 
Phonics study contributes to a stated priority of the Early Years Professional Development 
round which was to improve the training of Reception teachers. 

Intervention 

The Flexible Phonics intervention helps Reception class teachers and Teaching Assistants 
in the classroom delivery of new strategies designed to optimise the teaching of reading to 
all children. The work fits well around existing phonics programmes that can be delivered 
broadly as usual. A novel aspect of Flexible Phonics is that it gives children more strategies 
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to flexibly read all words, and could be particularly powerful in enabling children to 
independently read novel exception words (words that break phonic rules such as ‘the’, ‘two’, 
‘between’, ‘above’, etc.). Children learn how to use phonics in close conjunction with 
authentic children’s texts to become confident, motivated, readers. The logic model for the 
intervention is set out on page 7. 
 

The TIDieR framework for the intervention is as follows: 
Name: Flexible Phonics: 
Why: Systemic phonics now has a lot of evidence but there are still ways to refine it further 
and recent evidence suggests combining direct mapping and set-for-variability strategies will 
help to do this. 
Who (recipients): All pupils in Reception year (age 4-5) but there may be added benefits for 
low achieving pupils. All Reception class Teachers and Teaching Assistants (TAs) will be the 
direct recipients of the training and then will deliver to the pupils in lesson time. 
What (materials): Those who are allocated to receive the intervention will receive three half 
days of professional development training (remote training using a virtual meeting platform 
such as Zoom), a copy of a Teacher Manual and associated resources (which are still under 
development in an initial pilot phase) and two in-class follow up visits where research 
assistants (with teacher’s consent) will observe the classroom context and provide further 
feedback and guidance around delivering the intervention (these may also need to be virtual 
depending on the status of the covid-19 pandemic). They will also receive free children’s 
books to the value of £400 per school which can be used to implement the strategies. 
Ongoing phone and email support will be provided if needed. 
What (procedures): The training will introduce the two strategies for the Teachers and TAs 
to implement in their teaching as follows: 
 

1. The first strategy, Direct Mapping, requires children to read texts that include several 
examples of the GPCs that they have just learned. In the first instance, these will be 
carefully selected pre-existing decodable texts, or specifically crafted controlled texts 
before real books are introduced slowly and strategically. While many models of 
phonics teaching link phonics and texts, DM aims to do so more thoroughly, 
consistently, and on the same day as children learn the specific GPCs, aiming to 
ensure that children understand phonics in context  

 
2. The second strategy, Set-for-Variability (SfV), explicitly teaches pupils to add in 

another step after they have blended phonemes to graphemes where pupils ‘set-for-
variability’. This is a metacognitive step, where pupils consider what the word may 
be, given both the distance between these blended sounds and known words, and 
potential spelling to sound inconsistencies. For example, when they sound out the 
phonemes ‘c’-‘a’-‘t’, the sounds they make bear little resemblance to the actual word 
‘cat’. SfV encourages pupils to take a moment to consider what the word may be 
from the words that they know. This enables children to better recognise all words 
but can also be especially useful when learning to recognise exception words (e.g. 
‘wasp’). In comparison with other phonics programmes, SfV makes this 
metacognitive step following blending much more explicit and can enable children to 
be more flexible when approaching difficult words  

 
Who (provider): Professor Savage and his team at UCL IOE will deliver the training and 
follow- up sessions to the Teachers and TAs who will in turn deliver the strategies within 
their normal phonics practice (both in whole class and small group delivery) after children 
have learned grapheme to phoneme correspondences (GPCs). (A phoneme is the smallest 
unit of sound e.g. the word ‘rain’ has 3 phonemes; ‘r’-‘ai’-‘n’. A grapheme is the written 
symbol that represents that sound, which can be a single letter or a sequence of letters).  
How (format): the strategies will be delivered in normal phonics lessons. 
Where (location): The schools will be recruited from greater London 
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When and how much (dosage): The intervention is being delivered from January 2021- 
end of May 2021. The expectation is that all phonics lessons will incorporate the strategies 
during this time which is normally 3-4 times a week depending on the school. 
Adaptation:  Teachers will tailor and differentiate the content to suit children. There is 
freedom for teachers to adapt and modify as they go (although there will be a defined core 
that they must follow).  
Control condition: The control condition is business as usual phonics practice and schools 
allocated to the control condition will receive £1000 at the end of the academic year when 
post-testing is complete. 
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RATIONALE / NEED FOR INTERVENTION  

Systemic phonics now has a lot of evidence but there are still ways to refine it further and recent evidence suggests combining 
direct mapping and set-for- variability strategies will help to do this. 
1. The first strategy, Direct Mapping, requires children to read texts that include several examples of the GPCs that they have 
just learned on the same day. For children who cannot decode, these will be carefully selected pre-existing decodable texts, or if 
children can decode then specifically crafted controlled texts before real books are introduced slowly and strategically.  
2. The second strategy, Set-for-Variability, explicitly teaches pupils to add in another step after they have blended phonemes to 
graphemes where pupils ‘set-for-variability’. This is a metacognitive step, where pupils consider what the word may be, given 
both the distance between these blended sounds and known words, and potential spelling to sound inconsistencies. This 
enables children to better recognise all words but can also be especially useful when learning to recognise exception words   
 

Long term outputs/ Impacts 

• Improved overall literacy outcomes for pupils 
• Improved phonological awareness for pupils 
• Increased use of direct mapping and set- for variability strategies by pupils 

Theory of change 

To provide two strategies 
that Teachers and TAs can 
use in all Reception 
phonics teaching by 
supporting them to make 
careful modifications of 
their existing lesson plans 
to incorporate key Flexible 
Phonics strategies and 
approaches to add value to 
their standard practice 
which can improve 
children’s literacy 
outcomes. 

 

Inputs 

• Selection of 115 schools from 
the Greater London. 

• Pupil details collected (by 
evaluator for trial only). 

• Time needed to attend three  
interactive half days of online 
training using a virtual meeting 
platform and then for research 
assistants to attend two follow- 
up sessions in school. 

• Time needed in standard 
phonics lessons for new 
strategies 

• £400 of specifically chosen 
books are given to the schools to 
enable the direct- mapping 
strategy 

 

Activities 
 

• All teacher and TAs attend three 
half days of interactive online 
training using a virtual meeting 
platform such as Zoom 

• Teachers and TAs deliver 
Flexible Phonics strategies 
across all normal phonics 
lessons in January- May 2021 

• In two follow- up sessions, 
research assistants observe a 
phonics lesson and afterwards 
provide support  

• Teachers and TAs receive a 
manual and additional 
resources (developed during the 
pilot phase) to support the 
lessons 

• Ongoing support is provided by 
   

Outputs 

• Teachers and 
TAs deliver the 
Flexible phonics 
strategies 
approx. 3-4 
times a week as 
part of their 
standard 
practice 

• Pupils use these 
strategies for 
everyday 
reading in 
school and at 
home 

 
 

Short term outcomes/ 
Mediators  

• Teachers/ TAs report 
more confidence in 
delivering phonics 
lessons 

• Pupils have greater 
word reading 
abilities 

 

 

 

 

Enabling factors / conditions for success  

• Flexible Phonics strategies may be more or less effective with pupils from low income families (evaluated by free schools meals sub-
group analysis)  

• Flexible Phonics strategies may be more or less effective with pupils with higher or lower existing  reading ability (evaluated by 
examination of low and high baseline assessment sub- group analysis) 

• Spillover- effect  should not be a problem for this trial as it is cluster randomised but can be confirmed through the IPE 
• Geographical region may also have an impact on intervention effectiveness  due to different pupil demographics, but this will not be 

examined in the current trial 
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Impact evaluation 

Research questions 

The primary research question is: 

• RQ1. Does the Flexible Phonics intervention improve Reception children’s word 
reading ability? (measured by the York Assessment for Reading Comprehension 
(YARC) Early Word Recognition subscale) 

The secondary research questions are: 

• RQ2. Does the Flexible Phonics intervention improve Reception children’s 
literacy outcomes? (measured by more general literacy tests) 

• RQ3. What is the differential impact of direct mapping and set- for-variability skills 
on children’s word reading ability?  

• RQ4. Does the Flexible Phonics intervention provide value- added improvement 
to Reception children’s word reading ability compared to good phonics teaching 
alone in schools identified with good phonics practice? 

• RQ5. Does the Flexible Phonics intervention improve word reading ability 
differentially for children eligible for Free School Meals (FSM)? 

• RQ6. Does the Flexible Phonics intervention improve word reading ability 
differentially for children of low ability? 

• RQ7. Does the Flexible Phonics intervention improve Reception children’s 
phonics skills one year later at the end of Year 1? 
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Design 

Table 1: Trial design 
Trial design, including number of 

arms 
Two-arm, cluster randomised control efficacy trial 
with pupil-level outcomes 

Unit of randomisation School 

Stratification variables  
(if applicable) None 

Primary 
outcome 

variable Early Word Recognition 

measure 
(instrument, scale, 

source) 

Early Word Recognition subscale raw score (0-30) 
from the York Assessment for Reading 
Comprehension (YARC) 

Secondary 
outcome(s) 

variable(s) 
Early Word Reading composite measure 
Mispronunciation Correction 
Literacy over the longer-term 

measure(s) 
(instrument, scale, 

source) 

For literacy:  
- The sum of standardised scores derived 

from each of the four YARC subscales i.e. 
early word recognition, letter sound 
knowledge, sound deletion and sound 
isolation.  

- Score on the Year 1 Phonics Screening 
check for longer-term outcomes. 

For Mispronunciation Correction:  
- An adapted version of Tunmer and 

Chapman’s Mispronunciation Correction 
Test (2012) as used in Dyson et al. (2017) 
using the words most commonly used in 
English children’s books. 

Baseline for 
primary 
outcome 

variable Early Word Recognition 

measure 
(instrument, scale, 

source) 

Early Word Recognition subscale raw score from 
YARC 

Baseline for 
secondary 
outcome 

Variable Early Word Recognition and Letter Sound 
Knowledge composite measure 

measure 
(instrument, scale, 

source) 

Constructed from the standardised scores for the 
Early Word Recognition and Letter Sound 
Knowledge subscales from YARC 

 
As the intervention involves training all reception teachers and teaching assistants, 
randomisation will be at the school-level. Half of the participating schools will be allocated to 
treatment, the other half will be assigned to the control group. These latter schools will 
continue usual approaches to phonics teaching2.  

The study will measure the impact of flexible phonics for pupils in Reception class at the 
start of 2020/21. Children will participate in a pre-test of reading ability (the York Assessment 

 
2 While it is possible that not all Reception teachers and TAs will be trained in larger schools, within-
school randomisation risks cross-contamination and demoralisation among teachers and teaching 
assistants randomised to the control group. 



10 
 

for Reading Comprehension, YARC using the early word recognition and letter sound 
knowledge subscales) prior to randomisation to verify treatment and control groups are well-
matched. Information on the balance between the two groups pre-intervention enables 
assessment of the likely robustness of findings and accounts for some of the variance in the 
post-test, meaning sample size is optimised. In our TipsByText (TBT) trial we explored the 
possibility of avoiding a pre-test by gathering internal EYFS profile data from teachers, but 
found this infeasible. We also considered using the new Reception Baseline Assessment, 
but this has now been cancelled for autumn 2020 due to the covid-19 pandemic and so we 
are proceeding with using the YARC. We will manage the risk of delays due to the pre-test 
carefully (see risks section).  

To reduce the costs of testing, as well as minimising the burden on schools, the pre-test and 
post-test will be administered to one class per school. Where there is more than one 
reception class per school, the class will be selected at random from a list of teachers 
provided by the school. Whilst only a single class will take part in the pre- and post-tests, as 
all teachers or TAs will be invited to take part in the training and the training will be designed 
to be cascaded to any non-participants, the transfer of teachers between classes should not 
affect whether pupils receive the intervention. However, it is possible there will be a dilution 
of effects which will be explored in the implementation and process evaluation through 
observations and interviews. 

Randomisation 

The aim is for 100 schools to participate in the trial. All recruited schools will be asked to 
supply a list of reception teachers. Where the school has more than one teacher of 
reception-aged children, one teacher per school will be selected at random from this list. 
Having made this initial selection of 100 teachers, each teacher will be assigned to the 
treatment or control group at random. The classes selected for the treatment and control 
conditions at the start of the 2020/21 academic year will be the focus in pre- and post-
testing. Test administrators will not be told whether the school has been assigned to the 
treatment or control group.  

Stata will be used to generate a unique random number for each reception teacher within 
each school with more than one reception class. Teachers will be sorted in ascending order 
on this random number and the teacher with the lowest random number from each school 
will be selected for random assignment.  

Having made this initial selection of a single reception teacher from each school and carried 
out the pre-test, Stata will be used to generate a random number for each of the 100 
teachers. Again, they will be sorted in ascending order on the random number and this will 
be used to derive a sort order variable. Those with odd numbers on the sort order variable 
will be assigned to the treatment group, and those with even numbers will be assigned to the 
control group. The delivery team will be supplied with a list of schools assigned to the 
treatment group in order to invite them to training. 

The seed used to generate the random numbers used to select one teacher per school and 
to assign schools to the treatment and control groups will be saved, along with all other 
syntax used to make the random assignment. Analysts will not be blind to whether schools 
are part of the treatment or control group and which class is the subject of testing.  
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Participants 

The intervention is targeted at children in Reception classes, who are expected to turn five in 
the 2020/2021 academic year. All children in Reception classes in the schools recruited to 
the trial will be eligible to participate. Parents will have the option of withdrawing their child’s 
data from use in the trial. All teachers and teaching assistants of Reception-aged children in 
the schools assigned to the treatment group will be invited to attend training and participate 
in other activities to equip them to teach flexible phonics.  

Schools participating in the English Hubs programme will not be eligible to participate in the 
trial. All other schools with Reception age children in Greater London will be eligible to 
participate as long as they are not participating in another EEF Reception year trial. All 
teachers and teaching assistants of Reception-age children allocated to the treatment group 
will be invited to participate in Flexible Phonics training and resources will be made available 
to those who are unable to attend.  

The delivery team (from University College London, Institute of Education) are expected to 
recruit approx.115- 125 schools so that approx. 100 will go forward to participate in the trial 
allowing for attrition between signing up and being randomised. 

Sample size calculations  

Table 2: Sample size calculations 
 OVERALL FSM 

Minimum Detectable Effect Size (MDES) 0.23 Standard 
deviations 

.37 Standard 
deviations 

Pre-test/ post-test 
correlations 

level 1 (pupil) 0.4 0.4 

level 2 (class)   

level 3 (school)   

Intracluster 
correlations (ICCs) 

level 2 (class)   

level 3 (school) 0.15 0.15 

Alpha 0.05 0.05 

Power 0.8 0.8 

One-sided or two-sided? Two-sided Two-sided 

Average cluster size 233 3 

Number of schools 

Intervention 50 50 

Control 50 50 

Total 100 100 

Number of pupils 

Intervention 1,150 150 

Control 1,150 150 

Total 2,300 300 
 

 
3 This is based on the expected achieved sample size i.e. after attrition. 
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The MDE sizes reported in Table 2 were calculated using the Optimal Design software 
package, available at: http://hlmsoft.net/od/ 

DfE figures indicate that the average infant class contained 27 pupils in 20184. If as many as 
15 per cent of pupils withdraw from trial participation prior to randomisation or do not 
participate in data collection for the study’s lifetime, this suggests an average of around 23 
pupils per school will participate in the trial. The calculation of the MDE assumes that the 
pre-test explains 16 per cent of the variation in the post-test scores5, and that the intra-class 
correlation is 0.156.  

With the standard assumptions of 80% power and 5% significance level and an even split in 
the number of schools in the treatment and control groups between the 100 schools 
expected to participate in the trial, the MDE on the primary outcome measure would be 0.23 
standard deviations. This calculation is based on an assumption that only pupils in a single 
class per school will participate in the pre- and post-tests. If the intra-class correlation is 
0.20, rather than 0.15, but all the other assumptions stay the same, the MDE increases to 
0.26 standard deviations (see graph below).   

4 DfE 2018: 11 
5 To our knowledge, there is currently no publicly available information on the likely correlation 
between pre- and post-test scores for our primary outcome measure, the early word recognition 
subscale from the York Assessment of Reading for Comprehension. The efficacy trial of the Nuffield 
Early Language Intervention (implemented with a similar age group) found that around 55% of the 
variation in post-test scores (a composite language score) was explained by the pre-test and pupil 
characteristics when using the full YARC (Sibieta et al., 2016). This would be higher due to the 
additional inclusion of pupil characteristics; we therefore use a lower estimate of 16 per cent for our 
assumptions. 
6 Previous EEF evaluations on early years have indicated that schools explain around 15 per cent of 
the variation in pupil attainment. For example, the efficacy trial of EasyPeasy found an ICC of 0.18 
(Robinson Smith et al. 2019), whilst the efficacy trial of Family Skills reported an ICC of 0.15 at class 
level (Husain et al. 2018).   

Total number of clusters
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In the case of free school meals, DfE figures indicate that 14.9 per cent of nursery and 
primary school children in Inner and Outer London were known to be eligible for and 
claiming free school meals in January 2018. Allowing for attrition between pre- and post-
testing, this equates to around three children per class. As a result, the MDE would be 0.37 
standard deviations if the intra-class correlation was 0.15 and all other assumptions 
remained the same. The MDE would also be 0.38 standard deviations if the intra-class 
correlation was 0.20. Given the large MDE, it may be not be possible to discern whether the 
intervention has had a clear impact on this particular subset of pupils.  

Outcome measures 

Baseline measures 
Two subscales from the York Assessment of Reading for Comprehension (YARC) Early 
Reading test7 will be used as the baseline measure. The YARC Early Reading test is 
suitable for 4 to 7 year olds and covers four dimensions: sound isolation, sound deletion, 
letter sound knowledge and early word recognition. An overview of the four subscales are 
given below, including internal reliability scores and correlation with the Single Word 
Reading Test (SWRT)8 as a measure of validity. 

• The Sound isolation test measures phoneme isolation skills which are a
component of phonemic awareness. Children hear a series of 12 nonsense
words and are asked to identify either the first or the final sound in the word. The
test’s internal reliability using Cronbach’s alpha is 0.88, and correlation with the
SWRT was 0.62. This test is a measure of phonological awareness which is a
longer term outcome/impact identified in the logic model.

• The Sound Deletion test measures phoneme deletion skills which are a
component of phonemic awareness. Children hear a series of 12 words
accompanied by a picture of what they represent and they are asked to repeat
the word but ‘take away’ a sound from the word. The test’s internal reliability

7  Available from GL at https://www.gl-assessment.co.uk/products/york-assessment-of-
reading-for-comprehension-yarc/ 
8 The Single Word Reading Test (SWRT) is available from GL: https://www.gl-
assessment.co.uk/products/single-word-reading-test-swrt/ 
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https://www.gl-assessment.co.uk/products/york-assessment-of-reading-for-comprehension-yarc/
https://www.gl-assessment.co.uk/products/single-word-reading-test-swrt/
https://www.gl-assessment.co.uk/products/single-word-reading-test-swrt/
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using Cronbach’s alpha is 0.93, and correlation with the SWRT was 0.76. If the 
Sound Isolation and Sound deletion scores are combined, this combined score 
has an internal reliability of 0.95 using Cronbach’s alpha. This test is a measure 
of phonological awareness which is a longer term outcome/impact identified in 
the logic model. 

• The Letter Sound Knowledge test measures alphabetic knowledge. Children
are shown lower case letters and digraphs, one at a time, and are asked to say
what sound the letters and digraphs make. The core test comprises 11 letters
and 6 digraphs. The extended test comprises 26 letters and 6 digraphs. The Core
test’s internal reliability using Cronbach’s alpha is 0.95. Its correlation with the
SWRT was 0.55. This test is a measure of phonological awareness which is a
longer term outcome/impact identified in the logic model.

• The Early Word Recognition test measures reading attainment in young
readers. Children are asked to read 30 single words which are graded in
difficulty. Half of the words have regular correspondence between the graphemes
and phonemes, i.e. letter to sound mapping, and half are irregular. The test’s
internal reliability using Cronbach’s alpha is 0.98, and correlation with the SWRT
was 0.88. This test is a measure of overall literacy outcomes which are a longer
term outcome/impact identified in the logic model.

To reduce testing time and burden on the school, only the early word recognition (measured 
on a scale of 0-30) and core letter sound knowledge (0-17) subscales will be used as a pre-
test. These two subscales are most likely to be affected by the intervention, as the early 
word recognition subscale reflects children’s ability to read, whilst letter sound knowledge is 
more appropriate than the other subscales given the timing of the pre-test. 

These two tests will be used in combination as the baseline for the secondary outcomes, 
whilst the early word recognition subscale will be used as the baseline for the primary 
outcome. The baseline tests will be administered in November 2020.  

Primary outcome 
The primary outcome will be the early word recognition subscale score as the theory of 
change model suggests that this is where most of the impact will be seen. Qa Research will 
carry out the pre and post- tests as an independent test administrator and administrators will 
be blind to whether the school has been assigned to the treatment or control group.  

Secondary outcomes 
All four subscales from YARC will be used as a post-test, with a composite measure of Early 
Word Reading constructed by standardising the raw scores on each of the subscales and 
then combining them into a single metric.  

To capture the differential impact of the Direct Mapping and Set for Variability strategies we 
will use an adapted version of the Mispronunciation Correction Test (MCT) developed by 
Tunmer and Chapman (2012) to assess the impact of Set for Variability. During the MCT, 
children are asked to play a game with a puppet that they are told sometimes says words 
wrong. The children are then presented with examples of irregular words that are incorrectly 
pronounced with a regularised pronunciation. The children are asked to ‘correct’ the puppet 
which requires them to consider other possible pronunciations of the word they have just 
heard, i.e. implement a set-for-variability strategy. The number of words that a child 
successfully ‘corrects’ is then used as a measure of their ability to use set-for-variability 
strategies. In their 2012 paper, Tunmer and Chapman deliver the test as two sessions 
conducted two weeks apart (one presenting the word in isolation and one where the words 
are embedded in sentences), but for this study, children will be tested once with the puppet 
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pronouncing the words embedded in sentences following the methodology used by Dyson et 
al. (2017).  

The MCT will be administered at post-test only due to the limited time to carry out testing in 
the period prior to the delivery of the intervention and only for a subsample of 15 pupils per 
school. This will reduce the burden on schools and pupils and keep costs to a minimum. We 
will seek to explore the means by which SfV affects the primary outcome measure in order to 
isolate the impact of direct mapping and compare the differential impact of each strategy. 
Again, all the post-tests will be administered by Qa Research and testing will take place in 
June and July 2021.  

In addition to the post-test outcome measures, we will use data from the Year 1 Phonics 
Screening check to explore the impact of the intervention on longer-term outcomes. This is 
discussed in further detail in the section on longitudinal follow-ups.  

Compliance 

Our primary analysis will capture the intention- to-treat effect and will not take into account 
non-attendance at training sessions, or schools ceasing delivery during the year.  We will 
work with UCL to ensure the engagement of teachers, TAs and schools to minimise non-
compliance, which will be examined through the implementation and process evaluation 
(IPE).  

Whilst the focus will be on the impact of the intention-to-treat, we will also use a measure of 
compliance to determine how the intervention affects participants. The measure of 
compliance will be formed of at least one teacher/ TA’s9 attendance at all three training 
sessions and then based on an observation by a delivery team RA at the follow- up 
sessions, a rubric will be filled in examining how many strands of the content is present 
(Professor Savage has suggested two would need to be present to be compliant). We will 
develop this rubric in collaboration with the delivery team during the course of the pilot and 
test it and revise it if necessary for the main trial. The protocol will be updated to detail the 
confirmed rubric after the pilot. 

Analysis 

The analysis will use multi-level modelling, to take account of the trial’s nested structure. The 
primary outcome will be measured at pupil level and the primary analysis will control for prior 
attainment, to increase statistical power and precision of the impact estimate (following EEF 
guidance).  

Estimated impacts will be converted into Hedges’ g effect size (1981) which uses the 
estimated total pooled standard deviation of the treatment and control groups. This provides 
a more conservative estimate of impact compared with using the within-school pooled 
standard deviation. Hedge’s g effect sizes will be reported along with 95 per cent confidence 
intervals, as per EEF reporting guidelines and the analysis will explore whether impact 
estimates are statistically significant at the 5 per cent level or better. 

We will conduct separate analysis of the subgroup of pupils eligible for Free School Meals 
(FSM), using the NPD indicator of whether the pupil has ever been eligible for FSM 
(EVERFSM_6_P) interacted with the treatment indicator. We will also seek to estimate the 
differential impact of the intervention on low-ability pupils by again including an interaction 

9 We will explore whether teacher or TA attendance or both is necessary during the pilot and 
update the protocol to confirm. 
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term in the model. Low-ability pupils will be defined as those who score less than the median 
on the pre-test (compared to those scoring over the median score on the pre- test) for the 
primary outcome only.10 A subgroup analysis will also be used to explore the impact of the 
intervention in schools with existing good phonics practice. Where possible this will also 
estimate the differential impact of the intervention in schools with/without existing good 
practice by including an interaction term.  

The delivery team will be asked to collect information on the percentage of pupils passing 
the phonics screening check administered in 2019 as a measure of existing good phonics 
practice. Provided this information is forthcoming, it could be used to identify schools with 
an above-average proportion of pupils passing the screening check. The protocol will be 
updated after the process of this has been confirmed. 

82% of pupils passed the phonics screening check in 201911 and so if schools where the 
percentage of pupils passing the phonics screening check exceeds the national average 
are considered to provide good phonics teaching a high proportion of schools will fall into 
this category. The fact that a large proportion of schools are likely to have existing good 
practice makes it feasible to explore the impact of Flexible Phonics in the subset of schools 
with existing good practice. If numbers allow, we will also look at the differential impact of 
the intervention on schools with existing good practice compared to those without.   

Whilst our preference would be to identify schools with good phonics practice based on their 
performance in the phonics screening check, if it proves impossible to gain full information 
on this measure as part of the recruitment process, we would use the publically available 
data on progress between Key Stage 1 and Key Stage 2 to identify good phonics practice.12 
Schools which made above-average progress in reading between Key Stage 1 and Key 
Stage 2 would be classified as having good phonics practice. The subgroup analysis would 
include an interaction term between the intervention dummy and the quality of existing 
practice to capture the added-value of the intervention in schools with existing good practice 
and indicate whether the intervention was more or less effective in schools that performed 
well prior to the trial13.  

If the analysis suggests that treatment and control groups differ on characteristics likely to 
be related to outcomes at baseline, we will explore whether the findings are robust to the 
inclusion of these additional characteristics (as a secondary model). We will also explore 
the impact of controlling for the full range of characteristics prior to treatment, alongside a 
simplified model based on differences in outcome between treatment and control groups. 
This will indicate how varying the model specification affects likelihood of detecting impact.  

We will explore the impact of the two strategies using path analysis to identify the relative 
effectiveness of each, drawing on existing evidence on causal pathways to capture the 
differential impact of each alongside direct/indirect effects on the primary outcome. To 

 
10 As an alternative, we considered whether it would be feasible to explore the differential impact of 
Flexible Phonics throughout the ability distribution. Whilst in theory this could shed light on whether it 
is particularly effective for subsets of pupils, this would add to the complexity of the analysis and with 
expected sample sizes there is a risk that findings could be inconclusive or difficult to interpret. 
Existing evidence from Canada (Savage et al. 2018) indicates that Flexible Phonics is effective for low 
ability pupils and so it seems prudent to focus on ascertaining whether this is the case in the English 
context in the current study.  
11 As reported in Department for Education (2019).  
12 Available at: https://www.compare-school-performance.service.gov.uk/ 
13 We have rejected the option of oversampling schools that do not have good phonics teaching to 
enhance the prospects of being able to explore differential impacts because of the risks this poses to 
recruiting sufficient schools for the trial.    

https://www.compare-school-performance.service.gov.uk/
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assess the differential impact of DM and SfV, we will use MCT to measure SfV, and then 
multilevel generalised path analysis to disentangle the part of the intervention effect that 
can be ascribed separately to DM (and any other effect) and SfV. A full statistical analysis 
plan will be delivered that complies with EEF’s guidance. 

Longitudinal follow-ups 

Additionally, we propose a delayed outcome measure. We have considered re-administering 
the post-intervention test during 2021/2022. However, the costs and time implied for schools 
make this impractical. Instead, we will use Year 1 phonics screening check data, which will 
become available in September 2022 to provide a delayed outcome measure at 
comparatively low-cost. The analysis will take a similar approach to that used in the primary 
analysis i.e. it will be based on the intention to treat.  

The phonics screening check is a statutory assessment which takes place at the end of year 
1 when pupils are typically aged 6. It confirms whether pupils have met the expected 
standard in phonic decoding. All state-funded schools with a year 1 cohort must administer 
the check. Teachers administer the check one-on-one with each pupil and record whether 
their response to each of the 40 words is correct. The words include 20 words and 20 
pseudo-words. Pupils are told before reading each page of the test whether the words 
presented are real words or words for imaginary animals, i.e. pseudo-words. Each pupil is 
awarded a mark between 0 and 40, and in 2019, the threshold to determine whether a pupil 
had met the expected standard was 32. In 2022, the phonics screening checks are 
scheduled for the week commencing Monday 6 June. The Flexible Phonics intervention will 
run until June 2021 so there will be approximately 12 months between the end of the 
intervention and the phonics screening assessment. 

The phonics screening check is an imperfect measure of the added benefit of the 
intervention as it measures the decoding of regular words, whereas the intervention focuses 
on the words that break the phonic rules, however it is the only freely available phonics 
measure that can be collected systematically across all schools and so provides an 
indication of longer term outcome in this area which may still be affected by the intervention. 

Implementation and process evaluation 

Research questions 

The IPE will assess the eight key implementation dimensions set out below and identify 
moderating/contextual factors that influence impact and explain quantitative findings. It will 
gather evidence to inform any effectiveness trial.  

Key research questions are: 

Fidelity:  

• IPE1: Are schools delivering the interventions and the trial as intended14? 
• IPE2: Could the intervention be rolled-out on a larger scale so that the 

intervention is delivered as intended? 
• IPE3: What adaptations would be required to roll-out the intervention on a larger 

scale and how might these affect the integrity of how the intervention is 
delivered? 

 
14 Key features of programme delivery will be agreed with the delivery team once the pilot 
has been completed and the protocol will be updated accordingly. 
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Dosage: 

• IPE4: Do teachers and/or TAs teaching reception receive all intended training? 
• IPE5: How often do participating teachers and TAs deliver Flexible Phonics 

strategies in phonics teaching? 
Quality: 

• IPE6: How well is initial training and follow-up support received by teachers, TAs 
and senior leadership at the school? 

• IPE7: Is it necessary to conduct cascading training - has this been 
monitored/supported? 

• IPE8: How effectively do teachers/TAs use Flexible Phonics strategies? 
• IPE9: What facilitates/hinders effective implementation? 
• IPE10: Would teachers/TAs find additional support helpful in maintaining quality - 

what and from whom? 
• IPE11: Are there unintended or negative effects of the intervention? 
• IPE12: What are TAs/teachers’ perceived benefits and outcomes of the 

intervention? 
Reach: 

• IPE13: Do all intended pupils receive Flexible Phonics teaching? 
• IPE14: Do some pupils receive more Flexible Phonics teaching than others? 

Responsiveness: 

• IPE15: Do teachers/TAs engage well? 
• IPE16: Is the intervention acceptable and practicable in schools’ contexts? 
• IPE17: Do senior managers perceive the intervention as worthwhile/cost-

effective? 
Programme differentiation: 

• IPE18: How does the intervention enhance/differ from existing phonics teaching? 
• IPE19: Before Flexible Phonics implementation, what was business-as-usual and 

how was this embedded in wider approaches to reading? 
Control group monitoring: 

• IPE20: What phonics teaching and wider reading strategies are used in control 
schools? 

• IPE21: Does the behaviour of control schools change during the trial? 
Adaptation: 

• IPE22: Have schools adapted the intervention - how and why? 

Research methods 

Drawing on the EEF guidance (Humphrey et al 2016, EEF, 2019a) we will use a multiphase 
mixed methods design involving: 

■ Two IDEA workshops and reviewing programme materials; 
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■ Observations of one pilot training day, and review of UCL pilot reports. 

■ Observation of three online training half days for the main trial and two follow- 
up training sessions; 

■ Online surveys (baseline and post-treatment) of Reception teachers/other staff 
to gather evidence about business-as-usual and changes to practice; 

■ Case study visits to eight intervention schools towards the end of the 
programme to observe teaching, interview with Reception teachers and/or TAs 
who are involved in teaching phonics to the class participating in the study, 
literacy or early years leads and a senior leader; 

■ Interviews with UCL; and 

■ Analysis of data collected by UCL e.g. attendance and cost data.  

In the IDEA workshops, our own and UCL’s team will explore the intervention as part of an 
initial session shortly after set-up (October 2019) and then another after pre-trial 
development (in June/ July 2020). Building on the set-up meetings, we would: co-develop 
the TIDieR framework and theory of change; examine training/delivery materials; re-visit 
evidence about the interventions. This will lay a solid foundation for the evaluation and 
enable us to tackle key questions such as an appropriate compliance measure. 

As part of the UCL pilot stage, we observed one training day. No further attendance was 
possible due to the covid-19 pandemic15. We will also read the two UCL pilot reports to 
learn more about the intervention and how it develops through the pilot to further develop 
the theory of change and prepare our observation, interview and survey materials for the 
main trial.  

We will then observe three half day training online sessions on the virtual meeting 
platform such as Zoom for the main trial (instead of the original two in-person training 
sessions - 1.5 days in total) and two-follow up sessions (which may be virtual instead of in- 
person depending on the status of the covid-19 pandemic) to understand expectations for 
delivery and if things have changed from the pilot and how effective that has been, to 
underpin the IPE. Observations will help us to develop well-tailored research instruments 
(case study topic guides, post-intervention survey of teachers and TA) which will be quality 
assured by the lead on IPE. By observing all three online training half days, we will be able 
to observe all of the training material being delivered and also possible differences between 
training cohort groups (of which there will be six groups in total). The delivery team is doing 
this to have smaller training group sizes which makes the practical nature of the sessions 
(such as breakout groups and any interactive activities) easier to manage. 

The survey of teachers and other key staff (across all schools) will be developed by 
IES using online survey software, SNAP, which allows completion on mobile devices. The 
baseline survey will capture usual- practice to randomisation, and information on broader 
approaches to teaching reading. We will use resources such as the Ofsted report on 
features of a good and outstanding Reception curriculum, which include characteristics of 
strong phonics teaching16 and EEF guidance on improving literacy at Key Stage 117 to 
formulate questions.  This will support the identification of value-added impact e.g. in 
combination with data on past reading attainment it will be possible to explore links between 
usual-practice and past performance. It will also help identify the extent to which results 
may be explained by control schools improving phonics teaching (due to compensatory 

 
15 We were due to also attend a follow- up session and two school support sessions. 
16 Ofsted, 2017 
17 EEF, 2017 
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rivalry/other drivers) or displacement of other literacy activities in treatment schools. The 
endline survey will repeat questions about phonics teaching and, for treatment schools, 
cover experiences of taking part, staff time and resources required (to inform the cost-per-
pupil estimate). It will also include questions on adaptations made to the programme 
(beyond expected differentiation to meet the needs of individual pupils). We anticipate the 
surveys will be sent to approximately 230 teaching staff, including teachers and/or TAs, at 
least at both time points. The surveys will be census surveys sent to all teachers/TAs of 
participating classes and at endline we will review any differences between non-responders 
and those who have completed the survey. 

Eight case studies will allow detailed qualitative exploration of delivery. The sample will be 
selected to include schools of different sizes/types, and potentially a mix of compliance. We 
will explore this selection process further during the pilot. If the baseline survey indicates 
differences in pre-intervention phonics teaching, this will be built into sampling. In each case 
study, we will first observe teachers/TAs using Flexible Phonics strategies and use these 
data to inform assessment of fidelity and shape questions for follow-up interviews. We will 
also interview a literacy/early years lead and senior leader. We anticipate an individual 
interview with senior leaders and will interview teachers and TAs separately to ensure 
open/honest discussions. Interviews will explore: training received; materials; workload/time 
requirements of Flexible Phonics; costs incurred; facilitators/barriers to implementation; 
adaptations and reasons (including views on how children with SEND/EAL respond); how 
Flexible Phonics compares to usual-practice; pupils’ outcomes; and suggested 
improvements. Interviews will last around 45 minutes. We expect to interview about 3-4 
participants per case study so up to a total of 32 participants. 

We will also conduct 6 telephone interviews with UCL towards the end of intervention 
delivery, including Professor Savage, the project manager and four research assistants. 
These will explore delivering training, school engagement and participation, and 
enablers/barriers to successful implementation of the programme. This should provide a 
rich picture of how training and support was delivered to schools across geographical areas, 
school types and pre-existing phonics programmes. 

Finally, we will analyse data collected by UCL. We will work with them to specify additional 
data requirements during the pilot, which will cover teacher/TA attendance at training (which 
will be used for the compliance analysis) and also potentially school requests for additional 
support. In addition we will collect the observational data that the RAs collect at the follow- 
up visits which will also form part of the compliance analysis. This data would be 
analysed/triangulated with the evaluation data. We would ask UCL to inform us if schools 
withdraw, and will conduct short telephone interviews (up to nine) with such schools to 
explore reasons or via an email form. We will collect cost data from UCL to calculate the 
cost-per-pupil, including fees charged and length of training days/visits. 

 

Analysis 

Interviews will be digitally recorded with the agreement of participants and transcribed 
verbatim. We will analyse data using 'framework', drawing themes and messages from an 
analysis of interview transcripts, observations of training, and other materials collected by 
evaluation and project teams as a pragmatic cost- effective approach for this amount of 
qualitative data. Data will be collected using the methods described in the table below and 
analysed according to the research questions listed. 

Framework is an excel-based qualitative analysis tool that ensures that the analytical 
process and interpretations from it are grounded in the data and tailored to the research 
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questions. It was designed to ensure a systematic and consistent treatment of all units of 
data (e.g. transcripts of interviews). It also allows for the analytical framework to be refined 
and modified in the early stages of its use. 

The context of the information is retained and the page of the transcript from which it comes 
is noted, so that it is possible to return to a transcript to explore a point in more detail or to 
extract text for verbatim quotations. 

Framework allows full within case analysis (looking in detail at each individual case) and 
between case analysis (comparing individual cases and groups of cases), and it is the 
ability to interrogate data at both these levels that adds real richness and depth to the 
analysis and interpretation. Organising the data in this way allows us to compare the full 
range of experiences and accounts and patterns across different groups of people. 

Observations and themes identified in the qualitative data through the fieldwork can then be 
compared with quantitative data gathered such as survey findings, training attendance, etc, 
to test whether perceptions are reflected across the settings overall. Triangulating rich 
qualitative and quantitative data will allow us to interrogate the mechanisms proposed in the 
logic model, understand factors contributing to outcomes or identify barriers/enablers. 

 
Table 3: IPE methods overview (adapt as necessary) 
 

Data 
collection 
methods 

Participants/ 
data 

sources 
(type, 

number) 

Data 
analysis 
methods 

Research 
questions 
addressed 

Implementation/ 
logic model 
relevance 

Two IDEA 
workshops 

Evaluation 
team and 

delivery team 

Theory of 
Change 

IPE 5, 15. Theory of 
Change, Inputs, 
Activities 

Reviewing 
intervention 
materials 

Training 
materials, 
support 

materials 

Literature 
review, 
thematic 
analysis 

IPE 2, 3, 16, 
18. 

Inputs, Activities 

Observations 
of pilot training 
day  

Delivery 
team (Prof. 

Savage) and 
Reception 

teachers/TAs 
from pilot 
schools 

Observation 
framework, 
Theory of 
Change 

IPE 2, 7, 10, 
18. 

Input, Activities, 
Outputs 

Observation of 
three online 
training half 
days for the 
main trial and 
two follow- up 
training 
sessions 

Delivery 
team (Prof. 
Savage and 

RAs) and 
Reception 

teachers/TAs 
from  half of 

schools 
receiving the 
intervention 

(~25-35 
schools) 

Observation 
framework 

IPE 2, 4, 7, 
10, 15, 18. 

Input, Activities, 
Outputs 
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Online surveys 
(baseline and 
post-
treatment) of 
Reception 
teachers/other 
staff 

Reception 
teachers/ 

TAs from all 
schools 

participating 
in the study 

(<=120) 

Descriptive: 
frequencies, 
cross-tabs, 
t-tests, 
ANOVA, 
regression 

IPE 7, 9, 10, 
12, 13, 15, 
17, 19-21. 

Activities, 
Outputs, 
Outcomes, 
Enabling factors 

Case study 
including 
observations 
and interviews  

8 intervention 
schools, 8 or 

more 
Reception 

teachers/TAs
, Up to 8 
literacy or 

early years 
leads, up to 8 

senior 
leaders; 

Teaching 
observation 
framework, 
Extraction 
framework 

IPE 1-3, 4-5, 
6-12, 13-14, 
15-17, 18-19, 
22. 

Inputs, Activities, 
Outputs, 
Outcomes, 
Enabling factors 

Interviews with 
UCL 

Intervention 
designer/train

er: Prof. 
Savage, RAs 
undertaking 

support visits 

Extraction 
framework 

IPE 1-4, 7, 
15, 18. 

Inputs, Activities, 
Enabling factors 

Analysis of 
intervention 
data collected 
by UCL 

Training 
attendance, 
summary of 
compliance, 
satisfaction 

surveys,   
and cost data 

Thematic 
analyses, 
Descriptives
:frequencies
, cross-tabs, 
average 
cost per 
child.  

IPE 2-4, 7, 
13, 15. 

Inputs, Activities, 
Outputs 

 

Cost evaluation  

Cost data will be collected directly from the delivery team on their own costs for running the 
training and follow- up sessions and materials provided and then from schools cost and time 
data will be collected during the post survey on training (and whether or not cover was 
required) and other time taken for preparing for the lessons/ reading materials etc. . 

A cost per pupil over three years will be calculated using the new EEF cost guidance (EEF 
2019b). 

Ethics and registration 

 

IES will apply for ethics approval through the internal IES system once the recruitment 
materials are finalised in January 2020. Schools will sign a MOU to agree to take part in the 
project and an information pack of details of the project. Teachers/ TAs will also receive an 
information sheet detailing the trial and data sharing and will have the chance to opt out of 
taking part in the IPE when they receive the invitation to complete the survey/ take part in 
an interview. Schools are all also being invited to webinars in July with the UCL, IES and Qa 
teams to hear more about the project and ask any questions they have.  
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Parents will receive an information sheet detailing the trial and data sharing and will have a 
chance to withdraw their child’s data from being shared with the evaluation team at the start 
of the trial by telling the school. After randomisation the parents can contact IES directly to 
have their child’s data removed from the data stored by the evaluation team. 

The trial will be registered at www.controlled-trials.com once the protocol has been finalised 
and will be updated when necessary.   

Data protection 
We take seriously the ethical issues raised by this research, including burden on schools 
and pupils. We also recognise the utmost importance of data protection and are fully 
committed to complying with the Data Protection Act 2018 legislation and will carry out a 
Data Protection Impact Assessment for this project.  

All participants interviewed will sign a consent form to indicate that they have understood 
the research aims, agree to the interview being recorded/transcribed, and will be given 
assurance of anonymity. Schools will sign a MOU identifying the requirements of the project 
and how the data will be used, shared and stored. Parents will receive a letter explaining 
the trial and how they can withdraw their child’s data. 

We will develop a privacy notice explaining how information collected will be used and 
stored, and to communicate to participants their right to withdraw from data processing. This 
will be available online, with the link provided in letters/briefings. We will also develop a 
data-sharing agreement between IES, UCL and EEF stating data to be shared by whom, 
how and why, to ensure full data-security. 

Our approach involves personal data collection including pupil name, date of birth, gender 
and Unique Pupil Number (UPN). IES will access and link this pupil data to background and 
school data held on the National Pupil Database (NPD). The NPD data to be requested will 
include whether or not the pupil is eligible for Free School Meals (FSM) as well as their 
gender and their phonics score in Year 1. IES will match the above pupil data to data on 
pupil outcomes. This will include data from questionnaires and assessments administered 
as part of the project including a standard assessment of literacy skills and a measure of 
mispronunciation correction as well as data on outcomes available through the NPD. 

IES’ legal basis for processing personal data is ‘legitimate interests’. The evaluation of 
Flexible Phonics fulfils one of IES’ core business purposes (undertaking research, 
evaluation and information activities) and is therefore in our legitimate interest, that 
processing personal information is necessary for the conduct of the evaluation. IES is 
required to process data for the following tasks as part of the evaluation: 

■ To conduct the randomisation (i.e. to randomly allocate schools to receive or 
not receive the intervention) 

■ To match data received from schools to NPD data and outcome data 

■ To contact teachers about participating in interviews and surveys 

■ To instruct and liaise with independent test administrators 

■ To evaluate the impact and effectiveness of the programme and prepare a 
report about the project 

No special category data will be collected or processed as part of this evaluation. 

For the purposes of conducting the evaluation to assess the impact of Flexible Phonics, IES 
and IOE will both become data controllers of personal data of school staff and pupils 

http://www.controlled-trials.com/
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obtained from schools and other sources such as the National Pupil Database. Personal 
data may be shared with trusted processors such as test administrators and transcribers as 
well as members of the delivery and evaluation teams solely for the purposes of proper 
delivery, management and evaluation of the project. At the end of the project, data will be 
submitted to the EEF’s data archive. At this point, EEF will become a data controller and the 
archive manager will be a data processor. 

IES will securely delete all personal data within six months of the project finishing, i.e. once 
the final draft of the addendum report has been submitted and the trial data has been 
submitted to the EEF archive. UCL IOE will keep the data for five years. 

Personnel 

 
DELIVERY TEAM 
 

Professor Rob Savage- UCL IOE- developer of the Flexible Phonics intervention  

Amy Fox - UCL IOE -Project Manager  

Research Assistants to be recruited December 2020 

 
EVALUATION TEAM 

Dr Anneka Dawson Co- Principal investigator of the evaluation. Anneka will lead on the 
implementation and process evaluation (IPE) and overseeing the assessments and quality 
assuring materials.   

Dr Helen Gray- IES. Co- Principal investigator of the evaluation. Helen will lead on the 
impact assessment.   

Dr Clare Huxley- IES. Project Manager will be responsible for managing all research 
activity, liaising with UCL, drafting research tools and coordinating members of the research 
team. 

Dr Susie Bamford- IES associate. Susie will support the impact evaluation analysis. 

Dr Dafni Papoutsaki, IES. Dafni will also support the impact evaluation analysis. 

Kate Alexander, IES. Kate will support the IPE.  

Julie Vanderleyden, IES. Julie will support the IPE. 

 

Risks 

Issue/risk Action to address issue/reduce risk Likelihoo
d 

Impact 

Delays to the timetable Experienced trial lead and project manager; 
close communication between delivery team 
and evaluators particularly during the 
autumn term, which is a critical point in 
timetable. Careful selection of a pre-test 

Medium-
High 

Medium 
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Issue/risk Action to address issue/reduce risk Likelihoo
d 

Impact 

measure to ensure it is as practicable as 
possible within the narrow timeframe 
available. Clear communications with 
schools at the recruitment stage about the 
timeframe for the pre- and post-test 

Covid-19 causing school 
closures or other disruption 

Some of the pilot observations were 
cancelled as the pilot work changed to 
include a survey rather than in-person 
sessions. The training has been rescheduled 
to three half days in a virtual meeting 
platform rather than 1.5 in-person days and 
therefore the observations will also take 
place on this platform. UCL surveyed 
teachers to gauge interest in carrying on 
with the testing and training in person or 
virtually and testing will go ahead as 
planned. Further updates may be necessary 
if there is further disruption to schools which 
may mean follow- up sessions by UCL may 
need to be virtual and the corresponding 
observations and interviews may also need 
to be virtual. This will be reviewed in early 
2021 and the protocol updated if necessary.  

Medium Medium 

Pre- or post- test data 
completion rates are low 

We will develop clear communications about 
testing requirements at the recruitment 
stage. We will work closely with the team 
recruiting schools to make sure they feel 
well-briefed and comfortable explaining the 
process in detail, listening to and addressing 
schools concerns.  This will include providing 
information about the skills and experience 
of test administrators. 

We will work with the test administrator 
organisation and the UCL team to have 
school details as early as possible to plan 
testing at both time points. Mop- up visits 
will be completed by the test administrator 
wherever possible when there is absence to 
maximise the number of pupils tested. 
Progress will be monitored carefully 

Medium High 
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Issue/risk Action to address issue/reduce risk Likelihoo
d 

Impact 

throughout the testing period so that action 
can be taken swiftly if required.  

Reluctance of schools to 
participate in case study 
research or survey research 

Schools will have their responsibilities clearly 
laid out in a Memorandum of Understanding 
(MoU). It is likely that not all TAs and 
teachers will be aware of the detail of the 
MoU so we will produce early on a clear and 
concise research briefing for teachers, which 
explains the requirements and timings of the 
evaluation activity and provide a point of 
contact for questions which we will include 
in an information pack. All schools will be 
invited to take part in a webinar for further 
information and to ask questions. We will 
work to reduce burdens on participants as 
much as possible with short surveys and 
interview times. A broad team means we can 
be flexible about dates for case studies. As a 
contingency, if it is not possible to set up 
face- to- face visits at schools, we would 
consider conducting depth telephone 
interviews with school staff instead but this 
would be discussed with EEF and used only 
as a last resort. 

Low High 

Schools drop out  Evaluators have limited ability to affect 
participant numbers other than explore 
reasons for low participation, identify good 
practice in maximising participant 
engagement and share this across schools. 
We can work to maximise research 
participation among those taking part, 
including trying to keep control schools 
engaged by being in relatively frequent 
contact.  

Low Medium 

Delays to receiving NPD data 
for addendum report 

Submit early application; experienced 
researcher to oversee application to ensure 
no delays due to incomplete application 

Medium  Low 
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Timeline 

 
 
Table 4: Timeline 

Dates Activity Staff responsible/ 
leading 

June-Oct 
2019 

Set up meetings and first IDEA workshop Delivery team and 
evaluation team 

Sep 2019-
Feb 2020 

Recruitment of pilot schools Delivery team 

Dec 2019- 
July2020 

Recruitment of trial schools Delivery team with 
support from 
evaluation team  

Oct 2019- 
June 2020 

Pre-trial development of programme 
Observation of pilot training session 

Delivery team 
Evaluation team 

July 2020 Webinars - school Information session for participating 
schools. 

Delivery Team 
with support from 
Evaluation and 
Assessment Team 

Aug- Sep 
2020 

Second IDEA workshop Delivery team and 
evaluation team 

Sep- Dec 
2020 

Collection of pupil data  
Collection of pre-test data 
Business as usual survey of teachers/ TAs 
Randomisation  

Delivery team and 
evaluation team 
(overseeing Qa 
Research test 
administrator) 

Jan- June 
2021 

School training days by end Feb and school visits by 
the end of March 2021 
Observation of school training days 
Schools deliver Flexible Phonics 

Delivery team and 
evaluation team 

Apr- Jun 
2021 

Collection of data from delivery team 
School case studies (observation, senior leader, 
teacher/TA and literacy lead/ early years lead/SENCO 
interviews) 

Evaluation team  

June- July 
2021 

Administration of post –test assessments Evaluation team 
(overseeing Qa 
Research test 
administrator) 

June- July 
2021 

Post- intervention survey of teachers/ TAs Evaluation team 

Autumn 
2021 

Analysis of project and evaluation data Evaluation team 

Dec 2021- 
Jan 2022  

Evaluation report writing Evaluation team 

Jan 31st 
2022 

First draft of evaluation report Evaluation team 

Sept 2022 Obtain NPD data for Year 1 phonics Evaluation team 

Autumn 
2022 

Analysis of Year 1 phonics and evaluation data for 
addendum report 

Evaluation team 

Jan- Feb 
2023 

Addendum report writing Evaluation team 
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Dates Activity Staff responsible/ 
leading 

Jan 31st 
2023 

First draft of addendum report Evaluation team 
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