Government aims for 90% of pupils to meet phonics standard by Year 1 with new assessment in Year 8
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Education Secretary Bridget Phillipson has announced an ambitious new target for phonics attainment in primary education, setting a goal for 90% of pupils to meet the expected standard in phonics by the end of Year 1. This represents a significant step up from the latest available data, where 80% of pupils currently achieve this benchmark at that stage, rising to 89% by the end of Year 2. The announcement forms a key part of the Government’s upcoming Schools White Paper, which aims to reform literacy education and address long-standing challenges in reading proficiency across England.
In addition to the phonics target, Phillipson confirmed plans to introduce a new mandatory reading test for Year 8 pupils. This assessment will evaluate reading fluency and comprehension at a pivotal stage of secondary education, aiming to identify literacy gaps sooner and enable timely intervention before students fall further behind. The results of this Year 8 test will be shared with Ofsted and the Government to support monitoring and policy-making, but individual schools’ outcomes will not be published publicly. Parents will, however, have access to their children’s results to better understand and support their progress.
Phillipson emphasised the importance of literacy as foundational to academic engagement, stating that the new Year 8 assessment will help ensure no child slips through the cracks in their reading development. She highlighted the particular urgency of this initiative for working-class children, who often face fewer second chances to improve if early literacy needs are not met. “For many working-class kids, they get one chance at it and if we don’t get it right for them, they often never get a second chance to get to where they need to be,” she said.
Despite the ambition of these measures, reaction from teaching unions has been cautious, with some expressing concern that targets and tests alone will not drive meaningful improvements without substantial additional support and resources. Pepe Di’Iasio, general secretary of the Association of School and College Leaders, stressed that while the new phonics target is “all well and good,” it must be backed by clear strategies and adequate funding to offer interventions, especially for disadvantaged pupils and those with special educational needs. He pointed to the current dire financial situation in schools, warning that cuts to provision risk undermining progress.
Similarly, Paul Whiteman, general secretary of the National Association of Head Teachers (NAHT), questioned the efficacy of the existing phonics screening check in improving literacy or closing attainment gaps. He noted that setting higher ambitions without accompanying tangible support risks being insufficient to bring about real change. Teaching unions also raised concerns that the introduction of mandatory Year 8 reading tests should not result in additional pressures on schools or become just another performance measure, especially as many schools already conduct their own reading assessments.
Phillipson defended the principle of the Year 8 test amidst such criticism, underscoring the need to address deficiencies in literacy more systematically. Speaking ahead of the Schools White Paper launch, she highlighted that too many students leave school without adequate English and maths skills, which limits their future academic and employment opportunities.
The Government’s Schools White Paper, set to be unveiled fully soon, appears focused on implementing earlier and more robust assessment of literacy to improve outcomes. However, the ambition will require schools to be equipped with sufficient resources and effective intervention strategies to support struggling learners. The balance between assessment, accountability, and sustainable support remains a critical challenge as policymakers seek to raise literacy standards nationwide.
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