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Most educators share the same goal: students who can read confidently and 
choose to read often. 

But in many schools across New Zealand, the challenge extends beyond 
helping students simply ‘crack the code’. It also involves building the habits, 
confidence and motivation that turn reading into a lifelong skill. 

Reading is both a skill and an experience
Reading is a multidimensional process with two equally important purposes. 

•	 Efferent reading focuses on extracting information – reading to learn, 
understand and apply knowledge. 

•	 Aesthetic reading focuses on the experience – reading to feel, 
connect, reflect and engage. 

It’s a balance reflected in the English learning area of New Zealand’s 
refreshed curriculum, Te Mātaiaho, which is designed to give students 
mastery of foundational literacy alongside a genuine appreciation of 
literature. And strong literacy practice supports both. 

Students need to develop the foundational skills required to read 
successfully, but they also need opportunities to experience reading as 
something enjoyable and worth returning to. 

Even the most engaging classroom library cannot build confident readers 
without a strong foundation in fluency, comprehension, vocabulary and oral 
language development. These are the decoding and language skills that 
New Zealand’s phonics checks, done at 20 and 40 weeks of schooling, are 
designed to capture.  

That’s where the joy of reading matters – not as a nice-to-have, 
but as an important driver of reading volume, stamina and long-
term literacy growth.
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What it takes to create joyful, capable readers
Many schools still treat reading achievement and reading engagement  
as separate goals, when in reality, one depends on the other. 

Without strong, explicit instruction, reading feels difficult. Without reading 
volume and engagement, growth slows. 

When students struggle to read fluently, reading rarely feels enjoyable.  
At the same time, even capable readers may choose not to read  
when distractions and competing demands constantly compete for  
their attention. 

To help students become confident readers who read widely and willingly, 
schools should focus on three key conditions: 

1. �Evidence-based literacy instruction that builds automaticity  
and comprehension 

We know reading is not a natural process. It must be taught explicitly 
and systematically, particularly in the early years. In New Zealand, this is 
no longer left to chance: from Term 1 2025, structured literacy became 
mandatory in all state schools. 

Learning to recognise written words by connecting phonemes and 
graphemes is a critical step toward reading automaticity (Ehri, 1995). 
Strong decoding instruction supports the foundation described in the 
Simple View of Reading: reading comprehension depends on both 
decoding and language comprehension (Gough & Tunmer, 1986).  

But decoding alone is not enough. 

Students also need intentional support to develop: 

•	 Vocabulary and oral language

•	 Background knowledge

•	 Comprehension strategies

•	 Opportunities to discuss, reflect on and make meaning from texts

As Mark Seidenberg emphasises, children’s oral language knowledge 
strongly predicts early reading success. It’s only when schools invest in 
both decoding and language comprehension that they build readers who 
can access increasingly complex texts and learn from them. 

Reading must be 
taught explicitly 
and systematically, 
particularly in the 
early years.
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2. Habits and access that increase time spent reading
Independent reading plays an important role, but classroom time must 
remain protected for the highest-impact practices: explicit phonics 
instruction, fluency development, vocabulary building, comprehension 
instruction and rich classroom discussion (Shanahan, 2016). At the same 
time, students need access to quality texts and regular opportunities to 
read beyond direct instruction, both at school and at home. 

The challenge becomes even more significant when we recognise that 
reading for pleasure is declining. New Zealand students bucked the 
international trend for years, but PIRLS 2021 showed their enjoyment of 
reading beginning to slip (Education Counts, Ministry of Education).  
The pattern is echoed internationally, with daily reading for pleasure in the 
US falling from a peak of 28% in 2004 to 16% in 2023 (Bone et al., 2025). 
For many students, the issue isn’t motivation alone – it’s that reading no 
longer naturally fits into their everyday routines. 

Schools can help address this by ensuring: 

•	 Consistent access to high-interest texts

•	 Structured routines that support independent reading

•	 Encouragement and achievable reading experiences that build 
confidence (rather than making reading feel like just another task

Building lifelong reading habits relies on two equally important pillars: 
access and opportunity. 

3. Less scrolling, more ‘time in text’
Students need sustained time in text to build vocabulary, knowledge 
and the mental frameworks that support strong comprehension. Books 
and rich non-fiction texts help students build knowledge in connected, 
meaningful ways – something short-form digital content rarely replicates. 

Building lifelong 
reading habits 
relies on two 
equally important 
pillars: access and 
opportunity.
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As students increasingly divide their attention across a growing number of 
digital experiences, they may be exposed to constant information, but they 
are not necessarily developing the same reading stamina, depth of thinking, 
or background knowledge that longer-form reading supports. New Zealand 
has already taken a decisive step here. Since Term 2 2024, a nationwide 
‘phones away for the day’ ban has kept mobile phones out of sight across  
all state and state-integrated schools, with most teachers reporting students 
are more focused as a result. The goal is not to remove technology 
altogether –  digital tools absolutely have a place in learning – but to ensure 
students also have protected time for deep reading, thinking and focused 
learning experiences. 

It’s the kind of message that belongs on classroom walls and school banners: 

Less time scrolling. More time in text.  

What school and system leaders can do now 
New Zealand schools don’t necessarily need another literacy initiative to 
improve reading outcomes. What’s often needed instead is a stronger, more 
coherent approach to instruction, practice and support across the school. 

Consider these practical, high-impact actions that support both achievement 
and engagement: 

•	 Protect classroom time for explicit literacy instruction and  
practice aligned with structured literacy  

•	 Strengthen consistency across classrooms so students receive  
aligned foundational instruction year level to year level 

•	 Build language comprehension intentionally through knowledge-rich 
texts, vocabulary instruction and meaningful classroom discussion 

•	 Increase access to texts that students can read successfully  
and want to revisit independently 

•	 Use data to monitor growth, participation and instructional needs  
in ways that are practical and actionable for teachers 

•	 Support healthy reading habits by reducing distractions and  
protecting students’ attention and focus 

Protect classroom 
time for the 
highest-impact 
practices.
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When these conditions are in place, reading engagement becomes far  
more likely. It develops naturally – not because students are told reading 
is enjoyable, but because reading becomes accessible, achievable and 
rewarding for every learner.

Many schools are already looking for practical ways to implement these 
conditions consistently across classrooms and year levels.

Bringing these conditions into the classroom  
If these conditions sound familiar, the next question becomes: how can 
schools implement them consistently across classrooms? 

Reading Eggs, our evidence-based literacy programme built on structured 
literacy and the science of how children learn to read, is designed to 
support explicit, systematic teaching so students develop the skills to 
decode automatically and comprehend increasingly complex texts. 

The impact shows up in the data. In national reading assessment data, 
pupils in schools using Reading Eggspress – the comprehension-focused 
component of the Reading Eggs suite – scored on average 23.2 points 
higher than pupils in non-user schools, a statistically significant difference, 
with the strongest gains where pupils completed the most comprehension 
lessons (Reading Eggspress impact study, Australia). 

Importantly, it’s designed to complement classroom practice, helping  
schools strengthen literacy achievement without requiring excessive 
screen time. Through assessments and actionable reporting, teachers 
can quickly identify where students may be struggling and respond with 
targeted support and practice. 

And because reading engagement is driven partly by access and reading 
volume, students can also explore a broad library of fiction and non-fiction 
texts matched to a wide range of reading levels, including decodable 
texts that help reinforce foundational skills while building reading stamina, 
curiosity and knowledge over time. 

Reading Eggs is 
designed to
support explicit, 
systematic teaching 
so students develop 
the skills to decode 
automatically 
and comprehend 
increasingly 
complex texts.
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The real gift of reading
Early in my teaching career, I taught Year 1. One parent shared something I’ve 
never forgotten: although she had completed school, she had only learned to 
read confidently as an adult. When she finished her first novel, she cried. Not 
because the story was sad, but because she had never experienced what it 
felt like to become completely immersed in a book. 

“I never expected to cry,” she told me. 

“No one ever told me reading could feel like that.” 

That is the real gift of reading. 

When schools invest in strong instruction, consistent routines and meaningful 
access to text, students gain far more than a functional skill. They gain 
confidence, knowledge, imagination and a lifelong source of connection and 
opportunity. 

Every student deserves that opportunity.

Build confident, joyful readers across your school
Learn how schools are using Reading Eggs to support reading confidence, 

engagement and literacy development across the primary years. 

Explore Reading Eggs
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