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Adaptive Phonics Teaching: A focus on children with autistic traits

Editors: Professor Geraldene Codina, Dr Lauran Doak (University of Derby)

This Action Research case study was completed as part of the Department for Education (DfE, UK) nasen
Universal SEND programme.

Abstract

Context: The study focuses on the barriers that children with autistic traits encounter when engaging
with phonics teaching. These barriers include session length, structure, and response to the term
‘phonics’ itself. This action research was conducted in a Key Stage 1 classroom, and it explored how
phonics teaching could be adapted to better support the focus group children.

Aims: The research aimed to identify the specific barriers to phonics engagement for children with
possible or diagnosed autism and to trial adaptive strategies that could enhance their participation
and learning outcomes.

Methods: The study followed two action research cycles. In Cycle 1, data were collected through
staff questionnaires, pupil interviews, and classroom observations. In Cycle 2, three adapted phonics
sessions—each 10 minutes long and delivered through games, videos, or story reading—were
trialled with one child. Observations focused on engagement and emotional regulation.

Findings: Children reported finding phonics ‘boring’, with writing being a particular barrier. Staff
confidence in adapting phonics varied. The adapted sessions were more successful when they
avoided the term ‘phonics’, were short and focussed, and aligned with the child’s interests.

Implications: The outcomes of this study underline the potential for adaptive teaching strategies in
enhancing literacy for children with autism. Other educators may find value in tailoring instructional
practices to meet the specific needs of learners with similar traits. The insights gained may advocate
for further exploration of adaptive phonics methods and encourage reflective practice among
teachers working with diverse learners. Limitations in the study's data and methodology invite
consideration for broader applications and further research in this area.
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Action Research for Inclusion and Special Educational Needs and Disability
(ISEND)

Adaptive Phonics Teaching: A focus on children with autistic traits
For a child with traits of autism, adapting phonics sessions, by making them shorter (10 minutes),
games-based, and titled differently, was found to be effective (Mainstream, Primary School).

Contents
BACKGROUND INFORMATION .....eiitiiiuiteitenieetee sttt e site et e sitesteesbeesteesaeesbeesbeesabessbeesabeenbeesanenn 2
SUIMMARY .ttt ettt ettt et ettt e b e st e bt e sa b e e bt e sate e beesaeeeabe e eheesabeesbeesabeeabeesabe e bt e sabeeabeenas 2
RESEARCH TIMELINE ...ttt ettt ettt ettt et ettt sa e st e e s bt e et e e s bt e s abe e bt e sabeeebeesabeebeesanean 3
ACTION RESEARCH CYCLE L.ttt ettt ettt ettt et sttt st s bt e sate e sbe e st e e beesabeebeenas 3
ACTION RESEARCH CYCLE 2....eiiiiieieeeee ettt ettt ettt sttt st sttt sbe e sate e sbe e st e e beesabeenbeenas 6
Appendix 1 — Action RESEAICH CYCIES...uuuiiiiiiii ittt e e e e e e e e e e e e e nnareees 9

BACKGROUND INFORMATION

Type of setting Mainstream Primary School
Age range of pupils Key Stage 1 (age 5-7 years)
Roles of the Research Year 2 (age 6-7 years) Teacher
Team

ACTION RESEARCH CYCLES
See Appendix 1 for the Action Research Cycles

Ethical consent has been sought to publish this data anonymously.

SUMMARY
Research focus Autism, Key Stage 1, phonics teaching, engagement
Research question What are the barriers to phonics for children with possible or

diagnosed autism, and what strategies can be put in place to
support them?

Overview/Key information | This case study took place in a mainstream primary school and was
conducted with Key Stage 1 pupils (age range of 5-7 years).

In Action Research cycle 1, three research methods were applied:
- staff questionnaires
- observations of phonics lessons
- pupil interviews
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In Action Research cycle 2, the main method utilised was
observation and evaluation.

Key findings

The focus children in this study are those with possible or diagnosed

autism.

- The focus children reported not liking phonics, as they said it
was boring.

- Some of the focus children engaged in group phonics, but some
pupils did not.

- Phonics was a trigger word for some focus children.

- Staff views were varied but showed a lack of confidence in
adapting phonics to support the focus children.

- Three alternative phonics sessions were trialled with one child:
online videos, phonics games, and reading of stories. These
were 10 minutes each in length.

- The alternative phonics sessions were effective when:

- the child had not been told that they were doing phonics

- the games were more engaging

- thereading was made more manageable, but at this stage,
this would often only occur if the child was extrinsically
motivated to read

Evidence-informed practice

For a child with traits of autism, adapting phonics sessions, by
making them shorter (10 minutes), games-based, and titled
differently, was found to be effective.

RESEARCH TIMELINE

October November December January February March
Action Action Research Cycle Step 6: Do 1
Research 1 Steps 7-8: Review 1 Share and disseminate
Cycle 1 Step 2: Study the research
Steps 3-5: Plan 1 Action Research Cycle 2 (anonymised) with
Step 1: Step 9: Study 2 other interested
Establish Steps 10-12: Plan 2 parties.
the Step 13: Do 2
research Step 14-15: Review 2
focus

RESEARCH FOCUS: Step 1

ACTION RESEARCH CYCLE 1

Initial research interest,
aim/question (Step 1)

This research aims to find out what the barriers are to phonics for
children with possible or diagnosed autism.
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KEY LITERATURE SHAPING THE RESEARCH (STUDY 1): Step 2

Reference Autism Classroom (n.d.). Teaching Phonics to Non-Speaking &
Minimally Verbal Students: Strategies & Assessment Tips.
https://www.autismclassroom.com/blog/teaching-phonics-to-non-
speaking-minimally-verbal-students-strategies-assessment-
tips?utm source=chatgpt.com

Key point(s) of note The article recommends using multisensory approaches; for
example, incorporating tactile and visual elements into phonics
instruction. Using magnetic letters, letter tiles, or flashcards allows
children to physically manipulate letters, reinforcing letter-sound
associations.

Reference Cochrane, K. (2022, February 13). Phonics tailored for pupils with
SEND. Special Educational Needs [Magazine].
https://senmagazine.co.uk/content/specific-
needs/literacy/16238/phonics-tailored-for-pupils-with-sen/

Key point(s) of note - There is no one-size-fits-all for teaching phonics to learners with
special educational needs and disabilities (SEND).

- Making phonics multisensory can support children.

- Modelling reading behaviour is effective, i.e., encouraging a
child to move a finger from left to right on a page (helping them
to keep track of text), and when reading to a pupil, modelling
expressions with your voice will start to build their
understanding of the principles of punctuation.

PLAN 1: Step 3

As part of the process of planning Action Research Cycle 1 and having completed the ‘study’ phase,
the research question can evolve and become further refined.

Revised research question | What are the barriers to phonics for children with possible or
diagnosed autism, and what strategies can be put in place to
support them?

PLAN 1 and DO 1: Steps 4 and 6
Methods of data collection
- Pupil interview
- Staff questionnaire
- Observations

Description of research sample, timing and location

Pupil interview

Interview with Year 1 and Year 2 children with possible or diagnosed autism. The interview took
place in school, and notes were taken about the children’s views and opinions around phonics.

Staff questionnaire
Staff questionnaire handed out to teachers of phonics; completed individually by staff.
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Observation

Observations of Year 1 and Year 2 children with possible or diagnosed autism — focus on how
they engage with phonics. The observation took place during phonics to see how the children
engaged with the learning.

PLAN 2: Step 5
Ethical consent was sought from each participant to publish this data anonymously.

REVIEW 1: Step 7-8
Data Analysis: process
Pupil Interview
Having conducted the pupil interviews, the notes were analysed by the researcher. The aim was
to note what the children thought were their:
- barriers to phonics
and
- what they liked about phonics.

Staff Questionnaire
The researcher analysed completed staff questionnaires to consider the main points. Key findings
were identified regarding:

- staff confidence

and

- teachers’ understanding of supporting pupils with autism in phonics.

Observation
Notes were taken during phonics observations and analysed by the researcher. The researcher
noted times when:

- the children appeared highly engaged

and

- points where the children became more reluctant or dysregulated.

Summary of Findings

Research Question

What are the barriers to phonics for children with possible or diagnosed autism, and what
strategies can be put in place to support them?

Pupil interviews

- Pupils found phonics ‘boring’.

- They did not like writing.

- Some liked the work on the carpet, but not at the tables — speed sounds on the carpet, writing
at the tables.

- Pupils said that they would prefer to use a laptop or tablet for phonics.

- Pupils said that they would like to play phonics games.

Staff questionnaires

- Staff responses were varied but showed some consistent themes.

- Some staff had minimal concerns regarding access to phonics for children with possible or
diagnosed autism.

- Some staff showed a lack of understanding of autism and how they could support children
with possible or diagnosed autism.
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- Some staff showed great confidence in strategies to support children with possible or
diagnosed autism, whereas others showed ideas of how pupils could be supported.

Observations

- One pupil would not engage in phonics.

- Some pupils who did engage in phonics were focused and engaged during the beginning of
phonics (speed sounds), but then later became more distracted.

Analysis and next steps leading into Action Research Cycle 2

Staff sometimes do not have the confidence to adapt phonics teaching, moving away from the
traditional systematic synthetic phonics (SSP) approaches, such as Read Write Inc?, which is in
widespread use in the UK. This has led to some children not accessing phonics due to inaccessible
structure and expectations.

Some children with possible or diagnosed autism perceive phonics as ‘boring’. Writing has been
identified as a barrier and has resulted in these children becoming disengaged.

The children who were observed appeared to be engaged in phonics during the initial 10 minutes
(speed sounds section). Although they later accessed the writing, they became much more
reluctant to do this.

The children who were interviewed showed keen interest in using a laptop or tablet for phonics.
They also showed an interest in playing phonics games.

Next Step(s): Action Research Cycle 2

The next steps involve implementing three different phonics sessions, each lasting 10 minutes.
These were implemented with one of the children in Year 1, who does not currently engage with
phonics due to the barriers identified in Action Research Cycle 1. This next step is designed to
address the second part of the research question ‘investigating strategies to engage children with
possible or diagnosed autism in phonics’.

The three 10-minute sessions will be:

1. Read Write Inc. Portal Video for speed sounds?
2. Phonics games

3. Reading of stories

ACTION RESEARCH CYCLE 2

KEY LITERATURE SHAPING THE RESEARCH (STUDY 2): Step 9
Reference No further literature was drawn upon.

1 Miskin, R. (2025). Read Write Inc. https://www.ruthmiskin.com/contact/

2 Read Write Inc. (RWI) uses Speed Sounds videos to teach children how to read and write. These videos, found
on the Ruth Miskin Training YouTube channel and Oxford Owl, focus on Set 1, 2, and 3 sounds, introducing and
practising each sound with accompanying actions and phrases. The videos are designed to be used alongside
lessons in school, helping children learn to recognise, say, read, and write the sounds; below is an example
Speed sounds video:
- RWI Speed Sounds Lesson 1 —m. Lorne Primary School.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=psGzHftxY1g&t=1s
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PLAN 2: Step 10

Revised research question | Following the completion of Action Research cycle 1, the researcher
continued to explore the original question further; thus, no
revisions to the original research question were needed for Action
Research cycle 2.

PLAN 2 and DO 2: Steps 11 and 13

Methods of data collection
- Observation

Description of research sample, timing and location

Observation of how a Year 1 child who was considered to have possible autistic traits engaged
with three different 10-minute sessions of phonics. Observations focused on engagement and
interaction with the learning.

PLAN 2: Step 12
Ethical consent was sought from each participant to publish this data anonymously.

REVIEW 2: Steps 14-15
Data Analysis: process
Having conducted the observations, notes were taken and analysed by the researcher. Main
points were noted about how effective each session was at promoting engagement with phonics
learning.

Summary of Findings

Action Research Cycle 2 Research Question

What are the barriers to phonics for children with possible or diagnosed autism, and what
strategies can be put in place to support them?

Observations

- The child was engaged with the games when they did not see them as typical phonics games.

- The reading has been manageable, but it would often only occur if the child was extrinsically
motivated to do so.

- The videos have sometimes provided engagement for the child. However, the child can
sometimes become dysregulated due to knowing the video was a phonics video.

Analysis and next steps
The findings show that the three short 10-minute sessions have been successful to some extent in
supporting engagement in phonics for this particular child who has possible autistic traits.

Where the games are engaging and linked to an interest of the child’s, the child’s engagement is
higher. The child has also been accessing reading in manageable amounts.

CONCLUSION
Research aim/question
What are the barriers to phonics for children with possible or diagnosed autism, and what
strategies can be put in place to support them?
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Conclusion(s)

Action Research Cycle 1 provided some clear findings regarding barriers to engagement with
phonics for children with possible or diagnosed autism. These were writing, the structure, and
the length of the sessions. Based on these findings, trial strategies were implemented and
evaluated for effectiveness.

The findings from Action Research Cycle 2 provide some understanding of what strategies are

effective when engaging a child with autistic traits in phonics.

- It was highlighted that where there is a barrier to phonics, the word can even be a trigger.

- Findings have shown that games can be effective in ensuring engagement if they are of
interest to the child.

Findings have also shown that short sessions that are of interest to the child, where phonics is
integrated in imaginative ways, can be effective. Phonics has been made multisensory through
games, and reading behaviours are being modelled.

This case study aligns with other literature in the field; however, it needs to be noted that this
research has only been carried out with two children in Key Stage 1, and this would need to be
considered when applying this research to other cases.

Next Steps

The next steps will be to:

- disseminate research within the school to hopefully support other pupils who experience
barriers to accessing phonics.

- conduct further sessions and evaluate the impact from a pupil perspective by engaging the children in
more pupil-friendly interviews.

- create a bank of resources for effective short 10-minute phonics sessions.

- address the effectiveness of this style of teaching phonics by analysing the pupil progress
data.
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Appendix 1 — Action Research Cycles

Establish the
research focus

Step 1: Identify the ISEND area for development which requires
research.

Study 1 Step 2: Review the research literature.
First Plan
Step 3: Start the process of refining the research.
Action Plan 1 Step 4: Decide what kind of direction you are going to take (direct or
Research enquiry).
Cycle 1 Step 5: Consider research ethics (engage with the ethics checklist).
Do 1 Step 6: Implement the first plan (either direct action or enquiry as
- action).
Step 7: Review and Reflect.
Review 1 Step 8: Analyse the meaning of the data gathered.
Study 2 Step 9: Review further literature if required.
Second Plan
Step 10: Based on the ‘reflect’ phase, refine the research (this may
involve revising or developing the research questions) and plan the
next actions.
Plan 2 Step 11: Decide what kind of action you are going to take (direct or
enquiry).
Action
Research Step 12: Seek any further ethical permissions if needed (engage with
Cycle 2 ethics checklist).
Do 2 Step 13: Implement the second plan — (either direct action or
- enquiry as action).
. Step 14: Review and reflect.
Review 2

Step 15: Analyse the meaning of the data gathered.
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