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EYIT transition advisory document  

Phonics instruction for nursery children with complex needs transitioning to Reception  

‘Literacy is at the heart of education; everything that we do 
revolves around the development of the ability to understand 
and communicate about the world around us’   

(Moseley, 2023, p. 21)  
 

UNESCO defines literacy as a human right intrinsically important for human 
development and well-being.  As educators, we shouldn’t deny any learner access 
to systematic phonics-based instruction due to their assumed level of disability, as 
low expectations often become a self-fulfilling prophecy (Browder et al. 2009; 
Bryan, 2018). 

According to the Reading Framework, 
 ‘Schools are expected to enable access to appropriate phonics instruction for 
pupils who have complex needs. Under the Equality Act 2010, they are 
required to make reasonable adjustments to enable pupils with disabilities to 
have full access to the curriculum and to be able to participate in it’ (DfE, 2023, 
p. 77). 

Although schools are expected to enable access to phonics instruction for all, children 
with SEND may find whole-class teaching and formal learning challenging due to 
developmental differences in attention, listening, self-regulation, and executive 
functioning. 

This guidance was developed with input from the Inclusive Intervention Team, Camden 
Learning and Early Years Leads in Camden. It aims to: 

1.  Help Nursery settings know what information to provide to schools about a child’s 
learning profile so that appropriate adaptations to the phonics curriculum can be 
planned for at transition to Reception. 

2. Support Reception teachers to use this information in planning an appropriate 
phonics curriculum for individual children with SEND. 

The table below summarises responses collected from Early Years Leads in Camden in 
June 2024 related to the following two questions: 

-What do you need to know about children's skills when they start reception? 
- What can we do to support successful transitions in the future? 
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Children’s skills  

 
Tools to support transition  

Ability to follow instructions One Page Profile  
Joint attention skills and attention span  Communication Passport 
Ability to join whole class – small group – 
1:1 teaching  

Visual timetables used or copies of their 
daily routines 

Children’s interests Resources previously used (e.g. choice 
boards for nursery rhymes)  

Assessment information on rhyming, oral 
blending and foundations for phonics 

Photos of their provision and resources 
used in the nursery 

 
Based on the above responses, the following recommendations are made:  
 
Recommendations for nursery settings preparing children with SEND for transition to 
Reception: 
We recommend nurseries provide the school with the following information about the 
child:  

• How does the child learn best? (Whole class teaching, small group or 1:1?) 
• Do they engage in adult-led tasks or prefer child-led activities? 
• Do they need support with shifting their attention from one task to another?  
• Do they follow one or two-step instructions?  
• Do they need support with turn-taking and waiting? 
• Do they recognise, differentiate, remember and recall sounds (eg. environmental, 

instrumental and speech sounds)? 
• Do they understand that visual figures or symbols can 'stand for' or represent 

something? 
• Are they interested in books and rhymes?  
• Do they fill in songs or phrases with the missing words?  

We recommend Nurseries complete a One Page Profile or a Communication Passport, 
containing the above information, along with the child’s interests, communication 
preferences and needs, self-regulation strategies and independence skills. A One Page 
Profile template with these additional headings is included in Appendix 1 of this document.  

Recommendations for Reception teachers and SENDCos: 

To be ready to learn to read and spell, children need to be able to: 
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• Recognise, differentiate, process, remember and recall auditory information, 
specifically speech sounds or phonemes 

• Understand that visual figures or symbols can 'stand for' or represent something 
• Recognise, differentiate, process, remember and recall visual information 

 (Sullivan, 2023, p.15)  
 
 
Using the assessment criteria of the Systematic Synthetic Phonics (SSP) programme the 
school follows (e.g. Little Wandle or Read Write Inc), a judgement should be made 
regarding the child’s ability level. You may wish to consider the following questions before 
teaching Grapheme Phoneme Correspondence (eg phase 2 Little Wandle) for children with 
identified SEND:  
 
When being read a motivating book or rhyme (1 to 1 or small group), can the pupil: 

• recognise pictures of the characters and objects either by using spoken words, 
symbols, or non-verbal means (e.g. pointing)? 

• show anticipation about what is going to happen (e.g. by turning the page or a 
change in their facial expression)? 

• join in with some actions or repeat some words, rhymes or phrases when 
motivated and supported by an adult? 

If the child is unable to meet the above criteria, then the teachers should consider 
teaching phonological awareness skills (e.g. Foundations for phonics programme if the 
school follows Little Wandle) alongside the teaching of phase 2. However, adaptations 
should be made to the above questions to respond to the child’s communication and 
learning style. For example, a learner who is very self-directed might not respond to an 
adult’s prompt when asked to label a picture in a book, but they might be able to 
receptively identify or label pictures by using symbols or non-verbal means in motivating 
activities. Remember to always give children with limited communication skills 
unrestricted access to alternative ways of communication (e.g. Makaton signs, visuals and 
symbols, gestures, communication boards).  

Reception children who may be dysregulated during whole class teaching, should access 
small group or 1:1 support, and appropriate adaptations should be made to phonics 
sessions. Teachers should consider whether sitting on the carpet and taking part in whole-
class activities is appropriate if the child does not display joint attention and listening skills 
or is not able to actively self-regulate. Teachers should also consider appropriate 
adaptations for children who appear to be regulated and will comply with carpet sessions, 
but do not show active engagement and participation.   
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Appendices  

Appendix 1 – Example of One Page Profile including information useful for phonics instruction 
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Appendix 2 – Example of complete One Page Profile for a pupil transitioning to Reception 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


