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Systematic Synthetic Phonics (SSP) Programmes Update 
10th June 2021 
 
 
On the 1st April 2021, the DfE released guidance on the new core criteria for systematic synthetic 
phonics programmes (SSP).  This guidance is for publishers of phonic programmes, and schools 
are not required to react to this at present.   
 
A complete validated list of phonics publishers and providers will be available by the DfE in 
spring/summer 2022.  You may wish to wait before spending money now. 
 
“It is currently and will not be statutory for schools to follow a validated programme from 
March 2022, neither will it be a legal requirement.”  
phonics.validation@education.gov.uk April 2021 (shared by Nicola Martin, Senior Consultant for 
Primary English and Literacy, Lancashire Professional Development Service) 
 
Does this mean we have to stop using Letters and Sounds 2007?* 
No. You don’t have to stop using Letters and Sounds 2007 now, or at all. Ofsted do not have a 
preferred programme or approach. What’s important is that schools take an approach that is 
rigorous, systematic, used with fidelity (any resources used should exactly match the Grapheme 
Phoneme Correspondence (GPC) progression of their chosen SSP approach), and achieves strong 
results for all pupils, including the most disadvantaged.   Please move to end of document to read 
further questions answered about the removal of DfE L&S Programme. 
 
 

Timelines 
The self-assessment form and evidence submitted by each programme will be reviewed by a small, independent 
panel with relevant expertise. 
 
There will be 3 validation panels and there is a separate deadline for applications for each panel. 

Panel Deadline date 

Panel 1 Deadline has passed 

Panel 2 29 October 2021 at 12pm 

Panel 3 28 February 2022 at 12pm 

 
There will be one final panel after 28 February 2022 for re-submissions only as any programme that does not 
achieve validation on their first attempt, will have one opportunity to re-apply subject to effectively demonstrating 
how their programme has developed to meet the criteria. See the appeals and complaints process for further 
information. 
 
The first updates to the validated list will be made after the first panel at the end of June 2021 when new 
programmes that demonstrated that they met the criteria at this first panel will be added to the list. 
 
Programmes that feature on any previous lists will need to apply for validation by 28 February 2022. If they have 
not done so, the programme will be removed from any published lists when updates are made following the panel 
in March 2022. 

 
 
For further queries, please contact Nicole Gurvidi 
nicole.gurvidi@the-partnership.org.uk  

mailto:phonics.validation@education.gov.uk
mailto:nicole.gurvidi@the-partnership.org.uk
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Validation: Essential core criteria 
Published SSP programmes must meet all of the following essential criteria. Further explanatory 
notes are offered below. If your programme is new, or you are developing a programme based on 
Letters and Sounds, please also refer to the note for publishers of new programmes section. 
 
We are currently going through THEP L&S SSP programme cross-referencing with the validation 
criteria below.  All schools using this programme will be provided with updates.  This scheme 
links comprehensively to decodable books.  English leads have been provided with the book list 
referencing two publishing companies. 
 
The programme should: 
1. constitute a complete SSP programme providing fidelity to its teaching framework for the duration of 

the programme (see note 1). 
2. present systematic, synthetic phonic work as the prime approach to decoding print (see note 1) 
3. enable children to start learning phonic knowledge and skills early in reception, and provide a 

structured route for most children to meet or exceed the expected standard in the year one (Y1) 
Phonics Screening Check and all national curriculum expectations for word reading through decoding 
by the end of key stage 1 

4. be designed for daily teaching sessions and teach the main grapheme-phoneme correspondences of 
English (the alphabetic principle) in a clearly defined, incremental sequence 

5. begin by introducing a defined group of grapheme-phoneme correspondences that enable children to 
read and spell many words early on 

6. progress from simple to more complex phonic knowledge and skills, cumulatively covering all the major 
grapheme-phoneme correspondences in English 

7. teach children to read printed words by identifying and blending (synthesising) individual phonemes, 
from left to right all through the word 

8. teach children to apply the skill of segmenting spoken words into their constituent phonemes for 
spelling and that this is the reverse of blending phonemes to read words 

9. provide opportunity for children to practise and apply known phoneme-grapheme correspondences for 
spelling through dictation of sounds, words and sentences 

10. ensure that children are taught to decode and spell common exception words (sometimes called 
‘tricky’ words), appropriate to their level of progress in the programme (see note 2) 

11. provide resources that support the teaching of lower-case and capital letters correctly, with clear start 
and finish points. The programme should move children on by teaching them to write words made up 
of learned GPCs, followed by simple sentences composed from such words as well as any common 
exception words (‘tricky words’) learned (see note 3) 

12. be built around direct teaching sessions, with extensive teacher-child interaction and involve a multi-
sensory approach. The programme should include guidance on how direct teaching sessions can be 
adapted for online delivery (live or recorded) (see notes 4 and 5) 

13. provide resources to enable teachers to deliver the programme effectively including sufficient 
decodable reading material ( see notes 6 and 7) to ensure that, as children move through the early 
stages of acquiring phonic knowledge and skills, they can practise by reading texts closely matched to 
their level of phonic attainment, that do not require them to use alternative strategies to read 
unknown words (important, see note 7) 

14. include guidance and resources to ensure children practise and apply the core phonics they have been 
taught [footnote 1] (see note 8) 

15. enable children’s progress to be assessed and highlight the ways in which the programme meets the 
needs of those who are at risk of falling behind, including the lowest attaining 20% of children (see note 
9) 

16. provide full guidance for teachers to support the effective delivery of the programme and appropriate, 
programme-specific training either directly, through appointed agents or remotely; with assurances 
that there is sufficient capacity to do so and that those delivering this training will have appropriately 
high levels of expertise and relevant experience (see note 10) 

 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/phonics-teaching-materials-core-criteria-and-self-assessment/validation-of-systematic-synthetic-phonics-programmes-supporting-documentation#publishers
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/phonics-teaching-materials-core-criteria-and-self-assessment/validation-of-systematic-synthetic-phonics-programmes-supporting-documentation#note1
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/phonics-teaching-materials-core-criteria-and-self-assessment/validation-of-systematic-synthetic-phonics-programmes-supporting-documentation#note1
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/phonics-teaching-materials-core-criteria-and-self-assessment/validation-of-systematic-synthetic-phonics-programmes-supporting-documentation#note2
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/phonics-teaching-materials-core-criteria-and-self-assessment/validation-of-systematic-synthetic-phonics-programmes-supporting-documentation#note3
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/phonics-teaching-materials-core-criteria-and-self-assessment/validation-of-systematic-synthetic-phonics-programmes-supporting-documentation#note4
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/phonics-teaching-materials-core-criteria-and-self-assessment/validation-of-systematic-synthetic-phonics-programmes-supporting-documentation#note6
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/phonics-teaching-materials-core-criteria-and-self-assessment/validation-of-systematic-synthetic-phonics-programmes-supporting-documentation#note7
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/phonics-teaching-materials-core-criteria-and-self-assessment/validation-of-systematic-synthetic-phonics-programmes-supporting-documentation#fn:1
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/phonics-teaching-materials-core-criteria-and-self-assessment/validation-of-systematic-synthetic-phonics-programmes-supporting-documentation#note8
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/phonics-teaching-materials-core-criteria-and-self-assessment/validation-of-systematic-synthetic-phonics-programmes-supporting-documentation#note9
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/phonics-teaching-materials-core-criteria-and-self-assessment/validation-of-systematic-synthetic-phonics-programmes-supporting-documentation#note9
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/phonics-teaching-materials-core-criteria-and-self-assessment/validation-of-systematic-synthetic-phonics-programmes-supporting-documentation#note10
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*The removal of Letters and Sounds 2007 from the Department’s list of validated 
phonics programmes – teachers’ questions answered 
The way in which phonics is taught in schools has evolved significantly in the last 10 years. 
A key upcoming change in recognition of that evolution is the removal of the widely used 2007 
Letters and Sounds handbook from gov.uk and from the Department’s list of validated phonics 
programmes. 
 
Here we answer teachers’ key questions on the change: 
So, what’s changed – is there something wrong with Letters and Sounds 2007?  
The 2007 Letters and Sounds handbook isn’t a full Systematic Synthetic Phonics (SSP) programme 
because it doesn’t provide the support, guidance, resources or training needed. It relies on schools 
building a programme of resources around the handbook and in many cases updating the 
progression to bring it in line with current best practice. Some schools have done this very 
successfully and it was for this reason that schools achieving strong results using 2007 Letters and 
Sounds were included in the English Hubs programme in 2018. 
 
Does this mean we have to stop using Letters and Sounds 2007?  
No. You don’t have to stop using Letters and Sounds 2007 now, or at all. Ofsted do not have a 
preferred programme or approach. What’s important is that schools take an approach that is 
rigorous, systematic, used with fidelity (any resources used should exactly match the Grapheme 
Phoneme Correspondence (GPC) progression of their chosen SSP approach), and achieves strong 
results for all pupils, including the most disadvantaged.   We believe the easiest way to achieve 
this is to use a full SSP programme from the validated list, but this is not mandatory. 
 
The only exception to this is if you’re receiving support from an English Hub. Schools receiving 
support through the English Hubs programme must follow a programme from the validated list. 
Letters and Sounds 2007 will remain on the validated list until 2022 to allow schools using it the 
time to transition. These schools are advised to contact their local English Hub for more 
information. 
 
What do we need to do if we’re still using Letters and Sounds 2007?  
Letters and Sounds 2007 will remain on the Department’s validated list until Spring 2022. This 
gives schools using it time to consider their approach and to consider any new SSP programmes on 
the Department’s validated list. After Spring 2022, schools wanting or needing to improve their 
practice will be strongly encouraged to use an SSP programme from the validated list, although 
this will not be mandatory.  More information on the validation process can be found here. 
 
Can schools continue to use their own programme without having to get it validated? 
If your school uses its own approach based around Letters and Sounds 2007 which includes 
appropriate resources, has decodable books matched to pupils’ phonic knowledge, high-quality 
staff training and achieves strong results, there is no need to change approach. Schools should 
check that the approach taken is sustainable and works for all children, including the most 
disadvantaged. 
 
There is no obligation to bring a programme for validation. Applications from schools wishing to 
share their good practice more widely, and who have the capacity to do so, are encouraged 
however. Schools can continue with their approach even if it is not validated. 
It is for individual schools to decide which approach to phonics teaching they use, although the 
Department recommends schools consider an SSP programme from the validated list, as these 
programmes will have met robust criteria and will have been tested and assessed to be of high-
quality. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/phonics-teaching-materials-core-criteria-and-self-assessment/validation-of-systematic-synthetic-phonics-programmes-supporting-documentation
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Will my school need to buy new sets of decodable books? 
We highly recommend that schools use a full SSP programme with decodable texts matching 
pupils’ phonic knowledge. The Ofsted inspection handbook states that the sequence of reading 
books should show a cumulative progression in phonics knowledge that is matched closely to the 
school’s phonics programme and that children should read and re-read books that match the 
grapheme-phoneme correspondences they know. 
 
This expectation is consistent with the English programmes of study: key stages  1 and 2  National 
curriculum in England which states that pupils should read aloud accurately books that are 
consistent with their developing phonic knowledge and that do not require them to use other 
strategies to work out words. Validated SSP programmes will either have produced their own 
matching fully decodable books/texts or will be able to recommend a scheme of books/texts that 
matches the progression of GPCs in their programme exactly. Schools choosing decodable reading 
material for pupils that is not included within or recommended by the SSP programme they are 
using should ensure it is fully decodable and only includes sounds pupils have already learnt and 
with which they are fully secure.  
 
Schools can also seek support and advice from their nearest English Hub when choosing decodable 
texts to match a programme. 
 
If a school chooses to move to a validated SSP based on L&S we anticipate that many of their 
existing books will continue to match the programme. We would expect validated L&S 
programmes to provide details about decodable books to support schools to understand any 
potential changes. 
 
Teachers and parents should continue to maximise opportunities for pupils to hear and talk about 
a rich and diverse range of stories and songs that are not yet decodable by the pupils themselves. 
 
 
 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/335186/PRIMARY_national_curriculum_-_English_220714.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/335186/PRIMARY_national_curriculum_-_English_220714.pdf

