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“I really like books because they help you
understand the world a bit better, and
stories and books that are made up help
you learn how you could maybe make up a
story by listening to those other ideas that

other people have came up with and getting
inspiration, from them, to use it, for you” -
child contributor
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Executive summary

In response to a concerning decline in children’s enjoyment
of reading and home reading practices across Australia
(Hillman et al., 2023), this paper provides a collaborative
framework for revitalising children’s engagement in
reading. To address these unresolved concerns, 51
advocates for reading for pleasure, including educators,
authors, illustrators, children’s book publishers, academics,
teacher librarians, and librarians engaged in a community
conversation on 1 July 2026. This process was inspired

by, and drew on, some key features of other consensus-
seeking methodologies, such as an adapted form of the
Delphi Technique (see for example, Hasson et al., 2000) and
the Nominal Group Technique (see for example, McMillan
et al., 2016), whereby the overarching aim was to reach a
consensus on the practices that effectively foster reading for
pleasure for children in the early years of school.

The findings from that community conversation have been
organised around five key principles of reading engagement,
beginning with, and positioning reading as a product of will
(desire to read), skill (ability to decode and comprehend
text) and wonder. A key outcome from this community
conversation was the achievement of a consensus on the
proposition that will and skill function as cyclical partners,
where both are necessary and neither sufficient on its own.
The conversations acknowledged that it is necessary that
children learn the mechanics of reading to aid in making
reading a pleasant experience by alleviating frustration and
providing children access to reading materials. However,

it is equally necessary that reading be a pleasurable
journey beyond the mere mechanics of the process, so

that productive struggle is balanced with enjoyment, and
intellectual and emotional connections with the text and
their community. Central to this balance is the provision

of high-quality texts that authentically represent families’
diverse lived experiences, allowing children to see their own
communities reflected in some of these texts. Furthermore,
instead of a binary comparing screen texts with paper
texts, we propose that the focus should be on the quality
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of the text rather than its medium, given that digital texts
can provide access to a range of materials in ways not

made possible by print texts. This focus can be facilitated

by considering digital texts to be an augmentation, not just
replacement, of paper-based texts, while acknowledging that
the former cannot replace the unique tactile experience of
the page turn that is found in print, nor can it replace the
vital human connection of shared reading.

Finally, this paper highlights that families and teachers are
not alone in supporting children’s reading development. It
calls for a community “cheer squad” where families, schools,
and the wider community collaborate in their shared
endeavour to raise life-long readers. Key recommendations
include making reading visible by appropriately resourcing
school libraries, giving families permission to be “human” —
to model reading a range of texts, to model laughing at their
own mistakes and showing how they correct those mistakes,
and empowering teachers to act as reading role models who
demonstrate their own everyday engagement in reading.

“| used to not like reading
because | thought it

was boring but now it's
actually quite fun for me,

probably because you
taught me about it and
what it actually does” -
child contributor
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Project overview and atm

The key aim of the community conversation was to amplify a range of community voices and arrive at a
consensus that could be published as a discussion paper on the topic of children’s reading engagement,

answering the question:

What fosters engagement and motivation to read in primary-aged children, according to advocates of

reading for pleasure?

Those invited to take part were advocates for reading for pleasure with young primary-aged children, with
many opportunities and mediums to share their thoughts throughout the process.

Contextual background

Research shows that motivation and engagement are pivotal
in reading development (Hillman et al, 2023; Orellana Garcia,
2018). What remains unclear are the practices and factors
that enable engagement in reading for young primary-

aged children. This is why we brought together a range of
advocates of reading for pleasure to explore how this aim
can effectively be achieved.

What we know

Few would argue against the importance of fostering,
enabling and encouraging children’s engagement with
reading. There is a substantial body of literature evidencing
why it is important that children not only develop skills in
reading texts with fluency and accuracy but are engaged
readers who want to read for a range of purposes. Findings
from the literature highlight the association between
positive attitudes to reading and higher achievement in
reading. For example, several studies have demonstrated

a positive association between students’ reading attitudes
and their reading comprehension abilities (Cheema, 2018;
Malanchini et al., 2017); while further research has indicated
that when children and young people enjoy reading, they
read more often, which in turn is associated with benefits
for learning, wellbeing, and empathy (Clark et al., 2026).
Furthermore, research has consistently shown that intrinsic
reading motivation, that is, the internal desire to want to
read, is associated with more frequent and engaged reading
and better reading skills than extrinsic reading motivation
(e.g., Schiefele et al., 2012; Troyer et al., 2019).

Engagement in reading, however, is not only associated
with being ‘good’ at reading. Research shows that reading
with children, and younger children in particular, carries

a wide array of benefits. There is an extensive body of
literature demonstrating the link between shared reading
with pre-school children and vocabulary development (Bus
et al., 1995; Mol et al., 2008; Dowdall et al., 2020). Shared
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reading in the home is strongly associated with parent—
child bonding, and the development of warm, responsive
parent—child relationships (Audet et al., 2008; Frosch et al.,
2001). In addition, the more enjoyable the shared reading
experience, the more likely the child will participate verbally
(Britto et al., 2006) and the more frequent shared reading
activity will take place (Bus et al., 1995; Levy and Hall,
2021), findings that suggest a cyclical dimension. Similarly,
the Australia Reads Research Review (2023) found that,
“Children who experience reading with a caregiver are
more likely to read independently once their reading skills
develop” (p. 3). However, the impact of only having access
to books written in English should be noted given that

the 2021 Australian census highlighted that a significantly
high percentage of birth-5-year-old children (and their
parents and grandparents) speak a language other than
English. Together, this points to an urgent need to ensure
that enjoyable reading activity is encouraged in homes,
schools and communities from children’s earliest years. Yet,
despite this clear evidence that demonstrates the benefits
of children’s engagement in reading, a range of concerns
remain in ensuring that every child develops the skills and
disposition to be a proficient, lifelong reader.

Unresolved concerns

Positive attitudes towards reading

A review of the literature shows that reading motivation
for students who exhibit strong dependence on others
“decreases earlier and negatively impacts reading
comprehension” in the latter years of school (Orellana
Garcia, 2018, p.93). This finding highlights the importance
of fostering children’s confidence in their own reading
abilities during the earliest stages of their education to
ensure long-term literacy gains and development. While
PIRLS (Progress in International Reading Literacy Study)
data show that Australian Year 4 reading achievement has
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remained relatively stable across recent assessment cycles,
the data also showed that students’ attitudes toward reading
were strongly associated with their achievement (Hillman

et al, 2023). In particular, the data showed that students
who reported greater enjoyment of reading consistently
demonstrated higher levels of reading literacy. The marked
decline in children’s enjoyment of reading, therefore, both

in Australia and abroad (Bone et al., 2025; Hillman et al.,
2023), points to a worrying trend that may point to one of
the reasons why reading achievement is not showing greater
growth. This raises the question: how then may children be
supported to develop positive reader identities and positive
attitudes towards reading in their formative years?

Reading habits

The Australian Early Development Census [AEDC] National
Report 2021 (2022) revealed that home reading rates have
been declining across Australia since 2009. This may be
due to a broader issue, given that the Australian Bureau

of Statistics shows that, “across the board, Australians are
reading less than ever before, with young men reading

the least and older women reading the most... despite
Aussies having more leisure time than ever before”

(Wilkes, 2025, July 13). This drop in shared reading is
particularly concerning for young children given that the
AEDC (2022) census data identified a clear link between
this lack of shared reading and developmental vulnerability,
especially in communities at risk of socio-economic
disadvantage experiencing the most significant drops in
literacy engagement and school readiness. How then can
the community come together to ensure that families feel
supported and children are immersed in shared reading
experiences in their formative years? Furthermore, how can
we ensure that context is prioritised, including cultural and
language diversities, while acknowledging their role within
the interconnected network that supports and influences a
child’s developmental trajectory (see for example, Best et al.,
2020; Wahyunigsih et al., 2023)?

The role of digital texts

With excessive screentime being cited as “the top health
concern” for Australian families (Joshi & Hinkley, 2021), and
limits on screentime in school classrooms being enforced
from 2027 (Victorian Department of Education, 2026), a
question mark looms large on the role of digital texts in
young children’s reading development. This dichotomy

is evident, for example, in Rosslund et al.’s (2025) study
which found a negative association between screen time
and vocabulary in 24-month-old children; whereas, other
research has shown that shared digital engagement
fosters collaborative language development and learning
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dispositions, enabling interactions regardless of geographic
location (Booton et al., 2023; Cohrsson et al., 2016; Danby
et al,, 2013; Marsh et al., 2017; Plowman et al., 2010).

This access to diverse texts and varied information formats
includes multilingual reading materials for parents that
would encourage shared reading experiences to help
strengthen their own and their children’s literacy in both
English and their home languages (Barker & Di Mauro,
2023). Yet a significant gap remains for children from low
socio-economic backgrounds who may lack access to these
resources. The effectiveness of integrating technology

into education is further evidenced by findings that Year

4 students who use digital devices for schoolwork, even
for short periods, typically demonstrate higher reading
achievement than those who do not engage with digital
tools for their schoolwork (Hillman et al, 2023). What

then is the role of digital technologies in children’s reading
development, within the classroom and beyond?

Advice for teachers

Findings from the Primary English Teaching Association
Australia (PETAA) National Teaching of Reading Survey
(2024) showed that teachers value and apply responsive,
data-informed approaches to reading instruction to support
each student’s growth and engagement. While over 75%

of respondents indicated that they felt confident in their
pedagogical and content knowledge (“e.g. phonemic
awareness, morphological knowledge, comprehension
strategies and skills, etc.”), they also acknowledged

how challenging it can be to be responsive to individual
students’ needs and potentials within a diverse classroom.
To address this challenge, teachers showed an openness

to seeking professional advice, with professional learning
often occurring independently through digital platforms and
social media, rather than through structured professional
development opportunities (PETAA, 2024). These findings
highlight the reality that teachers are not alone, just as the
children themselves, their families and others within a child’s
spheres of influence are not alone, in guiding a child’s social,
emotional and cognitive development (Bronfenbrenner,
1979). Given these identified challenges, the research

team were inspired to host a Community Conversation

on children’s engagement with reading with a range of
advocates experienced in reading for pleasure, with the aim
of creating a publicly accessible discussion paper that would
collate the outcomes from that ‘conversation’.



Methodology

The discussion points outlined below were generated from a
Community Conversation held on the 1 July 2026 at Deakin
University’s Corporate Centre in Melbourne, Australia. The
day’s structure integrated key features of two consensus-
seeking methodologies: an adapted version of the Delphi

Technique (see for example, Hasson et al., 2000) for iterative

idea generation; and, a Nominal Group Technique (see for
example, McMillan et al., 2016) for incorporating processes
that reduced the risk of a dominant voice. In this innovative
Community Conversation methodological approach,
experienced stakeholders (in this instance, reading for
pleasure advocates) were invited to share their thoughts,
and engage deeply in a series of dialogue-provoking
activities centred around a complex educational issue until
consensus was reached.! Critical to this approach was the
underlying premise that every participant’s voice was heard,
acknowledged and represented in the consensus (as formal
or anonymous authors of the final discussion paper), rather
than subsumed within interpretations of the participants’

1The Community Conversation was an event held on the 1 July 2026; while, a
Community Conversation methodological approach was adopted for the research. The
use of capitals (for the event) and italics (for the methodological approach) depicts the
difference between the two aspects

perspectives as is often the case in other consensus-
orientated methodologies.

Participants

Participants in the Community Conversation consisted of
the six lead authors (Maria Nicholas, Rachael Levy, Deborah
Moore, Julianne Moss, Louise Paatsch and Glenn Auld) and
45 invitees. As a collective, the invitees engaged in the data
gathering process at various stages, with all 51 participants
being instrumental in arriving at a consensus before the
paper’s finalisation. Of the 45 invitees, 32 completed a pre-
event survey and 41 attended the Community Conversation
event, 46 participants being in attendance on the day
(including five of the lead authors). Upon arrival at the
Community Conversation event, attendees formed social
networks. The attendee-led allocation of the seven table
groups included authors and illustrators, teachers, school
leaders, children’s book publishers and book sellers, teacher
librarians, librarians, members of professional associations,




“Sometimes when I'm like reading at
school I'm not really interested in the
book or what it is | am reading, so | just

think about other stuff while | read
and when I'm passionate about what
I'm reading about [at home] | get really
sucked in! - child contributor
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and academics. Three critical friends (children) of the invitees
offered their contributions following the day, so that their
thoughts might be incorporated into the discussion paper.

Data gatherlng process

The process was iterative, inviting contributions to: (1) a pre-
event survey, (2) handwritten notes on personal notepads
and poster paper, and electronically on a Padlet throughout
the day of the event, (3) handwritten notes recorded by
the lead authors (to capture group discussion on the day

of the event), and (4) feedback from all participants on

two copies of this paper until consensus was reached. The
pre-event survey encouraged the invitees to respond to the
following questions: In your opinion, what are the practices
that: (i) foster reading for pleasure for young primary-aged
children? (ii) foster motivation to read for young primary-
aged children? (iii) foster the pleasure of reading digital
texts for young primary-aged children? (iv) account for child
diversity in reading, for young primary-aged children, and
(v) are there any other factors that need to be considered
regarding young children’s reading? The collective’s critical
friends (the three child contributors) shared their thoughts
on these topics with three invitees — the invitees collected
these thoughts and passed them on for use in the generating
of the discussion paper. When quoting the children, oral
responses were transcribed verbatim. Invitees were also
encouraged to share a personal anecdote of a time when
they experienced joy and/or motivation to read as a young
child. Some provided these via the survey, others supplied
them in print form on the day, with all anecdotes displayed
in the room on the 1 July 2026. The lead authors also
provided personal anecdotes that were put on display.

Poster paper, Padlet posts and handwritten notes were
gathered at six points of time throughout the day, during/
following table-based and whole group discussions. The
first dataset was gathered immediately following Professor
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Rachael Levy’s keynote presentation titled ‘Families, Schools
and Communities; working together to promote children’s
engagement with reading’ (see ‘What we know’ above for
some of the items covered during this keynote presentation).
The 2nd-5th datasets were gathered immediately following
table/small group and whole group discussions based

on four provocations that were informed by the four
‘unresolved concerns’ listed above: (i) Does motivation to
read necessarily equal reading for pleasure at all times?
What does this look like? (ii) Reading for pleasure — consider
the child’s perspective, (iii) Does digital technology play a
role in engagement, motivation, and reading for pleasure?
If so, how? If not, why not? (iv) What key message do you
hope that teachers will take from community members
such as yourself and others here today? The 6th dataset
was generated by encouraging all attendees to record their
latest thoughts on the five pre-event survey questions and
to record if their thinking had shifted in any way. The final
dataset (via a mind map [displayed on a whiteboard] and
handwritten notes recorded by two of the lead authors)
was a written record of the final whole group response to
the prompt: What do you think are the key points that need
to be raised/included in a discussion paper on how we as a
community can support children’s reading for pleasure?

Analysis and presentation of findings

The following sections are the product of rigorous data
analysis of the participants’ contributions. Direct quotes
from the datasets were grouped under key themes and
analysed in order to understand the messages that were
inherent within the collated data. As expected, participants
offered a wide variety of comments on a given topic. While
these comments were rarely contradictory, they did generate
rich descriptions of the key themes which are presented
below. In order to further ensure that the Key Principles

of Reading Engagement were a valid representation of the
collective community voice, all participants were given

two opportunities to read drafts and make changes. The
following section is therefore an overview of the collective
voice and the key messages that participants reported.

The quotes were kept to the original wording as much as
possible, with changes made only to aid grammatical clarity
and to eliminate unnecessary repetition. The outcomes of
this Community Conversation (i.e., the key themes, titled
“Key Principles of Reading Engagement”) are detailed below.



Key principles of reading

engagement

To address the unresolved concerns identified at the
beginning of this paper, the advocates’ contributions to the
Community Conversation have been organised around five
key principles of reading engagement. These include: (1)
Reading as a Product of Will, Skill and Wonder; (2) Quality
Texts, Fit for Purpose; (3) The Value of Reading on Display;
(4) Spheres of Influence; and (5) Reader Identity and
Wellbeing, which will be discussed in the following sections.

Reading as a Product of Will, Skill and Wonder

Will + Skill as cyclical partners

The relationship between Will and Skill functions as a cyclical
partnership where each element, both necessary and
neither sufficient on their own, feeds and drives the other.
For reading to be effective, there must be a balance between
a child’s skill level and the accessibility of the text to prevent
frustration, ensuring the reader remains mindful, purposeful
and motivated. It is vital that skill and will do not outweigh
one another, otherwise, a reader may struggle with content
that is not accessible, meaningful, or relatable.

“clear distinction between the
mechanics of reading + the
implementation of the skill”

Recognising that reading can at times be a difficult yet
rewarding “slog” will also help children to value the process
of gaining knowledge even when immediate enjoyment

is absent. However, for the young reader, pleasure and
enjoyment cannot simply be offered as a delayed reward once
the basics have been mastered. Reading is an experience and
a journey and sustained periods of struggle can discourage
children. Therefore, the experience must include a mixture

of enjoyment and productive struggle so that perseverance is
celebrated while a love of reading is continually nurtured.

To avoid separating the act of learning to read from reading
as a pleasurable activity, there must be a clear distinction
between the mechanics of reading and the implementation
of reading skills. This process should be supported by
frequent language and discussion to spark a curiosity to
explore more, fostering positive attitudes and providing
opportunities for reading a range of texts to support a child’s
ability to read with independence.

The combination of reading and writing to foster reading
motivation is also vital because reading provides inspiration,
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challenges our thinking, drives curiosity and our motivation
to create. Writing as a practice is therefore just as crucial

for fostering reading for pleasure, as it allows children to
write the book they want to read and can open them up to a
whole new world by giving them the ability, skills, resources
and drive to bring that book into existence.

“Gaining knowledge might not ‘look’
like joy/pleasure, but this doesn’t
make it any less valuable”

Purpose, pleasure and passion

Reading development is enabled via a complex interplay of
motivation, purpose, and pleasure, which can be captured
by the following three Ps: Purpose, Pleasure and Passion.
While enjoyment is fundamental to engagement, reading
for pleasure is a necessarily nuanced term that may involve
a degree of challenge, delayed gratification or discomfort.
The act of gaining knowledge might not always appear joyful,
but this does not lessen its value or the satisfaction found

in using reading as a means to an end. A successful reading
experience is typically child-centred, requiring educators

to meet children where they are and to use children’s
specific interests as a portal to engagement. Beyond pure
enjoyment, however, reading is often driven by a mixture of
extrinsic goals, cognitive challenges, and personal growth. It
is essential, therefore, to help children recognise the various
purposes of reading. To maintain engagement and foster a
love for reading, we should avoid promoting the experience
as merely being a competitive progression through stages
of mastery. This approach requires educators and caregivers
to analyse texts based on the specific purpose for accessing
them while expanding content variety, including through
the promotion of self-published titles, including in children’s
home language/s.

Quality Texts, Fit for Purpose

Privileging quality over medium

Children’s literacy is defined by the provision of high-
quality texts that prioritise diversity, ensuring every child
can find themselves in a text to enable children to learn
about themselves and the world. When evaluating these
texts, educators and caregivers should analyse both digital
and printed texts based on their quality, asking whether
children see themselves and their communities represented
authentically or in a tokenistic and oversimplified manner,



including authentic representations of Indigenous
communities. This approach involves recognising the unique
funds of knowledge (Moll et al., 2005) found in culturally,
linguistically, and socioeconomically diverse families, while
acknowledging that every school, grade level, and class is
unique.

The debate regarding the medium of reading should
therefore shift from digital versus print to the quality of

the text itself. While some among us had previously held
negative views of electronic media, there has been a
growing shift in thinking regarding the unique affordances
of digital texts, which we explore further below. The central
implication that runs throughout is that providing a variety
of formats fosters reading motivation, as long as there are
strong advocacy and curation to ensure a high-quality range
of both printed and digital texts is available.

Concerns about digital texts

While we must acknowledge that the digital is now part of
literacy practice, significant concerns remain regarding the
role of mobile phones and technology. These include the
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Ann James showing how her own illustrations for Lucy Goosey may have been inspired
by her unconscious visual memories from Ping, a childhood favourite.

problem of instant gratification, the replacement of school
libraries with apps, and the need for adults and peers to
model appropriate behaviours. While digital formats offer
convenience and rich variety, they require a multi-modal
approach to accessing texts that also addresses geographical
and socio-economic barriers regarding technology access
and the growing distrust of digital content fuelled by the
prevalence of “fake news”.

Furthermore, digital habits like brief, thirty-second reads
may shorten concentration spans and discourage the deep
engagement required for complex texts, which runs counter
to building reading stamina. Despite the portability of digital
devices, they lack the visibility of books in a home or learning
environment and the unique tactile nature of print (“holding,
feeling, smelling a real book”) that provide children an
irreplaceable introduction to art and suspenseful anticipation
through “the drama of the page turn”. While digital
technologies are convenient and can connect children with
loved ones who live afar, the potential lack of connection
with an adult reader when the digital is used in place of an



adult is also a major concern, given that shared reading and
discussion are vital for building literacy and language skills.

“An experience of art for the first time -
the drama of the page turn”

The best of both worlds: Print + digital

Just as will and skill function as cyclical partners, print and
digital formats should serve as companions that feed the
reader’s development and curiosity at different times. Digital
media should be viewed as an augmentation of printed texts
rather than a simple replacement. We contend that instead of
focusing on a binary debate between screens and paper, the
emphasis should remain on the distinction between quality
and “noise”, prioritising the new ideas a text can spark and the
lasting impact it can have on the reader’s learning and how it
may nourish the soul.

Digital formats offer essential inclusive opportunities,
providing access to a diverse range of voices, cultures, and
authors from across the world for a wide variety of readers.
Beyond connection, digital reading can also provide a

unique sense of joy through audiobooks, audio-visual and/or
multimodal books, a growing area of publishing that evokes
the comfort and feelings of being read to as a child. Digital
technologies can translate texts, enable the provision of
AUSLAN through audio-visual content, and offer eBooks with
large print or pronunciation support. While these features can
reduce the cognitive load through audio-visual aids, they also
require readers to develop new skills in navigating semiotics,
such as emojis, icons, and directional signs.

“augmentation not just replacement”

While high-quality digital engagement can foster a sense

of togetherness across distances, care must be taken

as hyperlinks can sometimes disrupt comprehension or
discourage the deep dive necessary for complex texts.
However, journeys across platforms, moving from a dictionary
to a webpage or a blog, can also add significant depth to

the knowledge gained during a reading journey. By keeping
storytelling at the centre and respecting the reader’s agency,
digital augmentation can transform reading into a meaningful
experience. This is especially the case with platforms that
incorporate music and sound with illustrations, creating
immersive experiences that allow for multi-meaning making
and enable children to create their own texts. This process
requires guidance and support from a more knowledgeable
mentor, and skills to help navigate misinformation and
distinguish quality content from inferior materials.
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“Let’s not be ‘fundamental’ about each
media (digital and paper)... It should be
about quality”

Equity and inclusion

Ensuring children develop lasting reading habits requires
providing opportunity and access by making books a
constant and accessible presence in their environments. This
aspiration for equity begins within the publishing industry,
where publishers must commit to supporting authors from
diverse lived experiences to ensure a rich and diverse
collection of books reaches readers. To truly foster reading
motivation, there must be choice, availability, and the
opportunity to read, focusing on the three pillars of time,
access, and relevance, along with regular daily engagement.
This must, by necessity, also account for the affordances
and constraints of home reading, especially for time-poor
families, families who feel less than confident in reading,
and/or lack access to a range of quality texts.

“We need books that speak to
communities.’

Supporting diversity and inclusion also involves finding

the right book for the right child and offering multiple
pathways to text, including digital formats, while ensuring
these resources are easy to use and accessible. Although
school libraries provide essential access, systemic issues
like underfunding and understaffing must be addressed

to ensure equity. This includes the support of qualified
librarians (including teacher librarians) who can support
teachers to make informed pedagogical decisions,
empowering teachers through access, curation, and an
understanding of digital affordances. To prioritise literacy,
we must provide texts that meet student interests,
backgrounds and abilities, incorporating AUSLAN, closed
captions, translated texts and quality storytellers (including
family members), while maintaining a firm commitment to
open access. The issue of limited access is part of a broader
cultural problem where children are simply not coming into
daily contact with a range of books.

The Value of Reading on Display

Making reading visible

At the core of fostering literacy is the value society places
on reading, as this value dictates the time allocated to it
and the commitment to its promotion. To cultivate joyful
and engaged readers, schools and families should focus on
making literacy practices visible and positioning reading as



an important daily routine by quarantining specific time and
space for this purpose. Providing sufficient school-allocated
time for reading sends a clear message of its importance, as
does providing dedicated spaces that demonstrate a school’s
commitment to the practice. These efforts require strong
school leadership and the presence of libraries with qualified
librarians, including teacher librarians, to guide the experience
of engaging with books.

Motivation to read is fostered through visible environmental
cues in schools and community spaces, such as displays

and reading nooks that feature various authors and genres.
Mindful adult behaviour is also critical, as caregivers who
prioritise digital devices over books, or who fail to promote
the shared reading of digital texts, convey a specific message
about what is truly valued. Broadening the definition of
valuable reading to include digital formats, such as sports
news or reading within gameplay, shows children that literacy
takes many forms and that their role-models engage in it
more than they might realise. Making reading visible requires
recognising that much of the reading involved in daily life
often goes unaccounted, reinforcing the connection between
the practical benefits of being literate and the broader
purposes of reading for pleasure.

“Lack of libraries signals that students
do not need or deserve books.”

Communities of practice

Building a genuine reading culture requires more than simple
access, it demands human connection, as children need to

be read to by humans (which can be supplemented by the
digital, but never replaced) through exposure, modelling,
quality, play, and validation. Additionally, a significant practice
for fostering reading for pleasure and motivation involves

Sadia Dubow (right) and Tamuz Ellazam
(left) holding picture books written and
illustrated by children, published by
Kids' Own Publishing.

peer-to-peer engagement that often slips through the cracks
of research on this topic, where children write their own
stories and are eager to read texts written by their peers

that reflect their own experiences, as shown in the image
above. While acknowledging the role of texts that are used for
instructional purposes, our child contributors also highlighted
how important it is to factor in time for reading other genres
such as “fun” narrative books including graphic novels like
Diary of a Wimpy Kid, Dog Man, Captain Underpants and Andy
Griffith’s Treehouse series. Accessible multimodal texts that
tap into children’s humour and interests can be an effective
way of encouraging children to enjoy reading.

Being read to is essential for developing literacy skills,
particularly for addressing the “million-word gap” (Logan

et al., 2019)? and increasing expressive and receptive
language through shared reading. When collaborating with
parents, it is vital to highlight the purpose of home reading,
answering questions about whether reading must always be
fun and clarifying the roles of levelled readers, decodable
and authentic, meaningful texts, including graphic novels
and everyday texts such as recipes and sports reports, in
developing both skill and will. This includes the vital role
that less confident adult readers play in modelling “having

a go” and monitoring, laughing at and correcting their own
mistakes, given that a parent’s reader identity may influence
their children’s reading identity as well. For some children,
only ever hearing “perfect reading” can foster a fear of failure
and an unrealistic expectation of what “learning” looks like
in practice. Virtual communities and social media trends, like
the rise of BookTok, provide modern examples of how digital
platforms can also promote reading for pleasure for children’s
mentors, allowing their joy of reading to be on display and
flow through to their interactions with young children.

2Logan et al., (2019) When children are not read to at home — “if they are never read to, they’ll have heard 4,662 words” compared with “if they’re read five books a day, they’ll have
heard 1,483,300 words by age 5” as described in Rachael Levy’s keynote presentation on the day of the Community Conversation.
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Spheres of Influence

Role models

Cultivating a lifelong reader relies heavily on modelling the
joy of reading, where parents and teachers show and share
an interest in a wide array of different texts to effectively
demonstrate what it means to be a reader. To build a child’s
confidence, it is vital that adults do not make the goal of
reading feel unattainable. This approach is similar to a gym
analogy. Aiming to mirror the perfection of an elite athlete
may prevent some people from attempting to have a go.
When mentors model being less than perfect by simply
having a go and having fun, they not only show young
readers how to notice and correct errors with a shared
laugh, but they also telegraph the message that it’s okay to
be less than perfect and to learn from those mistakes along
the way.

“Maodelling laughing at errors.”

This environment is enriched through reading aloud and
talking about what is read in comfortable spaces, recognising
that positive role modelling is the foundation for learning

to love reading. For this reason, digital tools cannot replace
caregivers reading aloud, as technology is unable to replicate
the human change of cadence from one reading of the same
book to the next, or the essential caregiver—child connection
fostered when adults model laughing at their own errors.
The needs of families are diverse, therefore practitioners
should encourage parental enjoyment during shared
reading, understanding that learning to love reading is just as
important as the mechanics of learning to read.

It takes a village to raise a reader

Fostering a successful reading culture relies on collaboration
between home and school and the wider community, sending
a clear message that families are not alone in supporting a
child’s reading development. Central to this collaboration

is the critical role of the read-aloud across various spaces

and the practice of shared reading in families. This practice
may involve reading printed text aloud, discussing pictures

in a home language, or using translated texts, all of which
support vocabulary development in acknowledgement that
the language used during the shared reading of any text is
complex and relational. Critically, young children need an
introduction to the pleasure of being read to so they can learn
how texts can serve as an important medium for fostering
enjoyment and motivation for learning.
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“We're all in this together!!l”

To be inclusive and responsive to family diversity, educators
should consider how to support and encourage families where
parents were not read to themselves. This inclusivity and
responsiveness involves acknowledging reading in different
ways, including through dramatic voices, the reading of
multilingual texts and multilingual conversations, while also
supporting families who are time-poor. To move beyond
potentially exclusionary practices that may cause some
parents to feel pressure and shame, reading engagement can
be a shared responsibility driven by peer recommendations
and the formation of reading clubs based on specific interests.
Schools and community centres can further bridge the gap
through writer’s festivals that celebrate a range of texts
including the writing and reading of everyday texts such as
recipes or inviting authors to build a sense of community
encouragement and a community cheer squad. It is also
important for public libraries to have multicultural books on
their shelves and on display, and equally important for school
libraries to have multicultural and multilingual books available
and accessible for diverse communities. These efforts help
find new ways to foster reading for pleasure at home,
especially with families that may not visibly and openly show
a value of reading or being surrounded by books.

Advice for teachers, schools and the wider community

To encourage children to become joyful readers, educators
must embrace the craft of educating by weaving reading
instruction together with high-quality children’s literature.
There is no substitute for quality literature and illustrations
in the classroom that allow teachers to provide children

with the right book at the right time. By upskilling their own
knowledge of current and relatable titles, educators can
better connect reading to children’s real-world experiences.
This process involves expanding the definition of reading to
include diverse formats such as news items, sports columns,
gaming, and role-play. Critically, this must be modelled and
supported by principals and school leaders so that teachers
have the resources they need to engage students in reading
for pleasure and to support their students’ parents to do

the same. Great reading connects at many levels, including
emotions, thinking, humour, escapism, and resilience. For this
reason, the teaching of reading is necessarily quite nuanced
and complex, requiring a collective community voice, united in
their belief that it takes a village to support a reading teacher
and their students.



“If adults don’t value reading, how can
we expect children to?”

Supporting teachers is vital, which means bringing back
school libraries with adequate funding, resourcing, and
qualified staff such as school library professionals including
teacher librarians. School libraries are essential because, as
internationally renowned children’s author, Alison Lester
(2019) has observed, when they are adequately funded
and staffed, they become the vital engine of the school.

To ensure teachers remain passionate about literacy, they

should have opportunities to engage with authors and access

books that reflect the preferences and demographics of
the contemporary children in their classrooms. A teacher
might be the most significant factor in engaging a child in
reading for pleasure. Therefore, rather than focusing solely
on instruction, educators (including pre-service teachers
and their educators) should reframe their role as reading
role models and advocates, approaching reading as a joyful
and purposeful journey rather than a destination. This is
practically applied by reading aloud every day to expose
children to the awe and wonder of current children’s
literature, keeping a book on one's desk, and letting children
catch their teachers reading (along with their loved ones,
including siblings) to inspire their students to join in the
habit of reading.

“Let a child catch you reading”

Effective daily practice requires only fifteen minutes of
reading to and with students, whether through shared,
guided, or independent sessions. It is important to separate
reading instruction from reading for pleasure and to
participate in community events such as Book Week or

the Great Book Swap. Teachers should exercise their own
agency and challenge their personal biases so they may
remain responsive to their students, acting as book tailors
who provide one-on-one reading advice. The relationships
involved in literacy are critical, building connections through
shared interests can support children who find reading
difficult and remind them they simply may not have found
the right book yet. By giving children agency over what they
read, educators acknowledge that reading is a regulatory
strategy that opens minds to a wide variety of sources and
experiences.

Reader Identity and Wellbeing

Connection and relatedness

Shared reading is fundamentally about talking, bonding,
and relationship building, where shared enjoyment and
curiosities serve as the key elements that foster reading for
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“| like reading because
it allows me to enter

another world! - child
contributor

pleasure. By prioritising this connected time and nurturing
the bond between a child and a trusted adult, mentors can
encourage meaningful reading conversations and suggest
books that link texts to a child’s self, family, and world
interests to further motivate them to read. This sense of
relatedness helps build a community of readers where
children feel safe to enter the world of books and enjoy the
experience.

“Reading is a wellbeing strategy.’

Through the playful and absorbing nature of fiction,

young readers can safely explore and reflect on emotions,
perspectives, and social situations in preparation for real
life, as it is often through fiction that we learn, empathise,
are critical of, and become curious about our realities.
Within the daily hustle and bustle, including the various
pressures on parents and teachers, making time to share
stories together provides children with vital opportunities
for validation, escape, connection, and knowledge, and
developing lasting reading identities that depend on children
having the agency to discover what they truly connect with
and enjoy. Reading for pleasure also connects children to
narratives that promote resilience, inviting children to be
hopeful as they discover how others have overcome hard
times.

Developing a reader identity

Reading for pleasure is a deeply individual pursuit, often
strengthened by social connections, personal curiosity, and a
genuine sense of agency. To develop a solid reading identity,
readers should be encouraged to discover both what they
dislike and what sparks their curiosity, acknowledging that
while reading can sometimes feel challenging, there is great
value in the delayed gratification of the final result. Fostering
this motivation requires an honest approach to the purpose
of reading, ensuring children have dedicated time in their
daily lives to read simply for pleasure without the pressure of
assessment. This needs to be balanced so children develop
reading proficiency by hearing feedback on how they can
improve their skills.



“l usually like reading at

nighttime. It gives me a good
sense of direction of where |
am, at my sleeping phase” -

child contributor

Children require access to a diverse range of fiction and
non-fiction texts, yet it is essential to avoid a deficit mindset
where those who prefer non-fiction feel less like real readers
than those who choose fiction. This involves expanding

the definition of what reading is to include formats such as
news items, sports columns, gaming, and role-play. Schools
significantly influence a child’s identity as a reader through
the resources they provide, particularly through essential
school libraries led by qualified school library professionals
including school librarians. A lack of access to libraries and
books negatively impacts a child’s reading identity, self-
regulation, their access to a variety of experiences and ideas,
and their perceptions of their future.

A child’s unique background is central to their literacy
development, as their ability to connect their diverse home,
school, and cultural experiences to the texts they engage
with, contribute to their pleasure in reading and shape their
image of themselves as readers. It is essential to recognise
diversity and affirm choice, acknowledging that children

are deserving of agency, self-representation, and the
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opportunity to exercise their will rather than having their
literary world controlled by the whims of adults. To truly
support them, mentors must remember that children are
not entirely mysterious. We only need to talk to them to gain
some understandings of what they enjoy and what motivates
them.

Fostering reading for pleasure requires a combination

of reading to, with, and opportunities for independent
engagement, following the child’s lead and considering
their specific needs, interests and potentials. Providing
autonomy through choice and voice is what fosters reading
motivation, through libraries and school libraries and
access to a variety of texts that may positively affect their
reader identity. When children see themselves in texts,
appreciate the purpose of reading a range of materials, and
experience successes in reading, which can happen at any
age, their confidence and self-esteem improve. Rather than
privileging a back-to-basics approach, educators should
give equal weight to will, skill and wonder by coupling the
teaching of mechanics with making good books available
for children to buy, borrow, and share so they may develop
empathy and positive self-identities through texts that they
can relate to.

“When children see themselves

in texts, appreciate the purpose

of reading a range of texts, and
experience successes in reading
themselves... their confidence + self-
esteem improves.’



Concluston

This discussion paper is wholly the outcome of the collective
voice of advocates from the ‘Children Reading for Pleasure:
Community Conversation’, and as such, would not have been
possible without the multiple contributions of all of those
involved.

What we concluded is that fostering a lifelong love of, and/or
engagement in reading requires a holistic focus on wellbeing,
connection and relationship building, coupled with access to
quality and meaningful texts, including contemporary texts.
Along with providing access to information, it was concluded
that reading is also a wellbeing and regulatory mechanism,
allowing children to safely explore empathy, emotions, and
social situations through both fiction and non-fiction texts.
Children must therefore be given the opportunity to engage
with a range of texts, be supported to develop the necessary
skills, and be granted agency to choose texts that spark their
curiosity without the constant pressure of assessments, so
they may build a strong reader identity.

Fostering a lifelong love of and engagement in reading is
not the sole responsibility of an educator nor a guardian.
School communities with limited time and material
resources to support reading for pleasure at school and/or
at home benefit from community-wide support. Raising a
reader is a collective community responsibility that brings
together various community members to promote reading
and shared reading as a valuable part of everyday culture.
This responsibility involves moving beyond a narrow
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“Right now, I'm into Ella
Diaries because she doesn't
just write them, she writes
them with feeling, and | like

them because there’s lots of
feelings and good stories in
there. - child contributor

back-to-basics focus to give equal weight to will, skill and
wonder.

Mentors can help children to overcome potential barriers
and circumvent negative reader identities by removing the
shame (for children and caregivers) associated with reading
difficulties and modelling a genuine joy of being a reader. Of
critical importance is that children see themselves in diverse
texts and experience success so that they develop confidence
and a positive self-identity, seeing themselves as competent
and capable readers. This support of children includes
encouraging them to create their own texts, in English and
their own language/s, to encourage them to forge a stronger
identity with text and make reading meaningful and engaging.
Providing equitable access to libraries, especially school
libraries, and quality storytellers, and making reading visible,
will ensure that every child develops the skills and disposition
to become a proficient, lifelong reader.



“Muy child had a speech delay. She didn't start talking until
she was four, and despite long hours with speech therapists,
progress was slow. It's a different story now. Nobody talks like
her in the house. She is a wonderful storyteller.

Let me tell you my reading experience with her.

Last year, one evening we were reading a book about pirates
together, taking turns page by page. We reached the part
where the pirates manoeuvre their ship to avoid a submerged
hill. When | started reading the page about the ship, she
suddenly burst out laughing and shouted, “Dad, stop it, stop
il

“Why? What happened?” | asked. It turned out | had
pronounced ship as though it were sheep.

She explained, with great authority: “Dad, you're doing it
wrong. It's ship, not sheep!’

We laughed for a long time, and we still talk about it. For
me, this moment captures so well that reading with children
creates joy, laughter and bonding - sometimes in ways we
never expect’
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