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What is the phonics screening check? 

The phonics screening check is a short, light-touch assessment to confirm whether individual 

children have learnt phonic decoding to an appropriate standard. The check consists of 40 

words and non-words (which you may hear called alien or pseudo words) that your child will 

be asked to read one-on-one with their teacher.  

It will identify the children who need extra help so they are given support to improve their 

reading skills. They will then be able to retake the check in the summer term of Year 2 so that 

we can track children until they are able to decode efficiently.  

 

Who is it for? 

The screening check is for all Year 1 pupils and children in Year 2 who previously did not meet 

the standard of the check in Year 1.  

 

Is it compulsory? 

Yes. It is a statutory requirement for all schools to carry out the screening check.  

 

Do children with special educational needs have to take the screening check? 

It should be taken by as many children as possible, and the government have worked closely 

with SEN specialists to make this happen. Where necessary, adjustments will be made and 

appropriate guidance provided.  

For children who are working well below the level of the screening check (for example, if they 

show no understanding of letter-sound correspondences), there will be a disapplication 

process so they do not have to take part. Where teachers have concerns about a child’s ability 

to complete the screening, these concerns would be discussed with parents. Parents will be 

informed if a child is disapplied.  

 

When does it happen? 

Due to the partial school closures last academic year, Year 2 children are required to ‘catch 

up’ on their postponed screening. Year 2 children will complete the screening check during 

the week commencing 30th November 2020.  

Current Year 1 children will complete the phonics screening check, as normal, in the summer 

term. This academic year, the screening will be administered during the week commencing 

Monday 7th June 2021. If a child is absent during that week, the school can administer the 

check up until the 18th June 2021. Any Year 2 children needing to retake the screening check 

will be able to do so during this week.  

The start of every phonics screening check week will begin, on the Monday, with a celebration 

of our phonics journey including phonics games and activities. One to one screenings will then 

commence on the Tuesday. By Thursday afternoon, all children are likely to have completed 

the phonics screening check.  

 



Who carries out the screening? 

Your child’s class teacher will carry out the check. Administering the phonics check requires 

a teacher’s personal judgement and it is important that the children are with a familiar adult.  

 

How long does the check take? 

Every child is different but most take between four and nine minutes to complete the 

assessment.  

 

How is the check structured? 

The check comprises a list of 40 words (20 real and 20 nonsense), which a child will read one-

to-one with their teacher. Half of the words cover phonic skills which tend to be covered in 

Reception and the other half are based on Year 1 phonic skills. The children have their own 

booklet in front of them containing all of the words they need to read. They read these at their 

own pace.  

 

What are nonsense words? 

There are 20 nonsense words on the screening, increasing in difficulty as the children progress 

through the check. Nonsense words are also sometimes referred to as alien words, non-words 

or pseudo words. We use nonsense words when we teach phonics, so your child will already 

be familiar with the concept. 

Your child will be told before the check that there will be nonsense words that he or she has 

not seen before. The nonsense words are presented alongside a picture of an imaginary 

creature and children are told the nonsense word is the name of that type of creature. This 

helps children to understand the nonsense words should not be matched to their existing 

vocabulary. 

 

Why are nonsense words used in the test? 

Nonsense words are important because words such as ‘vap’ or ‘jound’ are new to all children. 

Children cannot read the nonsense words by using their memory or vocabulary, they have to 

use their decoding skills. This is a fair way to assess their ability to decode.  

Children who can read nonsense words should have the skills to decode almost any unfamiliar 

word.  

 

What is the pass mark? 

The pass mark for last screening check in 2019 was 32 words out of 40. The pass mark for 

2020 will be set at 32 for Year 2 children. We do not yet know the pass mark for Year 1’s 

screening in June. This information will be shared with school once children have completed 

the check.  

 



What skills do children need to meet the standard of the phonics screening check? 

All children need to be able to identify the sounds associated with different letters and letter 

combinations and then blend these sounds together to correctly say the word on the page. 

The same skill is needed whether the word is a real word or a nonsense word. The words 

gradually get harder through the check as the combinations of letters become more 

complicated. Children will also need to recognise alternative sounds in real words such as ‘y’ 

in the word ‘happy’ having the pronunciation ‘ee’.  

 

Does it put the children under unnecessary stress? 

The assessment is age-appropriate and completed with the child’s teacher, who they will have 

developed a good relationship with. Reading one-to-one with a teacher is a familiar activity for 

our children. The children will also have seen previous examples of screening tests so that 

they understand what to expect. It should be an enjoyable activity for children and takes no 

more than a few minutes. We make the build up to the screening an exciting time with a 

phonics party beforehand and children are rewarded with stickers once they have completed 

the screening, regardless of their score.  

 

What happens if a child does not meet the standard? 

The screening check will identify children who have phonic decoding skills below the level 

expected for the end of Year 1 and who therefore need extra help. These children will receive 

additional phonics support and intervention and will be able to retake the assessment in the 

summer term of Year 2.  

 

What if children are upset they have failed? 

Children should not realise that they are being formally assessed and will not be aware if they 

have passed or failed the screening. The recording materials used by teachers are separate 

to those that the children use and this keeps the recording of scores discreet. If children were 

to see the teacher’s record, both correct and incorrect responses are recorded with a tick.  

 

How will the results from the phonics screening check be used? 

Our results will not be published but parents will be informed of their individual child’s score. 

You will receive a letter explaining you child’s score and this years pass mark.   

The results will inform us of the children who require further support with decoding words in 

Year 2.  

 

 

 

 

 



What does the test look like? 

Sample materials are available on the education.gov.uk website.  

Below is an example from the 2018 Phonics Screening Check.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

  



How can I help my child? 

Practice the sounds with your child. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



Practise a mix of real and nonsense words. Ask your child to draw sound buttons underneath 

each sound to show they can correctly identify each one. Say all the sounds individually then 

put the word together.  

 

 k-igh = kigh 

 g-ir-s-t = girst 

 b-ai-m = baim 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 



Useful websites: 

www.ictgames.com/literacy 

www.familylearning.org.uk/phonics_games 

www.letters-and-sounds.com 

www.phonicsplay.co.uk 

www.oxfordowl.co.uk 

www.teachyourmonstertoread.com 

www.phonicsbloom.com 

www.youtube.co.uk – Mr Thorne Does Phonics 

 

http://www.ictgames.com/literacy
http://www.familylearning.org.uk/phonics_games
http://www.letters-and-sounds.com/
http://www.phonicsplay.co.uk/
http://www.oxfordowl.co.uk/
http://www.teachyourmonstertoread.com/
http://www.phonicsbloom.com/
http://www.youtube.co.uk/

