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Foreword

Reading is important, because if you can read, you can learn  
anything about everything and everything about anything

Tomie dePaola1

At the end of the year 2014, the Research Department at Universidad de los Andes 
(Chile) launched a call for grant proposals called Fondo de ayuda a la investigación 
(FAI) in priority areas that the university was interested in addressing. At that time, 
all the project proposals had to deal with the study of gender differences from an 
interdisciplinary perspective. It was then that we  – the editors of this book, Dr. 
Pelusa Orellana and Dr. Paula Baldwin – decided to apply to this fund, considering 
previous research that we had developed on reading motivation in boys and girls, 
but mainly because we wanted to contribute to this field of education by publishing 
studies carried out in Chile, as well as in different parts of the world. Our project 
was selected and finally awarded funding for two years (2015–2016), during which 
we worked at three different levels: doing field work and data collection in sixteen 
schools in Santiago de Chile where we observed reading lessons and administered 
part of the Motivation to Read Profile (MRP; Gambrell et al. 1996) to 1290 pupils 
from the third, fourth, and fifth grade (from 9 to 11 years old) from nine of these 
schools. The data collected was useful not only for our research, but also because 
we could validate Gambrell et al. questionnaire in Spanish. We also organized meet-
ings and seminars with national and international experts to analyze and discuss yet 
unresolved issues regarding gender as a variable that could have an impact on read-
ing motivation and achievement, and presented papers at international conferences. 
Finally, we invited scholars and researchers to publish their studies in a book that 
could be distributed worldwide. This volume is one of the results of our work and 
was made possible thanks to the Springer Education team and the Research 
Department at our university. It aims to address the question of whether gender is a 

1 Tomie de Paola, “Why Reading Is Important?”, available at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v= 
7epT0qUaaX4
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significant variable in the constructs of reading motivation and achievement; thus, 
whether this should be addressed when planning and designing teaching method-
ologies. This publication also shows relevant findings at different levels and coun-
tries, which shed light for further research on the areas already mentioned.

Much of the research on children’s reading has focused on cognitive processes; 
however, reading is an activity that also requires interest and motivation. These 
attitudes are generally defined as readers’ affect toward reading, and their conse-
quence is that children with more positive attitudes are more motivated to read. 
Researchers report that girls hold more positive views than boys toward reading; 
they have also found that girls often have stronger competence beliefs in reading 
than do boys, and they value it more (Marsh 1989; Wigfield et al. 1997). In addition, 
Wigfield and Guthrie (1997) report that girls do not only provide more social rea-
sons for reading, but also give more importance to two specific dimensions of read-
ing motivation: self-efficacy and importance associated with reading. On the 
contrary, boys have higher mean scores on the competition dimension (McKenna 
et al. 1995).

Taking into account the variability that exists within the notion of gender and 
age, the studies presented in this book aim to examine and scrutinize previous 
research on the topic, as well as to test theories on how the different dimensions of 
reading motivation vary with gender in relation to cultural issues, motivational con-
structs such as engagement and classroom climate, the role of emotions, interests, 
and attitudes toward reading, among others.

This volume shows our specific interest in the link between theoretical and 
instructional approaches, particularly on how reading is motivated and assessed, as 
well as on how much variation in reading can be accounted for by motivation when 
language and cognitive factors have been controlled.

The list of authors/contributors (included after the Table of Contents) shows the 
variety of backgrounds and expertise of the academics involved in this project. We 
strongly believe that the different types of studies presented by the researchers 
whose chapters are the result of a completed project, or whose work is at an initial 
state of a current investigation, contributes to strengthen and widen both the scope 
of the study and the book’s readership, as this volume will interest scholars, research-
ers, schoolteachers, and postgraduate students working in the areas of literacy, read-
ing motivation and engagement, reading achievement, and gender differences.

The book is divided into three sections, which are introduced by a theoretical 
analysis on motivation from a psychological perspective, although the author of this 
chapter also deals with the influence that both biological and environmental factors 
may have on motivation. The main objective of this introduction is to summarize 
research on the development of motivation from infancy to adolescence, which can 
help understand the developmental trajectories for this attitude and its relation to 
learning. In the first section − Theoretical Approaches: Current Issues on Boys’ and 
Girls’ Reading Motivation and Achievement − the authors discuss issues and prob-
lems regarding divergent, and sometimes contradictory, conclusions that studies as 
far back as the nineteenth century have reached with respect to the differences 
between boys and girls in reading achievement.
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In the first chapter, “The Consequential Effects of Misinterpretations and 
Misrepresentations on Boys’ and Girls’ Reading Achievement and Motivation,” the 
authors show that there are two tendencies regarding reading achievement in boys 
and girls: those who claim that girls are superior to boys in reading comprehension, 
and those who claim no differences. Apart from the fact that a boy/girl gap varies 
depending on which skill related to reading is tested, when the focus is put exclu-
sively on the underachievement of boys in reading (in general), or, on the contrary, 
on well-achieving girls, these beliefs may affect pupils’ enthusiasm and commit-
ment, thus erode their motivation to read.

The second chapter, “Contextual Influences on Girls’ and Boys’ Motivation and 
Reading Achievement: Family, Peers, and Society,” examines how family, peer, and 
cultural contexts may influence children’s motivation (e.g., Chiu et al. 2012). The 
author argues that children in families with higher socioeconomic status (SES) 
often have more capital (human, financial, cultural, and social) that provide for 
more learning opportunities and greater motivation, on which they can capitalize to 
learn more (Chiu 2015). However, some aspects of family capital benefit boys more 
while other aspects benefit girls more. For example, higher SES families yield 
greater increases in educational resources and reading achievement for boys than 
for girls (Chiu and McBride-Chang 2010). On the other hand, greater cultural pos-
sessions or cultural communication at home increases the reading interest and read-
ing achievement of girls more than that of boys (Chiu and Chow 2010). This chapter 
also addresses the influence of peers and cultural context on reading motivation and 
its relationship to reading enjoyment, more reading, and more discussion of books.

In “The Influence of Instruction on Reading Motivation in Finland,” the third 
chapter of this book, the author explains gender differences in the development of 
interest in reading which starts at the very beginning of schooling. She argues that 
teachers and their instruction − especially high-quality classroom interactions − 
provide an important environment for children’s learning and motivation. For exam-
ple, educational contexts that allow children autonomy to initiate tasks and complete 
them, without applying strict performance criteria, have shown to strengthen chil-
dren’s interest in reading; conversely, a stricter and more didactic approach, empha-
sizing correct answers and particular modes of learning, may lead to a waning of the 
children’s intrinsic motivation and interest in learning situations (Guay et al. 2001; 
Guthrie et al. 2000; Lerkkanen et al. 2012; Stipek et al. 1995). The chapter as a 
whole describes the extent to how teaching practices and the quality of teacher-child 
interaction observed in classrooms influence children’s motivation in reading, par-
ticularly with boys and children at-risk in highly transparent Finnish language 
context.

The fourth chapter in this section, “To What Extent Is Reading Motivation a 
Significant Predictor of Reading Achievement When Controlling for Language and 
Cognitive Ability? A Systematic Review,” deals with cognitive and emotional fac-
tors that impact reading ability and explores how much variation can be accounted 
for by motivation, when cognitive and linguistic aspects can be controlled. The 
author argues that the wide spectrum of factors theoretically associated with moti-
vation and the variety of methods used to assess it make it difficult to generalize on 
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the impact of reading motivation on reading ability. Studies show that the amount of 
variation which is attributed to motivation is contingent on several individual, cul-
tural, linguistic, and emotional factors, among which are age, gender, and verbal 
ability. In order to find evidence regarding the extent to which motivation can, in 
fact, be a strong predictor of reading performance, the researcher examines recent 
literature (i.e., from 2000 to the present) about studies in which motivation has been 
acknowledged as a significant contributor to reading ability, and discusses these 
findings, in an attempt to better understand the variability of such impact when lin-
guistic and cognitive ability predictors have been controlled.

The second section, which is dedicated to field studies, presents four chapters 
dealing with reading motivation in pupils from a wide variety of backgrounds. In 
“Young Children’s Motivation to Engage in Social Aspects of Reading,” the authors 
present findings from several decades of research which underscore the importance 
of motivation in the literacy development of students in grades three and beyond 
(Guthrie et al. 1996; Wang et al. 2011). However, they claim that relatively little 
attention has been devoted to exploring motivation to read for students in kindergar-
ten through second grade, particularly struggling readers, and to possible gender 
differences in young children’s reading motivation. This chapter is the result of a 
research study that was completed in 2015 when the investigators administered the 
“Me and My Reading Profile” (Marinak et al. 2014) to 50 students in the United 
States who were struggling readers in grades K-2; they also interviewed 6 children 
at each grade level, using matched pairs of boys and girls. Based on this data, the 
investigators go beyond prior research on factors related to the reading motivation 
of children in grades K-2, which confirmed the importance of self-concept and the 
appreciation of the value of reading (Eccles 1983; Wigfield et al. 2007). They argue 
that a more recent study revealed a third factor of importance: Literacy Out loud 
(Marinak et al. 2014). This factor was related to more social aspects of reading such 
as reading out loud to others and talking with others about books, elements that 
seem to be relevant in the case of boys who appear to be more sensitive to the social 
dimensions of reading than girls.

The behavior of Chilean students with respect to reading motivation is approached 
in the sixth chapter: “Reading Motivation and Achievement Among Chilean Boys 
and Girls in Grades 3, 4, and 5: An Exploration of Results and Pedagogical 
Implications” in which the two researchers show the results of a study carried out 
from 2015 to 2016. They analyzed the motivation and reading achievement perfor-
mance of 1290 pupils in grades 3, 4, and 5 at two time periods, in order to explore 
both their reading ability and motivation. In the first case, they applied a silent read-
ing comprehension assessment tool that takes into consideration reading ability to 
provide Lexile measures for individual students; to measure the second variable 
they administered part of Gambrell et  al.’s (1996) Motivation to Read Profile to 
determine group differences in readers’ self-concept and value of reading across 
gender, socioeconomic status, and grade levels. Findings showed that reading moti-
vation decreases in the case of boys (both for the construct of self-concept and value 
of reading), whereas for girls it only decreases for value of reading and slightly 
increases for self-concept, particularly in fifth grade.
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The seventh chapter is set in a very different background and it is called “Chinese 
Middle Schools’ Reading Motivation.” Having as an objective to explore the role 
reading motivation plays in Chinese middle school students as compared to those in 
the West, in terms of their cultural frame, this study employs a mixed-methods 
approach to investigate reading motivation of these students in Taiwan. A total of 88 
ninth-grade students (47 boys and 41 girls) participated voluntarily by completing 
the Chinese Motivation for Reading Questionnaire (CMRQ). In addition, six teach-
ers and five parents were selected for the interviews. The descriptive statistics 
showed the mean scores for self-efficacy, intrinsic motivation, extrinsic motivation, 
and social motivation were 2.81, 2.89, 2.60, and 2.41, respectively. A multiple linear 
regression, a zero-order correlation statistical analysis, showed that Chinese stu-
dents placed greater value on grades and social recognition. Content analyses 
showed that teachers and parents’ expectations and beliefs, and instructional prac-
tices, as well as social/educational contexts, influenced Chinese students’ reading 
motivation. In particular, the hierarchical testing system is still strongly ingrained in 
Chinese middle schools where reading for social recognition and competition 
appear to have a primary role in Chinese students’ motivation to read. Gender dif-
ferences in reading were found in this study.

The second section ends with the eighth chapter, “Boys’ Reading Skills and 
Attitudes During the First Six School Years,” in which the authors analyze primary 
school pupils’ reading skills and attitudes toward reading in Finland, thus conclud-
ing that girls have better reading skills and more positive attitudes than boys. 
However, they point out that boys’ confidence in their reading skills is high and that 
they assess their skills better than they actually are. Boys have negative opinions on 
reading, especially while on-task during literacy lessons and homework. Therefore, 
teachers should consider the kind of tasks and reading materials that would interest 
them. The researchers argue that today textbooks are still a central source of infor-
mation in content area classes. Reading comprehension tests in both history and 
natural sciences show that, in sixth grade, boys have special difficulties in under-
standing these contents. They suggest that it would be necessary to use other types 
of reading materials and to teach reading comprehension strategies that help pupils 
understand the contents of the textbooks. Finally, they show that there is a strong 
correlation between pupils’ self-esteem, reading attitudes, and reading comprehen-
sion skills; furthermore, pupils who have good self-esteem have a positive attitude 
toward reading and good reading comprehension skills.

The third and final section in this volume  – Methodological Approaches to 
Reading Motivation – includes three chapters that provide ideas on methodologies 
and strategies that can enhance reading motivation and achievement in boys and 
girls. The ninth chapter, “Literacy Achievement and Motivation Reconsidered: 
Linking Home and School Literate Practices for Struggling Adolescent Males,” 
focuses on a case study that shows literate practices a low-achieving male adoles-
cent reader − a biracial urban 10th grader with a history of academic failure and an 
active participant in the “mediasphere” (O’Brien 2001). The author argues that male 
youth, like this boy, are using and creating forms of discourse that could be acknowl-
edged and appreciated in school settings. He asserts that when room is made in 
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school for boys’ out-of-school interests and literacies, numerous opportunities arise 
for engaged reading (Brozo 2010; Brozo and Gaskins 2009; Coles and Hall 2001). 
Moreover, because engagement is a critical variable in the reading and academic 
lives of boys (Brozo and Gaskins 2009; Tatum 2006), lack of engagement with lit-
eracy is one of the most significant factors in accounting for boys’ lower attainment 
in relation to girls (Brozo et al 2014; Lietz 2006a, b). Finally, the author concludes 
that there are texts and practices capable of reaching disengaged and struggling 
male readers, and that teachers can discover the literate practices male youth engage 
in with alternative texts and media beyond the classroom walls, such as music and 
graphic novels, and weave these texts and practices into their instructional 
routines.

The tenth chapter, “Motivation and Comprehension Instruction: The Case of the 
Roadrunner Reader Inquiry Kits,” reviews studies on children’s motivation to read 
and its relations to children’s reading comprehension. They discuss an instructional 
approach focused on inquiry (Fairbanks 2000) to address the needs of students who 
struggle with learning to read. The authors describe the process they used to design 
dubbed “inquiry kits,” which are curricular materials that provide teachers instruc-
tional spaces to engage students and meet their basic needs related to autonomy, 
competence, and relatedness (Ryan and Deci 2009). This development process 
involved the consideration of an instructional model that was oriented around a “big 
idea” (topic) connected to a message of social justice (Freire 1971). They conclude 
the chapter with examples of the ways in which these kits have been used to support 
the instruction of students who struggle with learning to read.

According to the eleventh chapter, “Teaching Today the Readers of Tomorrow,” 
effective literacy instruction is the result of the strategic combination of relevant 
research contributions from diverse fields of education. Neuroscience has shed light 
to understand how the brain learns so that we can develop teaching practices aligned 
to brain-based learning. Cognitive psychology allows us to explain gender differ-
ences that explain why boys and girls think, communicate, and behave differently. 
She argues that significant studies completed by the Early Literacy Reading Panel, 
the National Research Council, and the National Reading Panel inform us about the 
essential components of literacy instruction and when these should be taught. In 
addition, she suggests that the compilation of these solid research findings inform 
the how, why, what, and when of effective literacy instruction so that we can design 
early intervention programs and a variety of instructional approaches that can suc-
cessfully address reading motivation and literacy achievement in boys and girls. 
Therefore, she concludes that at the twilight of the twenty-first century, it is a moral 
imperative and an educational challenge to use this research-based information to 
teach today the readers of tomorrow.

Conclusions in each chapter show the wide scope and impact of the research car-
ried out by each author or group of authors on the development and improvement of 
reading motivation and achievement in boys and girls worldwide. Most studies pro-
vide new evidence that sheds light, questions, and at the same time, reassesses pre-
vious research and data on the relevance of defining the variables and determining 
the specific skills involved in reading performance and comprehension that may 
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cause more or less difficulty to boys and girls. Almost every study refers in one way 
or another to the importance of avoiding general and non-evidence-based state-
ments regarding the boy/girl gap in reading achievement, or focusing exclusively on 
the underachievement of boys or on well-achieving girls because, as demonstrated 
in many of the chapters, these beliefs may not only hinder reading motivation, but 
also ignore that the gap between boys and girls will vary depending on which skill 
related to reading is tested.

Readers of the twenty-first century are confronted with yet another challenge, 
which is the access to multimodal texts. Most children are engaged in online reading 
on a permanent basis. Research has shown that specific reading skills are necessary 
for reading and understanding these kinds of texts, which usually are highly interac-
tive. Research findings about the extent to which online reading improves intrinsic 
motivation are mixed. We do not yet know the long-term effects of online reading 
on a child’s desire to continue reading beyond the school years. On the other hand, 
some studies have demonstrated no significant differences on reading motivation 
when reading ebooks versus reading printed text (e.g., Long and Szabo 2016). 
However, reading on the web is a dynamic process in which readers interact with 
multiple text sources, genres, pictures, audio, and activities (Lewis 2000, p.3). 
Online reading not only challenges one’s capacity to focus but may also demand 
other behaviors such as persistence and perseverance, which are strongly related to 
intrinsic motivation. While none of the chapters addresses multimodal reading and 
motivation directly, some authors remind us of the importance of looking at reading 
motivation in the context of the digital world. Findings about how reading motiva-
tion changes in digital contexts can help better understand the instructional implica-
tions that must be considered for intrinsic motivation to flourish.

Findings from recent studies indicate that many readers tend to choose not to 
read because they find it difficult, or because they have a low level of confidence in 
their reading ability (Nielen et al. 2017). This is in line with what is reported in 
some of the chapters of the current volume. Having a strong positive self-concept 
helps students avoid giving up when texts become challenging or when reading 
tasks are boring. Students, especially young readers, need the support and affective 
encouragement that teachers, other adults, or even digital pedagogical agents, as 
Nielen et al. suggest, “to foster sustained effort during reading” (2017, p. 2).

Reading properly and understanding what we read opens the door to knowledge 
and experience of the world, and paves the professional future of our children. If, as 
dePaola states, we want our students to “learn anything about everything and every-
thing about anything” (WeGiveBooks) through reading, we need to provide them 
with the best reading environment and opportunities we can, so that they have a 
positive concept of themselves as readers and value this ability; thus, they will be 
intrinsically moved to read more and better books.

The editorsAutumn, 2017
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Chapter 1
Motivation: Introduction to the Theory, 
Concepts, and Research

Paulina Arango

Abstract  Motivation is a psychological construct that refers to the disposition to 
act and direct behavior according to a goal. Like most of psychological processes, 
motivation develops throughout the life span and is influenced by both biological 
and environmental factors. The aim of this chapter is to summarize research on the 
development of motivation from infancy to adolescence, which can help understand 
the typical developmental trajectories of this ability and its relation to learning. We 
will start with a review of some of the most influential theories of motivation and the 
aspects each of them has emphasized. We will also explore how biology and experi-
ence interact in this development, paying special attention to factors such as: school, 
family, and peers, as well as characteristics of the child including self-esteem, cog-
nitive development, and temperament. Finally, we will discuss the implications of 
understanding the developmental trajectories and the factors that have an impact on 
this development, for both teachers and parents.

Keywords  Motivation · Achievement · Motivational theories · Influences on 
motivation

1.1  �Introduction: What Are We Talking About When 
We Talk About Motivation?

Since ancient times, humans have been asking questions about our own beliefs and 
behaviors. What makes us behave the way we do? Why can’t we seem to control 
some urges and impulses? Why are some people better at controlling their own 
behavior than others? Why are we more interested in some activities and topics than 
in others? How is it that we can spend our time doing some things but we cannot get 
ourselves to do others? In summary, what motivates us?
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Motivation is a widely used concept in psychology and in education. However, 
its definition is not always clear. One general definition of motivation is the drive or 
disposition to act and direct behavior according to a goal (Dörney and Ushioda 
2013). We often associate the term motivation with the internal and (or) the external 
forces that make people engage in certain activities and persist on doing them, and 
also what makes people refrain from doing other activities (Eccles and Wigfield 
2002). Motivation then, is present in all areas of our lives and influences behaviors 
related to our hobbies, learning, relationships, and habits.

Motivation has properties that include initiating a behavior and maintaining it, as 
well as the intensity with which the behavior is carried out and the amount of effort 
that we invest in it (Dörnyei and Ushioda 2013). Motivation triggers or makes us 
behave, both covertly (like changes in heart rate) and overtly. It also helps us persist 
in a task, even when it is difficult and the chances of success are low, or when there 
is no immediate reward for doing it. Finally, motivation modulates the intensity of 
the engagement in a task, and the amount of effort we put in it (Petri and Govern 
2012).

Although in general we all have an idea of what the term motivation means, there 
is no standardized, unique accepted definition or theory of motivation in psycho-
logical science (Kleinginna et al. 1981). All definitions and theories about the con-
cept refer to what influences human behavior, but each theory emphasizes some 
aspects, and none has managed to cover all possible influences. Some authors have 
paid more attention to internal aspects like cognition, emotions, or needs, while oth-
ers have focused on external influences like reinforcement or environment. In recent 
years, with the advances in neuroscientific methods, research has focused on the 
brain processes and areas involved in motivated behavior (Ernst et al. 2006). In the 
next section, we are going to present an overview of some of the most influential 
theories on motivation.1

1.2  �What Lies at the Root of Motivation? A Brief Review 
of Theories

Although the question about what makes us act as we do is as old as humanity, the 
theories about motivation are relatively recent in the history of psychology. In this 
section, we will provide a brief review of the aspects that have been studied as cen-
tral components of motivation from the point of view of the authors that have 
worked on them. For this chapter, we will divide theories of motivation into three 
groups: (1) theories about instincts, drives, needs, and reinforcements; (2) theories 
about beliefs, values, and goals; and (3) neuroscientific and neuropsychological 
approaches.

1 This is not intended to be an exhaustive review of motivational theories. For a more detailed 
review see: (Dörnyei and Ushioda 2013; Eccles and Wigfield 2002; Wentzel and Miele 2009; 
Wigfield et al. 2007).
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1.2.1  �Theories About Instincts, Drives, Needs, 
and Reinforcements

Historically, motivation was first understood in terms of instincts, drives, and needs, 
as biological forces that are innate for the species and direct behavior in order to 
survive and to maintain or regain homeostasis. These theories see behavior as an 
automatic response to internal or external forces (i.e. reinforcement) that motivate it.

The first of these theories, the Instinct Theories, state that all species are born 
with specific innate knowledge about how to survive, with tendencies prepro-
grammed in their genetic material that will guide specific behaviors needed for the 
survival of the species. Instinct theories understand that in the root of motivation for 
many behaviors is the need to survive (McDougal 1908; James 1963). These theo-
ries see motivated behaviors as adaptations to environmental conditions, which bias 
the members of the species to respond in particular ways to changes in the environ-
ment (Buss 2008).

In the first half of the twentieth century, Sigmund Freud proposed the psychoana-
lytic theory, perhaps one of the most well-known theories of what motivates human 
behavior. Freud’s work has influenced for many years the way in which human 
behavior has been understood. The psychoanalytic theory suggests that behavior is 
motivated by two basic psychological drives. The first is Eros, the life drive, which 
motivates us to survive. The second one is Thanatos, the death drive, which moti-
vates us to prevent destruction. Those drives are unconscious instincts and at the 
core of human behavior lies the conflict between the person’s instincts and cultural 
expectations. To Freud (e.g. 1920) we are oriented to satisfy instincts in order to 
maintain a steady internal state, and culture tries to regulate behavior according to 
social expectations and norms. Human behavior then, is motivated by these two 
forces in conflict, and by the innate drives to avoid damage and to survive.

The drive theory, first proposed by Woodworth (1918), says that motivated 
behavior appears in response to changing bodily needs that lead us to look for things 
in the environment to reduce the drive. Clark Hull (1943) stated that humans have 
internal biological needs that drive behavior in a way that results in satisfaction or 
fulfillment of these needs, maintaining a steady state in the body. Hull defines these 
needs as internal states of arousal or tension that must be reduced, and the motiva-
tion for human behavior is to reduce these drives so that we can maintain a sense of 
internal calmness. Hull also proposed that humans learn from behaviors motivated 
by biological drives and habits. He proposed a formula for calculating motivation in 
which motivation or behavior equals Drive by Habit (Motivation or Behavior = Drive 
x Habit). For him, motivation is biologically determined in its root, but can be 
derived from what the subject has learned through experience.

Humanistic theory is perhaps the most widely used theory of motivation. 
According to this theory, humans are driven to achieve their maximum psychologi-
cal growth, but in order to obtain it they need to meet more basic needs like hunger, 
sleep, housing, safety issues and interpersonal relationships. These needs become 
obstacles that we have to solve to achieve higher demands. Abraham Maslow (1943) 
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proposed the theory of hierarchy of needs and stated the relative importance of dif-
ferent kinds of needs in a person’s life, and its influence in motivated behavior. He 
argued that basic human drive or motivation ultimately reflected a need for self-
actualization, i.e. to become all that the person is capable of becoming, to use their 
full potential. Maslow proposed a hierarchy of needs that humans have to fulfill 
before being able to gain self-actualization (see Fig. 1.1). On the lower level of the 
pyramid are the physiological needs, which include the requirements for survival 
like food, sleep, and shelter. If the first needs are relatively well gratified, then the 
second level of the pyramid, the safety needs, emerges. These needs include per-
sonal and financial security, health and well-being. The third level of the pyramid 
refers to love needs, which include the need for love, affection, and sense of belong-
ing to social groups. The fourth level is composed by esteem needs that refer to the 
desire for a stable, firmly-based, and high evaluation of themselves, for self-respect 
or self-esteem, and for the esteem of others. Finally, if the basic needs are satisfied, 
the need for self-actualization emerges. According to Maslow, it is really hard to 
achieve full self-actualization (most people cannot) and it motivates us to be cre-
ative and to try to be the best person we can. Self-actualization means a complete 
understanding of who you are, a sense of completeness, of being the best person you 
could possibly be.

Another group of well-known theories come from the behavioral tradition, which 
understands motivated behavior as a reaction to the environment. The classical con-
ditioning theory (Pavlov 2003) states that some behaviors are elicited as reflexes 
from stimulus on the environment (like salivation in the presence of food), while 
other behaviors are learned by the simultaneous presentation of an unconditioned 

Physiological needs

Safety needs

Love and affection needs

Esteem 

Self-actualization
needs

Fig. 1.1  Adapted with permission from: Maslow, A.H., A theory of human motivation, 
Psychological Review, 50(4), 370–396, 1943. Publisher: American Psychological Association
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stimulus with a neutral one. For this theory, motivation has a biological origin that 
can be generalized to other kind of stimulus by association.

Thorndike (1927) highlighted the importance that the consequences of a certain 
response have on future behavior. He proposed the law of effect that states that of 
two equal situations, those associations that lead to a state of satisfaction are more 
probable to be learned. Based on this law, B.F. Skinner (1963) developed the oper-
ant conditioning theory that focuses on the impact of consequences to motivate the 
repetition or avoidance of certain behaviors, and states that behavior is driven by its 
consequences. If there is a positive consequence to a behavior, it will be reinforced 
and the probability of the behavior being repeated increases. On the other hand, if 
the behavior is followed by a negative consequence (punishment) there is a lower 
probability that it will be repeated. According to this theory, behavior is motivated 
by the individual’s attempts to obtain a desirable consequence or to avoid an unde-
sirable one. This theory has had a great influence on psychology and education and 
its principles are widely used in several contexts to teach new behaviors and manage 
difficult behaviors.

1.2.2  �Theories About Beliefs, Values, and Goals

The second group of theories about motivation considers that the processes that 
influence motivation in humans are under control of the individual. These theories 
explore the impact that beliefs about competence, evaluations about control over 
behavioral outcomes, expectancies, and affect have on motivation over difficult 
tasks and over performance (Eccles et  al. 1998; Pintrich 2003). Also, this group 
includes theories that focus on the goals that people have, both general and specific, 
their values and interests, and how they influence motivation and preferences 
towards certain activities (Wigfield et al. 2006).

The social cognitive model of learning and development, developed by Albert 
Bandura considers that people are not driven by inner forces or automatically con-
trolled by the environment, but that individuals are contributors to their own motiva-
tion, behavior, and development, within a network of reciprocally interacting 
influences (Bandura 1986, 1991, 1999). A central aspect of this model is the concept 
of self-efficacy that is defined as the confidence about how well I can organize and 
execute courses of action to deal with future situations with ambiguous, unpredict-
able and stress-producing elements (Bandura 1997; Bandura et  al. 2001). Self-
efficacy includes different kinds of expectations. The first kind refers to the 
expectations of efficacy; the conviction that a behavior can be successfully per-
formed, that one could perform the behaviors needed to achieve something. The 
second kind is the expectation of results, which refers to the estimation that a behav-
ior will lead to certain outcomes. For this author, the expectations of efficacy influ-
ence motivation the most, and people generally prefer goals they believe themselves 
capable of performing, and avoid activities that they feel incapable of performing.
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Locus of control theories focuses on expectancies for control of reinforcements; 
what a person believes will determine whether or not they get reinforced in life 
(Rotter 1966). According to this theory, beliefs about control can be classified along 
a continuum from very internal to very external. People with a strong internal locus 
of control believe that the responsibility for the outcomes of events in their lives 
relies in themselves, and that success or failure is a consequence of their own efforts. 
People in the extreme of the external locus of control believe that external forces 
like luck or chance control the outcomes, and that they have little impact on the 
reinforcement they receive. A person’s interpretation of control over situations will 
then determine how they act in those situations and the emotional reactions to their 
outcomes.

After the work of Rotter, other authors have incorporated control as part of their 
theories or have further elaborated the concept. Connell (1985) for example, pro-
posed a third belief of control, unknown control, which has an effect on a person’s 
motivation towards a task. Ellen Skinner (Skinner 1995; Skinner et al. 1988) defined 
control beliefs as the expectations that a person has about whether or not they can 
produce desired events, and proposed that beliefs about control are one of three 
critical beliefs for motivation. The second are the means-ends beliefs, which are 
related to the expectations that an event will produce a certain outcome. Finally, 
agency beliefs are related to the person’s expectations about whether they can access 
the means to produce certain outcomes.

The attributions theory, developed by Weiner et al. (Weiner 1985; Weiner et al. 
1987) also incorporates the locus of control construct, and has been very influential 
in the understanding of motivation in the last decades. This theory focuses on how 
interpretations of the reasons for success or failure in an event affect motivation for 
future events. Weiner identified that the most frequent achievement attributions 
relate to ability, effort, task difficulty, and luck. These attributions can be classified 
in three causal dimensions. First, we find the locus of control, which can be internal 
(control comes from the person) or external (control comes from external factors). 
The second dimension is stability and refers to whether or not the causes of an event 
change over time. The third dimension, controllability, assesses if the causes of the 
event are under one’s control or not. Attribution theory considers how the person’s 
interpretation of the outcomes of a situation, and not the outcomes or the conse-
quences themselves, increases or decreases motivation and has affective conse-
quences (Eccles and Wigfield 2002).

Another set of theories from this group focuses on the intrinsic and extrinsic 
factors that affect motivation. Vallerand (1997) developed a hierarchical model of 
intrinsic and extrinsic motivation and defined intrinsic motivation as the personal 
interest for doing a task because it gives pleasure and satisfaction. Extrinsic moti-
vation involves performing a behavior to obtain an external reward or to avoid 
punishment. This model considers a third kind of motivation: amotivation, or the 
lack of any kind of motivation. The three kinds of motivation can be represented 
along three hierarchical levels of generality: (1) the global level represents the 
general orientation to interact in one of the three kinds of motivation; (2) the con-
textual level represents the person’s motivation in specific contexts; and (3) the 
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situational level refers to how the person engages in an activity in a particular situ-
ation and time.

The self-determination theory proposed by Deci and Ryan (2000, 2002b) states 
that in order to understand goal-directed behavior we need to understand the goal’s 
content external to the person and the regulatory processes through which they are 
pursued. For these authors people have a basic need for competence, a need to feel 
that they have the capacity to achieve what they want to achieve. Also, people have 
a need for autonomy, to feel that they are free to follow their inner interests. Finally, 
there is a need for relatedness; the need to establish significant relationships with 
other people and to feel that they have their support. For these authors, those three 
needs direct intrinsic motivation and self-determined behavior and have to be met 
for a healthy development (Deci and Ryan 2002b; Ryan and Deci 2002).

Although Deci and Ryan included goals in their theory, they focused primarily 
on the regulatory processes of intrinsic motivation. Other authors such as Pintrich 
(2000) and Linnenbrink (2005) focus on the goals and their impact on the subject’s 
motivation. This theory is called the goal-orientation theory, and explains motiva-
tion on the basis of the individual’s goal orientation, particularly for learning, and 
considers that there are two types of orientation that people can adopt towards their 
goals: mastery orientation and performance orientation. Mastery-oriented people 
focus on mastering, learning and understanding the content or task. In performance 
orientation, the person focuses on being better than others at the task and avoiding 
being seen as less competent than others. These orientations are seen as more or less 
adaptive or effective, depending on the task or the situation the person is facing 
(Harackiewicz et al. 1998; Pintrich 2000).

While the goal-orientation theory focuses on how the person’s orientation 
towards the task affects their motivation, other authors consider that motivation may 
be influenced by goals not directly related to the task (Wentzel 2000; Wentzel et al. 
2010). Wentzel has specifically worked on achievement and learning motivation and 
considers that the person’s goals can be related to other aspects of the situation that 
are different from learning, like making friends, pleasing the teacher or following 
rules.

Another influential theory in this group is Atkinson’s achievement motivation 
theory or expectancy-value theory (Atkinson 1957; Atkinson and Raynor 1978). 
The first author states that behavior is motivated by the desire to meet or exceed a 
certain standard of excellence perceived by the individual. This need develops in the 
first years of life as a result of parents’ expectations and how they reward indepen-
dent actions. For Atkinson, achievement behaviors are motivated by the person’s 
expectancies of success and incentive values, as well as for an intrinsic need of 
achievement and a fear of failure. Atkinson sees achievement motivation as a per-
sonality trait and links the subject’s performance, persistence, and choices to its 
expectancy-related and task-value beliefs.

Based on Atkinson’s work, Eccles and colleagues (e.g. Eccles-Parsons et  al. 
1983) developed the expectancy-value model of achievement-related choices (see 
Fig. 1.2). This model focuses on the influence that expectancies and values have on 
task choices, performance, and persistence. It also considers personal characteristics, 
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values, and beliefs as the motivators for people to choose a particular task over oth-
ers, having an impact on how they perform in them, and if they persist in spite of the 
difficulties. In turn, expectancies and values are influenced by beliefs that are task-
specific (e.g. beliefs about ability), the perceived difficulty of the task, and the per-
son’s goals, self-schemas, and affective memories (Wigfield and Eccles 2000). This 
model considers four motivational components of task values: (1) attainment value, 
defined as the personal importance of doing well on the task and the relevance of 
engaging on the task for self-schemata; (2) intrinsic value, or how much the person 
enjoys the task, their subjective interest in it; (3) utility value, which refers to how 
well a task relates to the person’s goals, current present and future; and (4) cost, 
defined as the negative aspects of engaging in the task, the amount of effort needed 
to succeed, and the things the person loses by choosing the task (Eccles and Wigfield 
2002; Wigfield et al. 2006). Eccles and colleagues have done extensive research that 
has shown the importance of these values for motivation in the school and perfor-
mance in the different areas (e.g. Eccles 1987; Eccles et al. 1998).

1.2.3  �Neuroscientific and Neuropsychological Approaches

In recent years there has been an increasing body of research on motivation in the 
neuropsychology and neuroscience fields. The interest of these disciplines is to 
understand the cognitive and neural processes that lie at the core of motivated, goal-
directed behavior and decision-making. In recent decades, the progress in both 
behavioral and direct research techniques, has favored research in these areas and 

Fig. 1.2  The Expectancy Value Model of Achievement from Eccles and colleagues (Reproduced 
from Wigfield et al. 2006). Reproduced with permission of the Licensor through PLSclear
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has allowed us to have evidence about the role played by several neural structures 
and networks in motivated behavior (Dörnyei and Ushioda 2013).

The somatic marker theory developed by Damasio and colleagues (Bechara et al. 
2000; Damasio et al. 1996) focuses on the processes involved in decision-making, 
and proposes that when we face a task we use cognitive and emotional processes 
that let us decide according to the choices we have. The emotional processes depend 
on somatic markers (emotional changes) triggered by the amygdala for innately 
valence stimuli, or by the prefrontal cortex for learned valence stimuli. Somatic 
markers produce emotional states that direct attention towards some options over 
others, according to our biological preferences and previous rewarding experiences, 
and they facilitate decision-making.

Another relevant theory that focuses on the cognitive and neural processes at the 
basis of motivation is the triadic model proposed by Ernst and colleagues (Ernst 
2014; Ernst and Fudge 2009; Ernst and Paulus 2005; Ernst et al. 2006; Ernst et al. 
2009). This model proposes that motivated behavior is the result of three distinct 
behavioral/neural systems that overlap and work together in balance (see Fig. 1.3). 
The first system relies on ventral striatal circuits, particularly the nucleus accum-
bens, and supports approach behavior and reward processes. The second system 
relies on amygdala circuits and supports avoidance behavior. Finally, the third sys-
tem relies on the medial prefrontal cortex and is considered the regulatory system 
that modulates approach and avoidance responses. As was stated earlier, motivated 
behavior includes both the initiation of behavior and its avoidance, and this model 
explains motivation from the coordinated functioning of these three systems.

PFC-
Regulation/Control

Striatum-
Reward/Approach

Social Reorientation

Amygdala-
Emotion/Avoid

Emotional Intensity
and lability

Cognitive Impulsivity
Risk Seeking

Fig. 1.3  The Ernst and colleagues’ Triadic Model (Reproduced from Ernst 2014). Reprinted from 
Brain and Cognition 89, Ernst, M., The triadic model perspective for the study of adolescent moti-
vated behavior, pp.104–111, Copyright (2014), with permission from Elsevier
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The review of theories presented in this chapter is far from being exhaustive, but 
provides enough information for the reader to get an idea of the different points of 
view from which motivation has been studied. In the following sections, we will 
address some of the factors and models presented in this previous section. In par-
ticular, we will review some of the central discussions in the area, and then move on 
to the contextual factors that impact motivation and its development.

1.3  �Debates on Motivation

As mentioned above, motivation has been understood and studied from several dif-
ferent points of view. Some of these views seem to be contradictory, while others 
overlap. As it has happened in other areas of psychology, there have been some 
discussions about the nature and the origin of motivation (Dörnyei and Ushioda 
2013; Wigfield et al. 2006). The following section focuses on three central discus-
sions: (1) Is it Nature or is it Nurture?; (2) Is motivation internal or external?; and 
(3) Is motivation an automatic or a cognitive process?

The Nature/Nurture debate is one of the classical discussions in psychology. We 
already presented some theories that emphasize biological tendencies that motivate 
behavior, and other theories that emphasize environmental factors like behavioral 
theories. Psychological science now considers that genetics and biological factors, 
as well as environmental influences, have an impact on behavior, and that both kinds 
of influences interact to produce the phenotypes we see and study (Coll et al. 2014). 
However, we still do not know exactly how biology and genetics interact with the 
environment in every individual in order to motivate behavior, thus more research is 
needed in this field. The next section reviews research on the main contextual factors 
that have an impact on the development of motivation: family, school, and peers.

The second debate refers to whether the source of motivation is internal or exter-
nal to the person. Some theories, like those that consider needs as the basis for 
motivation, think that the sources of motivation are intrinsic to the person. Other 
theories, like those based on goals, think that what causes behavior is external to the 
person; that motivation can be activated by changes in the external environment. 
This is still in discussion today, but there are some theories that consider both inter-
nal and external sources of motivation like the self-determination theory (Deci and 
Ryan 2002b).

The last point of discussion focuses on whether motivation is an automatic or a 
cognitive, rational process. As was mentioned earlier, the more recent theories of 
motivation give a lot of importance to cognition and the fact that the thinking, ratio-
nal, and purposive person makes decisions about his/her own behavior. On the 
other hand, more biological theories consider that there are internal, biological 
states that trigger genetically determined behaviors. Given the complexity of 
human behavior, it is difficult to assure that it is caused solely as an automatic 
response to changes in the environment. However, we cannot assert either that all 
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human behaviors are delivered or that they always follow a careful decision-mak-
ing process.

Understanding human behavior and what motivates it has been a long process 
that is far from being over. As stated earlier, there are a lot of theories that have tried 
to explain it, but none of them has been able to explain motivated behavior in its 
whole complexity. All of them have explained parts of this problem and most of 
them have good evidence. They have helped the understanding of certain behaviors 
in specific situations, but others give better explanations for other kinds of behav-
iors. In summary, there are several good explanations about motivation and in order 
to fully understand human behavior we will need to start working on unifying theo-
ries of motivation.

1.4  �Influences on Motivation

Human behavior happens in a context with physical, psychological and cultural 
characteristics that impact cognition, behavior, and achievement (Ushioda 2007), 
therefore, there is a significant interest in the study of motivation and how we can 
change contexts to influence motivation. This area of study has focused mainly on 
the influence of the environment on motivation, including different contexts like 
family and school, as well as the impact of peers in motivated behavior. Even with 
all the evidence in favor of considering the impact that context has on motivation, 
we cannot forget that those factors are constantly interacting with our personal char-
acteristics like self-esteem, gender, cognitive development, and temperament. The 
following section focuses on the contextual influences of motivation, and because 
the focus of this book is in reading achievement and motivation, we will focus in 
achievement motivation.

1.4.1  �Parental Influences

Parents are perhaps the most influential figures in a child’s life. Research on the 
influence of parents on motivation has shown several direct and indirect ways in 
which parents’ behavior, goals, beliefs, values, and practices, as well as socio-
demographic characteristics of the family and its environment, can impact achieve-
ment orientation and motivation in children and adolescents. For example, Eccles 
and colleagues (Eccles 1993; Eccles and Harold 1993; Wigfield et al. 2006) pro-
posed a model that summarizes parental influences on children’s motivation and 
achievement, and the possible relations between these components (see Fig. 1.4). 
These authors include five types of influences in their model: (1) demographic char-
acteristics of the parents, the family and the neighborhood, like family income, 
parental education and occupation, marital status, ethnicity and resources in the 
neighborhood; (2) characteristics of the child and siblings, like gender, temperament, 
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and birth order; (3) parents’ general beliefs and behavior, including gender-role ste-
reotypes, beliefs about parenting, parenting styles, and general world view; (4) spe-
cific beliefs of the parents about their child, expectations about the child’s 
performance, perceptions of the child’s abilities, skills, and interests, and socializa-
tion goals; and (5) parent specific behaviors, such as teaching strategies, encourage-
ment to participate in school and extracurricular activities, and explicit causal 
attributions. The interaction of these factors and how they influence each other will 
lead to how each child sees the world, their causal beliefs, biases, task and personal 
values, goals, activities choices, and how they perform and persist in different 
activities.

There is ample evidence that supports the influence of achievement and motiva-
tion of some of the components of the model and their interactions, like socio-
demographic characteristics and parents’ beliefs. However, more research is needed 
in other areas like parenting behaviors (Wigfield et al. 2006).

Fig. 1.4  Eccles and colleagues’ model of parental influences on children’s motivation and 
achievement (Reproduced from Wigfield et al. 2006). Reproduced with permission of the Licensor 
through PLSclear
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Research has shown that socio-demographic characteristics of the family like 
socioeconomic status (SES), parents’ educational level and occupation, and the 
level of social support, have an impact on several areas of child development, 
including the development of achievement and motivation (e.g. Bradley and Corwyn 
2002; Collins et al. 2000; Yeung et al. 2002). Some mechanisms that could explain 
these associations include the different opportunities and experiences children have, 
depending on the family income (Simpkins et al. 2012). Also, SES has been linked 
to the level of stress that parents experience, which can impact the amount of time 
they spend with their children in activities that promote achievement motivation 
(Marjoribanks 2002; Yeung et al. 2002), and also their parenting practices (Bradley 
and Corwyn 2002; Conger et al. 2002).

Moreover, parents’ educational level can have an impact in their general and 
specific beliefs about school and learning. For example, parents with high educa-
tional levels have more positive beliefs about learning, higher beliefs about the 
child’s abilities, and higher expectations for their performance (Jacobs et al. 2005). 
This, in turn, can lead them to provide more intellectually stimulating experiences 
and materials (Simpkins et al. 2012;), establishing higher demands for the child in 
his/her academic performance, increasing the level of reinforcement they offer to 
good performance, as well as the level of support and help they provide in academic 
activities (Gniewosz et al. 2015; Simpkins et al. 2012).

There is extensive evidence that shows that the kind of activities, experiences and 
learning opportunities that parents provide to their children have an impact on their 
motivation towards learning in general, particularly in mathematics, reading, and 
the sciences (e.g. Jacobs et al. 2005; King and Ganotice 2014; Ratelle et al. 2004; 
Wang and Sheikh-Khalil 2014). Also, research has shown a positive relation between 
parental involvement in school and academic activities, and the child’s school 
involvement, intrinsic motivation and mastery goals (Karbach et al. 2013; Schunk 
et al. 2012).

The values and beliefs that parents have towards academic achievement and their 
own motivation towards learning can influence the values and beliefs that the child 
develops through modeling, and explicit/implicit messages (Gniewosz et al. 2015; 
Gunderson et  al. 2012; Jacobs and Eccles 2000; Tenenbaum and Leaper 2003; 
Vedder-Weiss and Fortus 2013). For example, Eccles-Parsons et al. (1982) showed 
that parents’ perceptions and expectations about their child’s mathematical aptitude 
were related to their self-concepts and attitudes towards the subject.

Finally, the expectations and perceptions that parents have about their children’s 
abilities and performance can impact the development of beliefs, values and goals of 
the child (Fredricks and Eccles 2002; Gunderson et al. 2012). For example, parents 
may not provide the child with certain activities or experiences because they feel that 
the child does not have the skills to do them, or they do not promote or reward per-
formance in other activities because they do not see them as useful for what they 
expect from their child. Also, when parents are supportive and encourage their child’s 
effort, they tend to show more persistence and effort in difficult tasks, and thus 
develop more mastery-oriented goals (Hokoda and Fincham 1995; Wentzel 1998).
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1.4.2  �School Influence

After home, school is probably the place where children and adolescents spend 
most of their time, and the experiences and teachings that they receive in the class-
room will impact development in many ways. The influence of school in the devel-
opment of motivation comes from different factors like the school’s norms and 
rules, the methodology and teaching practices used to teach different subjects, 
student-teacher interactions, and the teacher’s beliefs and expectations.

Research has shown that when the school environments are able to adapt to the 
basic and developmental needs of the students, they favorably promote their motiva-
tion towards learning (Catalano et al. 2004; Kahne et al. 2001). These needs can be 
met because the school’s teaching practices take into account child development 
and are adapted according to the needs of particular children (Eccles 1993), and 
because they meet basic needs like those proposed by Deci and Ryan (e.g. Deci and 
Ryan 2000a; Ryan and Deci 2002).

It is also important to consider the school’s climate, the emphasis it makes on 
different rules, norms and goals, and its policies towards learning, because they can 
affect children’s motivation towards academic achievement (Pintrich and Maehr 
2004). On the one hand, the emphasis placed by the school on certain learning and 
achievement goals creates a climate that can impact student’s motivation (Midgley 
2014; Roesser et al. 1998). On the other, the school’s climate has an impact on the 
teachers and their beliefs, expectations, and practices, which, in turn, will have an 
impact on the motivation of students towards learning (Lee and Smith 2001; 
National Research Council [NRC], 2004).

Teachers are strong role-models for children and teenagers, so positive teacher-
student relationships can give the students a sense of belonging and support that 
influences their beliefs, goals, and values towards academic achievement (Furrer and 
Skinner 2003; Wentzel 2002). Teachers can have an extraordinary impact on their 
students’ motivation in several ways, including their personality traits, attitudes, 
beliefs and expectations, enthusiasm, the methodologies they use, their professional 
knowledge and skills, their classroom management style, and the kind of relation-
ships they establish with the students (Eggen and Kauchak 2007; Schunk et  al. 
2012). Teachers’ self-efficacy and their beliefs about their ability to teach students 
and to influence them, has an impact on their students’ motivation and involvement 
in academic activities (Friedel et al. 2007; Lee and Smith 2001; Roeser et al. 2002).

The instructional practices and the learning experiences teachers offer to their 
students have an impact on their motivation and goals (Logan and Skamp 2008; 
Patrick et al. 2001; Swarat et al. 2012). Researchers have shown that when academic 
work is evaluated by the students as meaningful and relevant, they are more involved 
with the activities and increase their identification with educational goals (NRC 
2004). Also, when teachers use practices oriented to favor collaboration between 
students instead of competition, and provide autonomy in class activities and 
projects, students tend to engage more and report higher motivation (Guthrie et al. 
2004; Wigfield and Tonks 2004).
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The example and support teachers bring to their students, and the adaptations 
they make to help them understand and find their strengths, and to meet their special 
needs, is another important influence on students’ motivation (McInerney 2008; 
Sjaastad 2012; Wang and Eccles 2012). For example, Sjaastad (2012) showed that 
teachers are important role models for teenagers and have an impact on their career 
choice, particularly in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics. Teachers 
can show students positive experiences with careers in these areas that can influence 
their decisions. Also, when they make curricular and methodological adaptations in 
their teaching to help students with difficulties and special needs, they can help 
them have positive experiences with the subjects and discover their abilities in them.

1.4.3  �Influence of Peers

Social relationships with peers can have a strong impact on achievement motivation, 
and are particularly relevant during childhood, adolescence, and young adulthood 
(Gallardo et  al. 2016). The interest in social relationships increases significantly 
during adolescence, and in turn, the susceptibility for the influence of peers increases 
(Brechwald and Prinstein 2011; Lee and Shute 2010; NRC 2004). Research has 
shown that children that have better social relationships with their peers tend to have 
more positive beliefs about themselves, and more prosocial behaviors and adaptive 
social interactions (Wentzel and Muenks 2016). Also, they tend to be more moti-
vated in academic tasks and have better academic performance (Wentzel 2005).

Adolescents tend to relate to peers with similar interests and motivations, thus 
reinforcing those motivational orientations (Ryan 2001; Wigfield and Wagner 
2005). Moreover, research has shown that peers’ attitudes toward school and aca-
demic achievement predict student’s motivation levels (Murdock et  al. 2001; 
Simpson and Oliver 1990). For example, Nelson and DeBacker (2008) studied the 
associations between perceived peer relationships and achievement motivation dur-
ing science classes in a group of middle and high school students. They found that 
both, the quality of friendship and the perception that teenagers have about whether 
or not their peers’ value academic performance and respect school norms, predicted 
participants’ achievement motivation.

Peers have an influence on the kinds of goals students have towards academic 
achievement, but also their motivational orientation has an impact on their selection 
of friends. Friends influence academic goals through modeling and by social rein-
forcement of peer goals and values (Bandura 1986; Ryan 2001). Also, Shin and 
Ryan (2014) found that when students have a mastery orientation and want to 
improve their skills, they tend to look for other mastery-oriented peers. On the other 
hand, students with a performance orientation, who want to do better than others, 
may not look for other students with the same orientation.

In a more general way, peers’ acceptance seems to have an impact on academic 
achievement and motivation because it contributes to students developing a sense of 
belonging to the school (Boulton et al. 2011). To be accepted by peers leads to chil-
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dren to feeling they have a strong connection to school life, and impacts their moti-
vation to participate in more curricular and extracurricular school activities, 
particularly in adolescence (Véronneau et al. 2010). Gallardo et al. (2016) studied 
the relationship between peer acceptance and friendship, and the level of academic 
achievement in adolescents from 11 to 16 years of age. These authors found that 
peer acceptance positively predicted subsequent academic achievement, and that 
this relationship is moderated by age, with a greater impact of peer acceptance on 
academic achievement as children get older.

1.5  �Does Motivation Have a Developmental Trajectory?

Developmental psychology studies the changes and stabilities that occur throughout 
our life span. In the development of motivation, it has focused particularly on how 
motivation changes with age, the influence that biological and environmental fac-
tors have on its development, and how they explain individual differences in motiva-
tion (Wigfield et al. 2006). Research has shown specific developmental changes in 
the factors presented in the theories that we reviewed earlier, and also individual and 
group differences (e.g. gender and cultural differences) in the development of 
motivation.

Despite the importance of understanding how motivation develops, there are 
many things about motivational changes across our life span that are still not clear, 
like the impact of different influences on motivation at different moments of devel-
opment, if the relationship between those influences changes with age, and what we 
can do to impact motivation at different moments of development, both in typical 
and atypical developmental trajectories. More research in the field is needed to 
answer those and other important questions.

This section focuses on the main changes and stabilities that have been identified 
in the development of motivation, and the various factors related with it, with an 
emphasis on childhood and adolescence, the age groups of interest for the present 
book.2 The study of development of motivation in these ages has focused mainly in 
achievement and motivation towards school and learning, and we will focus our 
review on that area.

There are important changes in children’s motivation as they grow up. 
Traditionally, research on the development of motivation has focused on childhood, 
particularly from age two onwards. Before that age, the general idea is that moti-
vated behavior depends on more biological factors, and that with age, other social 
factors and institutions like family and school, become increasingly influential 
(Heckhausen 2000).

Probably the foundation for the development of motivational beliefs, values and 
goals starts with the first experiences of success and failure and how children react 

2 For more information on the development of motivation in adults you can see: Carstensen 1993; 
Kanfer and Ackerman 2004; Wlodkowski 2011.
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to them (Wigfield et al. 2008). As children get older, and with the changes related to 
emotional development, we can see how emotional reactions to these experiences 
change; children start to compare themselves with others, thus their evaluations of 
their own performance also change.

Since birth, children experience success and failure and react to it. We can see 
emotional expressions in babies in these kinds of situations and how their behaviors 
change according to the results of their actions. Before age 2, these basic emotions 
seem to be related with children accomplishing a task or not (Stipek et al. 1992). 
After age 2 children start to show self-evaluative reactions and emotional expres-
sions of joy and sadness related to experiences of success or failure in different situ-
ations (Heckhausen 1987). Also, at this age, children start to look concerned by the 
evaluation of others and seek for their approval when they do well (Stipek et al. 
1992). Around age 3 it becomes clearer that children are able to evaluate their per-
formance (Stipeck et al. 1992) and as complex emotions, like pride and embarrass-
ment, start to emerge, children express pride in being able to do a difficult task, as 
well as signs of embarrassment and discomfort when they fail (Heckhausen 1987). 
At around age 3 or 4, children start comparing themselves with others, and express 
joy and pride when they win, and sadness and shame when they lose in games 
(Heckhausen 1987). These emotions show that very early in development children 
can evaluate their performance and have expectations related to it, which, in turn, is 
related to the development of children’s achievement-related beliefs (Wigfield et al. 
2006).

Another important developmental change that has been studied is the develop-
ment of beliefs about competence, efficacy and control. Competence beliefs refer to 
the feeling that one has the capacity to achieve what we want to achieve, and are 
related to the understanding of ability, effort, and difficulty. Research has shown 
that the conception of ability starts to emerge in the early school years, and before 
that children see ability as concrete, observable things that they do (Cain and Dweck 
1989, 1995), and do not see it as a stable quality that can be used to predict people’s 
behavior (Dweck 2002). Related to these notions, preschool children differentiate 
competence among different academic and non-academic domains, and have dif-
ferentiated competence-related beliefs in various tasks (Eccles et  al. 1998; 
Mantzicoupolus et al. 2004).

Younger children are very optimistic about how competent they are in different 
areas, and their perceptions about competence are often different from their parents’ 
and teachers’ evaluations (Wigfield et  al. 1997), and different from their perfor-
mance levels (Nicholls 1979). In the early school years children start to see ability 
as a more internal, less observable quality, and become increasingly accurate in 
assessing their own abilities (Dweck 2002).

At the beginning of elementary school, children have very positive –and some-
times unrealistic– perceptions of their abilities (Aunola et al. 2002; Wigfield and 
Eccles 2000), and as they grow older, their perceptions become more realistic and 
even negative (Dweck 2002; Jacobs et al. 2002). Between ages 10 and 12, children 
can differentiate between ability, effort, and performance, and their relationship 
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(Dweck 2002; Nicholls and Miller 1984). Adolescents have a clear notion of ability 
and effort, and understand ability as a capacity (Nicholls and Miller 1984).

Finally, the stability of competence beliefs increases as children get older, until 
they reach adolescence (Eccles et al. 1998; Wigfied et al. 2006). The self-concept of 
ability seems to have an important development during the first grades of elemen-
tary school. Aunola et al. (2002) found that at the beginning of elementary school 
children’s evaluations of their abilities were unstable and became relatively stable 
by the end of first grade. These changes could be related to the development of rea-
soning skills, the change in the social context of school, and the feedback children 
receive from teachers and peers (Pesu et al. 2016a, b).

As was mentioned earlier, researchers have found that children’s competence 
beliefs decline as they get older (e.g. Dweck 2002; Eccles et al. 1998; Wigfield et al. 
2006). This decline seems to happen across domains (i.e. math, reading, sports and 
sciences) but the reasons for it are still unclear (Fredericks and Eccles 2004; Jacobs 
et al. 2002). According to Wigfield et al. (2008), there are two possible reasons for 
these negative changes. The first explanation is that children become more realistic 
and better at assessing their own capacities. This happens because children get bet-
ter in their understanding of ability as a stable trait, they become more accurate in 
assessing their own performance, better at interpreting and integrating the feedback 
they receive from parents, teachers, and peers, and compare their performance with 
others more frequently. The second explanation is that, as children get older, schools 
put more emphasis on evaluation and competition between students, which impacts 
the way they assess their performance.

The study of the development of efficacy beliefs has focused primarily in self-
efficacy and its development. From early experiences, children start developing 
beliefs about their ability to influence and control the environment. After that, chil-
dren have a wide repertoire of experiences and feedback from parents and teachers, 
which influence the development of self-efficacy (Schunk and Pajares 2002). In 
relation to the development of efficacy beliefs, research shows that, contrary to what 
happens with competency beliefs, efficacy beliefs seem to increase with age (Shell 
et al. 1995; Zimmerman and Martínez-Pons 1990). As we will see next, this differ-
ence with competence controls beliefs and could be explained by the fact that as 
children get older they get better at recognizing their abilities, which means that 
they do not only evaluate better what they can and cannot do, but they also get better 
at anticipating the results of their behaviors and have more strategies to deal with 
the problems they face. However, differences could also be explained from differ-
ences in the methodology used to study the three kinds of beliefs (Wigfield et al. 
2006), and more research in the field is needed.

Control beliefs, as well as competence beliefs, seem to decrease alongside devel-
opment. Researchers have found that younger children believe that they have greater 
control over chance events, and internal locus of control decreases from elementary 
to middle school years (Connell 1985; Weisz 1984). Skinner et al. (1998) found that 
the decline in control beliefs is related to children’s perceptions of the teachers 
being less involved with them and providing less structure. Other factors related to 
this change need to be further studied.
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Motivation, particularly achievement motivation, is related to the value we give 
to the tasks we do or are asked to do (NRC 2004), so to understand how motivation 
changes through life it is important to understand how subjective task values 
develop. Researchers have shown that children give different values to different 
school domains (math, reading and sports) since the early school years (Eccles et al. 
1993). Eccles and her colleagues (e.g. Eccles-Parsons et  al. 1983; Eccles and 
Wigfield 1995) found that the value children give to different tasks is related to what 
they evaluate of the task, and these evaluations change across development. At the 
beginning of elementary school children value interest and utility/importance of the 
task, while older children distinguish three components: attainment value/personal 
importance, interest, and utility.

Research has shown that the value children give to academic tasks declines with 
age (Wigfield and Eccles 2002). Jacobs et al. (2002) studied how the value children 
give to different academic areas changes throughout the school years. These authors 
found that the value children gave to the domains of math, language arts and sports 
declined as they got older. However, the decline varied according to the domain. 
The decline of children’s value of language arts was more pronounced during the 
elementary years, and then leveled off, while the decline in math’s value was more 
pronounced during high school. These results show that there are differences in task 
values related to the task, but more research is needed to understand the factors that 
explain these differences.

The development of goals and interest has been less studied. Wigfield and Eccles 
(1992) suggested that children in elementary school select their activities and goals 
in relation to what their interests are and what activities they enjoy. As children get 
older, because they value different things of the tasks, like their utility and personal 
importance, and they have more complex cognitive abilities that allow them to think 
in long term goals, their elections of tasks and goals change. More research in this 
area is also needed.

There are still plenty of unanswered questions about how motivation and its 
components develop across our life span. One important difficulty for the study of 
motivational development is the lack of a unified understanding of motivation. This 
leads to researchers studying segmented aspects of it, which makes it difficult to 
have a clear big picture. More research in this field is needed if we want to under-
stand the development of motivation, as well as to be able to predict and to influence 
its developmental trajectories.

Finally, there are few studies that explore motivation and its development in neu-
rodevelopmental disorders (NDD). As far as we know, there have been some studies 
in children with Down syndrome and children with attention deficit and hyperactiv-
ity disorder (ADHD) (e.g. Carlson et  al. 2000; Glenn et  al. 2001; Niccols et  al. 
2003; Volkow et  al. 2011), but this research is not usually theory-oriented but 
focuses on some of the main characteristics of the disorder. More research is needed 
to understand the developmental trajectories of motivation in NDD, and the 
similarities and differences with the typical trajectories. This research will help us 
understand better some features of the disorders and how to improve motivation in 
intervention, which, in turn, could impact the effectiveness of interventions.
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1.6  �Conclusion: Why Should We Care About Motivation 
and Its Development?

The study of motivation and its development has been an ongoing topic for more 
than a century. Many authors have worked on theories that try to explain what moti-
vation is and to identify the central aspects involved in it. Many of these theories are 
currently maintained and their postulates and predictions continue to be researched 
around the world. Also, in the last few decades, research about the developmental 
trajectories of motivation has grown and we have gained a better understanding of 
them.

Researchers have shown the different ways in which contextual factors can 
impact motivation, especially how parents, teachers, school contexts, and peers 
influence motivation and its development. This is relevant because motivation is not 
an individual characteristic of the person, but it is situated in a context and it is 
influenced by it. In the field of education, understanding the factors that influence 
motivation, and in particular those that depend on the context, is relevant as those 
factors can impact learning.

This book focuses on how reading motivation can impact learning to read in boys 
and girls, beyond cognitive abilities. Understanding how we can provide an educa-
tional environment that promotes motivation is essential to ensure better academic 
results and learning, and widens the possibilities for interventions and strategies that 
teachers can implement.

However, as we presented in this chapter, many questions remain unanswered 
with regards to motivation and how it changes across our life span. The lack of a 
unifying theory that considers different key aspects of motivation like biology, cul-
tural factors, beliefs, values, goals, and cognition, is still a problem for a better 
understanding of motivation. Having an integrative theory will also allow us to 
count with research that explores the relationship between these various factors, and 
will allow us to have an overall view of motivation and its development. In addition, 
we can develop more effective strategies to design interventions from a develop-
ment perspective that take into account the particular characteristics of each indi-
vidual. This knowledge will have an important impact on the fields of education and 
psychology.
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Abstract  In this chapter, we review studies on boys’ and girls’ reading achieve-
ment in North America for a period covering 13 decades. On the basis of over 3000 
publications identified, only 78 were judged to be evidence-based for critical 
appraisal and interpretation. We lay out the background elements that have stoked a 
widespread rhetoric on gender differences and signal research on reading achieve-
ment and motivation for theoretical and empirical explanation. We next present the 
conceptual organization of the evolving set of facts on reading achievement into 
four periods that coincide with significant shifts in reading theories and practices 
including the major international and national assessments. Given the facts, we 
question whether boys’ underachievement in reading is a genuine or meretricious 
crisis. The current dropout rate is as high as 50% in some cities in North America 
with culturally diverse and immigrant populations disproportionately represented; 
we thus turned to the research on reading achievement and motivation to inform our 
understanding. Underachievement brought about by low academic motivation is a 
significant contributor to school dropout and reading competence is affected by fac-
tors such as motivation, amount read, and reading comprehension. However, the 
core dimensions of intrinsic motivation explain a fundamental part of the story of 
reading achievement but other demographic and affective factors are instrumental. 
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We conclude with the exception of low achieving boys from low socioeconomic and 
visible minorities, the issue of boys’ and girls’ reading achievement must be 
tempered and presented factually. There is an overstated lack of achievement for 
boys and an understated lack of achievement for girls.

Keywords  Differential reading achievement · Evidence · Misconceptions · 
Intrinsic motivation

A persistent and protracted issue in education is boys’ and girls’ reading achieve-
ment. Based on the research literature some claim that girls are superior to boys in 
reading achievement (Berman and Bird 1933; Traxler 1935; Canadian Council on 
Learning 2007) while others ascribe to the position that there are no significant dif-
ferences (Lietz 2006a, b; White 2007). The aim in this chapter is to provide an 
evidence-based background to counter the persuasive and powerful-sounding claims 
that boys are lagging behind girls in reading achievement. The incentive for this 
chapter is to make meaning out of the conflicting findings and to shift the focus of 
attention away from a gender gap to the achievement levels of all students. Resolution 
is critically important because classroom practices impact students’ motivations.

In our research, over three decades, we have argued for the essential role of evi-
dence in the conducting and reporting of an evolving set of facts on boys’ and girls’ 
reading achievement. We have organized this chapter to focus on reading achieve-
ment and to elucidate the effects of misinterpretations and misrepresentations of 
students’ achievement. We provide the background elements and an evolving set of 
facts to show the staying power of a popular misconception about boys’ and girls’ 
reading achievement. We discuss separately four periods dating back to 1890 up to 
current time to demonstrate the increasing complexity and diversity of the research 
evidence. Next, we draw upon the research on motivation and achievement to show 
the integral and reciprocal role of intrinsic motivation regardless of gender. Finally, 
we acknowledge a wide range of achievement gaps and conclude that without rec-
onciliation of the evidence with the widespread rhetoric on gender differences there 
will be minimal substantive educational progress.

2.1  �Background Elements

Mainstream media has stoked a debate on and a call for changes in schooling and 
educational policies to accommodate for the widespread inchoate claim that boys 
are not doing as well as girls in reading. The misty claims are persistent and contra-
dictory, and can be heard on talk shows, read in the news, parent magazines, profes-
sional literature, and online as well as in position statements and ministerial 
documents. Without understanding the reasons for the diversity of conclusions, the 
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facts will remain beyond our grasp, limit research on where and why gaps exist, and 
delay development of appropriate interventions.

As far back as the first quarter of the nineteenth century (Ayres 1909; Thorndike 
1903) and into the second (Commins 1928; Lincoln 1927; Stroud and Lindquist 
1942), researchers reported divergent conclusions. Most studies on sex differences 
in achievement prior to the 1980s focused on mathematical and mental abilities 
(Hogrebe et  al. 1985), and literacy sub-tests around word activities (Thorndike 
1903). Originally, sex differences in school achievement were determined from 
teacher anecdotal reports of the numbers of promotions, retentions, and school 
dropout rates (Ayers 1909). The early comparative studies on gender differences 
and achievement results indicated that girls were superior in spelling and handwrit-
ing, but that boys and girls were equal in arithmetic (Thorndike 1903). Reading 
comprehension was neither mentioned nor measured.

Some of the studies in the second quarter of the nineteenth century found no 
significant sex differences in reading at the elementary and high school levels 
(Commins 1928; Jordan 1937; Traxler 1935). However, results from data collected 
between 1932 and 1940 noted that generally boys underachieved in elementary 
school, but the reverse occurred in high school with boys slightly superior to girls 
except for algebra and reading comprehension wherein differences were small and 
not significant (Stroud and Lindquist 1942). Unfortunately, these results when cited 
by others were frequently misinterpreted, the caveats expressed by the primary 
researchers glossed over, and thus erroneously reported. More recent studies claim 
that girls outperform boys in reading achievement (Canadian Council on Learning 
2007), while others challenge the claim, and conclude that the evidence has been 
overgeneralized and thus, exaggerated (White 2007).

Differences in published findings on boys’ and girls’ reading achievement extend 
from 1890 (approximate onset of compulsory education in North America) to pres-
ent day. In order to determine if there is a sex difference, Loerke (2012) completed 
a comprehensive and systematic study of the published results and used a system-
atic, evidence-based primary studies, historical, and interpretative (SEHI) method 
(Petticrew and Roberts 2006) in order to provide a critical appraisal and interpreta-
tion of the key findings of 78 studies from over 3000 identified. Early studies used 
the term sex differences and more recently the term gender differences is used; we 
have held true to the usage at the time of each study.

2.2  �An Evolving Set of Facts

Close to 13 decades is an extensive period for a research analysis on the direct and 
indirect sex/gender differences on reading achievement and from a variety of per-
spectives, methodologies, and sample sizes. Four periods that coincide with signifi-
cant shifts in reading theories and practice were established (Loerke 2012) and the 
results are summarized and discussed next.

2  Consequential Effects of Misinterpretations and Misrepresentations
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2.2.1  �Compulsory Education and Roots of Reading 
Comprehension: 1890–1920

By the early 1900s in both Canada and the United States most children from ages 6 
to 14 years attended school. Students were tested with a focus on empirical evidence 
based on standardized measures of individual academic skills, including reading. 
Only three robust studies were retrieved, analyzed and synthesized. Two by Edward 
Thorndike (1903) revealed no sex differences on tests of arithmetic, but differences 
in spelling with girls outperforming the boys (33% of the boys reached or exceeded 
the spelling ability compared to 50% of the girls). Thorndike’s research has been 
subsequently misrepresented on a regular basis. Many studies state that Thorndike 
found reading differences when in fact the differences were on spelling.

Ayres (1909) examined statistics from the Commissioner of Education Report of 
1907 to determine the causes for the retardation (retention) of students in school. He 
found in public schools, boys were being retained (13%) and not completing high 
school (17%) more than girls. Ayres neither provided details on whether the former 
underachieved or the latter left to help their families survive, or whether those 
retained eventually dropped out. Concerned by the lack of adequate studies and 
limited sample sizes, Pressey (1918) conducted a large scale study of general intel-
ligence and special abilities of school-aged children with random and equal samples 
from both sexes. She found girls were slightly ahead on tests of judgment and on 
logical memory but boys performed better on arithmetic and practical information. 
Pressey’s (1918) findings were inconclusive on whether boys and girls differed on 
reading achievement.

It is important to note that reading comprehension measures were not yet avail-
able. It was not until after the First World War that the first reading comprehension 
assessments were conducted (Sarroub and Pearson 1998). Thus, no conclusive evi-
dence was available to suggest that boys were underachieving in reading compre-
hension. Nevertheless, based on spelling assessments and word reading activities, 
the perception was triggered that girls were superior to boys in the language arts and 
thus reading achievement became the hobbyhorse.

2.2.2  �Field of Reading (1921–1945): Laying New Ground

Reading as a field of study emerged separate from psychology and flourished. 
Reading achievement took front stage and was often the criterion for passing or fail-
ing students. Eight studies were conducted on sex differences and reading achieve-
ment during this period. The first comprehensive study was carried out by Lincoln 
(1927) on the physical and mental development of boys and girls. He noted physical 
differences between boys and girls (later disputed and abandoned; see Maccoby 
1966, p.  38) and results from reading comprehension tests were mixed and 
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inconclusive. Lincoln (1927) emphasized the need to report reading achievement by 
age and not grade since many classrooms at the time had a range of ages in each 
grade.

Sex differences between boys’ and girls’ school achievement were examined by 
Commins (1928). He found that despite the fact that girls surpassed boys in reading 
and language subtests, boys achieved higher scores in nature study, history, and lit-
erature − tests that also required reading. It was unacceptable to conclude these 
results to be indicative of boys’ underachievement in reading comprehension but 
they were mispresented in secondary citations of the research. Two other studies 
examined sex differences and reading rates and found differences in favor of girls 
(Berman and Bird 1933; Traxler 1935). These findings should be interpreted with a 
caveat − even though speed of reading is an observable measure of one aspect of 
reading, rate is not a measure of reading comprehension.

Sex differences in achievement (Stroud and Lindquist 1942) and mental traits 
(Jordan 1937) were also examined. It was found in the former study that academi-
cally girls generally outperformed the boys in elementary school but boys surpassed 
girls in high school. However, the magnitude of sex differences in reading compre-
hension, although greater in elementary than in high school, were small and no 
significant differences were reported. Jordan (1937) concluded that girls were as 
competent as boys, challenging the myth that boys caught up and outperformed 
girls by high school. Yet again, there is no conclusive evidence of significant 
achievement differences based on the sex of students.

Maturation, IQ, and reading readiness were also studied. Samuels (1943) exam-
ined whether boys indeed needed extra support in reading readiness on the assump-
tion that since girls matured earlier they must also be advanced mentally. However, 
due to insufficient data on paired groupings and an incomplete explanation of meth-
ods used to make comparisons, definitive conclusions were not and are not possible. 
Nonetheless, Samuels implied there were differences and recommended further 
study of the variables of maturation, IQ, gender, and reading readiness.

Millard (1940) emphasized the need for longitudinal studies that successively 
examined children’s reading growth (p.  72). When reading achievement was 
matched to rates of growth and IQ, no differences were noted between boys and 
girls. More definitive was the evidence that supported the relationship between IQ 
and reading achievement (Millard 1940). Throughout the ebb and flow of reading 
research, sex differences formed a recurring theme, resurfacing in many topics in 
reading research. During the time period 1921–1945, no strong and clear evidence 
was brought forth to confirm that girls outperform boys on reading achievement and 
the results were often confounded for methodological reasons.

2  Consequential Effects of Misinterpretations and Misrepresentations
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2.2.3  �Reading Research and Theoretical Models in Gender 
Development: 1946–1980

Record numbers of economically disadvantaged children entered school after the 
Second World War and many experienced reading difficulties which prompted calls 
from parents and teachers to revise classroom-reading practices in order to reduce 
the gap in achievement (Allington and McGill-Franzen 2004). Many advocated for 
change and most vocal was Flesch (1955), a readability expert, who argued for a 
return to a systematic phonics approach − a way in which children were taught to 
sound out unknown words (Monaghan 2007). In contrast, within the reading com-
munity, based on new theoretical models, alternative teaching approaches were pro-
posed such as the whole language approach with a preferred use of quality literature 
to instruct reading rather than the use of isolated skills such as phonics and decoding 
rules (Goodman and Goodman 1980). Separate from but related to research within 
reading, was the scholarly work conducted on gender development. By the 1960s 
and 1970s, influenced by social learning theory and cognitive developmental theory, 
fundamental changes in gender research took place and remain influential 
(Blakemore et al. 2009).

Database searches identified 471 studies in total from which 26 were deemed 
topical and thus procured, analyzed and synthesized. However, only nine met the 
robust standards for evidence-based research (Loerke 2012). Two challenged the 
assumption that boys underachieve in reading in the primary grades. Even though 
girls performed better than boys on many of the pre-reading subtests, the differences 
were often small or inconsistent (Dykstra and Tinney 1969; Prescott 1955) and nei-
ther measured reading comprehension. Five studies stipulated that when differences 
in reading achievement were correlated with intelligence and/or chronological age, 
no sex differences in reading achievement were found (Anderson et al. 1956, 1957; 
Clark 1959; Parsley et al. 1963; Sinks and Powell 1965). These studies implied a 
biological cause tied to innate individual differences for discrepancies in reading 
achievement unrelated to sex differences.

A few years on, two cross-cultural studies were conducted and these established 
that the variances in reading achievement were linked to socio-economics rather 
than either sex or biological factors (Finn 1980; Thorndike 1973). These findings 
suggested environmental differences between countries and typify the nature-
nurture debate of human development. The extent of how genetics and culture inter-
acted with human development was not yet reported in the literature. In summary, 
the results of these nine studies overwhelmingly revealed a lack of evidence to sup-
port female superiority over males in reading during the time period 1945–1980.
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2.2.4  �Boys’ Reading Achievement Crisis: 1981–2016

The 1980s were seen as the education decade, “not a decade in which specific edu-
cation problems were solved, but a decade in which the problems of education as a 
whole achieved national significance” (Doyle 1991, p. 185) followed by the emer-
gence of scholarship on multicultural education (Gorski 1999), and heightened 
awareness of social justice issues such as power, privilege, and economics. Public 
pressure forced educators to change practice and theory, to establish standards of 
performance in Grades Kindergarten to 12 which subsequently grew into the high 
stakes testing programs.

A comprehensive search through the major databases from 1981–2011 resulted 
in more than 2000 studies compared to the 700 studies in the previous 30 years as 
well as an increased range of diversity in methodologies and of sample sizes. 
Attention shifted from the boy-girl gap in reading achievement to gender studies 
and concern for girls’ under-achievement in mathematics and science. The 1990s 
was a time to make educational opportunities equitable and inclusive and to propa-
gate the call for girls-only classes (Blair and Sanford 1999). Studies that focused on 
socio-cultural and cognitive factors examined the root cause of boys’ perceived 
underachievement in reading.

Gender stereotyping and schema theoretical frameworks guided investigations 
on motivation, sex of the teacher, use of technology, and boy-friendly book choices 
(Sokal et al. 2005a, b; Sokal 2010; Sokal and Katz 2008; Sokal et al. 2009; Steiner 
et al. 1981). Other investigations took on a biological stance and drew upon research 
claims that males and females have different brains. These studies advocated for 
boys-only classes and addressed ways to use brain-based learning theory and strate-
gies to engage boys’ learning styles in the classroom (Basilo 2008; Vrooman 2009). 
Not surprisingly, the conundrum is that the strategies effective for teaching reading 
to boys are also effective for girls. Thus, at the heart of addressing the achievement 
gap is good quality teaching (Klinger et al. 2009).

A thorough search through the major databases on the topic of gender and read-
ing during the time period 1981–2011 rendered approximately 110 potentially rel-
evant works out of which only nine were evidence-based investigations. These nine 
demonstrate the absence of a gender gap in reading achievement. No significant 
differences in reading achievement were found by the time students reached 
Division II (end of Grades 3, 4, or 5) (Flynn and Rahbar 1994; Lummis and 
Stevenson 1990; Phillips et al. 2002; Quinlan 1996; Wargacki 2008). Moreover, no 
gender differences were found in the studies that examined the reading achievement 
of students in middle school (MacFarlane 2001), and high school (Hogrebe et al. 
1985; White 2007). The essence of each of the nine studies warrants mention.

Regardless of the finding that boys and girls read equally well, Lummis and 
Stevenson (1990) found that biases exist, which have been perpetuated by parents 
and teachers, namely that boys are better in mathematics and girls in reading. Flynn 
and Rahbar (1994) found that when standardized tests were used to identify reading 
disabilities, no significant differences in gender were detected. However, when 
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teacher judgment was used there was a clear bias against boys. Phillips et al. (2002) 
presented evidence to challenge the notion that reading achievement does not 
change during the elementary grades and stressed the need for early identification 
of reading difficulties sooner than first thought. Harper and Pelletier (2008) also 
found no gender differences in early literacy but found significant differences 
between English language learners and students whose first language is English 
when assessed on meaning. Three studies challenged the statistical analyses from 
previous research (Hogrebe et al. 1985; Wargacki 2008; White 2007) and observed 
contrary findings indicating that gender differences accounted for less than 1% of 
reading achievement (Hogrebe et al. 1985; White 2007). The comprehensive exami-
nation and interpretation of the available evidence-based research in North America 
for a period of 12 decades confirms boys’ and girls’ reading achievement differs by 
approximately only 1%. Clearly, from the nine studies and the major analyses by 
Loerke (2012), the case for boys underachieving in reading is weak but biases are 
strong. Nonetheless, results from national and international assessments report gen-
der differences.

The Program for International Student Assessment (PISA; Organization for 
Economic Co-operation and Development [OECD], 2001, 2004, 2007, 2010), the 
Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS; Mullis et al. 2003; Mullis 
et al 2007) and the National Assessment of Educational Progress – The Nation’s 
Report Card (NAEP; Rampey et al. 2009) show a distinct difference in the gender 
results summarized as follows: PIRLS (Mullis et al. 2001, 2006) showed a gender 
gap decline in fourth grade reading results; PISA (OECD, 2001, 2004, 2007, 2010), 
in contrast, showed an increase among 15-year-olds’ reading results; and NAEP 
(Rampey et al. 2009) found that gender gaps remained relatively unchanged for 9, 
13, and 17 year-olds but “[a]cross all three age groups, female students continued to 
score higher on average in reading than male students in 2008” (Rampey et al. 2009, 
p. 18), with a slight decrease in the gender gap between 1971 and 2008. In fact, 
when the PIRLS and PISA results are compared, there is more than twice the gender 
gap in points reported between the two.

The NAEP gender gaps are similar to the gaps reported for the United States in the 
PIRLS.  What explanation is there for more than twice the gender gaps reported 
between the results of the PIRLS and those for PISA? One explanation is bias. PIRLS 
included test items rated as fair to boys and girls. On the other hand, PISA purpose-
fully kept the same framework for reading assessment since 2000 and into 2012 
inclusive in order to ensure validity, despite the criticism that the test favors girls 
(Lafontaine and Monseur 2009). It stands to reason the biased test design of the PISA 
contributed in part to the growing reported gender gap. Moreover, PISA (OECD 
2010) reported that girls in Canada surpass boys by 34 points on reading, this 
appeared to be a large difference; however, this difference was out of 1000 points and 
not 100 as most would assume. Thus, the 3.4% variance renders a totally different 
interpretation of the 34 points. In addition, analysis of PISA 2001 (Lietz 2006a, b) 
revealed that the procedures used to scale student scores produced inflated results 
that could account for two-thirds of the reported difference, thus the actual variance 
between girls’ and boys’ reading achievement drops to approximately 1%. Yet 

L. M. Phillips et al.



39

PISA 2001, 2004, 2007, and 2010 leave the reader with the erroneous impression that 
there is a boy crisis in reading. Two other investigations of national and cross-national 
reading assessment design (Lietz 2006a, b) identified that over half of the differences 
(59.46%) could be explained by differences in the design of the large-scale assess-
ment programs, and in how the effect size was calculated (p.  336). Furthermore, 
according to Lietz (2006b), cross-national studies need to resolve how data is scaled 
before any discussions continue around trends in gender and achievement.

Is boys’ underachievement in reading a genuine or meretricious crisis? Eight 
reports involving six longitudinal and two analyses of PISA data report that among 
average and high reading achievement groups, boys and girls have similar results. 
The gap is shown to be erroneous in the document, “What lies behind gender 
inequality in education?” (OECD 2015), wherein the evidence shows that perfor-
mance differences within the genders are significantly larger than those between 
them. Within the genders, students from low socio-economic and ethnically diverse 
backgrounds are underperforming (Becker and Forsyth 1990; Entwisle et al. 2007; 
Husain and Millimet 2009; Martin and Hoover 1987; Matthews et  al. 2010; 
Robinson and Lubienski 2011). Indices suggest that the gap is widening and that 
boys from lower SES and boys of color are most at risk. Up to now, explanations for 
boys’ underachievement in reading are as tenuous as the claims that they are under-
achieving. Although the research from Downing and Thomson (1977) and Downing 
et al. (1979) claimed the root cause for the underachievement of males in reading is 
that they view reading as a feminine activity, Steiner et  al. (1981) countered the 
claim. They reported no significant differences in reading achievement in Grades 1 
to 4 and, based on student surveys reading was seen to be an enjoyable activity to 
boys and girls. Sokal (2010) completed a cross-national comparison of the 
“Prevalence of Gender Views of Reading in Thailand and Canada” and arrived at the 
same conclusion. Although Sokal’s study primarily focused on boys from middle 
and high socioeconomic backgrounds, Sokal et al. (2005a) investigated an economi-
cally diverse school district in Canada and found the majority of the boys in Grade 
2 enjoyed reading (about 80%).

Other researchers claim that the gender gap in reading is the result of different 
perceptions and attitudes toward reading, wherein reading is considered a feminine 
activity (Dwyer 1973; Gambell and Hunter 1999; Millard 1997). Solutions for a 
small subgroup of boys who viewed reading as a feminine activity (17/69 or 24%) 
are not resolvable by simple remedies such as offering boy-friendly books or hiring 
more male teachers. Sokal et al. (2009) conducted a second study with 173 third-
and fourth-grade boys identified as struggling readers, and found similar findings 
− that the gender of the tutor had no effect on the boys’ reading achievement or their 
self-perceptions of reading. Additionally, Sokal’s and Katz’s (2008) investigation 
reported that use of technology and male teachers also did not change boys’ reading 
achievement or their self-perceptions. They suggested that other factors such as 
home, school and socio-cultural factors be explored further. A return to the former 
days of same-sex classes has not shown improvement in reading achievement for 
boys. In all case studies reviewed, the boys from same-sex classes performed no 
better in reading achievement than boys from coeducation classes. Qualitative 
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reviews from the teachers and students were also mixed (Basilo 2008; Blair and 
Sanford 1999; Stotsky et al. 2010; Vrooman 2009). Findings from the ten studies 
presented run contrary to many of the views in the mainstream media and popular 
literature.

2.3  �Reading Achievement and Motivation

The current school dropout rate in some cities in North America exceeds 50% with 
culturally diverse and immigrant populations disproportionately represented 
(Schunk and Mullen 2012). Achievement and nonachievement in reading are 
affected by many factors; most notable is high academic motivation in the case of 
the achievement and low academic motivation in the case of nonachievement. 
Schunk et al. (2008) define motivation as the process whereby goal-directed activi-
ties are energized, directed, and sustained (p.4). Motivation to engage and learn is 
made up of and affected by interrelated factors and influences including personal 
and contextual. One’s personal experiences, thoughts, emotions, beliefs, and sense 
of belonging/value affect and are affected by contextual factors such as the home, 
friends, teachers, peers, and community. Children and students need to be sup-
ported, accepted, encouraged, valued, and feel a sense of belonging. As Voelkl 
(2012) aptly stated, “[i]t comes as no surprise that positive behavior is associated 
with positive attitudes” (p.193) which shape productive behavior through a sense of 
belonging and motivation for continued engagement in academic and social 
success.

2.3.1  �Definitional Clarifications and Underachievement

Within the scope of this chapter, we focus on motivation and reading achievement. 
There are numerous substitutions in the research literature of overlapping terms 
used interchangeably with motivation and the most common include interest 
(Schiefele 1999), engagement (Christenson et  al. 2012), and competence (Wylie 
and Hipkins 2006) and each has inherent direct and indirect effects on reading 
achievement. For instance, interest is a construct of motivation and embodies a 
desire to learn more and to be involved in that learning; motivation is having a rea-
son for doing something and represents intention; and engagement is an act to main-
tain attention and interest cognitively, behaviorally, and emotionally (Fredericks 
et al., 2004) with motivation as the precursor. Competence, on the other hand, is 
both a goal and a state with “a direct pathway from motivation to read to reading 
competence” (Guthrie et al. 2012, p. 615). As can be seen in the national and inter-
national studies previously reported over the past 30 years on competency in liter-
acy, there is little, if any, confirmatory and robust evidence of a gender gap in boys’ 
and girls’ reading achievement. Despite the fact solid evidence is exiguous, there 
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has been no shortage of unsubstantiated recommendations for how the gap may be 
rectified which in turn have likely hindered progress for all students (Hayward and 
Phillips 2009). They range from altered instructional methods, curricula, styles of 
engagement (individual, pairs, group), assessments, school structures, and same-sex 
teachers, to the reprehensible and dismissive clauses “boys will be boys” and “girls 
don’t like math”. All the while, the significant research on motivation and engage-
ment seems either to have been misused or not used at all to inform ways to help all 
students truly in need of informed intervention. With the exception of low achieving 
boys from low SES and visible minorities, the issue of the underachievement of 
boys has been blown out of proportion and misrepresents the facts. The importunate 
construction of and focus on the underachievement of boys as a general claim in 
reading denies well-achieving boys their rightful standing and diminishes attention 
on genuine cases of low-achieving boys and girls.

2.3.2  �Underachievement and Motivation

Underachievement brought about by low academic motivation is a major contribu-
tor to school dropout (Schunk et al. 2008). School dropout affects youth from all 
backgrounds but is highest among students from culturally diverse ethnic and immi-
grant backgrounds (Schunk and Mullen 2012). Granted, reading competence is fun-
damental to learning and is affected by factors such as motivation, amount read, and 
reading comprehension. However, the specific nature of the mediating role among 
these three factors and gender marks new research.

Stutz et  al. (2016) examined the relations among reading motivation, reading 
amount, and reading comprehension of 1053 second and third grade students. Prior 
studies consistently showed reading motivation and reading comprehension posi-
tively associated (Wigfield and Guthrie 1997; Schaffner et al. 2013) but the moder-
ating effects of gender were unknown. It is known that girls tend to show a higher 
level of intrinsic motivation to read (Logan and Johnston 2009) and in turn read 
more frequently (Coles and Hall 2002), and thus are more successful in reading 
comprehension (Mullis et al. 2007). Even so, Stutz et al. (2016), point out that gen-
der differences are small, and previous studies show there is “contradictory or weak 
evidence for a moderating role of gender in the relations among reading motivation, 
reading amount, and reading comprehension” (p.  104). Interestingly, Stutz et  al. 
(2016) demonstrate “…reading amount and comprehension of both boys and girls 
are equally strongly associated with intrinsic reading motivation” (p. 111). Intrinsic 
reading motivation was measured by questioning students’ curiosity to learn about 
interesting things, involvement in books and stories in exciting and imaginary ways, 
and competition to be the best in reading. The amount of reading was measured by 
querying whether the students read in their spare time, at bedtime, and during vaca-
tions. Reading comprehension was measured at the word, sentence, and text levels 
and all items focused on meaning. Stutz et  al. (2016) were amongst the first to 
confirm significant and positive associations between intrinsic reading motivation, 
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reading amount and reading comprehension among young children. The core 
dimensions of intrinsic motivation explain a fundamental part of the story of reading 
achievement but other motivational factors must also be considered.

There are achievement gaps by gender, race/ethnicity, subject (reading, mathe-
matics, and science), socio-economic status, country, second language, school 
resources, level of teacher support, and parental influences. Parental influences on 
achievement motivation and student engagement have serious consequences. From 
birth, parents support their children and are involved in development of their lan-
guage (Deakin Crick 2012), self-discipline (Grolnick and Ryan 1989), values 
(Bempechat 2004), desire to learn (Brophy 1987), engagement (Cleary and 
Zimmerman 2012), and independence (Cooper et  al. 1998). Realistically, not all 
parents have the capital to provide resources such as computers and the internet, or 
funding for extramural programs, and not all parents know how to serve as educa-
tional models and how to engage in specific types of knowledge development with 
their children. Nonetheless, a responsive, supportive, trusting, caring home environ-
ment and one that values an education can go a long way towards compensation for 
monetary and educational resources (Sample Gosse and Phillips 2007). 
Unfortunately, some children fall through the cracks at home and at school (Phillips 
et al. 2011).

Students need to feel that they belong through acceptance, respect, and the sense 
of inclusion in schools and by their teachers (Voelkl 2012). In rewarding and safe 
schools, students moderate their behaviour, feel a sense of heightened satisfaction, 
and develop socially, intellectually, and academically. Otherwise, over a period of 
time as students grow up they suffer emotional and behavioural withdrawal and 
drop out (Juvonen 2006). The forms of inequities and other instances of injustice 
and unfairness unfortunately happen on the basis of such characteristics as race/
ethnicity, gender, appearance, ability, behavior, or family history (Rumberger 2011). 
For instance, teachers may have lower expectations for boys in reading, for girls in 
mathematics, and be more tolerant of prettily-dressed girls than tousled-haired boys 
(Pianta 1999). Even preservice teachers harbour implicit gender stereotypes and 
essentialist beliefs (Nürnberger et al. 2016) evident in the fact that they guide boys 
to undertake mathematics and science studies whereas they guide girls to undertake 
studies in language-oriented subjects in secondary school.

The more schools frown upon stereotypes such as gender, cultural and language 
differences, and family demographics (Eccles and Wang 2012) and teachers engage 
in fair treatment and promote identification with schooling, the more identification 
becomes “an internal source of motivation for continued engagement in school” 
(Voelkl 2012, p. 213) and ultimately academic achievement. For instance, an in-
depth study of low-gender and high-gender gap schools in Ontario, revealed that 
teacher attitudes toward their students influenced how all students, including boys, 
achieved in their classrooms. When teachers demanded high standards and made 
efforts to ensure that all students produced quality work, there was little difference 
in the gender gap (Klinger et al. 2009). In addition, the presence of a strong instruc-
tional leader was deemed critical in providing a positive learning culture. In 
conclusion, Klinger et al. (2009) encouraged educators to refrain from focusing on 
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the underachievement of boys and to engage in concentrating on the sub-groups of 
students genuinely and unequivocally underachieving academically.

2.4  �Concluding Remarks

The underachievement of boys continues to be seen in headlines in the popular 
media, and in some journals and professional literature, yet an analysis of data over 
time demonstrates that boys in general are not underachieving and girls in general 
are not overachieving. The genderization of achievement is not an advantageous 
step for education. The consequences of the misinterpretations and misrepresenta-
tions of students’ achievement and motivation are misguided and potentially life-
changing for students (Hayward and Phillips 2009).

With the exception of low achieving boys from low SES and visible minorities 
the issue of the underachievement of boys has been blown out of proportion and 
misrepresents the facts. However, if the re-emergence of boys’ underachievement in 
reading has put a focus on good teaching practices in the classroom, then all stu-
dents regardless of gender stand to benefit as educators realize that all students 
deserve good teaching and the best teaching and learning opportunities. Low-
performing and high-performing students in reading, mathematics, and science are 
in all countries worldwide regardless of gender (OECD 2016). Nonetheless, the 
importunate construction of and focus on the underachievement of boys in reading 
denies well-achieving boys their rightful standing; diminishes attention on low-
achieving girls; sidelines the persistent gender and racial/ethnic gaps in science pro-
ficiency (Quinn and Cooc 2015); and overshadows girls perceived underachievement 
in mathematics compared to that of boys (Stoet and Geary 2013). Achievement in 
reading increases performance in mathematics, achievement in mathematics 
increases performance in science which in turn raises the level of sophistication in 
reading, mathematics, and science. To put a fine point on the boy-girl achievement 
issue, gender may well be an educational boondoggle.
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Chapter 3
Contextual Influences on Girls’ and Boys’ 
Motivation and Reading Achievement: 
Family, Schoolmates, and Country

Ming Ming Chiu

Abstract  Girls outperform boys in reading, in part, due to differences in motiva-
tion and context effects (of family, schoolmates, and country). Compared to boys, 
girls tend to have more positive attitudes toward reading, enjoy it more, value it 
more, read more often and view themselves as competent in reading. Also, richer 
families buy more educational resources for boys than for girls, but girls engage in 
more family communication; both distinctions yield corresponding differences in 
motivation and reading achievement. Furthermore, girls typically participate in 
peer cultures at school with more female schoolmates who show greater reading 
motivation, more reading, and more discussion of books compared to other peer 
cultures with more male schoolmates; as a result, students in peer groups with more 
girls often have higher reading achievement. Also, richer countries offer more pub-
licly available educational resources (public schools, museums, etc.) than poorer 
countries, so these resources substitute for educational resources at home, reduce 
their gender disparity at home, and raise girls’ reading advantage over boys. In 
countries with greater economic equality, students show higher overall reading 
achievement, and girls especially benefit from the parity in resources, which 
increases their reading gap with boys. Lastly, masculine cultures with rigid gender 
roles often discourage girls’ ambitions for high status, masculine jobs, which 
reduces their extrinsic reading motivation and reading achievement, compared to 
girls in other cultures.

Keywords  Family · Schoolmates · Economy · Cultural values · Reading

Large scale, international studies have consistently shown that girls outscored boys 
on reading tests on average (e.g., Chiu et al. 2012) and that girls were more likely 
than boys to have basic reading skills (vocabulary, reading comprehension of a 
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simple sentence, e.g., Chiu et al. 2007; Muter 2003). For example, in Chiu et al. 
(2007) study of students in 41 countries, girls outscored boys in reading in all coun-
tries (by an average of 4%). In Chiu et al. (2012) study, boys were less likely than 
girls to have basic reading skills in all 38 countries (by an average ratio of 2 to 1; see 
also Muter 2003). Still, most of the differences were across countries (61%) or 
schools (30%) rather than individuals (9%). Gender differences in both motivation 
and context effects help account for these reading achievement differences (see 
Fig. 3.1; Chiu et al. 2007). Girls differ from boys in their reading attitudes, beliefs 
and motivations (Chiu and Klassen 2009). Furthermore, some effects of family, 
school and country contexts on reading achievement also differ across boys and 
girls (Chiu and Chow 2015a, b).

3.1  �Motivation and Reading Achievement

Students’ reading motivation is determined by their expectancies for success—their 
beliefs about their achievement on academic tasks. These expectancy beliefs include 
two types of expectations (Chiu and Klassen 2009). One type of expectation is 
whether specific reading behaviors will lead to predicted reading outcomes (out-
come expectations). A second expectation is whether an individual’s reading com-
petence is sufficient to execute that reading behavior to produce the predicted 
reading outcome (efficacy expectations). Students’ beliefs of their competence on 
reading tasks and their subjective values attached to them play prominent roles in 
these expectancy beliefs. Specifically, students who value a reading task and believe 
that they complete it successfully are more likely to exert greater effort and to out-
perform other students (Pintrich and Schunk 2002).

Girl
(vs. boy)

Reading
Motivation

% Female
Schoolmates

(vs. male
schoolmates)

Country
Economic

Wealth

Economic
Equality

Masculine
cultural value
(Fixed gender

roles)
Reading

Achievement

Family

Financial capital

Human capital

Cultural capital

Social capital

Fig. 3.1  Relations among country, family, gender, schoolmates, reading motivation and reading 
achievement
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According to social cognitive theory, expectancy beliefs include self-efficacy 
and self-concept which refer, respectively, to beliefs in one’s capability to succeed 
and in one’s competence in a particular domain relative to one’s counterparts 
(Valentine et al. 2004). Thus, reading self-efficacy is the belief in one’s own capa-
bilities to carry out a reading task, (“I can read long novels”) and reading self-
concept is the belief in one’s competence in reading relative to others, (“I’m good at 
reading,” Valentine et al. 2004). According to expectancy value theory, students who 
are motivated to read tend to persevere longer in the face of reading difficulties 
compared to other students (Wigfield and Eccles 2000). These motivations can be 
intrinsic (e.g., reading is interesting) or extrinsic (e.g., reading will help me get a 
good job). In Western countries, motivation research has shown that intrinsically 
motivated students who have greater interest in reading often exert greater effort and 
have greater perseverance compared to extrinsically motivated students who view 
reading as a utility for external goals; hence, students that are more intrinsically 
motivated often have higher academic achievement than students who are primarily 
extrinsically motivated (D’Ailly 2003; Deci and Ryan 2002). These links are bi-
directional, as past successes also increase motivation (Pintrich and Schunk 2002).

3.2  �Gender Differences in Reading Motivation

Compared to boys, girls typically have more positive reading attitudes, enjoy read-
ing more, read more books, have better reading skills, and have higher reading self-
concept and self-efficacy in many societies (Chiu et  al. 2007; Wagemaker et  al. 
1996). This gender difference in reading motivation may stem from the greater 
valuing of literacy activities among females than males across many societies 
(Blackburn 2003).

Gender differences in behavioral/discipline problems might also account for 
some of these gender differences in reading motivation. Boys are more likely than 
girls to have behavioral/discipline problems (e.g., fighting, truancy). These behav-
ioral problems often interfere with their studies and reduce their overall academic 
motivation and achievement (including their reading motivation and achievement, 
Chiu and Chow 2011).

3.3  �Family

Family, school, and country contexts can also affect reading motivation and achieve-
ment, often yielding gender differences. Children develop within a complex envi-
ronment that consists of multiple levels of surrounding contexts, according to 
Bronfenbrenner’s (2005) ecological system theory. The immediate contexts (micro-
systems; e.g., family, school) and the broader culture and country resources 
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(macrosystem; e.g., economy, cultural values) can both influence students’ reading 
motivation and reading achievement. Furthermore, these influences can differ across 
boys and girls.

Family members can give children extra resources or compete for them. On the 
one hand, additional family members who provide resources (especially parents) 
offer more learning opportunities on which children can capitalize to improve their 
reading skills (resource provider hypothesis; Chiu 2013a). Meanwhile, family 
members who primarily compete with a child for limited family resources (such as 
siblings and grandparents) reduce available resources for the child, resulting in 
fewer learning opportunities to improve their reading (resource dilution; Downey 
2001).

3.3.1  �Families’ Resource Providers

Families whose members earn higher incomes or are more educated often have 
higher status (socio-economic status or SES) and buy more books and other educa-
tion resources to highlight the value of reading and motivate their children to capi-
talize on them to read more (Chiu and Khoo 2005). Specifically, when a student’s 
family SES is 10% higher than average, he or she averages 3% higher reading 
achievement than other students (see Sirin’s (2005) meta-analysis). SES effects on 
reading achievement tend to be stronger for those in early and middle childhood and 
persist into adolescence (Brooks-Gunn et al. 1999). Families differ with respect to 
their financial capital (wealth), human capital (e.g., education), cultural capital 
(knowledge of dominant culture and society), and social capital (social network 
resources; Chiu 2013a). Moreover, these types of family capital and their benefits 
show gender differences.

3.3.2  �Financial Capital

Richer families have greater income and wealth (financial capital) than poorer fam-
ilies and can use them to give their children more books, reading resources and 
reading activities to motivate them and help them to read (Chiu and Khoo 2005). 
For example, richer families often give their children more physical resources (quiet 
study room, computers, books, etc.), thereby creating a richer reading environment. 
These families also tend to appreciate and buy higher quality resources, such as age-
appropriate books and reading software for their children. Buying their children 
many reading resources also highlights stronger family valuation, commitment and 
support for their reading, which encourages their children to likewise value reading 
and often increases their children’s motivation to read. Furthermore, non-educational 
resources such as expensive clothes serve as status symbols that can enhance chil-
dren’s status among their peers, which can help them make friends at school, utilize 

M. M. Chiu



53

their friends’ resources at school, and have more positive attitudes about school. 
Richer families can also pay for stimulating activities, such as talks and workshops 
with famous authors, to enhance their children’s reading motivation.When families 
favor sons over daughters, they tend to invest more in their sons (Chiu 2008a, b). 
Such families buy more books and reading activities for their sons than for their 
daughters, which tend to increase their sons’ motivations to read and improve their 
reading performance. In Chiu and Chow’s (2010) study of students in 41 countries, 
boys averaged 15% more home educational resources than girls in comparable SES 
families. As boys benefit from these additional resources, the gender gap in reading 
between boys and girls would be even larger if girls had the same amount of 
resources at home (Chiu and McBride-Chang 2010).

3.3.3  �Human Capital

Meanwhile, families with more human capital can create more conducive physical 
environments, engage their children in more supportive learning activities, and 
design more appropriate reward/discipline structures to help socialize children into 
society (Chiu and Khoo 2005). In particular, families with highly educated parents 
tend to appreciate and buy (or make) higher quality physical resources, such as 
rooms for quiet study and age-appropriate books for children. By doing so, they 
create stimulating and reflective reading environments that enhance their children’s 
reading motivation and reading achievement. As noted above, families tend to give 
more education materials to sons than to daughters, so boys tend to benefit more 
than girls from such resources given by parents with more education.

Families with more human capital are also more likely to create suitable motiva-
tion, reward and discipline structures (Chiu and Joh 2015). Parents with more 
human capital clarify and organize their children’s time to read at regular hours, 
praise them for exerting effort, and help them understand the consequences of not 
putting effort into their studies. By doing so, these families foster compassionate, 
social interactions; diligent, academic study; and joyful, creative expression. As a 
result, these students are better prepared to read diligently, behave properly in 
school and have higher reading achievement.

3.3.4  �Social Capital

Higher SES families are more likely than lower SES families to spend more time 
with their children and have larger and richer social networks of family, friends and 
acquaintances (social capital, Coleman 1990; Lareau 2001). Connecting a child 
with family members’ networks can add to a child’s social capital.

Children with higher SES parents often spend more time together due to fewer 
competing siblings, less parent time on housework, and multi-tasking parents 
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(Parcel and Dufur 2001; Sandberg and Hofferth 2001). Such families with more 
human capital can help children socialize through both education-specific activities 
and general activities (Chiu and Chow 2015a, b). For example, a parent might talk 
with a child about school matters such as homework, recent political events, books, 
and so on. They can also chat during dinner, tell one another stories, play games, 
wash the dishes, or generally spend time together. Through these interactions, fam-
ily members can serve as role models, ask provoking questions or give explicit 
instructions, all of which can help children learn linguistic, cognitive, behavioral 
and social skills. Much communication occurs in the form of individual or jointly-
constructed stories, precursors to reading literacy. These stories and other conversa-
tions help children develop language skills and enrich their vocabulary. 
Highly-educated family members, especially parents, can monitor and supervise 
their children more actively and have more information and skills than other parents 
to teach their children. Compared to boys, girls spend more time talking with their 
adult family members, benefit more from these social interactions, and develop bet-
ter verbal and social skills (Chiu et al. 2007).

Furthermore, the members of high SES families’ extensive social networks can 
offer additional complementary financial, human, cultural, and social capital to sup-
port their children’s learning (Chiu 2013a). For example, relatives or friends may 
lend an interesting book to a child to read, and then discuss it upon its return. As 
noted above, family communication helps children develop linguistic skills, includ-
ing discourse skills that help children communicate with both their peers and teach-
ers. Children who communicate better are more liked and more accepted by their 
peer group, resulting in greater academic motivation and a larger network of friends 
and acquaintances. Furthermore, educated members of the network of a child’s fam-
ily can help acculturate the child to academic conversation norms and expectations 
that facilitate their understanding and use of them in school. Compared to boys, 
girls often have greater social skills and interactions with family members’ social 
networks, so they tend to benefit more from higher SES families’ greater social 
capital.

3.3.5  �Cultural Capital

As families with more financial capital or human capital often have more cultural 
possessions, cultural experiences and time, they can use them to give their children 
more opportunities to learn these cultural resources, knowledge, skills and values 
and thereby adapt more easily to the culture of their family, school, and local com-
munity (cultural capital, Chiu and Chow 2010). Cultural possessions at home (e.g., 
poetry, paintings, etc.) can exemplify the importance of one’s culture, motivate chil-
dren to learn and use them, and facilitate family communication about cultural val-
ues and norms.

During cultural conversations, family members can model appropriate societal 
behaviors and explain cultural norms to help their children learn the cultural values 
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of their family, school, and society (Chiu 2013b). Specifically, these cultural 
conversations can help children better understand teachers’ and schoolmates’ 
expectations in school so that they can behave appropriately and build better rela-
tionships with them (Pan et al. 2000). By doing so, families can help children under-
stand and adapt to other people’s expectations of them.

As a result, greater family cultural capital can also increase the consonance 
between family and societal cultural values, which can help children adapt to the 
culture of their school more easily (Ogbu 2007). Combined with their cognitive 
skills, metacognitive skills and social skills, children’s adaptation to others’ expec-
tations helps them build friendships with teachers and students (Chiu 2013a). Such 
friendships encourage teachers and peers to support these children with more learn-
ing opportunities. As a result, these children with more cultural capital are more 
likely than other students to be more motivated, learn more, and be more successful 
in school (Chiu and Chow 2010). As noted above, girls tend to interact with family 
members more than boys do. As a result, girls with more cultural possessions or 
cultural communication at home tend to benefit more from them and have higher 
reading motivation and achievement, compared to boys in similar homes and 
schools (Chiu and Chow 2010).

3.3.6  �Dilution of Family Resources

Meanwhile, family members (such as siblings and grandparents) who primarily 
compete with a child for limited family resources reduce available resources to that 
child, resulting in fewer learning opportunities, less parental support, lower motiva-
tion to read, and less reading achievement (resource dilution; Downey 2001). Thus, 
students with more siblings at home often have fewer resources and achieve less 
than those with fewer resident siblings (Downey 2001). Older siblings tend to 
receive more family resources than do younger siblings because they compete with 
younger siblings for family resources only after the latter’s births (Powell and 
Steelman 1993).

In cultures that favor sons, families often have more children until they have at 
least one son. As a result, girls in such cultures are more likely than boys to have 
many siblings who compete for scarce family resources. Thus, dilution of family 
resources is more likely to affect such girls, reduce their learning opportunities, 
parental support, motivation to read, and reading achievement compared to other 
children.

In short, privileged families provide their children with more financial, human, 
social or cultural capital. A family’s financial, human and social capital provides 
learning opportunities on which children can capitalize to learn more. Along with 
family cultural capital, children can use them to understand others’ expectations and 
have better relationships with teachers and students, which can enhance their moti-
vation and learning opportunities. In cultures that favor boys over girls, families 
tend to provide more tangible educational resources and learning opportunities to 
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their sons than to their daughters. Compared to boys, however, girls tend to interact 
with family members more and acquire more social skills and benefits from these 
intangible interactions in the form of greater reading motivation and achievement.

3.4  �Schoolmates

In addition to differential family effects on boys’ and girls’ reading motivations 
and achievement, their schoolmates influence them and show gender effects. 
Children spend a large proportion of time at school and interact regularly with 
their schoolmates who can help them learn both directly and indirectly (Skibbe 
et al. 2012).

3.4.1  �Schoolmate Benefits

Schoolmates can directly help a student learn by sharing information or evaluations. 
For example, a schoolmate can explain the meaning of a vocabulary word (Murphey 
1994). Also, when a student proposes an idea, a schoolmate can recognize its valid-
ity and further justify it (Chiu 2008a, b) or identify its flaws and correct it (Chiu and 
Khoo 2003). Thus, schoolmates can provide information, validate correct ideas or 
recognize flaws to help a student learn.

Schoolmates can also help a student learn indirectly through motivation and 
norms. They can motivate a student to enjoy learning, which helps them exert effort 
and persevere when facing setbacks (Chiu and McBride-Chang 2006). For example, 
a schoolmate can show enthusiasm for a storybook character, which can entice a 
student to study together (Skibbe et al. 2012). When a student performs poorly on a 
reading test, a schoolmate can provide emotional support and encourage further 
study to do better on the next test (Skibbe et  al. 2012). Hence, schoolmates can 
motivate a student via greater enjoyment, study time, and perseverance.

In addition to motivation, schoolmates can help create and maintain norms of 
attitude, behavior and achievement, both among friends and within the classroom. 
Schoolmates can articulate and model positive reading attitudes, behave within dis-
cipline norms, study hard and perform well on tests, essays and other academic 
measures. Together, schoolmates can cultivate a culture of positive attitudes toward 
reading in which to immerse a student (Johnson and Johnson 1999). Supported by 
these positive attitudes, schoolmates can model appropriate classroom behavior 
(e.g., raise hands to answer teacher questions, rather than interrupting) and encour-
age a student to behave accordingly (Ma and Willms 2004). Buttressed by these 
attitudes and behaviors, schoolmates are more likely to have higher reading achieve-
ment, which raises a student’s reading expectations (Baker and Wigfield 1999).
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3.4.2  �Schoolmate Gender Differences

Schoolmate gender is also linked to reading motivation and achievement. Compared 
to boys, girls typically enjoy reading more, read books more often and have higher 
reading achievement (Chiu et al. 2007). As girls interact with one another more than 
with boys, a girl typically has more female friends than a boy does (Chiu and Chow 
2015a, b).

Hence, academic peer cultures with more girls include greater reading enjoy-
ment, more reading, and more discussion of books compared to peer cultures with 
more boys. As a result, academic peer cultures with more girls socialize and support 
its members to enjoy reading and appreciate its importance (e.g., Blackburn 2003). 
Compared to a boy, a girl is more likely to enjoy an academic peer culture with more 
girls that fosters reading, which in turn supports her own greater reading enjoyment, 
greater frequency of reading and higher reading achievement (Chiu et al. 2007). In 
contrast, boys are more likely to enjoy reading that helps them improve their profi-
ciency at a specific activity (e.g., information to help fix a car), often in non-
academic peer cultures. International studies show that both boys and girls in 
schools with a larger proportion of girls tend to have greater reading enjoyment and 
greater reading achievement compared to students in schools with proportionally 
fewer girls (e.g., Chiu et al. 2007).

In short, while schoolmates can help a student learn directly (e.g., sharing infor-
mation, evaluations) or indirectly (motivation, supportive reading norms), school-
mate gender yields differential effects. In schools with a larger proportion of girls, 
both its male students and its female students tend to have greater reading enjoy-
ment and greater reading achievement, compared to students in schools with pro-
portionally fewer girls.

3.5  �Country

A country’s language(s), economy and cultural values can also affect a student’s 
reading motivation and achievement. Furthermore, many country effects show gen-
der differences.

3.5.1  �National Language(s)

Across cultures, language-related problems tend to be more prevalent in boys 
(Halpern 2000). Still, poor reading may develop differently across cultures. For 
example, the phonological core deficit central to defining dyslexia in Western cul-
tures (e.g., Lyon et  al. 2003) may not apply equally to reading in very different 
orthographies such as Chinese (e.g., Ho et al. 2003). In countries with speakers of 
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multiple languages, a country’s valuing of specific languages for learning and busi-
ness may influence which languages (and when) children are required to learn to 
read, write, and speak at school (e.g., McBride-Chang 2004).

3.5.2  �Economy

A country’s economic wealth or inequality can influence reading achievement. 
Richer countries often have more public educational resources and learning oppor-
tunities that can increase students’ reading achievement. Moreover, economic 
equality can affect gender differences.

3.5.3  �Economic Wealth

Students in countries with higher real gross domestic product (GDP) per capita 
(e.g., Japan) often capitalize on their countries’ greater resources to learn more. 
These richer countries can raise student learning directly through education spend-
ing (e.g., books, teacher training) or indirectly through higher nutritional standards 
or better health care (United Nations Children’s Fund [UNICEF] 2011). For exam-
ple, children in poorer countries (such as Papua New Guinea) often lack basic nutri-
tion, are born prematurely, or face exposure to potentially harmful environments 
(e.g., lead poisoning). As a result, students in richer countries generally show higher 
reading achievement compared to students in poorer countries (e.g., Baker et  al. 
2002; Chiu 2010; Heyneman and Loxley 1982).

Richer countries also have more publicly-available, educational resources (pub-
lic schools, museums, etc.) than poorer countries (Chiu 2015). These public educa-
tion resources can serve as substitutes for educational resources at home. As a result, 
these public education resources can reduce the gender disparity of educational 
resources in homes that favor boys over girls. With less gender disparity of home 
educational resources in richer countries, girls show greater reading achievement, 
thereby increasing their reading gap with boys (Chiu 2010).

3.5.4  �Economic Inequality

Students in countries with greater inequality with respect to distribution of family 
income often experience diminishing marginal returns or homophily bias, both of 
which tend to lower overall reading achievement (Chiu and Khoo 2005). Consider 
a thirsty girl and two glasses of water. She greatly values the first glass of water and 
drinks it all. Her thirst quenched, she hardly values the second glass of water and 
does not finish it. This lower value of extra resources is diminishing marginal 
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returns. Hence, a poor student likely learns more from an extra book than a rich 
student would. In more equal countries (e.g. Norway), poorer students often have 
more resources and benefit more from them compared to richer students, resulting 
in higher achievement overall.

Greater equality might also increase overall student achievement through people’s 
preference to interact with others who are similar to themselves (homophily bias; Chiu 
2010). As a result, more students in relatively equal countries have similar family 
SES, cooperate more often and share resources more often, resulting in higher achieve-
ment overall. In countries with greater equality, students’ extensive sharing also 
dilutes the links between family characteristics and student achievement. Likewise, 
these countries with greater equality often distribute resources across schools more 
equitably, which often reduces differences in their students’ achievement.

As noted above, boys are privileged over girls in many countries, so universal 
standards and equal distribution of resources often benefit girls. As a result, girls’ 
reading achievement is higher in countries with more economic equality than in 
other countries, which increases their reading advantage over boys (Chiu 2010).

3.5.5  �Cultural Values

The culture of a society can also affect the reading motivation and achievement of 
boys and girls differently. Specifically, masculine cultures with rigid gender roles 
often discourage behaviors beyond the societal traditions of the two genders 
(Hofstede 2003). In school, teachers’ stereotyped views of appropriate behaviors 
for girls might influence girls’ motivations, self-esteems, and capacities to exploit 
their education and career potentials (Robinson 1992). In masculine cultures, girls 
tend to have lower ambitions for traditionally masculine careers (or other careers 
outside societal expectations), which reduces both their extrinsic reading motivation 
and reading achievement compared to girls in more gender egalitarian cultures 
(gender role de-motivation; Chiu and Chow 2010).

As a result of girls’ lower ambitions, boys face fewer female competitors for 
limited jobs and might not study as hard to succeed, thereby reducing the impact of 
boys’ extrinsic motivation on reading achievement (consistent with expectancy 
value theory, Wigfield et al. 2004). Hence, both the degree of extrinsic motivation 
and its impact on reading achievement are lower for both girls and boys in cultures 
that are more masculine (Chiu and Chow 2010).

In short, a country’s economy and culture can have differential gender effects. As 
rich countries offer more publicly-available educational resources (public schools, 
museums, etc.), these resources substitute for educational resources at home, reduce 
their gender disparity at home, and raise girls’ reading advantage over boys. In 
countries with greater economic equality, students show higher overall reading 
achievement, and girls especially benefit from the parity in resources, which 
increases their reading gap with boys. Lastly, masculine cultures with rigid gender 
roles often discourage girls’ ambitions for high status, masculine jobs, which 
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reduces their extrinsic reading motivation and reading achievement, compared to 
girls in other cultures. By reducing job competition for males, masculine cultures 
also reduce the impact of extrinsic motivation on boys’ reading achievement.

3.6  �Summary

As shown in many international studies, girls often outperform boys on reading tests 
and are more likely than boys to have basic reading skills. Compared to boys, girls 
have more positive reading attitudes, enjoy reading more, read more books, have 
better reading skills, and have higher reading self-concept and self-efficacy, all of 
which help account for the gender differences in reading achievement.

Privileged families provide their children with more financial, human, cultural or 
social capital. Family financial, human and social capital provides learning oppor-
tunities on which children can capitalize to learn more. Along with family cultural 
capital, children can use them to understand others’ expectations and have better 
relationships with teachers and students, which can enhance their motivation and 
learning opportunities. In cultures that favor boys over girls, families tend to pro-
vide more tangible educational resources and learning opportunities to their sons 
than to their daughters. Compared to boys however, girls tend to interact with family 
members more, acquire better social skills and benefit from these intangible interac-
tions more in the form of greater reading motivation and achievement.

Moreover, schoolmates can help a student learn directly (e.g., sharing informa-
tion, evaluations) or indirectly (e.g., motivation, supportive reading norms), though 
schoolmate gender yields differential effects. In schools with a larger proportion of 
girls, both its male students and its female students tend to have greater reading 
enjoyment and greater reading achievement, compared to students in schools with 
proportionally fewer girls.

Richer countries can raise student learning directly (e.g., more books, teacher 
training) or indirectly (e.g., better nutrition standards, better health care). Moreover, 
the greater public availability of educational resources (e.g., public schools, muse-
ums) in richer countries substitutes for educational resources at home, reduces the 
gender disparity of home educational resources, and increases girls’ reading advan-
tage over boys.

Students in countries with greater economic equality show higher overall reading 
achievement. Moreover, equal distribution of resources often benefits girls, which 
raises their reading achievement and increases their reading advantage over boys.

Masculine cultures with rigid gender roles often discourage behaviors beyond 
the societal traditions of the two genders. Thus, girls in masculine cultures have 
lower ambitions for high-status, traditionally-masculine careers (or other careers 
outside societal expectations), which reduces their extrinsic reading motivation and 
reading achievement, compared to girls in more gender egalitarian cultures. By 
reducing job competition for males, masculine cultures reduce the impact of extrin-
sic motivation on reading achievement for both boys and girls.
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Chapter 4
The Influence of Instructional Practices 
on Reading Motivation in Finland

Marja-Kristiina Lerkkanen

Abstract  Although the differences between individuals in language and literacy 
skills and motivation to read start before entering school, teachers and their instruc-
tional practices play an important role in the development of reading skills and the 
various aspects of motivation, especially children’s interest in reading. Interest in 
reading has been reported to contribute to the reading activity and to the amount of 
reading which, in turn, promote students’ reading performance. It has been assumed 
that children’s previous success with learning the basics of reading has provided 
them with positive feedback about the learning situation, thereby strengthening 
their interest in reading. Teachers and their instruction provide an important envi-
ronment for children’s learning and motivation. Child-centered teaching practices 
that are sensitive to the development of children’s autonomy, competence beliefs, 
and social interactions with peers support interest in reading. The high-quality 
classroom interactions described by emotionally supportive relationships in a well-
organized classroom have been shown to be of particular importance in the develop-
ment of children’s reading skills and motivation, especially among children at risk 
of having reading difficulties. The present chapter attempts to describe the develop-
ment of interest in reading and how teaching practices and the quality of teacher-
child interactions observed in classrooms influence children’s reading interest, 
particularly among boys and at-risk children in the Finnish language context. 
According to international comparative education studies of achievement, Finland 
has a high-quality educational system and high performance outcomes across the 
school years. The results reported here are based on a longitudinal First Steps study 
among 2000 children and their teachers from kindergarten to grade 4. Reading 
instruction is based on phonics, and a highly transparent Finnish orthography makes 
decoding relatively quick and easy for children to learn.
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The differences between individuals in the development of both their reading skills 
and their interest in reading start before entering school. It has been assumed that 
children’s success in learning the basics of reading has provided them with positive 
feedback on the learning situation at home, in kindergarten, and at school, thereby 
strengthening their interest and engagement in reading. As a literacy environment, 
home refers to parental behaviors that seek to promote their children’s language and 
pre-reading skills development, such as shared reading, library visits, and the teach-
ing of reading (e.g., Morrison 2009). Other studies have demonstrated the effects of 
the classroom environment on reading skills (e.g., Curby et  al. 2009; Lerkkanen 
et al. 2016). Teachers and their instructional practices provide an important environ-
ment for children’s learning and motivation. Teachers who understand the differ-
ences between students’ individual skill levels upon school entry often make an 
effort to develop learning activities that interest and engage their students to practice 
and enjoy reading. For example, educational contexts that promote children’s auton-
omy to initiate tasks and complete them, without applying strict performance crite-
ria, have been shown to strengthen the children’s interest in reading. Conversely, a 
strict and more didactic approach, emphasizing correct answers and particular 
modes of learning, may lead to children’s waning intrinsic motivation and interest 
in reading (Guay et al. 2001; Guthrie et al. 2000; Lerkkanen et al. 2012a). However, 
at school age, children’s motivation in reading has been reported to contribute to 
students’ reading activity and the amount of reading which, in turn, promote their 
reading performance (Stanovich 1986).

This chapter will summarize the findings of a large-scale First Steps study on 
how Finnish teachers’ instructional practices are associated with children’s interest 
in reading. In particular, it will describe the extent to which teaching practices and 
the quality of teacher-child interactions observed in classrooms influence children’s 
motivation in reading, particularly among boys and at-risk children in the early 
school years. International comparative education studies of achievement, such as 
the Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS; Mullis et al. 2012) for 
the 4th grade and the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA; 
OECD 2016) among 15 year olds, have shown that Finland has a high-quality edu-
cational system and high performance outcomes across the school years, especially 
in reading. Compared to many other countries, Finland has a relatively equitable 
socio-economic environment for families, with children starting formal education at 
age 7, which is rather late compared to other countries, and class sizes are typically 
small (on average, 18.5 students in primary school classrooms). Moreover, reading 
instruction is based on grapheme-phoneme correspondence (phonics), and a highly 
transparent Finnish orthography makes reading acquisition relatively easy and 
quick for children (Soodla et al. 2015).
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4.1  �Interest in Reading

It seems that motivation combined with effort is the key to success at school. 
Motivation directs students’ behaviors and efforts in learning situations (Wigfield 
et al. 2006), which then have a positive effect on achievement. Motivation to act can 
come from within an individual (intrinsic motivation), such as interesting, challeng-
ing, and joyful activities that provide internal satisfaction. Alternatively, it can come 
from something external (extrinsic motivation), such as a reward system in a class-
room, which is not related to the learning of the skill itself (Deci and Ryan 1985). 
While intrinsic motivation involves student’s thoughts, ability beliefs, and emotions 
in learning situations, extrinsic motivation often works only as long as the external 
reward is available, although appropriate extrinsic motivation can also be beneficial 
and support the students’ engagement in learning situations.

According to the expectancy-value theory of achievement motivation (Eccles 
1983), beliefs and expectancies related to academic situations and subjective task 
values are central to academic outcomes (Wigfield and Eccles 2000). Expectancies 
and ability beliefs refer to the students’ beliefs concerning their competence in 
upcoming tasks. The value aspect of achievement motivation includes three compo-
nents: attainment value, utility value, and intrinsic or interest value. Young children 
cannot clearly distinguish between the different dimensions of task values, except 
interest value, which refers to how much a child likes and enjoys performing tasks 
related to a particular topic. Besides interest, many other theories and conceptual-
izations of motivation have also been introduced in the literature, but interest has 
important developmental ramifications. In the learning context, interest is one of the 
reasons students interact with learning domains, perform certain tasks, or exhibit a 
particular learning behavior (Hidi and Renninger 2006). In the present chapter, the 
term interest is used to refer to students’ enjoyment of doing reading-related tasks.

Previous research has shown that students’ interest in reading is typically high at 
the beginning of school, but often decreases during the elementary school years 
(e.g., Jacobs et al. 2002). This decline concerns students with both higher and lower 
initial motivation (e.g., Fredricks and Eccles 2002; Jacobs et al. 2002), but it is more 
difficult for students with poor reading skills in primary school (Lerkkanen et al. 
2012b). Different explanations have been given for this decline. One is the lack of 
support to encourage interest in school (Hidi and Renninger 2006). More precisely, 
the decline is related to a changing school environment where practices that are too 
teacher-directed are applied, so that children get less individual attention from year 
to year (Fredricks and Eccles 2002). In addition to these reasons, the meaning of 
interest also changes during the middle school years in that greater emphasis is 
placed on cognitive instead of affective dimensions of interest (Frenzel et al. 2012).

Although reading skills development is affected by different cognitive anteced-
ents, such as letter knowledge, phonological awareness, and naming speed (Lonigan 
et al. 2000; Torppa et al. 2013), evidence also suggests that a high interest in reading 
promotes later reading performance and improvement in reading skills (e.g., Ecalle 
et al. 2006; Wigfield 1997). Interest in reading has also been reported to contribute 
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to the reading activity and the amount of reading (Wigfield and Guthrie 1997), 
which, in turn, promotes students’ reading performance at school age (Cipielewski 
and Stanovich 1992). Still, it is difficult to know which comes first: interest or skills. 
It may be that literacy-related motivation only starts to play an important role later 
when the focus moves towards more advanced reading performance, such as read-
ing fluency and text comprehension skills in primary school (Viljaranta et al. 2009). 
Although interest might not always have a direct effect on reading outcomes, its 
effect may be mediated through the learning strategy used.

Interest strongly overlaps with a self-concept of ability from the very beginning 
of one’s school career. A self-concept of ability indicates the student’s evaluation of 
one’s competence in the subject matter or ability to perform certain tasks (Eccles 
1983). Generally, students who have a positive self-concept of their ability and who 
are interested in academic tasks perform better and are more adaptively engaged in 
tasks than students with negative self-perceptions and a low level of interest (e.g., 
Eccles 1983; Wigfield 1997). Longitudinal studies have shown that young students’ 
self-concept of ability is related to intrinsic motivation and that a decrease in self-
concept goes hand-in-hand with a decrease in interest (Spinath and Spinath 2005). 
However, Viljaranta et  al.’s (2017) person-oriented analyses broaden our under-
standing of the various associations between the self-concept of ability, interest, and 
reading skills by showing that the patterns of the values of these variables differ 
from child to child. For example, some children can have high skills, a positive self-
concept of ability, but low interest in reading, while others can have poor skills, a 
negative self-concept of ability, but a high interest in reading. These findings sug-
gest that groups of students who show a similar skill level in reading can be differ-
ent, particularly regarding their interest in reading. However, most children at risk 
for a reading disability (RD) were overrepresented in the groups typified by a low 
level of both skills and a self-concept of ability.

4.2  �Gender Differences

Gender is one of many factors related to a child’s individual features, home environ-
ment, and previous experiences, which might affect interest, self-concept of ability, 
and academic performance (Eccles 1983). Previous research has shown that girls 
typically have both higher levels of interest and a stronger self-concept of ability 
when it comes to reading (Marsh and Yeung 1998). This is evident as early as kin-
dergarten, whereby girls tend to have a higher reading-related interest than boys 
(Lerkkanen et al. 2012a; Viljaranta et al. 2009). Girls also typically outperform boys 
in most literacy tasks at school (Halpern and LaMay 2000; Logan and Johnston 
2009), which might be due to boys’ lower motivation to read (e.g., Fredricks and 
Eccles 2002). For example, Viljaranta et al.’s (2017) recent person-oriented analyses 
demonstrated that there were substantially more boys than girls in the most negative 
group, which exhibited low reading skills, negative self-concepts of ability, and low 
interest in reading through primary school. However, results also showed that boys 
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were overrepresented in the average group for these factors, which could suggest 
that the boys’ situation may not be as bad as it first sounds from the previous results.

Studies on motivation that have compared genders have reached unequivocal 
conclusions that the differences might not be so large. For example, the review by 
Spinath et al. (2014) indicated that the relationship between motivation and achieve-
ment does not differ remarkably between boys and girls, although there is a differ-
ence favoring girls.

Overall, although the differences in reading interest between boys and girls are 
evident, they should not be a major concern to teachers when planning instruction. 
There seems to be more variance within groups of boys and within groups of girls, 
than there are differences between genders. Similarly, as there are girls and boys 
who are motivated to read (Viljaranta et al. 2017), there will be girls and boys who 
are unmotivated in the classroom. It is most important to meet the individual needs 
of each student to support his or her interest in reading.

4.3  �Effect of Instructional Practices

The characteristics of teacher and teaching practices play a role in the development 
of various aspects of motivation. For example, compared to children in more 
teacher-led didactic classrooms, children in more child-centered classrooms have a 
higher interest in reading (e.g., Lerkkanen et al. 2012a). Furthermore, according to 
the self-determination theory (Deci and Ryan 1985), children are most motivated to 
learn when teachers support their need to feel competent and autonomous as well as 
related to others (e.g., Guthrie et al. 2000).

The notion of child-centered practices is based on the work of both Piaget and 
Vygotsky, who subscribed strongly to the recognition of children as active knowl-
edge constructors. In child-centered classrooms, teachers assist and facilitate chil-
dren’s learning by providing them with both guidance and opportunities to direct 
their own exploration of objects and academic topics, making teaching akin to a 
partnership between the teacher and the children. Child-centered classrooms are 
characterized by a shared responsibility for both management and learning, active 
teacher support for the children’s learning efforts and social skills, and teaching 
practices that are sensitive to children’s needs and interests (Stipek and Byler 2004).

Conversely, the notion of teacher-directed practices is based on the premise that 
basic academic skills need to be mastered before more advanced learning can occur 
(Stipek 2004). In this didactically oriented style of teaching, teachers emphasize the 
provision of information and employ structured, drill-and-practice group lessons 
that are fast-paced, teach discrete skills in small steps, and include appraisal when 
predetermined goals are reached. High scores in the teacher-directed dimension are 
typical for teacher-controlled classrooms, where the acquisition of “basic” aca-
demic skills through oral recitation and worksheets is given considerable weight, 
while children’s interests and social skills development receive little attention, and 
peer interaction is not supported (Stipek and Byler 2004). Teacher-directed practices 
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are based on the teacher’s determination to proceed with predetermined instruc-
tional content, rather than adhering to children’s needs and interests, which are the 
priority in the more child-centered classrooms.

Although child-centered practices have often been regarded as being the “best 
practices” in early education, a wide consensus on the most beneficial mix of 
instruction for promoting children’s development and motivation has not yet been 
achieved. However, a recent study by Tang et al. (2017) showed that in Grade 1, 
children who were in classrooms characterized by the child-centered style showed 
the highest performance in reading, whereas in Grade 3, children whose teachers 
followed either the child-centered style or a mixed teaching style of child-centered 
and teacher-directed practices performed better in reading fluency and reading com-
prehension than children in other classrooms. Furthermore, a study by Lerkkanen 
et al. (2012a) showed that children were more interested in reading in more child-
centered kindergarten classrooms; in addition, their reading skills developed faster 
in more child-centered classrooms in Grade 1 (Lerkkanen et al. 2016).

The quality of classroom interactions has been linked with children’s language 
and pre-literacy skills in several studies as well (e.g., Curby et al. 2009; Pakarinen 
et al. 2010). For example, Hamre et al. (2013) showed that children who had respon-
sive teachers made the most gains in early literacy and language skills. Previous 
studies have also shown that high-quality teacher-child interactions in the classroom 
contribute to children’s motivation (Pakarinen et al. 2010). Moreover, it is of par-
ticular importance for children at risk for RD (Hamre and Pianta 2005; Lerkkanen 
et al. 2016) and boys’ motivation toward reading (Lerkkanen et al. 2012a; Stipek 
and Byler 2004).

4.4  �Introduction to the First Steps Study

The studies reported here are part of the longitudinal First Steps study (Lerkkanen 
et al. 2006–2016), which examines student learning and motivation in the interper-
sonal contexts of kindergarten, comprehensive school, and the home environment in 
Finland. The population-based sample of children (born in 2000) from four munici-
palities involved approximately 2000 children together with their parents and teach-
ers. The children’s family backgrounds were representative of the general Finnish 
population. The First Steps study comprises a rich database of assessments of stu-
dents’ academic performance, motivation, social skills, and wellbeing on a yearly 
basis. At each measurement point, parents and teachers filled in questionnaires con-
cerning their parenting/teaching styles, stress, pedagogical goals and practices, and 
background information. Teachers also provided ratings on a subsample of students 
concerning their motivation, behavior, the teacher-child relationship, and partner-
ship with parents. This subsample contained both students at risk for RD (n = 277) 
and students not at risk (n = 321). Children’s risk for RD was determined at the end 
of the kindergarten year on the basis of four criteria: children’s phonological skills, 
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letter knowledge, rapid automatized naming, and parental report of their own learn-
ing disabilities (Lerkkanen et al. 2011).

A subsample of the teachers (49 at kindergarten, 32 at primary school) also par-
ticipated in classroom observations on a voluntary basis. Two days’ observations 
were coded using the Early Childhood Classroom Observation Measure (ECCOM; 
Stipek and Byler 2004), which assesses the nature and quality of the instructional 
practices, and the Classroom Assessment Scoring System (CLASS; Pianta et  al. 
2008) concerning the quality of teacher-child interactions.

The ECCOM instrument (Stipek and Byler 2004) focuses on child-centered and 
teacher-directed teaching practices. It measures key characteristics of teaching prac-
tices that have been suggested as important in promoting students’ interest in aca-
demic situations. Such dimensions include autonomy-granting, encouragement, 
positive affection, and the teacher-child relationship, all of which are typical of 
child-centered practices. In contrast, in a teacher-directed learning environment, the 
emphasis is typically placed on the quality of performance and academic content, as 
well as on a didactic approach to teaching.

In turn, CLASS (Pianta et  al. 2008) focuses on the patterns of interactions 
between teachers and students as key drivers for student learning and motivation. It 
has operationalized classroom interactions in several specific dimensions involving 
emotional, organizational, and instructional features of the classroom. The emo-
tional support domain focuses on the positive tone and respectful interactions in the 
classroom; i.e. teachers’ abilities to support social and emotional functioning in the 
classroom. The classroom organization domain focuses on classroom processes 
related to the organization and management of the students’ behavior, time, and 
attention in the classroom. Instructional support focuses on how teachers establish 
conversations and give feedback in order to promote children’s cognitive and lan-
guage development.

The sample of the present chapter is Finnish children in the early years of their 
school careers: kindergarten (6 year olds) and from Grades 1 to 4 (7–10 year olds). 
The goal of Finnish kindergarten education is to incite children’s interest in reading 
and to support emerging literacy skills, instead of a systematic instruction of decod-
ing. In Grade 1, reading and spelling are taught simultaneously, with an emphasis 
on the systematic use of phonics and grapheme-phoneme connections, whereas 
later the focus is more on reading fluency and comprehension (Lerkkanen 2007). 
Largely due to the consistent nature of the highly transparent orthography of Finnish 
language, reading accuracy hits a ceiling after a few months of formal reading 
instruction in Grade 1 (Lerkkanen et al. 2004), and basically all children can read 
accurately by the end of Grade 1 (Soodla et al. 2015). However, even a highly con-
sistent orthography does not guarantee efficient reading acquisition for all children. 
Reading difficulties are typically identified for approximately 5% to 20% of chil-
dren in either reading fluency or comprehension, depending on the criteria.
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4.5  �The Results from the First Steps Study

4.5.1  �The Association Between Reading and Motivation

When investigating the changes in reading interest from kindergarten to Grade 4, 
we recognized a trend of declining interest (Fig. 4.1). Although the decline is slight, 
the result is in line with previous studies showing that students’ reading interest is 
highest at the beginning of school, but begins to diminish during the primary grades 
(Gottfried et al. 2001; Jacobs et al. 2002).

As a next step, we analyzed the differences between girls and boys in their inter-
est towards the Finnish language and literacy from Grades 1 to 4. Results showed 
clear gender differences, which were also statistically significant at every time 
point, favoring girls who were more interested in literacy learning than boys. The 
differences in a subsample of the data between poor readers (the lowest, 15.7%, in 
reading fluency in Grade 2) and other readers were also evident, but only after Grade 
1 (Table 4.1). Both of these results are in line with previous studies concerning dif-
ferences in gender and between poor readers and other children.

The study by Lerkkanen et  al. (2010) examined the literacy and motivational 
development of three groups of children from kindergarten to Grade 2: a group of at 
risk children for RD (n = 162), a group of precocious readers who had learned to 
decode at kindergarten (n = 460), and a group of children other in the follow-up  
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Fig. 4.1  Reading interest from Kindergarten to Grade 4

Table 4.1  The differences between poor readers and other readers in their interest in Finnish 
language and literacy as a subject from Grades 1 to 4

Interest in Literacy
Poor readers Other readers
n M (SD) n M (SD) t (df)

Grade 1 92 3.5 (1.4) 493 3.7 (1.2) −1.4 (118.3)
Grade 2 92 2.9 (1.5) 474 3.3 (1.2) −2.3 (115)**
Grade 3 88 2.8 (1.3) 470 3.2 (1.2) −2.9(556)***
Grade 4 83 2.8 (1.3) 451 3.1 (1.1) −2.1 (103)*
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(n = 1205). In addition, within groups, gender differences were analyzed, and the 
three groups were compared in terms of children’s self-rated motivation, parental 
achievement expectations and ability beliefs concerning their child, and the amount 
of parental teaching of reading at home. Results showed that groups differed in their 
pre-reading skills, reading achievement, and their motivation across all time points 
(Table 4.2). Also, some group differences in literacy skills and motivation favoring 
girls were found. Differences were also found between the groups, indicating that 
parents’ expectations and beliefs were most positive among the group of precocious 
readers, and lowest among the group of at risk children for RD, with the latter group 
of children also receiving the least amount of parental teaching of reading at home.

4.5.2  �The Role of Child-Centered Teaching in Motivation

The study by Lerkkanen et al. 2012a, bexamined the extent to which teaching prac-
tices observed in kindergarten classrooms contributed to children’s subsequent 
interest in reading. Results showed that teaching practices make a difference; in 
kindergarten classrooms where teachers predominantly applied child-centered 
teaching practices children showed more interest in reading than in classrooms 
characterized by predominantly teacher-directed teaching practices. This result sug-
gests that child-centered practices promote the positive development of children’s 
interest in reading.

Table 4.2  The differences between at-risk RD group, precursor readers, and other children in 
reading skills and motivation (Lerkkanen et al. 2010)

Reading Skills and 
Motivation

At risk for RD  
(n = 121–162)

Other children
(n = 1087–1205)

Precursor readers  
(n = 418–460)

M SD M SD M SD Fa

Reading Fluency1

Grade 1, spring 10.4 5.8 17.0 7.5 25.1 9.1 244.0*
Grade 2, spring 18.6 6.6 23.5 6.8 28.9 7.8 137.0***
Reading Comprehension2

Grade 1, spring 2.9 2.6 5.0 2.9 8.0 2.6 243.8***
Grade 2, spring 6.2 2.9 8.2 2.6 10.2 1.8 164.5***
Interest3

Kindergarten, spring 3.2 1.6 3.6 1.4 3.8 1.3 10.7***
Grade 2, spring 3.0 1.4 3.4 1.2 3.6 1.1 9.6***
Self-concept of Ability4

Kindergarten, spring 6.4 3.0 7.6 2.3 8.2 1.9 36.9***

***p < .001
Notes: ªAll groups differed from each other statistically significantly at least level .01; 1ALLU 
reading test (Lindeman 1998, 2 min, max 80 p.); 2ALLU reading test (max 12 p.); 3Interest (How 
much you like reading, 5-point scale; 4Self-Concept of Ability (Nicholls 1978, 10-point scale)
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Also, Stipek et  al. (1995) found that children were more motivated in child-
centered programs compared to children in more teacher-directed classrooms. 
When teachers gave children freedom to choose tasks and complete them without 
the pressure of getting the right answer, children selected more challenging tasks, 
were less dependent on the teacher, and showed more pride in their performance. 
The results by Lerkkanen et al. (2012a) and Stipek et al. (1995) are in accordance 
with motivation theories, which emphasize the importance of encouraging individ-
ual choices and creating opportunities to feel competent (Deci and Ryan 1985). 
Children seem to want to read more often when they are able to choose what to read, 
have the opportunity to interact with others, can discuss what they read, and feel 
successful about reading (Gambrell et al. 1993).

In child-centered classrooms, teachers support and facilitate children’s learning 
by providing them with both guidance and opportunities to direct their own explora-
tion of academic topics. Therefore, child-centered practices are characterized by a 
shared responsibility for learning between the teacher and students, as well as teach-
ers’ active and sensitive scaffolding for children’s learning. It has also been recently 
suggested (Kikas et al. 2014; Tang et al. 2017) that it is essential to strike a balance 
between constructivist, child-centered practices and didactic, teacher-directed prac-
tices to positively affect both children’s academic learning and motivation. In such 
balanced practices, teachers simultaneously use active constructive instruction and 
scaffolding of children’s basic skills, according to each child’s individual needs, 
without engaging them too much in repetitive basic skill tasks.

4.5.3  �The Role of Teacher-Child Interactions in Motivation

The study by Pakarinen et al. (2010) investigated the role of the quality of teacher-
student interactions and teacher stress in children’s motivation and phonological 
skills in kindergarten classrooms. The results of multilevel modeling indicated that 
the higher the quality of classroom organization, as observed by CLASS, the higher 
the children’s motivation in that particular classroom. The quality of the teacher’s 
emotional and instructional support also correlated with the children’s motivation, 
and in turn, the children’s motivation correlated with phonological skills. Results 
also showed that teacher stress was associated with children’s motivation: the more 
stress a teacher reported, the lower the children’s motivation. Teacher stress also had 
an indirect effect on phonological skills via children’s motivation: high teacher 
stress was related to children’s low motivation, which further predicted their low 
level of phonological skills.

These results suggest that teachers setting clear rules and providing inherently 
interesting tasks in the classroom are associated with children’s motivation and 
engagement in learning activities as early as kindergarten. Our results also suggest 
that children’s motivation is an important mediator of the impact of teacher-related 
variables on children’s pre-reading skills. This result is in line with Guay et  al. 
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(2001), indicating that teachers’ provision of both autonomy support and an optimal 
structure predict children’s motivation.

The study by Pakarinen et al. (2010) also indicated that in addition to teachers’ 
instructional practices, their wellbeing is important in promoting children’s motiva-
tion. Teachers who exhibit a greater amount of enthusiasm are effective in promot-
ing students’ interest, excitement, and curiosity (Patrick et al. 2000), while emotional 
exhaustion may lead to avoiding interactions with students and lowered sensitivity. 
Therefore, the teachers’ wellbeing may affect children’s academic skills by promot-
ing children’s enthusiasm and engagement in learning.

4.6  �Conclusion

This chapter has presented some concepts of motivation regarding reading skills 
development along with classroom practices, which facilitate children’s interest 
towards reading. It is obvious that teaching practices that are sensitive to the devel-
opment of children’s autonomy, self-efficacy, and social interactions with peers can 
support their interest in reading (Deci and Ryan 2001). Therefore, teachers first 
need to support children’s sense of autonomy in their reading goals and behavior. 
One of the most effective ways to support students to sustain their interest in a task 
or activity is to raise their curiosity by giving them choices and to support their 
autonomy to make choices by themselves. When they have some degree of choice, 
such as selecting the book or text they would like to read, or in which order they will 
do the tasks and with whom, students will be more likely to experience sustained 
interest in reading. Students’ sense of autonomy in their goals and behavior will 
develop in classrooms where teachers emphasize child-centered practices that sup-
port each child’s intrinsic motivation, and not by controlling learning by external 
rewards only.

Second, teachers need to support children’s competence beliefs with tasks and 
classroom work. The teacher’s positive verbal reinforcement when it is deserved 
toward a child’s effort, rather than toward his or her intelligence, may increase 
intrinsic motivation. The message from the teacher is that mistakes and misunder-
standings are also learning opportunities; instead of showing the child that he or she 
is incompetent. For students with reading difficulties, selecting a single task or 
focus area for improvement helps them to successfully proceed, rather than being 
overwhelmed, which could be detrimental to their self-efficacy and competence 
beliefs.

Finally, teachers need to support children’s connection with others in the class-
room, where learning is influenced by interactions with the teacher and peers. The 
social relationships and climate of the classroom affect motivation. Students need to 
be given opportunities to work and talk with their classmates, but they also need to 
feel competent among their peers. High-quality classroom interactions are emotion-
ally supportive, caring, and respectful (Hamre and Pianta 2007). This is possible in 
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well-organized classrooms with management of students’ behavior and attention, 
supportive instructional activities, and sustained shared thinking.

Children come to school to learn new skills, engage in interesting activities, and 
work with other children. Although teachers need to develop activities with the 
students’ interests in mind, they also need to think about how to raise the students’ 
curiosity about new things of which they are not yet aware, and how to keep their 
attention on the tasks to practice, because only an avid reader will develop as a good 
reader.
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Chapter 5
To What Extent Is Reading Motivation 
a Significant Predictor of Reading 
Achievement when Controlling 
for Language and Cognitive Ability? 
A Systematic Review

Pelusa Orellana García

Abstract  Converging evidence has demonstrated that there are cognitive and emo-
tional factors that impact reading ability. While the relationship between reading 
motivation and reading achievement has been widely documented in the literature, 
the question of how much variation can be accounted for by reading motivation, 
when cognitive and linguistic aspects are controlled for, can be more complex and 
has been examined to a lesser degree. Furthermore, there are fewer studies examin-
ing how reading motivation predicts reading achievement among early elementary 
students. The wide spectrum of factors associated with motivation, and the variety 
of methods used to assess it make it difficult to compare findings about its impact 
on reading ability. Studies show that the amount of variation which is attributed to 
motivation is contingent on several individual, cultural, linguistic, and emotional 
factors, among which are age, ethnicity, and verbal ability. The extent to which 
motivation can, in fact, be a strong predictor of reading performance, varies signifi-
cantly across studies and grade levels.

In the current chapter, we examine recent literature (i.e., from 2000 to the pres-
ent) describing studies in which motivation has been acknowledged as a significant 
contributor to reading ability, and discuss their findings, to better understand the 
variability of such impact. We focus on studies pertaining to elementary students. 
The analysis of such findings can help clarify the extent to which reading motivation 
does, in fact, predict reading ability when other cognitive and linguistic factors have 
been controlled for. This exploration will also help understand the various ways in 
which motivation can be better utilized to increase reading achievement, particu-
larly among young readers.
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5.1  �Introduction

The ability to comprehend written text depends on several factors, among which 
both cognitive and motivational aspects play a significant role (Guthrie et al. 1999; 
Schaffner and Schiefele 2013). Comprehension is complex, and relies on the articu-
lation of several reading sub processes that occur concurrently (Van Dyke and 
Shankweiler 2013). Evidence has demonstrated that reading sub processes, as well 
as other cognitive aspects, can predict reading competence in different ways. 
Vocabulary, decoding skills, and phonological awareness are among the most widely 
analyzed sub processes predicting comprehension ability, but there is also evidence 
about the role of prior knowledge and strategy use, and how they affect our under-
standing of written text (Stahl and McKenna 2006; Afflerbach 1990; Hirsch 2006; 
Pearson and Hamm 2005). More recently, studies have attended to the role that 
executive skills have in determining reading ability. Among these functions, cogni-
tive flexibility has been identified as contributing to significant unique variance to 
reading comprehension in the different elementary grades, even beyond other cog-
nitive factors (Altemeier et al. 2008).

Overall, evidence seems to point to the notion that a combination of cognitive 
and linguistic aspects has traditionally explained partial variance in reading com-
prehension, with lower-level processes such as word recognition, phonological pro-
cessing and processing speed (among others) predicting from 15% to 70% of 
comprehension variance (Katzir et al. 2006). As children grow and encounter more 
complex texts and tasks, comprehension ability relies more strongly on skills such 
as the use of background knowledge or higher order thinking. More recently, 
research has also examined the ways in which motivational aspects play a role in the 
reader’s ability to comprehend text. The contribution of motivation has been largely 
examined considering different theoretical approaches to motivation, among which 
are, for example, self-determination (Ryan and Deci 2000), and expectancy value. 
Self-determination theory focuses on intrinsic motivation to read. Intrinsic motiva-
tion to read refers to an individual’s desire to read out of personal enjoyment and 
pleasure. This type of motivation has been proven to have a stronger and more deci-
sive impact on academic achievement, and more specifically in reading (Wigfield 
et al. 2004; Schiefele et al. 2012). Engaged students typically spend more time read-
ing because they find it pleasurable and valuable, and interact with peers who also 
value reading (McLaughlin 2012). On the other hand, extrinsic motivation refers to 
external rewards associated with good reading habits, such as grades, social valua-
tion, parental approval, or other material rewards. Evidence has demonstrated the 
negative impact of extrinsic rewards on comprehension (Yin-Kum 2008; Ryan and 
Deci 2000), unless combined with intrinsic motivation (Wang and Guthrie 2004).

Recent studies about the role of motivation in reading comprehension have 
explored how students’ expectations for success, together with the value students 
give to reading tasks, affect their understanding of text (Cartwright et al. 2016). 
Students who believe they are good readers and value reading are also students 
who perform better at reading comprehension tasks. This finding has been largely 
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confirmed for older students, particularly those in the upper elementary and middle 
grades (Wang and Guthrie 2004; Bozack and Salvaggio 2013), but not as exten-
sively among younger children. These studies are rooted in expectancy-value the-
ory. Among the findings for older students, it has been shown that motivation can 
predict comprehension among older children, controlling for factors such as initial 
comprehension levels (Taboada et  al. 2009) or cognitive and linguistic factors 
(Bozack and Salvaggio 2013; Wang and Guthrie 2004).

For students in the lower elementary grades, correlational studies have examined 
reading motivation and achievement yielding important insights into: (a) the direc-
tionality/bi directionality of the relationship (Morgan and Fuchs 2007); (b) the evo-
lution of the relationship across grade levels (Meece and Miller 1999; McKenna 
et  al. 1995); and (c) the magnitude of the correlation (Morgan and Fuchs 2007; 
Petscher 2010). More recently, analyses have addressed the role of students’ expec-
tations for success, together with the value students give to reading tasks, and how 
these affect their understanding of text (Cartwright et al. 2016). Motivated readers 
not only believe in their own ability to comprehend texts, but also value and see 
reading as a pleasurable activity, and show better levels of performance on compre-
hension tasks. These studies have confirmed that motivation can predict comprehen-
sion among younger children, but there is a need to further explore these findings by 
also looking at the role factors such as initial comprehension levels (Taboada et al. 
2009), cognition and language play in the ways in which motivation and compre-
hension are related (Bozack and Salvaggio 2013; Wang and Guthrie 2004).

Understanding the extent to which motivation predicts achievement under these 
predicaments can be a much more complex task, as several contextual and linguistic 
factors must be accounted for. The use of different theoretical stances that may have 
been adopted to define reading motivation and the use of different tools to assess 
motivation may make it difficult to compare studies. While these potential difficul-
ties may partially explain the reason why few studies have addressed the predictive 
nature of reading comprehension, it is important to examine how motivation con-
tributes to reading achievement among children who are just starting to become 
independent readers, especially if it can be a driver that helps struggling readers 
persevere in reading activity despite their difficulties (Morgan and Fuchs 2007).

Similarly, the predictive role of reading motivation on comprehension can also 
be difficult to analyze if studies have examined motivation using self-reporting tools 
that have not been validated, because young children may interpret questions differ-
ently (Nolen 2007). On the other hand, self-reported questionnaires that are built 
around clearly defined motivational constructs facilitate the understanding of the 
contributions that can be attributed to motivation as a predictor of reading achieve-
ment. For example, studies like the ones analyzed by Morgan and Fuchs in 2007 
(e.g., Chapman and Tunmer 1995; Lepola et al. 2000; Gottfried 1990) used tools 
where constructs such as competency beliefs and goal orientations were clearly 
delineated and could be empirically determined. Such tools have the potential to 
determine how specific motivation constructs may be linked to comprehension 
enhancement. When comparing findings from various predictive studies, it is also 
important to analyze results by creating categories that include findings that are 
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comparable among them. For example, studies in which controlled variables 
included verbal ability, verbal knowledge, vocabulary, or language, have estimated 
the percentage of variance explained by reading motivation to be as low as 6% and 
as high as 65% (see, for example, Stutz et al. 2016; and Wang and Guthrie 2004).

5.2  �Method

To examine the findings from studies predicting reading outcomes from reading 
motivation, we searched for published studies dated from the year 2000 onwards. 
Rather than conducting a meta-analysis, we chose the systematic review approach. 
Researchers who have analyzed the predictive value of reading motivation on com-
prehension have used a wide array of theoretical approaches, data collection tools, 
and outcome variables in their studies. The variety in these procedures would make 
it very difficult to compare findings from a meta-analytical perspective. Pooling 
effect estimates from individual studies that have not defined reading motivation in 
the same way may lead to confusion about how much variation in motivation affects 
comprehension. A systematic review, on the other hand, allows for more heteroge-
neity because they require a search in the entire body of the literature, yet at the 
same time it maintains rigorous control over selection for inclusion and exclusion 
and replicability (Pawson et al. 2005).

To address our question of how much variation can be accounted for by motiva-
tion, when cognitive and linguistic aspects are controlled, we conducted a wide 
search of published studies using the EBSCO, Psychology and Behavioral Sciences 
Collection, JSTOR, and ERIC databases as our search engines. The search param-
eters included: (1) studies published after 2000; (2) published in an indexed, peer-
reviewed journal; and (3) use of rigorous research methods reporting percentage of 
variance explained by motivation components. Similar criteria have been used in 
other reviews of prediction studies such as in Linder et al. (2013), and La Paro and 
Pianta (2000). We also used the reference sections of some selected publications to 
identify additional sources that would meet the three criteria. Abstracts were exam-
ined in more detail and used to group the studies according to motivation compo-
nents used as predictors and reading components used as outcome variables. A total 
of 840 publications emerged from the first search. A second round of reviews was 
made to ensure that criterion 3 (reporting percentage of variance explained) was 
met. A considerable number of studies had to be excluded because they did not 
focus mainly on elementary grade readers. This inclusion criteria was determined 
precisely because of the lack of studies examining the predictability of motivation 
over comprehension within that specific school-grade level (Stutz et  al. 2016; 
McElvany et al. 2008). Similarly, a considerable number of publications addressed 
the correlation between motivation and reading achievement, (see, for example, 
Schiefele et al. 2012; Schaffner et al. 2013; De Naeghel and Van Keer 2013) but did 
not conduct regressions to examine the extent to which motivation would contribute 
to reading comprehension performance.
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We found 15 articles published in renowned peer-reviewed reading journals that 
fulfilled the above-listed criteria. This amount is quite small, considering the much 
larger quantity of studies where predictive analyses of motivation and reading com-
prehension were conducted for older students, particularly in middle school. 
Table 5.1 lists the studies that were eligible and the features examined.

Among the selected publications, some examined the predictive value of motiva-
tion on comprehension for more and less-competent readers. Others (e.g., Wang and 
Guthrie 2004), compared the predictive power of extrinsic versus intrinsic motiva-
tion while at the same time examining these variables from a cross-cultural perspec-
tive (e.g., U.S. versus Chinese students). Only one study was found which examined 
the extent to which reading motivation predicted comprehension among students for 
whom English was a second or foreign language, although several published arti-
cles explore this aspect among high-school and college readers.

Once studies were selected we classified them based on whether results explained 
controlling for cognitive, linguistic factors and/or other factors, although we must 
admit that there is considerable overlap of these measures in the majority of the 
studies analyzed. However, we report them separately, and we categorized them in 
either group based on the most salient features the researchers had controlled for. 
Linguistic factors included specific reading subprocesses, such as decoding, prior 
reading ability, verbal processing or verbal ability in general, whereas cognitive fac-
tors included executive functions, comprehension strategy use or working memory. 
Although executive functions and working memory are required to adequately 
decode words and retrieve information when reading, they are also considered cog-
nitive because they allow readers cognitive flexibility to adjust their reading strate-
gies and purposes for the sake of comprehension.

In the next two sections, we discuss these findings with particular emphasis on 
the amount of variance explained by motivation in each case. Prior to that, we com-
ment on some general themes that emerged from our analysis of the selected 
articles.

5.3  �Results

5.3.1  �General Aspects

Our search for articles that examined the predictive role of reading motivation on 
reading comprehension ratified what previous authors had observed regarding the 
lack of studies focusing on early elementary students (e.g., Cartwright et al. 2016; 
Wang and Guthrie 2004). We agree with authors who emphasize the need to com-
prehend the unique ways in which motivation supports comprehension as early as 
possible, particularly for students who, as early as second grade, begin to exhibit 
poor reading ability. Understanding the ways in which motivation contributes to a 
student’s reading ability in a timely manner can allow teachers to provide the 
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Table 5.1  Motivation predictors of reading comprehension controlling for cognitive and linguistic 
aspects

Reference/Study

Approach to 
Reading 
Motivation

Amount of Variance 
explained

Cognitive and 
Linguistic Aspects 
Controlled

1. Martínez, R. S., Aricak, 
O. T., & Jewell, J. (2008). 
Influence of reading attitude 
on reading achievement: A 
test of the temporal-
interaction model. Psychology 
In The Schools, 45(10), 
1010–1023.

Implicit models of 
reading (Schraw 
and Bruning 1999; 
Unrau and 
Schlackman 2006).

22% Cognitive ability, 
prior reading 
achievement.

2. Park, Y. (2011). How 
motivational constructs 
interact to predict elementary 
students’ reading 
performance: Examples from 
attitudes and self-concept in 
reading. Learning and 
Individual Differences, 21, 
347–358.

Expectancy-value 
(intrinsic vs. 
extrinsic 
motivation).

17% Gender, SES, amount 
of reading outside 
school, class mean 
SES and within class 
proportion of 
students with reading 
difficulties.

3. Liebfreund, M. D., & 
Conradi, K. (2016). 
Component skills affecting 
elementary students’ 
informational text 
comprehension. Reading & 
Writing, 29, 1141–1160.

Construction-
integration model 
(Kintsch 1988, 
1998, 2004) and 
interactive 
compensatory 
model (Stanovich 
1980).

62.5% Cognitive ability.

4. Guthrie, J. T., Hoa, L. W., 
Wigfield, A., Tonks, S. M., 
Humenick, N. M., & Littles, 
E. (2007). Reading motivation 
and reading comprehension 
growth in the later elementary 
years. Contemporary 
Educational Psychology, 32, 
282–313.

Engagement 
model (Guthrie 
and Wigfield 
2000).

12% (interest as 
motivation),
22% (choice as 
motivation), 12% 
(involvement as 
motivation), and
9% (overall 
motivation).

Pre-test reading 
comprehension.

5. Stutz, F., Schaffner, E., & 
Schiefele, U. (2016). 
Relations among reading 
motivation, reading amount, 
and reading comprehension in 
the early elementary grades. 
Learning and Individual 
Differences, 45, 101–113.

Expectancy-value 
(intrinsic vs. 
extrinsic reading 
motivation).

6% Cognitive ability and 
socioeconomic 
status.

(continued)
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Table 5.1  (continued)

Reference/Study

Approach to 
Reading 
Motivation

Amount of Variance 
explained

Cognitive and 
Linguistic Aspects 
Controlled

6. Schaffner, E., Philipp, M., 
& Schiefele, U. (2014). 
Reciprocal effects between 
intrinsic reading motivation 
and reading competence? A 
cross-lagged panel model for 
academic track and non-
academic track students. 
Journal of Research in 
Reading, 1–18.

Expectancy-value 
(intrinsic vs. 
extrinsic 
motivation).

N/A (factor 
analysis)

Cognitive ability.

7. Guthrie, J. T., Wigfield, A., 
Humenick, N. M., 
Perencevich, K. C., Taboada, 
A., & Barbosa, P. (2006). 
Influences of stimulating 
tasks on reading motivation 
and comprehension. Journal 
of Educational Research, 
99(4), 232–245.

Engagement 
perspective.

Number of 
stimulating tasks in 
reading 
comprehension 
accounted for 22% 
of variance in 
motivation.

Controlling for 
beginning of year 
reading 
comprehension. 
Motivation has a 
mediating effect.

8. Logan, S., Medford, E. & 
Hughes, N. (2011). The 
importance of intrinsic 
motivation for high and low 
ability readers’ reading 
comprehension performance. 
Learning and Individual 
Differences, 21, 124–128.

Expectancy-value 
(intrinsic vs. 
extrinsic 
motivation) in 
proficient vs 
struggling readers.

21% among 
low-ability readers.

Cognitive and verbal 
ability.

9. Howse, R. B., Lange, G., 
Farran, D. C., & Boyles, C. D. 
(2003). Motivation and 
self-regulation as predictors 
of achievement in 
economically disadvantaged 
young children. The Journal 
of Experimental Education, 
71(2), 111–174.

Motivation and 
self-regulation.

36% together with 
vocabulary 
knowledge and 
self-regulation, 5% 
motivation alone.

Age, cognitive 
ability, and ethnicity.

10. Wang, J. H.-Y. & Guthrie, 
J. T. (2004). Modeling the 
effects of intrinsic motivation, 
extrinsic motivation, amount 
of reading, and past reading 
achievement on text 
comprehension between U.S. 
and Chinese students. 
Reading Research Quarterly, 
39, 162–186.

Expectancy-value 
(cross-cultural, 
compared U.S. and 
Chinese students).

64% for U.S. 
students, and 73% 
for Chinese 
students.

Past reading 
achievement, reading 
amount, and extrinsic 
motivation.

(continued)
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Table 5.1  (continued)

Reference/Study

Approach to 
Reading 
Motivation

Amount of Variance 
explained

Cognitive and 
Linguistic Aspects 
Controlled

11. Cartwright, K. B., 
Marshall, T. R., & Wray, E. 
(2016). A
Longitudinal study of the role 
of Reading motivation in 
primary Students’ reading 
comprehension: Implications 
for a less simple view of 
reading. Reading Psychology, 
37(1), 55–91.

Expectancy-value. 19.9% in 
longitudinal studies.

Verbal ability, initial 
reading 
comprehension, some 
executive functions.

12. Lepola, J., Niemi, P., 
Kuikka, M., & Hannula, M. 
(2005). Cognitive-linguistic 
skills and motivation as 
longitudinal predictors of 
reading and arithmetic 
achievement: A follow-up 
study from Kindergarten to 
Grade 2. International 
Journal of Educational 
Research, 43, 250–271.

Motivational 
orientations: Task 
orientation and 
social dependence.

6–11% Linguistic skills.

13. Taboada, A., Tonks, S., 
Wigfield, A., & Guthrie, J. 
(2009). Effects of 
motivational and cognitive 
variables on reading 
comprehension. Reading and 
Writing: An Interdisciplinary 
Journal, 22, 85–106.

Internal 
dimensions.

11.8% Cognitive ability.

14. Katzir, T., Lesaux, N. & 
Kim, Y. S. (2009). The role of 
reading’ self-concept and 
home literacy practices in 
fourth-grade reading 
comprehension. Reading and 
Writing, 22, 261–276.

Self-perception 
and attitudes 
towards reading.

17%reading 
difficulty
14%, reading 
competence6%, and 
attitude towards 
reading 8%

Age, verbal ability, 
and word reading 
skills.

15. Solheim, O. J. (2011). The 
impact of reading self-
efficacy and task value on 
reading comprehension scores 
in diferent item formats. 
Reading Psychology, 32(1), 
1–27.

Expectancy-value. 20% for multiple 
choice items, 26% 
for constructed 
(essay-type) 
response.

Word reading ability, 
listening 
comprehension and 
non-verbal ability.
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necessary scaffolding and instructional support that will allow that student to 
become an autonomous reader. Motivation refers to individual drives about expecta-
tions of success on reading tasks, but also leads to valuing reading activities, which 
in turn make it likely for students to spend more time engaged in literacy. A consid-
erable amount of evidence supports the notion that intrinsic motivation is strongly 
linked to reading amount (Wang and Guthrie 2004), and that reading amount facili-
tates or at least mediates the acquisition of higher levels of comprehension (Guthrie 
et al. 1999).

Another aspect emerging from our search reveals the small repertoire of studies 
focusing on the predictive role of motivation on comprehension for second language 
learners. Only one article was found to address this group of readers in the elemen-
tary grades (Netten et al. 2011). Globalization has brought forth a huge increase in 
the number of children who, for various reasons, have to deal with comprehension 
in a second or foreign language, often with considerable disadvantages due to lack 
of language knowledge. Just as reading sub-processes do transfer from L1 to L2, it 
is possible that students who like to read in their home language be also motivated 
to read in a second language, particularly when literature in L2 offers a wider array 
of topics, genres, or formats. Just as research on comprehension in first language 
acknowledges the role of motivation in a person’s ability to comprehend text 
(McLaughlin 2012), considering the extent to which motivation to read in the first 
language may transfer to reading in a second language can be informative of the 
ways in which these constructs interact regardless of text language.

Finally, our revision of articles examining the predictive role of reading motiva-
tion and its unique contribution to reading achievement revealed that the majority of 
studies exhibited a combination of cognitive and linguistic factors as variables con-
trolled for. Only 3 of the selected studies report variance explained by comprehen-
sion when purely cognitive variables are controlled (e.g., Liebfreund and Conradi 
2016; Martínez et al. 2008; Guthrie et al. 2007). In most of the studies, however, 
authors not only report a combination of cognitive and linguistic variables, but also 
include demographic aspects such as gender, socioeconomic status, amount of read-
ing, reading difficulty, ethnicity and listening comprehension. In the majority of the 
studies the unique variance explained by motivation is reported along with the per-
centage attributed to the other factors analyzed.

5.3.2  �Predictive Role of Motivation when Cognitive Factors 
Are Controlled

Traditionally, motivation to read has been strongly correlated with reading ability, 
with better comprehenders generally exhibiting higher levels of intrinsic reading 
motivation than those who have difficulty comprehending texts (Baker and Wigfield 
1999; Chapman and Tunmer 1995; Gottfried 1990). Students who struggle with 
comprehension are easily frustrated when confronted with texts that pose high 
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demands on cognitive skills, particularly verbal processing, but also executive func-
tions such as working memory. Most struggling readers use a considerable amount 
of their working memory and other cognitive tools to process text at the decoding 
level, thus deploying valuable cognitive resources before they can focus on compre-
hension. On the other hand, retrieving information, making connections, cross-
checking and monitoring are all strategies proficient readers use with relative ease. 
These students do not need to use a huge amount of cognitive resources to decode 
because they have already “cracked the code”, so most of their decoding is effort-
less. Because the use of these skills yields positive results in reading competence, 
their motivation to read is boosted. Low-performing students, on the other hand, 
may be easily frustrated and give up when comprehension demands become over-
whelming. Frustration causes loss of interest in reading. Thus, the cause-effect rela-
tionship between reading failure and non-motivated readers can often be observed 
among low-performing readers, and it is usually a vicious circle that is difficult to 
break. Logan et al. (2011) observed that intrinsic motivation explained up to 21% of 
the variance in comprehension for low-ability students along with decoding, 
whereas for competent readers, most of the variance is explained by verbal ability. 
Motivation can be especially important for students identified with reading difficul-
ties, particularly at the early elementary level, because it provides the emotional 
energy that allows them to be persistent in the task and not give up when facing 
difficulties. In line with Morgan and Fuchs (2007) and Law and Chan (2003), Logan 
et al. (2011) emphasize the importance of enhancing readers’ intrinsic motivation 
early in their school lives so that they do not become frustrated when confronted 
with difficult reading tasks. Another study by Schaffner et  al. (2014), however, 
found a stronger impact of intrinsic motivation (R2 = 0.63) over reading ability for 
students in an academic track —and therefore better-performing students— than for 
those in non-academic tracks in German schools. The authors identify a reciprocal 
relationship between the two constructs that is strongly dependent on school track 
affiliation, controlling for prior reading ability.

Howse et al. (2003) analyzed the role of motivation as a predictor of reading abil-
ity among Kindergarten at-risk (e.g. economically disadvantaged) and no-risk (mid-
dle SES) students. Using stepwise regressions, they were able to determine that 
motivation was a significant predictor of reading achievement that, along with self-
regulation and vocabulary, could explain up to 36% of the variance in reading 
scores. However, motivation alone only explained 5% of the variance. The findings 
also showed that motivation contributed in similar ways for children at risk as well 
as for children who are not at risk.

The ability to comprehend different text types may also be mediated by motiva-
tion in different ways. Liebfreund and Conradi (2016) examined the unique contri-
butions of motivation to students’ comprehension of informational text beyond 
grade and age. Together with decoding, vocabulary and prior knowledge, intrinsic 
motivation to read explained 63% of total variance. More specifically, intrinsic 
motivation could explain additional variance in a smaller amount, but when looking 
at the way in which each factor impacted comprehension, intrinsic motivation and 
vocabulary were consistent predictors of informational text comprehension for low-
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ability readers, a finding that is in line with what was observed by Logan et  al. 
(2011). In line with Schiefele (1999), the authors suggest that the ways in which 
motivation influences and predicts comprehension ability differs across different 
types of readers. Furthermore, intrinsic motivation was a significant predictor of 
reading growth over time, mainly for low-performing readers, a finding that was 
also identified by Logan et al. (2011). In a secondary analysis of PIRLS data for 
U.S. students, Park (2011) analyzed reading attitude and self-concept in relation to 
reading ability for over 5000 students. Multilevel analysis showed that the extent to 
which reading motivation can predict reading ability among fourth graders is 
strongly dependent on a combination of motivational facets. For example, the ways 
in which peers perceived a reader’s competence was a better predictor of reading 
ability if the reader also had a high self-perception of his or her ability to compre-
hend text. All in all, however, Park was able to establish that motivation could 
explain 17% of the variance in reading comprehension controlling for SES, amount 
of reading, and percentage of students with reading difficulties. Similarly, Guthrie 
et al. (2007) found motivation to be a significant predictor of end-of-year compre-
hension, with reading interest explaining 12% of its variance and book choice 
explaining 22% of variance in reading growth, controlling for prior reading skills. 
The fact that variance explanation changes depending on which motivational aspect 
is taken into account is yet another proof of how complex the contribution of read-
ing motivation can be. As a multidimensional concept, the role of motivation as a 
predictor of reading ability can vary, with different facets having varying levels of 
predictive power, depending on which domain is observed. Both studies also stress 
the importance of targeting intrinsic motivation after confirming that self-related 
facets of motivation are more strongly and positively related to reading ability.

Taboada et  al. (2009) also found that motivation, background knowledge and 
cognitive strategy use made significant independent contributions to fourth-grade 
children’s reading ability when other variables were controlled. Similarly, Cartwright 
et al. (2016) found a significant contribution of reading motivation to comprehen-
sion, both concurrently and longitudinally beyond decoding, verbal ability and 
executive function. These two studies confirm the notion that motivation can predict 
reading comprehension growth over time, even for young readers. Along similar 
lines, the research conducted by Martínez et al. (2008) suggests that reading motiva-
tion in the early grades can have a temporal interaction upon later reading achieve-
ment that must not be overlooked. They looked at fourth-grade students reading 
attitudes using the ERAS (McKenna and Kear 1990) and correlated these scores 
with fourth-grade reading achievement measures but found relatively low levels of 
correlation. Four months later, they assessed reading ability in fifth grade. Results 
showed that motivation to read in fourth grade predicted reading achievement in 
fifth grade and could account for 22% of the variance in fifth-grade reading achieve-
ment. These findings were in line with what Kush et al. (2005) had observed when 
analyzing reading achievement and motivation of second- and third- graders which 
did not correlate, but, when regressing seventh-grade scores for the same students, 
observed that both second-grade measures showed causal paths to seventh-grade 
reading. These results point to the fact that early reading motivation does impact 
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future reading performance, thus supporting the need for better understanding of 
motivational patterns when children are in the early stages of reading.

5.3.3  �Predictive Value of Reading Motivation when Linguistic 
Factors Are Controlled

A small number of the studies we selected found that motivation predicted compre-
hension over and above linguistic factors. Language skills have been found to be 
strongly related to children’s ability to comprehend texts (Cain et al. 2004) particu-
larly when children are learning to read. For example, aspects such as word decod-
ing and listening comprehension (Verhoeven and van Leeuwe 2008) have been 
identified as strong predictors of reading comprehension for elementary students; 
however, some linguistic factors are also strongly tied to reading sub processes and 
cognitive skills. For example, the ability to know and understand the meaning of an 
unfamiliar way may depend on a reader’s language knowledge, such as the use of 
morphemic (Carlisle 2000) or syntactic analysis (Mokhtari and Thompson 2006) to 
determine a word’s meaning, but it may also relate to cognitive tasks such as asso-
ciation to background knowledge or the use of contextual information (Fenson et al. 
1994; Van der Schuit et al. 2011). It is therefore not surprising that in most cases the 
studies that examined motivation as a predictor of comprehension controlled for 
both cognitive and linguistic factors at the same time. In fact, three of the studies we 
identified exhibit a combination of these two aspects: Katzir et al. (2009), Cartwright 
et al. (2016), and Logan et al. (2011), whereas only one of them (Lepola et al. 2005) 
focused on motivation and comprehension in relation to verbal skills.

Logan and colleagues found that verbal IQ explained significant variance among 
successful readers, whereas for poorer readers, variance in comprehension was 
explained by decoding skills, not intrinsic motivation. When they looked at the role 
of intrinsic motivation on reading growth, the low ability group seemed to benefit 
more than the more competent group. This can be explained by the fact that more 
proficient readers have already acquired an adequate proficiency level on those ver-
bal skills required to better understand a text. Less proficient readers, by contrast, 
must rely on a series of low-level verbal skills associated with decoding or word 
recognition. This finding is interesting, because previous studies had mainly empha-
sized the impact of intrinsic motivation on competent readers, and boosting intrinsic 
motivation on low-ability may significantly contribute to their improvement across 
the years. The pedagogical implications tap into the notion that there are many 
things teachers can do that develop intrinsic reading motivation among struggling 
readers, particularly when it comes to matching reader ability to text level, or to 
allowing choice in terms of genre, topic, or reading format.

Along the same lines, a follow-up study conducted by Lepola et al. (2005) exam-
ined the extent to which motivational orientations (specifically task orientation and 
social dependence) in Kindergarten Finnish students predicted their reading and 
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mathematical skills in Grades 1 and 2. They showed that these motivational traits 
could explain between 6 and 11% of variance in second grade comprehension, con-
tributing in different ways, over and above prior abilities. For beginning readers, a 
higher level of task focus made a stronger impact, whereas children with lower level 
reading ability showed higher levels of social dependence. Furthermore, children 
who exhibited lower levels of performance in mathematics and reading exhibited 
downward motivation trajectories that were strongly associated to their achieve-
ment in both areas. Lepola et al. (2005) identified task orientation (a sub-construct 
within intrinsic motivation) to have a unique contribution to reading achievement 
when controlling for linguistic skills, and that this contribution was higher among 
students in second grade than in the lower grades. Among kindergartners, task ori-
entation contributed to decoding, but not to comprehension, a finding that is in line 
with Schiefele et  al. (2012) who report that higher levels of intrinsic motivation 
(particularly involvement) significantly correlated with comprehension among 
younger students (second and third grade). Findings from the studies we have 
described highlight the powerful role of motivation in beginning reading instruc-
tion, and point to the need to strengthen this predictor as soon as children begin 
reading instruction. As Lepola et al. (2005) show, children who are strongly depen-
dent on others to carry out their tasks exhibit lower levels of motivation as they 
move up the grade levels, along with lower levels of performance. This may be 
explained by a loss in the “sense of control” that takes place early in their schooling, 
especially when children who struggle with reading see themselves as falling behind 
those who exhibit better levels of performance. These students require ongoing sup-
port from others (social dependence), which, as their studies suggest, negatively 
impact their reading autonomy over the years (Greenfield Spira et al. 2005; Niemi 
et al. 1999).

Finally, a study by Katzir et al. (2009) indicated that readers’ self-concept was 
positively associated with reading ability, specifically the student’s sense of ease 
with reading. They accounted for age, word reading and verbal ability. Results 
showed that children who believed reading was easy had higher comprehension 
scores. Of the three self-concept components, they assessed, sense of ease explained 
the highest percent of variance (14%). In line with the work of Gottfried (1990), 
Guthrie et al. (1999), and others, the authors support the fact that reading depends 
on both cognitive and motivational factors beyond linguistic ability, and point to 
children’s perception of their own reading ability as an important contributor to 
reading performance.

5.3.4  �Other Factors Reported

Many of the studies we analyzed also explored other factors that either mediated or 
affected reading performance and motivation. Among the most frequently reported 
factors is amount of reading, which has been found to be a mediator of the effect of 
intrinsic motivation on comprehension (see, for example, Schaffner et  al. 2013; 

5  To What Extent Is Reading Motivation a Significant Predictor of Reading…



92

Guthrie et al. 1999). Solheim (2011), for example, examined the impact of intrinsic 
motivation on reading comprehension with different test formats used to assess 
comprehension. Using expectancy-value as a framework for motivation, she estab-
lished that motivation to read accounts for additional variance in comprehension (20 
to 26%) controlling for word reading ability, listening comprehension and other 
cognitive abilities. Reading self-efficacy predicted Norwegian students’ reading 
performance on multiple-choice test formats for children who had lower levels of 
self-efficacy, whereas for students who exhibited higher self-perceptions of their 
reading ability, self-efficacy did not predict comprehension scores. These results 
emphasize the notion that self-efficacy is an important feature affecting the develop-
ment of reading comprehension. Students who show higher levels of self-efficacy 
feel motivated when confronted with more challenging reading tasks such as more 
elaborated response, whereas students with lower levels of self-efficacy may feel 
more comfortable and better trained to respond to multiple-choice questions. As 
Solheim states, “the level of self-efficacy affects how much students understand of 
the texts they read about but probably also the degree to which they are able to dem-
onstrate what they have actually understood” (p. 22). From a pedagogical stand-
point, then, it would be important to ensure that students who perceive themselves 
as low efficacious be given plenty of opportunities to demonstrate their understand-
ing of text in formats such as constructed response or short answer questions. In 
times of high-stakes standardized assessment, this restates the need to look for more 
in-depth ways to identify students’ reading ability than a traditional multiple-choice 
format.

5.4  �Conclusion

The current chapter has addressed the extent to which reading motivation predicts 
reading comprehension controlling for cognitive and linguistic factors. We decided 
to focus on the elementary grades because there is a lack of studies reporting pre-
dictability in these grade levels (Schiefele et al. 2016; Hamilton et al. 2013; Law 
2008). Our search for studies reporting variance explained, and controlling for cog-
nitive and linguistic factors proved that only a handful of studies have addressed this 
topic in the early elementary grades, and few of them explain how they controlled 
for such factors in an isolated manner. In terms of methods, the most widely used 
are multiple regressions, hierarchical regressions and structural equation modeling. 
All studies confirm that it is intrinsic, and not extrinsic motivation, which is most 
closely related with reading competence, a finding that has been consistent in the 
literature.

On the other hand, our findings show that the percentage of variance explained 
by intrinsic motivation varies significantly: it can be as low as 6% or as high as 64%. 
The wide range in variance can be explained as a function of the amount of factors 
controlled for and the extent to which these are disaggregated. The variance 
explained also differs as a function of some individual aspects such as reading abil-
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ity (e.g. Logan et  al. 2011), socioeconomic status (Katzir et  al. 2009) and age 
(Howse et al. 2003), or a combination of all these aspects and their relationship to 
self-efficacy. For example, for older readers performing at grade level, the correla-
tion between reading ability and self-efficacy (an intrinsic motivation construct) is 
stronger than for younger students or for students with some degree of reading dif-
ficulty (Chapman and Tunmer 1995; Lepola et al. 2000; Chapman et al. 2000).

Similarly, the difference in the amount of variance explained by intrinsic motiva-
tion in the studies we examined can also be attributed to the type of reading it refers 
to. As De Naeghel et al. (2012) point out, the independent contribution of intrinsic 
motivation, and particularly reading self-concept to reading achievement, is higher 
when it pertains recreational reading than when it impacts academic reading. 
Students who read in their leisure time are more motivated than those who do not. 
Likewise, they tend to read self-chosen texts, which, in turn, boost their interest in 
reading. Although some of this intrinsic motivation is likely to transfer to more 
academic reading instances, the amount of variance explained by intrinsic motiva-
tion may also be a function of the reading situation a student is involved in.

Together, all the articles stress the importance of developing positive reading 
self-concepts among students as early as possible. Notably, self-efficacy is one of 
the strongest predictors of comprehension ability (Chapman and Tunmer 1995; 
Lepola et al. 2000). In fourth grade students, self-efficacy is positively related to 
reading comprehension (Katzir et al. 2009; Shell et al. 1995), even after controlling 
for verbal ability and word reading skills. Building high levels of self-efficacy is 
particularly important for those students with learning disabilities; since their read-
ing motivation decreases earlier, and negatively impacts reading comprehension 
(Chapman et al. 2000; Tabassam and Grainger 2002). As one examines the findings 
presented by the articles included in this revision, it becomes even more evident that 
research on the predictive role of reading motivation in the early grades can posi-
tively impact the development of practices to foster self-efficacy and other motiva-
tional constructs before comprehension is affected.
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Abstract  This study examined the reading motivation of struggling readers in kin-
dergarten through third grade (n = 52) with respect to factors associated with moti-
vation, gender and age/grade level differences. Students’ reading motivation was 
assessed using the Me and My Reading Profile (MMRP) with follow-up interviews 
conducted with 20% of the students (n = 13). Confirmatory factor analyses con-
firmed three factors associated with motivation to read: self-concept, value, and lit-
eracy out loud. Analysis of variance (ANOVA) on the scores on the MMRP revealed 
a statistically significant difference between the factors of value and literacy out 
loud, with value being the most positively rated factor. With respect to gender, 
ANOVA revealed that girls reported more positive motivation to read than boys, 
with girls scoring higher than boys on all three factors. The grade level analysis 
revealed that second and third grade students scored significantly higher on each 
factor, reflecting more positive motivation than students in kindergarten and first 
grade. These findings confirm the three factors associated with motivation to read 
(self-concept, value, and literacy out loud) reported in an earlier study and extends 
the findings to struggling readers in kindergarten through third grade. This finding 
challenges the notion that there is an inverse relationship between age/grade level 
and motivation to read. The findings of this study suggest that for struggling readers, 
motivation to read increases from Grades K/1 to 2/3.
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There has been increasing interest in the role of motivation in the reading develop-
ment of young children during the past two decades. Motivation is recognized as 
one of the key prerequisites for fostering reading proficiency according to a position 
paper published by the International Reading Association (2000). Young children 
who are struggling readers tend to be less motivated to engage in reading tasks and 
activities than proficient readers. Less proficient, or struggling readers, have more 
negative self-concepts (Chapman et al. 2000; Stanovich et al. 1998), feel more help-
less (Sabatino 1982; Valas 1999), and avoid reading activities (Salonen et al. 1998) 
more often than their peers. Research suggests that low motivation to read may be a 
critical factor in reading failure (Morgan et al. 2008; Sideridis et al. 2006).

Children who do not choose to engage in reading rarely become proficient read-
ers (Guthrie et al. 2001; Hiebert 2009). A number of studies indicate that students 
who spend more time reading become better readers (Allington and McGill-Franzen 
2003; Cunningham and Stanovich 1998; Taylor et al. 1990; Wigfield and Guthrie 
1997). Motivation to read is also associated with a number of important correlates, 
such as higher reading achievement, greater conceptual understanding, and the abil-
ity to sustain engagement when reading tasks are challenging (Guthrie and 
Humenick 2004; Morgan and Fuchs 2007). Therefore, supporting and nurturing 
reading motivation is crucial to improving the literacy development of young chil-
dren, particularly struggling readers.

According to Wigfield and Guthrie (1997), highly motivated children read three 
times as much outside of school as their less motivated peers. Guthrie et al. (1999) 
reported that motivation significantly predicted the amount of reading practice chil-
dren engaged in after statistically controlling for prior reading achievement. Thus, 
Guthrie et al. concluded that motivation is the “preeminent predictor” of frequent 
reading. Unfortunately, struggling readers are often unmotivated to read (e.g., 
Chapman 1988; Lepola et al. 2000). Because of the link between motivation to read 
and reading practice, poor readers’ lack of motivation is increasingly suggested as 
an underlying cause of long-term reading difficulties (e.g., Baker 2000; Gambrell 
and Morrow 1996; Pressley 2002; Quirk and Schwanenflugel 2004; Stanovich 
1986; Wigfield and Eccles 2000). Morgan and Fuchs (2007) reviewed 15 studies 
and found a modest correlation between young children’s reading skills and reading 
motivation. They suggest a bidirectional relationship exists between reading skills 
and motivation. According to Morgan and Fuchs, young children’s reading skills 
and motivation influence each other and this affects their later reading development, 
pointing to the need to provide instruction and interventions to counteract both poor 
reading skills and motivation.

Despite the wide range of studies conducted on motivation, the affective compo-
nents of reading motivation are not well characterized for younger struggling read-
ers. Two factors that appear frequently in the literature are self-concept and 
appreciation of the value of reading (Brophy 2004, 2008; Chapman and Tunmer 
1995; Eccles et al. 1993; Wigfield and Eccles 2000). In a recent study that explored 
the reading motivation of children in Grades K–2, Marinak et al. (2015) identified a 
third factor, literacy out loud. While beliefs about self-concept and value of reading 
focus on personal beliefs, literacy out loud focuses on external demonstrations of 
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reading such as reading out loud to others and talking about books with others. The 
primary goal of the present study was to characterize the reading motivation of 
struggling readers in Grades K–3, and more specifically to determine if the factor 
identified as literacy out loud plays a role in their reading motivation. In addition, 
gender and age/grade differences in the reading motivation of struggling readers 
were of interest.

6.1  �Theoretical Framework and Review of Relevant 
Research

Motivation is a construct that is complex; consequently, an ever-increasing number 
of motivational theories have been put forth in an effort to explain the role of moti-
vation in literacy learning (see Malloy and Gambrell 2008). Motivation refers to 
what moves people to put forth effort. Motivational theorists, therefore, are con-
cerned primarily with the “whys” of behavior. To understand motivation’s influence 
on literacy behavior, theorists and researchers are interested in the choices students 
make about the reading they do, the amount of effort they exert on reading tasks, 
and their degree of persistence in the activity of reading.

There are a number of motivational theories that are relevant to the topic of moti-
vation to read. Many of these theories overlap in principles and constructs (Bergin 
and LaFave 1998); however, current theories of motivation are in general agreement 
about the importance of self-concept as a reader (perceived competence) and appre-
ciation of the value of reading. Eccles (1983) and Wigfield (1994) have advanced 
the expectancy-value theory (EVT) of motivation that posits that motivation is 
strongly influenced by one’s expectation of success or failure at a task as well as the 
value or relative attractiveness the individual places on the task. Wigfield and Eccles 
(2000) emphasize the role of self-concept and value of reading as critical constructs 
of motivation. The self-concept component of motivation is supported by a number 
of research studies that suggest that students who believe they are capable and com-
petent are more likely to outperform those who do not hold such beliefs (Paris and 
Oka 1986; Schunk and Zimmerman 1997). In addition, there is evidence to suggest 
that students who perceive reading as valuable and important and have personally 
relevant reasons for reading will engage in reading in a more thoughtful and effort-
ful manner (Brophy 2008; Paris and Oka 1986).

A number of studies indicate that there are gender differences in motivation. 
Research consistently reveals that girls are more motivated to read than boys (Baker 
and Wigfield 1999; Kush and Watkins 1996; Marinak and Gambrell 2010; McKenna 
et al. 1995; Twist et al. 2004). Only a few studies have focused on gender differ-
ences in early literacy development. In a study of first and second-grade Finnish and 
U.S. students’ motivation to read, girls reported higher motivation to read than boys 
across both countries (Mazzoni et al. 1999). Marinak and Gambrell (2010) explored 
the gender gap in a study of third-grade average readers and found no significant 
differences in the self-concept of boys and girls, however there was a significant 
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difference in the appreciation of the value of reading, with boys placing a lower 
value on reading than girls. Given the consistency of the finding that girls are more 
motivated to read than boys, it is not surprising that the debate about the role of 
gender differences in motivation to read has increased in recent years, with particu-
lar attention to boys’ underachievement and lower motivation to read (Mohr 2006; 
Smith and Wilhelm 2002). According to the Education Alliance (2007) more studies 
are needed in order to provide information about appropriate motivational and 
instructional strategies and interventions for all students, and particularly for young 
boys.

Since the 1990s, with the publication of the McKenna et al. (1995) study of ele-
mentary students that reported an inverse relationship between grade level and read-
ing motivation, many educators and researchers have assumed that motivation to 
read begins to decline in first grade. There is some evidence that motivation to read 
decreases as students progress through the elementary grades (Eccles et al. 2005; 
Mata et al. 2009; McKenna et al. 1995; Rea et al. 1997). However, the majority of 
these studies have been conducted with students in third grade and above. On the 
other hand, the findings of several studies suggest that early reading motivation 
remains fairly stable through the end of 2nd grade (Gambrell et  al. 2014; Mata 
2011; Mazzoni et al. 1999). The findings of these studies suggest that there may be 
variations in the motivation to read of young children that have not been fully 
accounted for in prior research that has suggested a linear decline in motivation 
from Grades 1 through 6. One hypothesis is that children come to school with high 
motivation to read, and as they begin to develop reading skill their motivation con-
tinues to increase until the end of Grade 2. At the end of Grade 2, struggling readers 
begin to become more aware of how their reading skills compares to that of their 
peers, and at this point motivation to read begins to decline (Gambrell et al. 2014). 
More research is needed to examine the trajectory of reading motivation for younger 
and struggling readers.

Clearly, additional research is needed that will investigate critical dimensions of 
motivation during the early developmental period of literacy acquisition. We know 
a great deal more about the reading motivation of children ages 8 and above. In 
comparison, there has been little attention devoted to the reading motivation of 
younger and struggling readers. Thus, the present study was designed to explore the 
reading motivation of struggling readers in Grades K–3 with respect to factors asso-
ciated with motivation, gender, and age/grade level differences.

6.2  �Method

6.2.1  �Participants

The participants were 52 struggling readers in Grades K–3 in an elementary school 
in the eastern United States. There were 9 kindergarteners (6 boys; 3 girls), 17 first 
graders (9 boys; 8 girls), 19 second graders (10 boys; 9 girls), and 7 third graders  
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(5 boys; 2 girls). Approximately 700 students, Grades K–6, attend the school (75% 
White, 17% Asian, 11% Black, and 2% Hispanic). Twenty-six percent of the stu-
dents come from low-income homes (based on qualifying for free and reduced 
lunch). In 2014, 13% of the students enrolled in the elementary school did not meet 
the state standards for literacy (English/Language Arts). The students who partici-
pated in the present study were enrolled in an afterschool tutoring program for 
struggling readers who had been identified as reading below grade level. Four of the 
52 struggling readers were English language learners. Scores on the Measures of 
Academic Progress (MAP) for reading were used to confirm that students in the 
program were reading below grade level. The MAP reliability and validity estimates 
are reported to be in the acceptable range (Northwest Evaluation Association 2004).

6.2.2  �Procedures

The Me and My Reading Profile (MMRP) (Marinak et al. 2015) was individually 
administered to each student. The MMRP is designed to assess young children’s 
reading motivation (see Appendix) and is comprised of 22 items: two items ask for 
demographic information (grade, gender) and twenty items constitute three sub-
scales of the MMRP: five items that assess the child’s self-concept as a reader 
(items# 1, 3, 7, 11, and 19), 10 items that assess the child’s appreciation of the value 
of reading (items# 2, 4, 10, 12, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, and 20), and 5 items that assess 
literacy out loud (items# 5, 6, 8, 9, and 13).

The tutor read each item aloud, using the animal illustrations to guide the child 
from one item to the next. The children were told that there “are no right or wrong 
answers.” The first two items ask for demographic information (grade, gender) and 
were designed to acquaint children with item format and method of response used 
in the motivation items. The teachers provided the following instructions: (Teacher: 
“Listen the first time I read each item, then I will read it again and you can circle the 
best answer for you. Put your finger on the bear. Do you like to read books all by 
yourself? Put your finger on number 1, Yes. Put your finger on number 2, It’s OK. 
Put your finger on number 3, No. Now I will read the item again and you can circle 
the answer that is best for you.”). The administration of the MMRP takes approxi-
mately 15 min.

6.2.3  �Reliability, Validity and Scoring of the MMRP

In order to increase the reliability of student responses, the items on the MMRP are 
variably scaled. Some items have responses that are listed in order from least moti-
vating to most motivating (scored 1–3) and other items have responses that are listed 
in order from most motivating to least motivating (scored 3–1). Reliability analyses 
(Cronbach 1951) for the MMRP (Marinak et al. 2015) revealed scale alphas ranging 
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from 0.78 (self-concept and value) to 0.87 (literacy out loud) with all items contrib-
uting to the over-all scale reliability of 0.89. Confirmatory factor analysis using 
inter-factor correlations was used to examine validity, confirming the 3 factors (self-
concept, value, and literacy out loud).

Follow-up interviews were conducted with 20% of the students (n  =  13) to 
explore struggling readers motivation to read. Students were interviewed individu-
ally and their responses to 12 questions were audio-taped and transcribed for analy-
sis. The items on the questionnaire asked students to provide answers to questions 
about self-concept (“What kind of reader do you think you are?” “Tell me what 
makes you think that you are a _______ reader?”), value of reading (“Do you think 
learning to read is important?” “Can you tell me why? …or why not?”), and literacy 
out loud (How do you feel when you read out loud to someone? How do you feel 
when you talk about books you are reading?). A prompt was provided to encourage 
students to elaborate (“Tell me more about that.”).

6.3  �Data Analysis and Results

This study explored the reading motivation of students identified as struggling read-
ers in Grades K–3. Three factors related to struggling readers’ reading motivation 
were identified and item analysis was conducted in order to identify what young 
children find “most motivating” and “least motivating.” The responses to the MMRP 
were analyzed for factor (self-concept, value, and literacy out loud), gender, and 
grade level differences. The MMRP scores were recoded for the negatively ordered 
response items so that the most positive responses were represented by the highest 
value (3) for each Likert-type response item. Follow-up interviews were conducted 
with 20% of the students to gain insights about their motivation to read.

Reliability analyses (Cronbach 1951) were conducted for the responses of the 
participants in this study on the MMRP revealing overall reliability of 0.89, with 
self-concept at 0.78, value at 0.78, and literacy out loud at 0.87 with scale alphas 
ranging from 0.86 to 0.87. Confirmatory factor analysis suggested that the hypoth-
esized model of the three factors was an acceptable fit for the data (χ2 (167) = 169.710, 
p = 0.427; CFI = 0.92; RMSEA = 0.02). For each factor, all items correlated above 
0.5, except item 18 that correlated with the value factor at 0.2. It was decided to 
include this item in the current study because the factor of value was well represented 
with a total of 10 items and removing item 18 did not have a significant effect on the 
overall reliability.

A one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) was conducted on participants’ rat-
ings on the MMRP to examine possible differences between gender and grade lev-
els. The analysis revealed a statistically significant difference, F(1, 154) = 4.307, 
p  =  0.015. A post-hoc Tukey test revealed that the value of reading (M  =  2.43; 
SD = 0.41) was rated significantly higher than literacy out loud (M = 2.l5, SD = 0.52) 
(p = 0.01). Self-concept as a reader (M = 2.35, SD = 0.53) was not significantly dif-
ferent from literacy out loud or value.
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In addition, item analysis revealed the “most positive” and “least positive” scores 
for the 20 items on the MMRP (see Fig. 6.1). The 6 “most positive” items reflected 
value of reading (5 items) and self-concept (1 item) while the “least positive” were 
represented by items across all three factors: self-concept, 1 item; value, 2 items; 
literacy out loud, 3 items.

6.3.1  �Gender Analysis

ANOVA revealed overall statistically significant differences for gender (girls, 
M = 2.50, SD = 0.41, boys, M = 2.18, SD = 0.40, F (1, 50) = 17.996, p < 0.01) for 
all three constructs. There were statistically significant differences between boys 
and girls on self-concept, value, and literacy out loud (see Table 6.1). When ana-
lyzed by grade level, the gender difference persisted for Grades K/1, but not for 
Grades 2/3 (see Table 6.2).

Most Positive Items Least Positive Items

2.   Learning to read is very important. 

(M = 2.75) (value)

9.   Do you like to read books out loud to

someone else? (M = 1.94)

(literacy out loud)

20.  I think becoming a good read is very 

important.  (M = 2.69) (value)

6.   I tell my friend about books I read.  

(M = 1.96)  (literacy out loud)

10.  I think libraries are a great place to 

spend time (M = 2.65) (value)

4.   My friends think reading is really fun. 

(M = 2.04) (value)

14.  If someone gave me a book for a 

present I would feel happy. 

(M = 2.58) (value)

1.   I like to read books all by myself.  

(M = 2.15) (self-concept)

18.   I have lots of “favorite” books. 

(M = 2.50) (value)

13.   I always like to talk about my ideas in 

a group.  (M = 2.17) 

(literacy out loud)

19.   For me, reading is easy. 

(M = 2.50) (self-concept)

17.   I really like reading with others.  

(M = 2.17) (value)

Fig. 6.1  Most positive and least positive MMRP items by mean score

Table 6.1  ANOVA for girls and boys by factor

Girls (n = 22) Boys (n = 30)
Mean (SD) Mean (SD) F(1,50)

Self-concept 2.53 (0.50) 2.23 (0.52)* 4.36
Value 2.60 (0.36) 2.30 (0.40)** 8.15
Literacy out loud 2.35 (0.55) 2.01 (0.46)* 6.13

*p < 0.05.
**p < 0.01.
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With few exceptions, the MMRP item analysis by gender showed little variation 
with the top 6 most positive and 6 least positive items for the total group. One 
exception was that for boys, item 16 (“I like to read when I have free time.”) was 
among the least positive items. The other exception was that for girls, item 19 (“For 
me, reading is easy.”) was among the least positive items.

6.3.2  �Grade Level Analysis

The ANOVA for grade level was conducted for two groups, Grades K and 1 (n = 26) 
and Grades 2 and 3 (n = 26) due to the small number of students in Grades K and 3. 
The analysis revealed statistically significant differences between Grades K/1 and 
2/3 (F(1, 154) = 17.01, p < 0.01), with Grades 2/3 scoring significantly higher on 
each factor (see Table 6.3). When examined by gender within these grade divisions, 
only value showed a statistically significant difference, with girls reporting a more 
positive motivation than boys (see Table 6.4).

Table 6.2  ANOVA for girls and boys by grade level

Girls (n = 22) Boys (n = 30)
Mean (SD) M (SD) F(1,24)

Grades K/1 2.39 (0.50) 1.98 (0.41)* 5.38
Grades 2/3 2.60 (0.27) 2.37 (0.28) 4.16

*p < 0.05.

Table 6.3  ANOVA for grade levels K/1 and 2/3 by factor

K/1 (n = 26) 2/3 (n = 26)
Mean (SD) Mean (SD) F (1,50)

Self-concept 2.18 (0.63) 2.53 (0.33)* 6.43
Value 2.28 (0.47) 2.57 (0.29)* 6.99
Literacy out loud 2.00 (0.55) 2.31 (0.45)* 4.80

*p < 0.05.

Table 6.4  ANOVA of girls and boys by factor and grade level

Grades K/1 Grades 2/3

Girls (n = 11) Boys (n = 15) F(1.24)
Girls 
(n = 11) Boys N = 15) F(1,24)

Mean (SD) Mean (SD) Mean (SD) Mean (SD)

Self-concept 2.45 (0.61) 1.97 (0.58) 4.20 2.60 (0.36) 2.48 (0.32) 0.81
Value 2.50 (0.46) 2.13 (0.42)* 4.61 2.71 (0.21) 2.47 (0.30)* 5.38
Literacy out loud 2.22 (0.68) 1.84 (0.39) 3.22 2.49 (0.37) 2.17 (0.47) 3.42

p < 0.05.
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With few exceptions the MMRP item analysis by grade level showed little varia-
tion with the top 6 most positive and 6 least positive items. One exception for Grades 
K/1 was that item 16 (“I like to read when I have free time.”) was among the least 
positive items. Also, for Grades 2/3 item 11 (“I like reading a lot.”) was among the 
most positive items and item 5 (“I feel happy when I read out loud to someone.”) 
was among the least positive items.

6.3.3  �Follow-up Interviews

Following the administration of the MMRP, individual interviews were conducted 
with 13 randomly selected students (20% of the sample) to further explore strug-
gling readers’ motivation to read. The interviews were audio-taped and transcribed 
for analysis. Students’ responses provided insights about the importance of the three 
factors related to reading motivation: self-concept, value, and literacy out loud.

Self-concept  With respect to self-concept the interviews revealed that ten out of 
the twelve students responded that they were “good readers.” When asked why they 
are good readers, the replies ranged from “because I know words” to “because I 
read a lot.” Two children responded that they were “OK” readers. When asked why 
they were OK readers, one student said, “I don’t get some words sometimes” and 
another student replied, “I mess up on some words and I get some words right.” 
When asked why they thought they were good (or OK) readers four of the twelve 
students mentioned the importance of practice. One student responded, “I practice 
and I spend my whole day reading sometimes. Like after lunch I’ll read.” Another 
student responded, “because I read every single night.”

Value of Reading  All twelve of the students who were interviewed reported that 
reading is important. When asked “why”, one first-grade student responded: 
“because it is good for your mind.” Other students responded with very practical 
reasons such as, “because when you grow up… you are going to have to read a lot 
when you have a job…” and “because if my mom didn’t learn to read the inglés sign 
she wouldn’t be able to go to inglés, she would drive past it...”

Literacy Out Loud  When asked about how they feel about reading out loud to 
someone seven out of twelve children gave negative responses. Students used words 
such as the following to describe how they feel about reading out loud: sad, boring, 
scared, embarrassed, awkward, and nervous. When asked “why do you feel that 
way?” one student responded, “because I’m scared I won’t know the words…” and 
another student responded, “because it gets scary reading out loud with friends star-
ing at you.”

When asked about reading out loud in reading groups one student replied, “I feel 
a little nervous.” When asked “why?” the student said, “…if you mess up they might 
all laugh and that is kind of embarrassing.” However, during the interview only 
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three of the eleven students responded with negative comments about talking about 
books in a reading group. Some of the positive replies included the following: 
“because you get to share it (the books) and that can make people feel happy or sad” 
and “good. Because I like to talk about the book.”

In general, the interviews confirmed the responses to the items on the MMRP 
with respect to the motivation factors of self-concept, value, and literacy out loud. 
The strongest congruence between the students’ responses on the MMRP and the 
interviews was for the factor of value, followed by self-concept, and literacy out 
loud.

6.4  �Discussion and Conclusions

Literacy educators and researchers contend that the early years are a critical period 
for literacy development and that positive motivation to read is associated to reading 
proficiency, deeper cognitive processing, and willingness to persevere when reading 
becomes difficult (Allington 1991; Hidi 1990; Logan et al. 2011; Tobias 1994). The 
findings of the present study lead to two major conclusions. First, the study confirms 
the important role of three factors related to motivation to read for younger strug-
gling readers. The results of this study are consistent with the finding reported by 
Marinak et al. (2015) of three factors associated with motivation to read for young 
children: self-concept, value, and literacy out loud. While Marinak et  al. (2015) 
found these factors were associated with motivation to read for children in Grades 
K–2, the present study extends the findings for struggling readers in Grades K–3 
and substantiates the existence of the factor, literacy out loud.

With respect to gender differences in motivation, the findings of this study are 
consistent with the findings of others researchers who have reported that girls are 
more motivated to read than boys (Kush and Watkins 1996; McKenna et al. 1995; 
Merisuo-Storm 2006; Marinak and Gambrell 2010; Saracho and Dayton 1991). On 
all three factors (self-concept, value, and literacy out loud) girls who were strug-
gling readers reported they were more motivated to read than boys who were strug-
gling readers. An unexpected finding was that when gender differences were 
analyzed by age/grade level (Grades K/1 and Grades 2/3) there was a significant 
gender difference, with girls in kindergarten and 1st grade reporting higher motiva-
tion than boys, however this finding did not persist for girls and boys in Grades 2 
and 3. The finding of significant differences for students in Grades K–1 with girls 
reporting higher motivation to read than boys is contrary to the findings reported by 
Mata (2011). Mata found that for 5-year-old kindergarten students there were no 
gender differences in motivation to read. Further research is needed to explore 
whether boys and girls come to school with different patterns of reading motivation 
or whether gender differences develop as children encounter formal reading instruc-
tion in school.
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Of particular interest is the finding that struggling readers in Grades 2 and 3 
reported more positive motivation to read than children in kindergarten and 1st 
grade. This finding calls into question the conclusions from other studies that sug-
gest that students’ motivation to read decreases across grades one through six 
(McKenna et al. 1995; Rea et al. 1997). The results of this study of struggling read-
ers suggests that motivation to read may increase across the early Grades K–3, in 
keeping with the findings of Mazzoni et al. (1999).

The primary contribution of this study is the characterization of struggling read-
ers’ motivation to read as multidimensional. Three distinct and differentiated factors 
were identified: self-concept, appreciation of the value of reading, and literacy out 
loud. The identification of these three distinct motivational factors confirms the 
multidimensional nature of reading motivation for struggling readers in Grades 
K–3. The factors of self-concept, value, and literacy out loud are in keeping with 
Bruning and Horn’s (2000) theoretical notions about factors that support literacy 
motivation: nurturing positive beliefs about competence (self-concept); engagement 
in authentic reading tasks and activities (value); and providing a positive and sup-
portive context for reading (literacy out loud).

The struggling readers who participated in this study were most positive about 
their appreciation of the value of reading and least positive about literacy out loud. 
The results of the MMRP and the interviews suggest that even younger struggling 
readers appreciate the value of reading and recognize the important role that reading 
plays in their lives at home and at school. As one student said, “…if you don’t read 
you won’t be able to learn anything from books.” The second most positive factor 
was self-concept. The struggling readers in this study reported strong self-concepts 
as readers on both the MMRP and in the interviews. Many of the comments in the 
interview reflected the notion that these students believe they are good readers 
because they “sound out words” and “read a lot.” One student reported that she is a 
good reader “because I know words like echolocation, nocturnal, and mammal.” 
Another student, noting the important role of practice, responded that he is a good 
reader because “I read a lot.”

The least positive factor was literacy out loud as reflected in scores on the MMRP 
as well as the comments made by students during the interviews. According to 
Gambrell and Gillis (2007) the reading motivation scores of young children tend to 
be inflated because young children have not yet experienced notable failure or frus-
tration. One explanation for literacy out loud being the least positive factor is that 
younger readers may first become aware of the fact that they are struggling with 
reading when they have to demonstrate their reading ability by reading out loud. 
During the interviews children made remarks that suggested they viewed reading as 
decoding (or getting the words right), rather than making meaning; this could be a 
result of the tendency to focus on decoding in the primary grades. Reading out loud 
requires students to decode (or get the words right) in front of an audience. When 
questioned about how they feel when they read out loud students commented, “I 
feel kind of sad”, “I get embarrassed” and “I might mess up and they laugh.” 
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However, when asked about how they felt about talking about books in a reading 
group, all twelve students gave positive responses such as, “it’s okay” or “good.” 
These comments suggest that it is reading out loud that causes young struggling 
readers the most concern. It is interesting that while struggling readers report that in 
general they view themselves as good readers, they report negative feelings about 
their performance as readers when they read aloud. Future research is warranted 
further explore the relationship between self-concept and literacy out loud.

Limitations in the study included a small sample size due to enrollment in the 
afterschool tutoring program and data collected at one point in the school year. 
Further research in this area would benefit from looking at data across the school 
year and comparing the results found with struggling readers to typically develop-
ing readers. Greater knowledge about the development of reading motivation in 
younger children, and especially struggling readers, is needed. Such knowledge can 
help researchers as they explore more explicit conceptions of reading motivation 
and can help teachers develop instruction to support young children’s reading 
motivation.
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and Pedagogical Implications
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Abstract  Although Chilean adolescent students have significantly improved the 
quality of reading ability in the last decade, reading scores at the elementary levels 
seem to stagnate, and gender and socioeconomic gaps in reading achievement have 
not been narrowed despite the efforts to provide students with book access and 
research-based reading instruction. Similarly, studies have shown that Chileans, 
across age, gender, and socioeconomic groups, are not inclined to choose reading as 
a leisure activity (Fundación La Fuente/Adimark GFK. Chile y los libros. Santiago: 
Fundación La Fuente (2010)). The current chapter analyzes motivation and reading 
achievement performance of 1290 Chilean students in grades 3, 4, and 5. We explore 
their reading ability using a silent reading comprehension assessment tool that takes 
into consideration reading ability to provide Lexile measures for individual stu-
dents. We used (Gambrell LB, Palmer B M, Codling RM, & Mazzoni SA. The Read 
Teach, 49(7), 518–533 (1996)) Motivation to Read profile to assess reading motiva-
tion and determine group differences in readers’ self-concept and value of reading 
across gender, socioeconomic status, and grade levels. We assessed students at two 
time periods, e.g., beginning and end of the school year. Results show that across 
the school year all students, regardless of grade level, socioeconomic status, and 
gender, improve in reading achievement, and that there is a conservative positive 
correlation between motivation and achievement. Reading motivation, however, 
decreases in the case of boys (both for the construct of self-concept as well as for 
value of reading), whereas for girls it only decreases for value of reading, and 
slightly increases for self-concept, particularly in fifth grade. Results also show that 
readers’ self-concept at the beginning of the school year accounts for 26% of the 
variance in reading achievement in third grade, 35% of the variance in fourth grade, 
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and nearly 39% of the variance in fifth grade. The pedagogical implications of these 
differences in the trajectories of reading growth and reading motivation are 
discussed.

Keywords  Reading · Motivation · Reading achievement · Self-concept · Value of 
reading

7.1  �Introduction

There is no question regarding the importance of early acquisition of proficient 
reading skills in order for children to succeed academically (Juel 1988; Snow et al. 
1998; Wilson and Hughes 2009). Research has consistently demonstrated that chil-
dren who acquire reading abilities in the early school years are better prepared to 
face the more demanding comprehension tasks that they encounter as they progress 
across the upper grades (Cunningham and Stanovich 1997; Muter et  al. 2004). 
Similarly, there is considerable evidence pointing to the connection between read-
ing motivation and reading achievement (Watkins and Coffey 2004; Malloy et al. 
2013; Unrau and Schlackman 2006). It has been widely acknowledged as well, that 
students who are avid readers in the early years of schooling tend to maintain a posi-
tive attitude towards books and reading later in life (Guthrie et al. 2000b; McKenna 
et al. 1995). Much of that evidence points to the fact that it is important to fully 
understand how motivation – a multidimensional construct – has an impact on read-
ing outcomes and vice versa, and how its various aspects can contribute to the 
design of adequate methodologies and stimulate reading success (Pecjak and Peklaj 
2006).

On the other hand, several studies have also tried to understand why students lose 
their interest in books as they grow older (Guthrie and Davis 2003). Children who 
have struggled with reading in the elementary grades typically continue to struggle 
in the middle school years, and that has proven to lead to low levels in motivation 
(Wilson and Hughes 2009). Early reading success seems to boost an intrinsic moti-
vation to read, particularly in third grade and above (Schaffner et al. 2016). Thus, 
students who typically do better at reading also show more interest in reading per 
se, rather than for the external rewards they may obtain from choosing to read. An 
important body of research has also shown that, in order to maintain reading motiva-
tion across the years and beyond formal education, reading activities in the class-
room must be relevant to students’ lives and interests. This includes reading tasks as 
well as reading choice and the range of reading materials (Gambrell 2011). If read-
ing tasks are valued and are seen as something that positively affects a student’s 
personal life, readers become more eager to read. Allowing students to choose what 
they want to read, and providing a wide range of texts and genres also leads to an 
increased motivation (Gambrell 1996; Guthrie and Wigfield 2000). The same is true 
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about the time allotted to reading in the school context (Hiebert 2009; Edmunds and 
Bauserman 2006). When reading instruction does not relate to topics that interest 
readers, or when there is no room for students’ own choice of school reading mate-
rial, reading also becomes boring and unimportant. According to Guthrie et  al. 
(2000a), it is possible to identify which classroom practices can have a positive 
influence on children’s reading motivation, particularly when we want them to be 
intrinsically motivated to read. In order for reading engagement to facilitate reading 
comprehension, students must be actively involved in conversations about books, 
and teachers must also believe in their autonomy as readers, while at the same time 
establish a climate of support and clear expectations about goals (Guthrie et  al. 
2006).

A third factor that partially explains differences in reading motivation has to do 
with gender differences (Guthrie et  al. 2000a). Evidence from a considerable 
amount of studies has identified gender differences in reading ability and motivation 
(Chiu and McBride-Chang 2006; Rosen 2001; Lepola et  al. 2000). Studies con-
ducted in fairly different cultural contexts show that girls have consistently per-
formed better than boys in reading across grade levels (Logan and Johnston 2009; 
McKenna et al. 1995; Merisuo-Storm 2006). Research about the prevalence of read-
ing difficulties also demonstrates that there are more boys than girls who are diag-
nosed with reading difficulties (Rutter et al. 2004; Wheldall and Limbrick 2010). 
Gender differences in reading motivation have also shown to change over time, 
particularly in middle school, and it has been identified as one of the most important 
factors related to reading interest (Canadian Council on Learning 2009). Most stud-
ies about gender differences in reading motivation and achievement have focused on 
early elementary and adolescent students from North American or European con-
texts, and there are very few studies that explore reading and motivation between 
Spanish-speaking and Latin American students. Such analyses would be very help-
ful in trying to explain the reading and motivation achievement differences among 
Chilean students, where gender gaps in reading achievement and motivation prevail 
across all levels.

7.2  �Theoretical Approaches to Reading Motivation

Reading motivation has been approached from various perspectives and dimen-
sions. Gambrell (2011) defines it as “the likelihood of engaging in reading or choos-
ing to read” (p. 172). Factors such as students’ dispositions to read material of their 
own choice, the amount of time readers devote to this activity, and even the willing-
ness to read over other leisure time activities have to do with this sort of 
engagement.

According to Ryan and Deci (2000), “intrinsic motivation refers to engagement 
in an activity that is based on personal interest in the activity itself” (cited in Clark 
and Rumbold 2006, p.18). A considerable number of studies have related intrinsic 
reading motivation to greater reading frequency and greater breadth of reading 
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(Hidi 2000), greater reading enjoyment (Cox and Guthrie 2001; Wang and Guthrie 
2004), greater retention of key information (Guthrie et  al. 1998), and greater 
persistence in coping with difficulties, mastering the required skills, and becoming 
self-determined in reading tasks (Ryan 1981). As evidence shows, intrinsic motiva-
tion may benefit readers in different ways, particularly regarding reading compre-
hension. Motivated readers give a special value to reading; they feel curiosity to 
learn more about a specific topic and they are also capable of assimilating complex 
ideas from a text. On the other hand, “extrinsic motivation involves engagement in 
an activity in response to external values and demands” (Ryan and Deci 2000, as 
cited in Clark and Rumbold 2006, p.  18). Wang and Guthrie’s research (2004), 
shows that “children who were intrinsically motivated, read fiction at least once a 
week. By contrast, extrinsic motivation was negatively associated with reading for 
pleasure, thus suggesting that children who read for the outcomes of reading are less 
likely to get enjoyment from books” (Wang and Guthrie 2004, p.19).

Although intrinsic reading motivation has been associated with reading ability in 
several studies (e.g., Schaffner and Schiefele 2008; Taboada et al. 2009; Wang and 
Guthrie 2004), Schiefele et al. (2012) have argued that there is not enough knowl-
edge about how the relationship between the two constructs works. Schaffner et al. 
(2016) established that the relationship between intrinsic motivation and reading 
ability was strongly dependent on students’ academic ability at school, at least for 
students in Grades 5 and 6. Students who were part of an academic track group 
exhibited a much stronger relationship between intrinsic reading motivation and 
reading achievement than those who were not academically oriented. Such relation-
ship may be mediated by factors such as reading amount (Schiefele et al. 2012), the 
extent to which a text may challenge a student’s ability (Kim 2007), and even read-
ing activities that teachers require students to do.

Expectancy-value theory also has a long history of research, particularly in rela-
tion to achievement. Atkinson’s early work (1957, 1964) lay the ground for modern 
expectancy-value models that look at connections between achievement, persis-
tence, and choice, but have also extended into both the predictive value that these 
constructs have over a person’s performance, and into the role that developmental, 
cultural, and contextual aspects play in these models (Eccles and Wigfield 2002; 
Unrau and Schlackman 2006). Finally, Gambrell et al. (1996, 2013) designed and 
validated the Motivation to Read Survey using expectancy-value theory to examine 
the ways in which students perceive themselves in relation to reading.

In the current study, we use expectancy-value theory, drawing initially from the 
work of Eccles (1983), and Eccles and Wigfield (2002). Within this framework, 
self-perceived competence and task value are the two drivers that determine a per-
son’s choice, dedication, effort, and persistence to carry out an activity (Wigfield 
and Eccles 2000). Expectancy-value theory is linked to intrinsic motivation because 
an individual’s beliefs about his or her own ability to do something, as well as the 
value they assign to a particular activity, are usually driven by personal interest. In 
line with what Deci and Ryan (1985) argued, intrinsically motivated individuals do 
things out of personal interest and enjoyment and thus see themselves as capable of 
doing things well. In the case of reading, students who perceive themselves as pro-
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ficient readers, and who see reading as a useful, valuable activity, tend to be more 
motivated readers, read more, and tend to do better at reading. Moreover, some 
researchers argue that without intrinsic motivation, it would be difficult for a child 
to choose to read for pleasure and as a life-long habit (Unrau and Schlackman 2006; 
Deci et al. 2001; Guthrie et al. 1999). Evidence from numerous studies (e.g., Bong 
2001; Durik et al. 2006; Xian et al. 2004) support the notion that a person’s expecta-
tions of succeeding in a given task and the achievement values are predictors of how 
well they perform academically (Wigfield and Cambria 2010). The predictive value 
of success expectancy over reading achievement is also well-documented in the 
literature (e.g., Mucherah and Ambrose-Stahl 2014).

7.2.1  �Reading Motivation and Achievement: Gender 
Similarities and Differences

Overall, motivation and academic achievement have been found to have a reciprocal 
and bidirectional relationship (Wigfield and Cambria 2010). Research has also 
asserted that the magnitude of this relationship differs among males and females, as 
well as across different ages (Topping 2010; Clark and Osborne 2008). Girls, who 
show more interest in reading, also perform better in different reading tasks, and the 
relationship between reading motivation and engagement decreases, as students 
grow older. Surveys about adolescents’ reading habits among OECD countries 
showed that, even for countries with high performance reading levels, such as 
Finland, Korea, or Singapore, there have been important drops in the percentage of 
students who choose reading as a leisure activity, and it is among boys where the 
decline in reading interest is more abrupt (Brozo et al. 2007). Data analyses from 
earlier PISA assessments had shown that across all OECD countries, females have 
more positive attitudes towards reading, spend more time reading for pleasure, and 
have higher reading achievement levels than boys (Kirsch et al. 2002). In countries 
like Japan and Finland, where reading performance across genders is significantly 
stronger than in other nations, the correlation between motivation and achievement 
was higher, and wherever boys exhibited higher levels of engagement than girls, 
they outperformed girls with low engagement and high reading ability. Similarly, 
Chilean adolescent females perform at significantly higher levels in reading assess-
ments than males (OECD 2010).

Gender differences in verbal ability may explain, in part, the differences in read-
ing performance of boys and girls, but there are also contextual, cultural (stereotypi-
cal), and age factors that mediate these differences (Reilly 2012). In the case of 
reading, evidence has pointed out to the overrepresentation of reading difficulties 
among boys. These difficulties have been associated with lack of motivation to read 
and lower levels of reading achievement (Riegle-Crumb 2005). When boys perceive 
themselves as having low-level ability in reading, they tend to avoid reading and 
show less interest in books. Fewer opportunities to read, in turn, prevent them from 
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improving their competence in reading. On the other hand, the stereotypical view of 
reading as a more feminine activity is strongly established in the Western culture, to 
the point that research has shown that parents spend over 100 more hours reading to 
their daughters than they do to their sons (Baker and Mulligan 2013). Because atti-
tudes towards reading develop early, experiences with books matter and shape stu-
dents’ interests to a large extent (Merisuo-Storm 2006). Overwhelmingly, and 
across nations, the gender gaps in reading are large and favor girls (Reilly 2012), 
and in countries where both boys and girls typically show high levels of reading 
achievement, girls also exhibit higher levels of performance and motivation. In 
recent years, however, the shift towards digital or online reading may cause the gap 
to narrow. One study showed that there were no statistically significant differences 
in online reading engagement for adolescent boys and girls across OECD countries, 
although girls performed better than boys in reading tasks (Wu 2014).

7.2.2  �Reading Motivation and Achievement Among Chilean 
Elementary Students

Assessment of reading achievement at the national and international levels has dem-
onstrated that Chilean students have considerably improved their reading compe-
tence in the last decade. The TERCE Study, which assesses reading abilities of third 
and sixth-grade students from Latin America and the Caribbean every seven years, 
shows that Chilean students rank first among their Latin American peers, and PISA 
scores since 2012 have also placed Chile ahead of these countries (Agencia de 
Calidad de la Educación 2012; Simce 2010). However, the performance of Chilean 
teenagers in the global spectrum is still lower than the OECD average, and lower 
than the levels of countries with similar economies (Simce 2011; Agencia de 
Calidad en Educación 2014). More than one-third of Chilean third and sixth-graders 
do not perform at the minimum expected levels of functional literacy. Similarly, and 
across grade levels, there are increasingly large achievement gaps among students 
coming from different socioeconomic backgrounds, and these differences can be 
observed as early as second or third grade (Agencia de Calidad en Educación 2015).

Although socioeconomic factors explain, to a great extent, the differences in 
reading performance, student factors such as leisure reading on a daily basis and 
intrinsic reading motivation also have to do with students’ ability to better compre-
hend texts (CIAE 2012; Clark and Rumbold 2006). Cox and Guthrie (2001) found 
that motivation is directly related to reading for pleasure in a more significant way 
than other factors such as cognitive strategy use. If students read only for school 
purposes they will probably use cognitive strategies to understand the text instead of 
feeling motivated to read it because they value it. Reading for pleasure is related to 
a personal/intrinsic motivation in which the individual has a positive attitude towards 
reading that reinforces the students’ interest in reading.
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Studies from 2004 and 2005 about reading habits in Chile reveal that only 40% 
of the population had read a book in the previous year (Consejo Nacional de la 
Cultura y las Artes 2011). A study by Valenzuela et al. (2015), using PISA 2000–
2009 data for reading achievement and engagement, revealed that attitudinal factors 
explain up to 25% of the variance in reading performance within socioeconomically 
segregated schools. Across Latin America, the countries with the highest reading 
achievement scores are Chile and Costa Rica; and both countries have shown simi-
lar gender gaps in reading motivation (Agencia de Calidad de la Educación 2015). 
In fact, attitude towards reading had an important impact on reading performance 
throughout the decade. Previous studies (e.g. Rivera and Riveri 2011; Gambrell 
et al. 2013) had observed significant correlations between gender and positive read-
ing attitudes at different grade levels, all of which showed a favorable bias towards 
girls.

In sum, Chilean students, across different grade levels are still performing at low 
levels of functional literacy, despite the fact that some improvement has been 
observed in the past decade, and which, according to some studies (e.g. Valenzuela 
et al. 2015; Simce 2013) may be attributed to changes in attitudinal factors such as 
reading engagement. On the other hand, the Chilean population has consistently 
demonstrated a lack of interest in reading as a leisure activity across ages and socio-
economic background (Fundación la Fuente 2010; Consejo Nacional de la Cultura 
y las Artes 2011). Few studies have explored the relationship between reading 
achievement and motivation from a gender perspective at the elementary school 
level in Chile, despite the fact that the gender gap is so strong and widens as chil-
dren exit the school system (TERCE 2013; Simce 2013).

7.2.3  �Research About Reading Achievement and Motivation 
Trajectories

A substantial body of research has shown that both reading and academic motiva-
tion tend to decline in the upper school grades (Gottfried et al. 2001), and some have 
indicated that this decline may begin in the earlier grades (Eccles and Wigfield 
2002). This decrease in motivation appears to be linked to students’ valuing of aca-
demic tasks, achievement and effort, which tend to diminish as they grow older, and 
as the stress on evaluation increases (Wigfield and Eccles 2002; Wigfield and 
Cambria 2010). Schiefele (2009) asserts that, although younger children seem to 
have more generalized interests in academic matters, as they grow up and compare 
their performance with their peers, they become more aware of their perceived abili-
ties. Consequently, they tend to focus their interest mainly on those academic areas 
where they seem to have higher levels of self-concept.
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7.3  �The Study

We used an exploratory and correlational design to address the following research 
questions: (1) How do students’ reading achievement, readers’ self-concept, and 
value of reading change across the school year?, and (2) Is the evolution of these 
variables across the school year similar or different for boys and girls, and do they 
differ in third, fourth, and fifth grade?

A total of 1290 Chilean elementary school students participated in this study. 
Students were enrolled in nine schools from a large urban district. There were 440 
students in third grade, 455 in fourth grade, and 405 students in fifth grade. Fifty-
eight percent (758) of the participants were male, and 52% came from mid- and 
low- socioeconomic households. Of the 9 schools, 5 were private, serving high 
socioeconomic-status children, and four were either public or subsidized, serving 
mid and low SES students. Participants were assessed using Dialect, a reading com-
prehension assessment (Orellana et al. 2015), and completed the Motivation to Read 
Survey (Gambrell et al. 1996) at the beginning and end of the school year. Dialect is 
a 45-item silent comprehension reading assessment that students take online, and it 
is associated to the Lexile Framework for Reading. The Motivation to Read Survey 
is a 20-item assessment tool where students must respond to assertions about their 
reading attitudes on a Likert scale. The survey comprises 10 items related to read-
ers’ self-concept and 10 items that address value of reading. Data produced the 
following variables for each of the two time periods: Gender, Grade, Socioeconomic 
Status, Reading Comprehension, Reader Self-Concept, and Value of Reading. We 
examined and compared the beginning and end-of-year results using descriptive, 
correlational, and analysis of variance procedures to examine the changes and cor-
relations of the variables of interest across the school year and across the different 
grade levels. We also examined these variables from a socioeconomic perspective 
by comparing results across the different types of schools, in order to better under-
stand the development of reading achievement and motivation by gender and across 
schools serving children from more and less privileged backgrounds. Finally, we 
regressed the motivational constructs scores of the first semester on end-of-year 
reading achievement scores to further explore the motivation-achievement relation-
ship, and determine whether motivation would predict reading achievement at the 
end of the school year.

7.4  �Results and Discussion

In this section, we discuss the results by addressing the two research questions that 
guide the study separately. First, we analyze how students’ reading achievement, 
readers’ self-concept, and value of reading change across the school year. In the 
second section, we look into potential gender differences in the evolution of their 
reading motivation and achievement across two time periods. Finally, we discuss 
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the results pertaining the predictability of motivation constructs on end-of-year 
reading achievement.

7.4.1  �How Do Students’ Reading Achievement, Readers’ 
Self-Concept, and Value of Reading Change  
Across the School Year?

Table 7.1 displays the mean, range, and standard deviation values for each of the 
variables of interest, for all participants and for the two time periods of assessment. 
In terms of reading ability, results show that, on average, students improve their 
reading achievement scores from the beginning to the end of the year, and that stu-
dents in the older grades perform better than those in the younger grades at the end 
of the year. Growth is fairly similar across all grade levels; however, there were 
statistically significant differences across grade levels at the beginning of the study: 
F (2, 1287) = 22.72, p = 0.000. For motivation variables, third and fourth-grade 
students showed a slight decrease in their reader’s self-concept at the end of the 
school year, whereas fifth grade students maintained their mean score. At the begin-
ning of the year there were no statistically significant differences across grade levels 
for the self-concept scores. For value of reading, all groups showed lower mean 
scores at the end of the year, but the magnitude of the decrease varied from one 
group to the other, with the greatest drop occurring in fourth grade. The differences 
in value of reading among the three groups were statistically significant at the begin-
ning of the school year: F (2, 1249) = 7.755, p = 0.000.

Post-test analyses revealed that there were statistically significant differences 
between all three groups for reading comprehension, F (2, 1289) = 5.558, p = 0.004 

Table 7.1.  Descriptives

Variable
M (SD) Min Max M (SD) Min Max
Beginning of school year End of year

Reading Ability (% correct)
	 Third 69.5 18.0 22 100 79.7 22 0 100
	 Fourth 64.5 17.9 13.3 100 72.9 19.4 0 97
	 Fifth 72.5 14.8 8.9 97.8 81.4 15.6 0 100
Self-Concept
	 Third 29.3 5.6 2 40 28.8 4.93 12 40
	 Fourth 28.8 4.7 14 40 28.4 4.9 12 39
	 Fifth 28.6 4.5 9 40 28.8 4.6 0 40
Value of Reading
	 Third 30.0 5.9 0 40 29.1 5.4 4 40
	 Fourth 28.8 5.4 11 40 26.9 6.0 5 40
	 Fifth 28.4 5.3 6 40 26.7 5.7 0 40
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and value of reading, F (2, 1289) = 19.562, p = 0.000. No statistically significant 
differences were found for readers’ self-concept at the end of the school year.

When looking at scores by school type, there was an increase in students’ com-
prehension scores for all grade levels across school type, with the exception of 
fourth-grade municipal school students, who dropped their scores by 0.5 points. The 
range of increment in scores was 2–7.3 and the mean gain was 3.4. For self-concept 
as a reader, only third-grade students in municipal schools showed an increase of 3 
points in their scores at the end of the school year. Third-grade private school stu-
dents’ scores remained the same. On average, the drop in mean scores was 0.8. For 
value of reading, third grade students from municipal schools were again the only 
ones to improve their mean scores, with a gain of 3.2 points. All other groups had 
lower mean scores at the end of the year. The mean drop in scores for value of read-
ing was 1.7 points.

Analyses of variance revealed that there were statistically significant differences 
across groups from different school types for all variables in Grade 3. These differ-
ences by school type are consistent with those reported in national and international 
standardized reading assessments (e.g., Simce, SERCE, TERCE, PISA). In Grade 4 
statistically significant differences were found for all variables, except for value of 
reading (beginning and end of year), and in fifth grade, no statistically significant 
differences were found among students from different school types for value of 
reading and reading comprehension at the end of the school year.

7.4.2  �Are the Trajectories of these Variables Across the School 
Year Similar or Different for Boys and Girls, and Do 
They Differ in Third, Fourth, and Fifth Grade?

Table 7.2 presents mean scores for achievement and motivation for boys and girls 
across the three variables of interest. With regards to reading ability, fourth-grade 
girls made the greatest gains at the end of the year, increasing their comprehension 
scores by 10.1 percent points, followed by fifth-grade girls who made 9.3 percent 
points in gains. Lowest gains were found for fourth-grade boys with a 5.4 percent-
point increase. For readers’ self-concept boys across all grade levels decreased their 
scores at the end of the school year, with 0.1 being the lowest drop and 0.9 being the 
largest drop. Fourth-grade students had the largest drop. Girls, on the other hand, 
increased their self-concept as readers at the end of the school year in fifth grade, 
and maintained their score in fourth grade. Third-grade scores for self-concept 
dropped in almost 1 point for girls. Finally, for value of reading, both groups showed 
a decrease in their mean scores towards the end of the year. The magnitude of the 
drop was larger for fifth-grade girls (0.21) and lowest among third-grade boys (0.4).

Analyses of variance were conducted to determine whether there were statisti-
cally significant differences between boys and girls for each of the variables of 
interest. Results show that differences between boys and girls in third grade are 
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significant for reading achievement both at the beginning and end of the school 
year: F(1,437) = 9.681, p = 0.002 and F(1, 381) = 6.536, p = 0.011 respectively. For 
readers’ self-concept, the differences were not significant. Finally, for the value of 
reading results showed significant differences between boys and girls at both time 
periods: F(1, 414) = 17.564, p = 0.000 and F(1, 387) = 8.919 respectively. In fourth 
grade, scores differed significantly by gender for all measures with the exception of 
reading achievement at the beginning of the study. Finally, in fifth grade there were 
statistically significant differences for readers’ self-concept at the beginning and 
end of the school year: F(1,397) = 4.148, p = 0.042 and F(1,352) = 6.857, p = 0.009, 
as well as for value of reading at the beginning of the year: F(1, 397)  =  8.036, 
p = 0.005, but not at the end of the year. No significant differences were found for 
reading achievement.

Correlational analyses showed that, as expected, the scores for self-concept and 
value of reading—the two constructs associated with reading motivation—showed 
high positive correlations across grade levels, gender, and time of assessment. The 
largest significant correlations between self-concept and value of reading were 
found for third-grade boys and girls at the beginning of the school year (0.674** 
and 0.663** respectively). The smallest correlations were found for girls in fourth 

Table 7.2  Descriptives by Gender and Grade

Gender

Reading 
Ability1

Self-
Concept1 Value1

Reading 
Ability2

Self-
Concept3 Value2

M(SD) M(SD) M(SD) M(SD) M(SD) M(SD)
Min Max Min Max Min Max Min Max Min Max Min Max

Boys
Third 67.0 28.9 28.7 75.0 28.7 28.3

(18.0) (5.7) (6.3) (22.3) (4.7) (5.4)
18.0 100.0 1.0 40.0 0.0 40.0 0.0 100.0 13.0 40.0 4.0 40.0

Fourth 63.1 28.2 27.7 68.5 27.5 25.9
(17.9) (4.5) (5.5) (20.2) (4.7) (5.6)
13.0 100.0 14.0 39.0 11.0 40.0 0.0 97.8 12.0 28.0 5.0 39.0

Fifth 72.3 28.3 27.8 78.8 28.1 26.4
(15.0) (4.6) (5.2) (17.1) (4.5) (5.1)
8.9 100.0 9.0 39.0 6.0 40.0 0.0 100.0 14.0 40.0 12.0 40.0

Girls
Third 72.8 29.8 31.3 79.1 28.9 30.0

(17.5) (5.4) (5.5) (21.9) (5.2) (5.4)
16.0 45.0 4.0 40.0 3.0 40.0 0.0 100.0 12.0 40.0 7.0 40.0

Fourth 66.5 29.6 30.0 76.6 29.6 28.3
(17.7) (4.7) (4.9) (16.4) (4.8) (6.3)
16.0 98.0 10.0 34.0 17.0 39.0 0.0 97.8 17.0 39.0 10.0 40.0

Fifth 72.8 29.2 29.3 82.1 29.4 27.2
(14.5) (4.3) (5.4) (13.6) (4.7) (6.5)
27.0 98.0 16.0 40.0 15.0 40.0 15.0 40.0 0.0 39.0 0.0 40.0

7  Reading Motivation and Achievement Among Chilean Boys and Girls



126

grade by the end of the year (0.404**). Overall, the correlations for these two con-
structs of reading motivation decreased towards the end of the year.

With regard to reading achievement and reading motivation, correlations vary 
significantly across gender, grade level and time of assessment. A negative correla-
tion between value of reading and reading achievement was found for fourth-grade 
girls, whereas the highest correlation between value of reading and achievement 
was found among third-grade girls at the beginning and end of the school year. For 
readers’ self-concept and achievement, the highest correlations were found among 
fourth-grade boys at the end of the school year, at 0.471**. Finally, for fifth-grade 
boys, correlations between reading achievement and self-concept were higher at the 
beginning of the school year (0.407**) than at the end of the year. Self-concept and 
value of reading correlated at higher levels (0.520**) at the beginning as well. For 
girls, self-concept and value of reading correlated at 0.603** at the end of the year. 
We also observed higher significant correlations between achievement and self-
concept among fifth grade girls at the beginning and end of the school year.

ANOVA tests revealed that across grade levels, reading achievement scores for 
boys and girls differed significantly across school types, a finding that is in line with 
what most research about reading proficiency in Chile has consistently observed, 
and which is attributable to the equity differences among the different school types 
(OECD 2016). For motivation constructs, however, more differences were observed. 
Third grade students in general, and across school types, tend to value reading in 
fairly similar ways, and no significant changes are observed towards the end of the 
school year. Boys, on the other hand, show different self-concepts as readers at the 
end of third grade across different school types, a finding which may be influenced 
by boys becoming more aware of their proficiency as readers. Fourth grade analyses 
revealed that boys from public, private and subsidized schools differed significantly 
in their value of reading, whereas girls differed in their self-concept as readers. 
Finally, in fifth grade, the opposite was true of boys, where they did not differ sig-
nificantly in their self-concept and girls did not differ significantly in their value of 
reading.

To further analyze these results, we explored the potential predictive power that 
each of the two motivation construct scores might have on reading achievement at 
the beginning of the school year and at the end of it. A multiple linear regression 
was calculated to predict end-of-year reading achievement based on beginning-of-
year self-concept and beginning-of-year value of reading. A significant equation 
was found (F (3,1066) = 12.326, p < 0.000), with an R2 of 0.034. Only readers’ 
self-concept proved to be a significant predictor of reading achievement at the end 
of the school year, but the percent of variance explained varied as a function of sex 
and grade level. For third-grade boys, 27.9% of the variance was explained, for 
third-grade girls, only 22.8%. In fourth grade, self-concept explained 37.5% of the 
variance in reading achievement, whereas for girls, it only explained 26.4%. In fifth 
grade, self-concept explained 34.9% of the variance in boys’ reading achievement, 
and 43.4% of the variance for girls. These results clearly indicate that readers’ self-
concept is the most important motivation construct for Chilean elementary students, 
and that its influence on boys’ and girls’ reading ability increases in the upper 
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elementary grades. Making students more aware that their strengths as readers may 
have a positive impact on their overall reading performance at the end of the school 
year. This finding has practical implications that may contribute to the improvement 
of reading ability among Chilean students. If teachers are aware of the role of self-
concept on reading achievement, they can help construct a stronger self-image, 
which, in turn, may help readers be more competent. Fostering positive self-concept 
has to do with making reading experiences positive (Miller 2009), helping students 
discover their literary preferences, matching readers with the right book (Lesesne 
2003), and most importantly, spending time talking about books. Oftentimes too 
much time is spent on strategy instruction and comprehension assessment, and there 
are very few instances in which teachers and students can share their reading 
interests.

Overall, these results show that, among Chilean elementary school children, 
there also appears to be a relationship between reading achievement and motivation, 
and that this relationship is mediated by gender, grade level, and socioeconomic 
background. Similar to what findings from earlier studies suggest (e.g. Gambrell 
et al. 1996; Marinak and Gambrell 2010; Meece et al. 2006), girls exhibit higher 
levels of reading ability and motivation than boys across third, fourth and fifth 
grade. Their motivation to read, as seen in their self-concept and value of reading is 
also higher than that of boys. In light of the expectancy-value theory, reading per-
formance and motivational factors also seem to be strongly connected for Chilean 
elementary school children (also observed by Rivera and Riveri 2011). Our findings 
reveal that students with the highest reading scores were also the ones with the high-
est levels of motivation, both in readers’ self-concept and value. At the beginning of 
the school year, this was the case of the students in the lower grades. At the end of 
the year, students with the highest reading scores were also the ones who showed 
higher self-concept as readers, but not the ones who valued reading more. Marinak 
and Gambrell (2007) had reported that third-grade boys report valuing reading less 
than girls, a finding that is also observed in our data. This may suggest that, while 
improving one’s ability as a reader boosts a student’s self-concept as a reader, the 
extent to which they value reading as a leisure time activity may not necessarily 
increase.

As previous studies about performance and motivation in Chile have also shown, 
there are significant differences in the performance and motivation values of boys 
and girls coming from different socioeconomic backgrounds (Rivera and Riveri 
2011; SIMCE 2010, 2011; OECD 2012). The reading achievement gap matches the 
gap in reading motivation with a negative bias that widens in the case of boys as 
they progress across the elementary grades. Girls, on the other hand, tend to main-
tain positive self-perceptions as readers even if they value reading less as they grow 
older. These findings have pedagogical implications that must necessarily be 
addressed in order to ensure that boys can improve both their ability and interest in 
reading. Valenzuela et al. (2015) hold that improvement in Chilean students’ read-
ing ability as observed in PISA 2001–2009 scores can be attributed to positive 
changes in students’ reading engagement, particularly attitudes toward reading, 
book access, and time for leisurely reading. With regard to reading strategies and 
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their impact on reading scores, the problem does not appear to lie in the lack of 
strategy use on the part of students, but rather on how these strategies are utilized in 
the classroom to boost reading achievement. Although PISA scores refer to older 
students, the factors that explain improvement in reading and its correlation with 
motivation may also be applicable to the earlier grades. If engagement increases as 
a result of having more books in the classroom and providing elementary students 
with more time to read, we may see similar positive trends in reading achievement 
in those grade levels as well. Book choice and book access are positively related, but 
gender-based preferences must be taken into account to provide thematic, complex-
ity, and genre variety (Gambrell 2011).

Gender differences in time devoted to reading is also contingent on reading pref-
erences, with girls devoting more time to narrative fiction than boys (Coles and Hall 
2002; Hughes-Hassell and Rodge 2007). Most schools in Chile do not include 
weekly time periods for either sustained silent reading, or library visits, and read 
alouds are often finalized when children enter first grade. Studies (e.g., Eyzaguirre 
and Fontaine 2008) have also demonstrated that, once children have learned to 
decode, comprehension instruction declines and is mainly centered on comprehen-
sion assessment rather than strategy instruction.

Similarly, because our findings reveal a strong connection between self-concept 
and reading achievement, reinforcing male students’ self-perceptions as readers 
should be an important objective in elementary school. Because the majority of 
elementary school teachers are females, boys seldom encounter male reading mod-
els to share their reading experiences, talk about books, or ask for author sugges-
tions. Research has also shown that boys respond to instructional tasks better when 
activities are time-limited, broken down and varied (Wilson 2003). Competition, 
concreteness and feedback are also instructional aspects that facilitate boys’ task 
engagement, and which are applicable to book reading instruction.

7.5  �Conclusion

In the current chapter, we analyzed reading achievement and motivation and their 
correlations for Chilean third, fourth, and fifth grade students at two time periods 
during the school year. Results showed that greatest gains in reading achievement 
are made by third-grade boys, but overall girls perform better than boys in reading 
across all grade levels and at both time periods. Similarly, girls exhibit higher levels 
of self-concept and value of reading than boys across grade levels and at both time 
periods. However, the evolutions of these trajectories, as well as the magnitude of 
achievement growth and motivation decrease, seem to vary by gender and grade 
level. On the other hand, self-concept was found to be a considerable predictor of 
reading achievement at the end of the school year, both for boys and for girls. The 
magnitude of this predictor’s influence increases in the upper elementary grades, 
and thus should be considered as a mediator than can increase students’ overall 
reading achievement.
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These findings imply that motivational aspects of reading correlate differently 
with reading achievement at different grade levels and time periods, and should 
therefore be addressed from a pedagogical perspective in different ways. In the case 
of boys, because reading achievement is so strongly connected with self-concept as 
readers, strengthening boys’ perceptions of their own capability as readers seems 
crucial. Girls, on the other hand, seem to devalue reading as they grow older. Efforts 
must be placed to instill the love for reading in both boys and girls because of its 
impact on comprehension and academic achievement.
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Chapter 8
A Mixed-Methods Study to Investigate 
Chinese Students’ Reading Motivation 
in Taiwan

Suhua Huang

Abstract  The purpose of this study was to use a triangulated mixed-methods 
research design to investigate factors influencing Chinese middle school students’ 
motivation to read. A total of 88 ninth-grade students (47 boys and 41 girls) volun-
tarily participated by completing the Chinese Motivation for Reading Questionnaire 
(CMRQ). Twelve of the 88 students (six girls and six boys) were randomly selected 
to participate in semi-structured interviews, and three ninth-grade classes were 
observed over the course of one month. In addition, six teachers and five parents 
were selected to be interviewed. Four variables were investigated on a scale of 1 to 
4. The mean score was highest for intrinsic motivation (2.84). The mean scores for 
the other three variables were as follows: self-efficacy, 2.73; extrinsic motivation, 
2.53; and social motivation, 2.25. The qualitative findings showed evidence that 
personal interest and reading choice drove students’ intrinsic motivation to read and 
enhanced confidence in reading. Unlike schools in many Western countries, Chinese 
middle schools in Taiwan have a hierarchical testing system, and reading for social 
recognition and competition appear to play a primary role in Chinese students’ 
motivation to read. This study found that Chinese middle school students placed 
greater value on grades than other outcomes of academic performance.

Keywords  Chinese middle school students · Gender difference · Social and 
cultural values · Reading motivation

The International Reading Association (IRA) published a position paper in 2000 
stating that motivation to read is essential for school success (IRA 2000). This state-
ment is emblematic of the growing importance of reading motivation in research 
and practices in the last two decades (Becker and McElvany 2010). Most educators 
agree that motivating students to read is one of the most important contributors to 
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students’ reading achievement and academic success (Guthrie et al. 2006; Mucherah 
and Yoder 2008). Middle school is an especially critical period with regard to read-
ing achievement and academic performance (Huang 2013; Paige 2011). During this 
developmental period, students need to adapt to both the social and academic pres-
sures that are required for building academic capabilities (Schunk and Pajares 
2002). Research among middle school students has been dominated by studies 
focusing on determining the academic achievement for this age group and compar-
ing it with high school students’ academic achievement (Reed et al. 2004), but the 
dynamic and complex differences between classroom cultures and students’ per-
spectives on learning and motivational process at the middle school level have been 
investigated less thoroughly (Huang 2013; Guthrie and Klauda 2014). For this rea-
son, it is worthwhile to investigate what factors affect middle school students’ moti-
vation to read.

As motivation theories are rooted in Western cultures and contexts, the impor-
tance of examining these theories’ applicability to different ethnic and cultural 
groups has been highlighted in recent years (McInerney 2008). Some research stud-
ies that have gone beyond the school setting in different cultural contexts have found 
that cultural values and beliefs influence students’ motivation for academic achieve-
ment (Lepper et  al. 2005). Relatively few studies have considered sociocultural 
effects on Chinese middle school students’ motivation to read (Huang 2013; Lau 
2009). It is important to explore motivation in Chinese middle school students’ 
reading performance in the context of Chinese culture (e.g., cultural values, instruc-
tional methods, structure in the school environment, etc.) to discover how it affects 
Chinese students’ motivation to read. The purpose of this study was to use mixed-
research methods to investigate what factors influence Chinese middle school stu-
dents’ motivation to read.

8.1  �Literature Review

As motivation plays an important role in influencing students’ reading achievement, 
Guthrie and Wigfield developed the Motivation for Reading Questionnaire (MRQ) 
to measure various dimensions of reading motivation (Baker and Wigfield 1999; 
Guthrie and Wigfield 2000). The motivational constructs measured in the MRQ are 
grouped into four major aspects: self-efficacy, intrinsic motivation, extrinsic moti-
vation, and social motivation. This study has drawn from the four major motivation 
constructs of the MRQ, as well as multiple aspects of Chinese culture as a theoreti-
cal framework to examine whether the four MRQ motivational constructs are appli-
cable to Chinese students in Taiwan.
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8.1.1  �Self-Efficacy

The construct of self-efficacy, as proposed by Bandura (1997), deals with students’ 
personal beliefs about their ability to succeed in different achievement tasks. 
Research has found that students’ beliefs about their ability and efficacy to perform 
achievement tasks are crucial motivational mediators of achievement behavior 
(Eccles and Wigfield 2002; Schunk 2003). It is supposed that self-efficacy contrib-
utes to the types of goals that students set for themselves, the efforts that they will 
expend in performing tasks, and the amount of perseverance they will exhibit in the 
face of difficulties (Eccles and Wigfield 2002). Research shows that, compared to 
students with low self-efficacy, highly efficient students are more likely to engage 
in challenging activities, work harder, and persist longer when they encounter dif-
ficulties (Schunk 2003; Zimmerman 2000).

8.1.2  �Intrinsic Motivation

The construct of intrinsic motivation refers to the enjoyment of activities or an inner 
desire to engage in an activity (Deci 1992). When students are intrinsically moti-
vated, they read simply for the sake of reading, and the activity is accompanied by 
positive attitudes and is perceived as highly satisfying (Pintrich and Schunk 2002; 
Taboada et al. 2009). Many research studies have found that students who are intrin-
sically motivated have an inherent interest in what they read and spend more time 
reading than those without intrinsic motivation (Becker and McElvany 2010; 
Guthrie and Klauda 2014; Huang 2013; Lau 2009; Lepper et al. 2005). In a recent 
analysis of the dimensionality of instruction motivation based on qualitative and 
quantitative research, reading experts have applied different dimensions of curios-
ity, importance, and involvement so as to represent the construct of intrinsic motiva-
tion (Möller and Bonerad 2007; Nolen 2007; Schiefele and Schaffner 2013; Wigfield 
and Guthrie 1997).

8.1.3  �Extrinsic Motivation

The construct of extrinsic motivation refers to motivation to receive external recog-
nition or rewards (Deci 1992). Students who are more extrinsically motivated often 
expect to receive a reward for performing the activity, rather than finding the activity 
rewarding by itself (Lau 2009; Schiefele et al. 2012; Wigfield and Guthrie 1997). 
Extrinsically motivated students tend to adopt either “surface” or “achieving” 
approaches to learning (Lepper et al. 2005). A surface approach is usually consid-
ered to be associated with poor academic performance, whereas an achieving 
approach is associated with positive academic performance (Biggs 1995). Research 
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has found that students with strong extrinsic orientations may want to get by with 
minimal effort by using surface-learning strategies for reading, such as memorizing 
text or guessing the meaning of text (Guthrie and Davis 2003; Lau 2009; Lepper 
et al. 2005; Paige 2011). On the other hand, students who use achieving approaches 
tend to actively participate in classroom tasks and use a variety of achieving strate-
gies to maximize their efforts to succeed (Biggs 1995).

8.1.4  �Social Motivation

Social motivation refers to the ways in which individuals’ motivations relate to each 
other (Wentzel 2002). This kind of motivation is crucial to reading, because reading 
is a “social activity” within a social context (Wigfield 2000, p. 142). Reading is not 
simply an individual act of cognition, but it is also tied to the social activity of 
groups and cultural practices (Huang 2013; Wigfield 2000). An increasing amount 
of evidence shows that students’ motivation directly affects their social and aca-
demic performance (Wigfield and Wentzel 2007). Some researchers have found that 
students who have positive social interaction with their peers tend to report doing 
well in school when compared with students who have low levels of social interac-
tion (Baker 2000; Wigfield and Wentzel 2007). Researchers have also learned how 
teachers and other educators can influence students’ motivation in both positive and 
negative ways (e.g., Perry et al. 2006; Wentzel 2002). For example, teachers who 
implement differentiated instructional practices can enhance students’ motivation, 
develop positive achievement goals, and help students relate well to teachers and 
peers in their classroom (Wigfield and Wentzel 2007).

8.1.5  �Cultural and Educational System Differences

Although the acknowledgement of the importance of motivational factors in student 
learning outcome has been gradually growing among researchers worldwide, 
research has distinguished several differences between Chinese and Western cul-
tures (Chen et al. 1995; Huang et al. 2015; Lau 2009). In some aspects and in gen-
eral terms, Western culture is characterized by individualism, an emphasis on 
independence, and regard for oneself as unique. In contrast, Chinese culture is char-
acterized as collective, placing emphasis on human interdependence; the individual 
is taught to be concerned with others’ thoughts and attitudes (Hong 2001). With 
regard to educational issues, Chinese culture emphasizes that academic success is 
fundamental to achieve a satisfactory life and obtaining a respected status (Salili 
et al. 2001). This is also part of the Western educational system, but the Chinese 
attributes greater importance to the achievement of this goal.

In Taiwan, the Chinese school system and school culture have been greatly influ-
enced by Confucian philosophy and the Confucian ethical system (Smith 2000). 
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The impact of this philosophy is reflected in school regulations, the long school 
year, and long hours of study, as well as in the emphasis on hard work, discipline, 
obedience, and rigorous academic standards (Lin et al. 2004). Under the influence 
of the hierarchical ranking system, the learning environment is highly competitive 
in Chinese classrooms in a variety of grade levels (Lau 2009).

8.2  �The Present Study

The aim of the present study was to employ a triangulation mixed-methods research 
design to address the question: “what factors influence Chinese middle school stu-
dents’ motivation to read?”

8.2.1  �Methods

In this study, both quantitative and qualitative data were collected simultaneously 
but separately (Creswell 2014). Both methods were given equal weight, and analy-
ses were conducted concurrently, although data was analyzed separately.

8.2.2  �Setting and Participants

The participating school is a public middle school covering grades 7 through 9, 
located in the center of Taiwan. The school has 10 classes per grade, and each class 
has approximately 30 students, with enrollment averaging about 920. The school 
offers a variety of after-school activities, such as book clubs, sports, arts activities, 
and so forth.

A total of 88 ninth grade students (47 boys and 41 girls), ages 15 and 16, partici-
pated voluntarily by completing the Chinese Motivation for Reading Questionnaire 
(CMRQ). Twelve of the 88 students (six girls and six boys) were randomly selected 
for interviews. A brief profile of the 12 interviewed students is showed in Appendix 
A. Three classes were randomly selected for classroom observation across differ-
ent content areas over the course of one month. Teachers and parents were invited 
to volunteer for interview. Teachers included three men and three women, of whom 
two taught Chinese and two taught English; one science teacher and one social 
studies teacher. Parents included two fathers and three mothers. The mean of the 
teachers’ teaching experience was 8.5  years. Out of the five parents, two were 
middle school teachers, two were self-employed, and one was a stay-at-home 
mother.
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8.2.3  �Procedures

With regard to the quantitative data, all participants were given the CMRQ at the 
same time. To collect the qualitative data, the researcher interviewed each selected 
student, teacher, and parent, in a one-on-one meeting held in a conference room at 
the school site. In addition, daily field notes were recorded for three classrooms over 
the course of one month. Confidentiality was maintained for all data.

The quantitative and qualitative data were analyzed separately. The characteris-
tics of Chinese students’ motivation to read were identified by examining the 
descriptive statistics from the CMRQ. These statistics were triangulated with the 
interview data and the observation notes to answer the research question.

8.2.4  �Measures

The MRQ was originally developed in English by Guthrie and his colleagues 
(Wigfield and Guthrie 1997; Baker and Wigfield 1999). This instrument is a paper-
based questionnaire with Likert scale items about motivation (1 = very different 
from me, 2 = a little different from me, 3 = a little like me, and 4 = a lot like me). 
Based on the results of Huang’s 2013 study, this project utilized four scales with 54 
questions, translated into Chinese, measuring students’ self-efficacy, intrinsic moti-
vation, extrinsic motivation, and social motivation in reading.

The student interview protocol was based partially on Gambrell’s Motivation to 
Read Profile (MRP) (Gambrell et  al. 1996). The interview protocol included 13 
major questions (see Appendix B). The teacher and parent interview protocols were 
drawn from the work of Hardré et  al. (2006), which included 20 questions (see 
Appendices C and D).

8.2.5  �Data Analysis

Descriptive statistical and qualitative analyses were included to answer the research 
question. The constant comparative method was used to analyze qualitative data 
(Glaser and Strauss 1967). The qualitative data analysis involved coding individual 
units, creating categories, comparing incidents applicable to each category, integrat-
ing categories, deleting overlapping categories, finalizing categories, and develop-
ing themes. Data analysis was completed when data saturation had been reached; 
that is, when additional analysis ceased to uncover new information (Huang 2013; 
Huang et al. 2015).

The researcher compared and contrasted both quantitative and qualitative find-
ings and then employed triangulation to answer the research question. Finally, the 
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researcher identified and determined the consistencies and inconsistencies between 
the two sets of findings in the interpretation and discussion phase.

8.3  �Results

8.3.1  �Quantitative Results

The descriptive statistics and internal consistency estimates of reliability of the 
MRQ variables are shown in Table 8.1. The descriptive statistics of gender differ-
ence for each variable are shown in Table 8.2.

The findings of the three sets of descriptive statistics show that the mean scores 
of the intrinsic motivation variable are higher than those of the other variables. 
Descriptive statistics also show that female students have higher mean scores in 
each variable than male students. The internal consistency estimates of reliability 
for self-efficacy, intrinsic motivation, extrinsic motivation, and social motivation 
variables in the CMRQ were 0.76, 0.85, 0.88, and 0.81 respectively. In general, the 
variables show strong internal consistency, as indicated by Cronbach’s coefficient 
alpha. Table 8.3 shows the 12 interviewed students’ mean scores for each variable.

The 12 interviewed students’ mean scores for self-efficacy, intrinsic motivation, 
extrinsic motivation, and social motivation variables were 2.80, 2.95, 2.56, and 2.29 
respectively.

Table 8.1  Descriptive statistics for variable measured and reliability

Measured Variable No. of items Mean SD Cronbach’s α
Self-efficacy 9 2.73 0.53 0.76
Intrinsic motivation 17 2.84 0.47 0.85
Extrinsic motivation 15 2.53 0.59 0.88
Social motivation 13 2.25 0.54 0.81

Table 8.2  Descriptive statistics for gender differences for variable measured

Measured Variable Gender N Mean SD

Self-efficacy M 46 2.66 0.53
F 39 2.80 0.54

Intrinsic motivation M 46 2.72 0.48
F 39 2.96 0.47

Extrinsic motivation M 46 2.50 0.61
F 39 2.56 0.59

Social motivation M 46 2.21 0.51
F 39 2.30 0.58
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8.3.2  �Qualitative Results

The qualitative analysis reveals four variables that influence the reading motivation 
of Chinese middle school students in Taiwan: (1) reading interest; (2) competition; 
(3) parent and teacher expectations; and (4) instructional practices. In the discussion 
below, all students, teachers, and parents’ names are pseudonyms.

Theme 1  Personal interest and reading choice drive students’ intrinsic motiva-
tion to read and enhance their confidence All 12 interviewed students indicated 
that reading books of personal interest fosters a more positive attitude towards read-
ing. All of the interviewed teachers and parents also mentioned that they encourage 
students to read books they are interested in. The classroom field notes indicate that 
personal interest and reading choice not only allow students to stay focused and 
enjoy reading, but also enable them to sustain their interest and efforts even when 
reading long books. Numerous students were reading Chinese translations of The 
Life of Pi by Yann Martel (2012), The Hunger Games series by Suzanne Collins (2010), 
The Lightning Thief by Rick Riordan, and The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants 
series by Ann Brashares (2008). Female readers in particular were interested in The 
Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants series. More female readers indicated they would 
like to read for pleasure when they have more free time than the male readers. Male 
readers were more interested in The Life of Pi and The Lightning Thief series by Rick 
Riordan (2006). Having the freedom to choose books of personal interest increases 
students’ competencies and provides opportunities for students to form “book clubs” 
unintentionally. In the hallway, students discussed their reading and exchanged 
books with one another—even students who were not in the same class.

Field notes also show gender differences in reading interest. Five out of the six 
interviewed female students (Chen, Du, Huang, Wang, and Wu) mentioned that they 
were more interested in reading literature and novels, whereas interviewed male 
students generally indicated that they were interested in science and medical books. 
Four male students said they were reading about why many old people suffer from 
Alzheimer’s disease. These students often read science magazines after class. The 
field notes also indicate that students’ reading interest is domain-specific. All of the 
boys interviewed mentioned that they have high motivation in science and math, but 
not in Chinese literature. By contrast, some of the interviewed girls said they like to 
read Chinese or Western literature, but are less interested or confident in math. The 
field notes indicate that Chinese middle school students today have more access to 
updated English-language literature in translation through the use of Internet tech-

Table 8.3  The 12 
interviewed students’ 
descriptive statistics for each 
variable

Measured Variable No. of items Mean

Self-efficacy 9 2.80
Intrinsic motivation 17 2.95
Extrinsic motivation 15 2.56
Social motivation 13 2.29
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nologies and smartphones. These translated books provide Chinese middle school 
students with more reading choices.

Theme 2  Middle school contexts foster students’ extrinsic motivation to 
achieve their academic goals All middle school students are required to take the 
high school entrance exam, because high school education is not compulsory in 
Taiwan, and getting into a good high school, and later into a university, is a competi-
tive process. The field notes and the interviews with parents, teachers, and students 
indicate that the Chinese middle school climate is filled with tests, competition, and 
pressures to prepare for exams. These exams provide intense motivation for students 
to perform well.

Teachers and parents said that students face more challenging academic tasks 
today than in the past, and grades serve as a major indicator of competence and suc-
cess. The field notes indicate that grades play a very significant role in motivating 
students to read and that students value grades as an important indicator of social 
status in the class. Students also believe that being a good reader has a positive influ-
ence on their grades. Seven of the interviewed students (Chen, Cheng, Hsu, Lee, 
Sun, Tasi, and Wang) made statements indicating that “receiving good grades means 
we are competent and will be successful.” Parents and teachers also stated that 
grades can determine students’ future direction.

The middle school learning environment in Taiwan is considered highly com-
petitive, especially for ninth grade students, as they must take the high school entry 
exam by the end of the academic year. This means that ninth grade students are 
likely to face more academic pressure than those in other grades. Field notes suggest 
that competition drives students’ motivation and also goal-setting. Students believe 
that competition helps them know what they want to accomplish and feel capable of 
staying focused to attain their goals. Goals also motivate them to make extra efforts 
to finish the tasks set up for them. The field notes also indicate that peer and social 
interactions directly influence students’ academic performance and reading motiva-
tion: they were motivated to pick up books that their peers recommended. Moreover, 
checking and comparing each other’s test scores was found to be a common social 
interaction. The students indicated that knowing what others were reading would 
improve their study skills or encourage them to want to read more supplemental 
texts.

Theme 3  Parent and teacher expectations and choice of reading enhance their 
performance Although students would prefer to read books of their personal 
choice, it was found that teachers and parents still had a strong influence on stu-
dents’ choice of reading material. All 12 interviewed students indicated that they 
would like to read books their teachers suggest for them. In addition, field notes 
reveal that some Chinese and English teachers recommend current popular novels 
to students, such as The Hunger Games and The Life of Pi. Many content-area 
teachers also strongly encourage students to read more supplemental materials after 
school, using statements such as, “reading improves your analytical thinking,” 
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“reading enlarges your English vocabulary,” “reading increases your memory,” and 
“reading improves writing skills.”

One Chinese teacher promoted reading activities by rewarding students with a 
movie ticket after they finished reading five novels. In the three classes observed, 
the majority of male students were reading the Chinese translation of The Life of Pi 
by Martel. The movie ticket served as a motivator because they wanted to see the 
book’s film adaptation, which was directed by a Taiwanese role model.

The field notes also indicate that the majority of interviewed students place great 
emphasis on reading at home because their parents value reading as an important 
activity. Books of different reading levels, genres, and authors were available at 
their homes. The interviewed students indicated that they are more motivated to 
read books when their parents discuss the books’ content with them because it is 
appealing to have a reading partner at home and also to have more conversations 
with their parents.

Several students mentioned that their parents collect reading materials for them 
to read at home in case the school does not cover enough for the regional high 
school exam. Some parents reported that they often take their child or children to 
local bookstores or libraries. In recent years, the Ministry of Education of Taiwan 
has been actively promoting reading at all grade levels and encouraging reading as 
an important national activity. The interviewed parents expected their children to 
read widely, to be successful, and to have a promising future career with high social 
status. They believe that reading widely can help students pass the high school entry 
exam and also become more global-oriented citizens.

Theme 4  Teachers’ instructional practices and technology-integrated lessons 
affect students’ motivation and engagement Instructional approaches have a 
strong impact on students’ motivation to read. Field notes show that reading instruc-
tion for multiple content areas place a heavy emphasis on memorization. Teachers 
frequently emphasize statements such as “memorized Chinese and English vocabu-
laries and phrases can improve your reading comprehension” and “to improve your 
math and science scores, you need to memorize formulas.” Text memorization 
seems to be a major strategy in preparing for examinations and obtaining good test 
scores, as well as for reading books in English. Five of the 12 interviewed students 
(Huang, Chang, Chen, Hsu, and Wu) indicated that they like to memorize Chinese 
and English sentences and phrases when they are writing Chinese and English com-
positions. Memorizing information from textbooks is the most important strategy to 
help students pass exams and receive good grades. They even used memorized 
phrases to enhance their oral communication skills. The field notes revealed that 
many students do not like memorizing either classical literary Chinese texts or 
Chinese poetry because these texts are not relevant to their daily lives. Field notes 
also give evidence that teaching practices commonly include asking questions, 
assigning worksheets, and giving tests.

Computers, tablets, and other electronic devices were widely accessible in the 
participating school. The majority of students had cell phones; although they were 
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not allowed to use them during class, they often used them to search for information 
after class. The use of integrated technology was another common teaching approach 
in multiple disciplinary areas. All 12 interviewed students indicated that technology-
integrated lessons can help them become more active learners. Technology provides 
many opportunities for students to interact with classmates; it encourages self-
directed learning, and makes them more willing to actively participate in the learn-
ing process rather than being passive learners. Teachers also indicated that integrated 
technology (e.g., Web 2.0 applications, the Internet, and videos) helps turn “boring” 
conceptual subjects like math into fun, engaging, and educational activities and also 
helps prepare students for their future workplaces. Students, too, reported that tech-
nology is an integral part of how they work and experience their everyday lives, and 
it prepares them better for their future careers. Although students would prefer to 
use technology in every content area, they also highly value the teacher-student 
relationship. They all expressed the idea that technology cannot replace good 
teachers.

8.4  �Discussion

This study examined Chinese middle school students’ reading motivation in Taiwan. 
Quantitative findings support the reliability of the CRMQ in measuring the reading 
motivation of Chinese middle school students. Students scored most highly on 
intrinsic motivation, followed by self-efficacy, extrinsic motivation, and social moti-
vation. The qualitative findings of this study provide examples of multiple aspects 
of Chinese cultural and social contexts that influence Chinese middle school stu-
dents’ reading motivation, such as the value of education and educational systems.

In the quantitative findings, intrinsic motivation consistently showed the stron-
gest relation with students’ motivation to read among the four motivation constructs 
(self-efficacy, intrinsic, extrinsic, and social motivation). This indicates that stu-
dents in this study are strongly motivated to read through intrinsic motivation, which 
is consistent with the findings of previous studies showing that Chinese students 
generally have a positive attitude toward learning (e.g., Huang 2013; Lau 2009; 
Shih 2005). The findings are also consistent with numerous studies in Western con-
texts indicating that intrinsic motivation is essential for learning (e.g., Guthrie and 
Klauda 2014; Mucherah and Yoder 2008; Schiefele et al. 2012; Wigfield et al. 2006).

The qualitative findings provide evidence that personal reading interest and read-
ing choice are also strong intrinsic motivating forces for the students. Personal inter-
est was found to be the most prominent factor driving students’ motivation. The 
findings indicate that students who chose reading materials of personal interest used 
more self-directed learning strategies and made extra efforts to achieve their reading 
or academic goals. Personal reading interest and choices enable higher levels of 
engagement and involvement. These findings consistently confirm the results of 
several previous studies that show increases in intrinsic motivation and reading 
engagement when students select reading materials based on their reading interest 
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(e.g., Guthrie and Davis 2003; Guthrie et al. 2013; Kennedy 2010; McTigue and 
Liew 2011; Schiefele et al. 2012; Wigfield and Wentzel 2007). These findings also 
show that students who are encouraged or given personal choice are more likely to 
be self-regulated readers, which is consistent with the findings of some Western 
studies (e.g., Schunk 2003; Zimmerman 2000; Zimmerman and Schunk 2011).

Self-efficacy scores were lower than intrinsic motivation scores. Students moti-
vated by self-efficacy identify their reading abilities based on the grades they 
receive. This probably suggests that they do not see themselves as having high read-
ing abilities and skills, which is consistent with previous studies showing that 
Chinese students have lower self-efficacy than Western students. The likely reason 
for this is that traditional Chinese social values and Confucianism emphasize hum-
bleness and modesty, and Chinese students have been taught to be humble and not 
to praise their own performance (e.g, Hong 2001; Huang et al. 2015; Lau 2009; 
Salili et al. 2001; Tasi et al. 2006).

The descriptive findings show that the mean scores of extrinsic motivation scales 
in this study are above the midpoint of 2.5. This suggests that extrinsic motivation 
plays a significant role in students’ motivation to read. The qualitative findings indi-
cate that Chinese high school entrance exams in Taiwan are extremely important for 
these middle school students because doing well in the exams is the best way for 
them to get into a high-status high school, which in turn, will get them into a pres-
tigious university. Grades are often used as a benchmark to measure students’ learn-
ing outcomes because taking tests is an indispensable part of the Chinese middle 
school context in Taiwan (Huang 2013; Huang et al. 2015; Lin et al. 2004). This 
may have led Chinese middle school students to develop a competitive, grade-
oriented mentality focused on academic competition and social comparison. This 
aspect of extrinsic motivation has validated the findings of several previous studies 
showing that extrinsic motivators are still enormously powerful forces in students’ 
lives (e.g., Huang 2013; Huang et al. 2015; Schaffner et al. 2013; Schiefele et al. 
2012; Wigfield et al. 2004). These findings also confirm the results of previous stud-
ies indicating that, although extrinsic motivation has been shown as a negative moti-
vational orientation in Western contexts, it may be a positive motivating force for 
Chinese students (e.g., Huang 2013; Huang et al. 2015; Lau and Lee 2008; Lepper 
et al. 2005; Shih 2005).

Social motivation had the lowest scores in this study. The quantitative findings 
are consistent with the findings of several previous studies conducted in a Western 
context showing that students do not seem to be motivated to read for social reasons 
(e.g., Guthrie et al. 2007; Guthrie et al. 2013; Wigfield and Wentzel 2007). However, 
this study’s qualitative results indicate that students’ reading motivation and engage-
ment are strongly influenced by school contexts (e.g., instructional practices, educa-
tional environment), social culture (e.g., values), and relationships with others (e.g., 
teachers, parents, and peers). Different cultures have different values and beliefs 
that can motivate individuals to succeed in the academic domain and in career prac-
tices (e.g., Huang et al. 2015; Lau 2009; Salili et al. 2001). In this study, students, 
parents, and teachers were all found to believe that better education provides people 
with opportunities for social mobility and better financial situations in the future. 
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Education is a significant means for a person to move up the social and economic 
ladder in Chinese society (Hau and Salili 1997). This is consistent with Stevenson’s 
(1992) research showing that Chinese students have significantly higher educational 
aspirations than Western students. Moreover, Chinese culture has a largely collec-
tivistic orientation that emphasizes values such as conformity, respectful acceptance 
of advice from others, and family interdependence. Collectivism might be a strong 
factor driving students’ reading motivation and achievement in the Chinese middle 
school learning contexts. This finding is also consistent with the studies by Wigfield 
and his colleagues (2002; 2007), which show that social factors can influence mid-
dle school students’ motivation in many ways.

This research also revealed that collectivistic values play a central role in reading 
motivation. This supports the notion that Chinese students are socially oriented and 
demonstrates that students’ reading motivation is driven by social values. For exam-
ple, parents and teachers in this study strongly expect their students to be high 
achievers and to have successful careers, and the social value of reading has a great 
impact on students’ reading and academic performance. The results are consistent 
with the findings of Salili et al. (2001) and Wang (2001): students’ attitudes toward 
reading, learning, and achievement are affected by cultural values and social 
practices.

Evidence from this study shows that instructional practices have an important 
influence on students’ motivation and engagement in reading activities for multiple 
content areas. The Chinese school system in Taiwan has emphasized doing well on 
the hierarchical examinations, and teachers evaluate students’ learning and reading 
with worksheet practice and tests, which are prevalent in most Chinese middle 
school classrooms. This leads teachers to focus mainly on teaching factual informa-
tion rather than asking students to think beyond the textbooks. This approach can 
lead students not to question their teachers’ emphasis on fact-learning, because it is 
important for them to accept and support the teacher’s role as the leader of the class-
room (e.g., Huang et al. 2015).

The qualitative findings also show that the use of the Internet and other technolo-
gies can enhance students’ motivation to read and to learn in a variety of ways. All 
teachers in this study have already integrated technology (e.g., Internet, Web 2.0 
applications, YouTube, etc.) into their various content areas. Student learning styles 
have also been affected by new technologies. With easy access to the Internet, 
Chinese middle school students can get information anywhere around the world, 
and this includes new reading material. This finding is consistent with the results of 
recent studies indicating that the growing range of technology use, in and out of the 
classroom, increases the potential for enhancing student motivation for reading 
(Granito and Chernobilsky 2012; Stockwell 2013).

Teachers’ and parents’ expectations also play a strong role in students’ reading 
motivation and choices of reading materials. Teachers generally set high expecta-
tions and high standards of achievement for students and provide them with oppor-
tunities to access a variety of reading materials and other supplemental resources to 
enhance their academic achievement. This study’s results confirm the findings of 
previous studies demonstrating that teachers have a strong influence on Chinese 
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students’ motivation and achievement (e.g., Huang 2013; Huang et al. 2015; Lau 
2009; Lau and Chan 2003; Lepper et al. 2005); likewise, these results are also con-
sistent with the findings of recent studies conducted in a Western context (e.g., 
Wigfield and Wentzel 2007; Wigfield et al. 2004). Moreover, this project found that 
parents generally challenge their children to achieve academic and career success-
dreams that are equally important for parents and students. High expectations are 
considered necessary for students to be successful academically and professionally. 
For Chinese students, excellent academic achievement is seen as necessary for ful-
filling their duty to their teachers and bringing honor to their parents (e.g., Huang 
et al. 2015; Lau 2009). As Chinese culture and values are still strongly embedded in 
the Chinese school contexts, students’ reading and academic excellence can be 
often motivated by the expectations set by their teachers, parents or other important 
adults in their lives.

This investigation found that peer relationships are strongly related to social 
competence, academic success, and motivation to read. These students believe that 
their classmates can help them accomplish their reading goals and other academic 
objectives. This project’s findings are consistent with those of several Western stud-
ies demonstrating that positive relationships with classmates provide middle school 
students an array of resources for instrumental help, encouragement, and support 
(e.g., Guthrie et al. 2007; Wentzel 2002; Wigfield and Wentzel 2007).

The data collected provides evidence that gender plays a role in students’ moti-
vation to read. This finding is perhaps not surprising, given the influence of society 
and the Chinese culture on the study’s context. The quantitative findings found 
female students have higher scores in each variable. The qualitative findings indi-
cate that female students want to read for pleasure more than male students. The 
qualitative findings also show that students’ interest in different content areas could 
affect their reading choices. Boys tend to be more interested than girls in science 
fiction and contemporary fiction (e.g., The Lightning Thief and The Life of Pi), and 
girls are inclined to read literature or contemporary fiction (e.g., The Sisterhood of 
the Traveling Pants series). This finding is congruent with results from several stud-
ies about the gender gap in reading choices (e.g., Gambrell and Marinak 2010; 
Merisuo-Storm 2006; Meece 2006; Weiss and Smith 2002).

8.4.1  �Limitations and Directions for Future Studies

Issues related to the cultural and social aspects of motivation have not been explored 
extensively in quantitative studies, so researchers have a limited understanding of 
the “why” of reading behaviors. This study’s findings indicate that applying results 
from studies conducted in Western contexts to Chinese student populations cannot 
fully or accurately indicate Chinese students’ reading motivation. In this study, 
there is evidence that in Chinese middle schools in Taiwan, under the influence of 
the Chinese culture, where teaching and learning heavily focus on preparation for 
various examinations, students are more performance- and competition- oriented. 

S. Huang



149

Social competition should be taken into consideration when researchers investigate 
Chinese students’ motivation to read. This research has also confirmed that students 
from different cultures and contexts may be motivated by different forces in differ-
ent ways (e.g., Huang et al. 2015; Lau 2009; Salili et al. 2001; Wigfield and Eccles 
2002). More specifically, of the four motivation constructs studied, social motiva-
tion garnered the lowest scores among the Chinese students in this project. However, 
qualitative data indicated that social motivation plays a strong role in these students’ 
motivation to read. This suggests that the survey might measure social motivation 
levels less accurately for Chinese middle school students’ than for Western students. 
Therefore, the construct of social motivation should be revised for future study.

This study has two main limitations. First, the study was conducted at only one 
school and had only 88 participants; therefore, results should not be generalized for 
middle school students as a whole in Taiwan. Second, the CMRQ survey in this 
study does not include information about students’ demographics (e.g., socioeco-
nomic class) or academic details (e.g., grades for each content area). Therefore, it 
lacks the information needed to run statistical correlation and regression analysis to 
identify how grades for each content area and socioeconomic class affect students’ 
motivation to read.

8.4.2  �Implications

Despite these limitations, the findings can provide new insights into how school 
contexts, instructional practices, and cultural values play a significant role in stu-
dents’ motivation to read. This study has important educational implications for 
teachers in Chinese middle schools, since it suggests that Chinese middle school 
students often read the textbooks that dominate the reading landscape in their con-
tent areas. Learning from these texts is essential to succeed in middle school, but if 
students are mainly motivated by grades, this may leave many with little intrinsic 
motivation to read. Teachers should provide a variety of fiction and nonfiction books 
related to various content areas, integrating some of them into curricular content. 
This approach will help students broaden their view of reading and also forge con-
nections between different content areas. In every content area, teachers can encour-
age reading activities such as research groups and book clubs that enhance academic 
achievement and support social interaction. This could have great potential for 
strengthening students’ motivation to read, but it could also help students relate to 
each other as members of reading communities, not just as academic competitors.

This project found that technology not only plays a significant role in students’ 
motivation to read, but also enhances the school curricula for all grade levels and 
provides a greater array of reading material for students with diverse interests. This 
suggests that teachers in every content area can use technology productively to pro-
mote literacy and to teach content-specific knowledge by using discussion boards 
and blogs. Both can be used in the classroom to promote a collaborative interactive 
environment (Cohen and Cowen 2011; National Educational Technology Standards 
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2012). For example, the teacher can divide the class into several groups. Teachers 
can then post articles, links, pictures, and discussion questions and ask students to 
join in conversations within their groups. These activities allow students to exchange 
ideas online, to work together on projects in small groups, and to critique and dis-
cuss reading materials related to the content of the subject. This has the potential to 
lead Chinese middle school students to become less focused on competition and 
more integrated into a community of cooperative peer learners.

�Appendices

�Appendix A. A brief Profile of 12 Selected Students

Name Gender Reading Interest Areas
Chen F Chinese and Western literature
Cheng F Chinese classical and Western literature
Huang F Translated literature
Du F Historical literature
Wang F Contemporary literature
Wu F Adventure literature
Hsu M Science fiction/comic books
Lee M Science fiction
Liu M Science fiction/comic books
Sun M Comic books with science fiction 

element
Tasi M Science fiction/Adventure literature
Yu M Science fiction

�Appendix B. Student Interview Questions

What is your favorite subject in school? Why?
What subject do you like least? Why?
Do you like to read? Why?
What makes you want to read? Why?
Do you read outside of school or just at school? Why?
Are you a good reader? How do you know?
How do you describe yourself as a reader?
How often do you read for fun on your own time?
What types of books do you like to read? Why?
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Do you like to share books with your friends?
Do you think your teachers, parents, and peers think you are a good reader? How do you know?
Is it important for your teachers to know you do well in reading? How do you know?
Do you believe being a good reader is important for you to be successful in school or in your 
future career?

�Appendix C. Teacher Interview Questions

1. What subject areas do you teach?
2. What subject area have you taught?
3. What are your students’ general levels of achievement in your class?
4. What are your grading criteria?
5. What is your students’ level of motivation?
6. How do you know when students are motivated?
7. What do you do when your students are unmotivated?
8. How do you deal with a gender gap in students’ reading interests?
9. What factors or features about your classroom environment can facilitate or inhibit students’ 
reading motivation?
10. What strategies have you used to promote reading activities in your school?

�Appendix D. Parent Interview Questions

What is your profession?
How many children do you have? How old are they?
What is/are your child/children’s level of motivation?
What profession do you expect your child/children to enter when they are adults?
How do you know when your child/children is/are motivated?
What do you do when your child/children is/are unmotivated?
How do you motivate your child/children to read?
How often do you talk to your child/children about reading activities?
How do you select or suggest books for your child/children to read?
What factors or features in your child/children’s learning environment can facilitate or inhibit 
your child/children’s reading motivation?
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Abstract  We have conducted several studies in Finland on primary school pupils’ 
reading skills and attitudes towards reading. Results show that girls have better 
reading skills and more positive attitudes than boys. However, boys’ confidence in 
their reading skills is high and they assess their skills better than they actually are. 
Boys have negative opinions, especially about the exercises during the literacy 
lessons and homework. Therefore, teachers should consider what kind of tasks and 
reading materials would interest boys as well as girls. In addition, it would be good 
to connect social interaction and conversations with peers to reading. Textbooks are 
today still a central source of information in content area classes. Reading 
comprehension tests in both history and natural sciences show that, in sixth grade, 
boys have especial difficulties in understanding these contents. It would also be 
necessary to use other types of reading materials and to teach reading comprehension 
strategies that help pupils understand the contents of the textbooks, to find the main 
ideas in the text, to combine different pieces of information, and to make inferences. 
There is a strong correlation between pupils’ self-esteem, reading attitudes, and 
reading comprehension skills. Pupils who have good self-esteem have a positive 
attitude towards reading and good reading comprehension skills. This is the case 
especially for boys. Consequently, it is essential that teachers support the positive 
development of pupils’ self-esteem as well as reading skills and attitudes.
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9.1  �Introduction

The ability to read is fundamental to a person’s intellectual development. Good lit-
eracy skills are in today’s digitalised world even more essential than before. In 
Finland, it is taken for granted that all citizens are literate. In addition, international 
assessments (Programme for International Reading Assessment [PISA]; Progress in 
International Reading Literacy Study [PIRLS]) have shown that Finnish pupils have 
excellent reading skills. PISA assesses the reading skills of 15-year-olds and PIRLS 
assesses 10/11-year-old pupils. The PISA 2012 report explains the reasons behind 
Finnish pupils’ good reading skills. Early detection mechanisms—such as pupils’ 
individualised assessments—make it possible to identify struggling learners. 
Consequently, students get necessary support early on and are able to continue their 
education at the same pace as their peers. However, it is important to pay attention 
to the fact that Finnish pupils’ performance in the last PISA (2012) and PIRLS 
(2011) was—although still very good—not as good as it had been in the previous 
assessments (Kupari et al. 2012; Mullis et al. 2009; OECD 2013).

A key finding in the assessment is the significant gender gap obtained in these 
results. Girls outperform boys in reading almost in every country. This gender gap 
is especially significant in some of the high-performing countries, where almost all 
low achievers in reading are boys. In addition, between PISA 2000 and PISA 2012 
the gender gap widened in 11 countries. Low-performing boys are heavily over-
represented among the group of the pupils who fail to show basic levels of reading 
literacy (OECD 2013). PISA results indicate that in order to be able to fulfil one’s 
potential one needs determination, motivation, and self-confidence. Low achievers 
have a low level of engagement in reading. Pupils can only achieve at the highest 
levels when they are motivated to work and consider that they are in control of their 
success and capable of good achievements. To bridge this gender gap in reading 
performance, we need to help boys find pleasure in reading and increase their 
interest and engagement with literature in general (Välijärvi et al. 2007).

9.2  �Learning to Read

Children acquire reading literacy through activities and experiences in various envi-
ronments. However, the development of their reading skills and attitudes towards 
reading literacy occurs mainly at home and at school (Suggate et al. 2013). If home 
provides a rich reading environment that includes various literacy resources, chil-
dren become interested in them and learn to concentrate while using them. When 
they see their parents reading and writing they begin to understand that these activi-
ties are an essential part of everyday life (Bråten et al. 1997; Neuman et al. 2008). 
The more often parents engage their young children in literacy enhancing activities 
the more likely children’s reading interest will increase. These activities also 
develop children’s print knowledge. Their literacy competence develops when there 
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are books at home, parents read books with children, and engage children in learn-
ing opportunities. When they become familiar with versatile literacy materials, it 
increases their awareness of the diverse purposes of the written text and improves 
their vocabulary and knowledge of story structure. As a result, they often learn to 
read without struggle and reading can become a pleasant pastime for them (Wallace 
1992; Weigel et al. 2010).

In addition, Kindergarten is the learning environment that supports children’s 
emerging literacy skills. For instance, activities that include interaction between 
adults and children during reading, group work and play, enhance the development 
of their skills. As children’s development requires a strong physical and psychological 
literacy environment the role of preschool teachers is essential for ensuring that 
learning environments succeed in promoting children’s development. In 
Kindergarten, various reading and writing materials for children’s independent use 
should be available at all times (Ball and Gettinger 2009; Guo et al. 2012).

Phonological awareness has been found to be among the best predictors of read-
ing ability across languages. The term refers to the ability to detect and manipulate 
sound segments of speech, such as words, syllables, onsets, and rhymes. Phonemic 
awareness refers to the ability to discriminate and manipulate individual speech 
sounds, namely, phonemes. Children need to acquire the lower-level phonological 
awareness skills before they can be successful with phonemic awareness skills. 
Phonological memory is closely related to phonological awareness and they are 
both essential to the development of reading skills. During the period of develop-
ment of reading skills three levels of phonological processing—discrimination, 
awareness, and memory—build on. As children develop, the influence of phono-
logical memory on the acquisition of reading skills becomes more important 
(Nithart et al. 2011; Pufpaff 2009).

Nowadays almost all Finnish six-year-olds attend preschool and the results of 
our study (Merisuo-Storm and Soininen 2012) show that it has had a positive 
influence on children’s phonological skills. We assessed the phonological skills of 
263 children during their first weeks in first grade. Results show that most first-
graders succeeded well in the tasks related to rhyming, syllabification, discrimination 
of the length of words, and discrimination of first sounds in words. Results showed 
no significant difference in terms of gender. However, boys had greater difficulties 
in the memory task. Children were shown two sets of pictures (seven pictures in the 
first set and eight pictures in the second set). When a set of pictures was in view, the 
researcher pointed at each picture and said aloud what the picture showed (e.g., fish, 
car, doll). The pictures were named twice and then children were allowed to look at 
them for a while. This seemed to be very difficult for several pupils, especially for 
many boys. They could not concentrate in watching the pictures and memorising 
them. Consequently, they did not remember which of the pictures were missing 
from the set they were shown afterwards. There was a significant difference in the 
results of the two genders (t = −2.86, p = 0.005).

One explanation for the boys’ poor concentration skills may be the differences in 
boys’ and girls’ toys and games. At home, children are often directed towards 
certain kinds of games. Parents give boys and girls toys of a different kind. While 
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girls’ toys give them opportunities to develop their communication skills, boys’ toys 
develop their technical knowledge and skills. Girls play social games, for example, 
with dolls or teddy bears, which support the development of their language and 
communication skills. Reading books and solving jigsaw puzzles teach girls to 
concentrate. Boys’ more active games, for instance with car toys, may develop their 
spatial skills but not language, memory, and concentration skills (Fisher 2002; 
Francis 2010). Consequently, in preschool, it is necessary to do exercises that 
enhance boys’ concentration and memory skills. These could easily be connected 
with their favourite games.

9.3  �Reading Comprehension Skills

The definition of skilled reading includes, in addition to the capacity to read accu-
rately and fluently, the ability to comprehend what is being read (Suggate et  al. 
2013). Rapid-word-identification and the construction and integration of meaning 
are essential in the reading process. For a non-fluent reader, word identification 
demands the mental capacity that would be needed for the comprehension process. 
Consequently, he or she has difficulties in understanding a text. As the pupils need 
good comprehension skills when acquiring new information from textbooks and 
other literary sources, this leads to problems in studying almost any school subject 
(Hurry and Doctor 2007; Kuhn et al. 2010; Schellings et al. 2006).

The comprehension process is complicated because of the large selection of texts 
available. Many pupils have difficulties especially in comprehending expository 
texts, which often have complex structures and include a great deal of new 
information. They may contain abstract and logical relationships that are difficult 
for the young reader to understand. In order to become skillful readers, children 
should be given opportunities to read texts from different genres during their first 
years of school. Then the different text structures become gradually familiar to them 
and this will help them to comprehend more complex texts in future (Best et al. 
2008; Williams et  al. 2005). However, research has shown that during the first 
school years, children do not get many opportunities to read or write expository 
texts in school. Therefore, they are able to understand narrative texts more easily 
than informational texts. Still, the older they become, the more often they need good 
reading comprehension skills in order to acquire new information (Fang 2008; 
Reutzel et al. 2005).

During the comprehension process readers construct meaning by interacting 
with the text and by using their previous knowledge and experience and the 
information that the text includes. The more background information related to the 
text readers have, the easier it is for them to understand the text. When reading, they 
activate their previous knowledge about the topic. Moreover, several other factors 
influence readers’ interaction: how easy the text is to read, how precisely it follows 
genre or structure conventions, the language used, and even the font type and size 
(Blair-Larsen and Vallance 2004; Pardo 2004). When reading non-fiction, readers 
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need to understand the topic, be able to find the central information in it, and learn 
and remember the new facts it provides. Skilful readers locate basic facts and find 
several pieces of information in the text that make the understanding easier (Scharer 
et al. 2005).

Reading different genres and text formats gives pupils opportunities for the use 
of various comprehension strategies, such as previewing, activating prior knowledge, 
predicting, making connections, monitoring, organising, summarising, questioning, 
and visualising. These strategies offer access to knowledge that is beyond children’s 
personal experience and help them to become meta-cognitive readers. Young readers 
should also learn to decide which strategies are the most useful depending on the 
content of the text and its level of difficulty. In addition, they should learn to monitor 
their own reading comprehension (Bimmel and van Schooten 2004; Dougherty 
Stahl 2004; McLaughlin 2006). Children’s comprehension of a text can occur at 
different levels: the literal level includes only surface understanding; at the 
inferential level a reader draws inferences; and at the evaluative level a reader 
engages emotionally and responds either positively or negatively to the text itself. 
Inferential reasoning is an essential factor of skilled reading and the ability to use it 
distinguishes good comprehension from poor understanding. It means that the 
reader makes connections that are not clearly expressed in the text, that is, he or she 
‘reads between the lines’ (Coiro and Dobler 2007; Parker and Hurry 2007).

As stated above, the comprehension processes of various genres are different. 
Therefore, it may be that a reader who understands one type of text well has difficul-
ties in comprehending other texts. It is possible that comprehension instruction in 
one genre does not transfer to another. Hence children should be taught how to use 
comprehension strategies in diverse contexts (Duke and Martin 2008). According to 
Parker and Hurry (2007), when teaching reading comprehension, many teachers use 
only direct oral questioning, which usually produces predictable correct answers. 
They seldom encourage children to develop more elaborate ideas. Even if the range 
of questions is wide and appropriate, children’s role can be too passive. Similarly, 
Duke and Martin (2008) emphasise that a few minutes of asking and answering 
questions about a passage is not enough.

Pupils with a small vocabulary have even more difficulties in comprehending 
texts. If a significant word or concept is unknown, it is possible that the meaning of 
the whole passage remains unclear to readers. In addition, they do not have strategies 
for inferring the meaning of an unfamiliar word. Explicit instruction of the meanings 
of specific words has proved to increase pupils’ vocabulary but takes a great time 
and effort. Therefore, it is important to teach poor readers to recognise unfamiliar 
words and to infer the meanings of these words from context. Students should be 
taught how to find the most productive context cues from the text. Strategies for 
deducing the meaning of words from context focus on using pieces of information 
the text provides to infer these meanings. The pupils’ ability to derive a word 
meaning improves if they have an opportunity to explain the reasoning behind their 
own definitions or the correct definitions of the words. Their skills also develop 
when they hear the teacher and other pupils think aloud during the word explanation 
process (Cain 2007; Farrington 2007; Tomesen and Aarnoutse 1998).
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It seems that today textbooks are still a central source of information in content 
area classes. To become academically successful, pupils have to learn to understand 
the contents of textbooks. Therefore, at both primary and secondary levels, teachers 
should help pupils learn to understand what they read in the textbooks of different 
school subjects. Integrating the teaching of comprehension strategies to learning 
information in content areas could effectively develop pupils’ reading skills. 
Teachers should discuss the features of textbooks with their pupils (e.g., boldface 
words, diagrams, maps, and photographs with captions). As textbooks often use 
vocabulary that is not familiar to pupils, they should also be taught how to infer the 
meanings of unknown words from the context. This makes it easier for pupils to 
learn more content and meet the language demands present in textbooks (Farrington 
2007; Bryce 2011; Garber-Miller 2006; Guthrie and Klauda 2012; Swanson et al. 
2011).

9.4  �Reading Comprehension Skills of Primary-School-Aged 
Boys and Girls

We have conducted several studies that have aimed to assess primary school pupils’ 
reading comprehension skills in Finland. In these studies, we have measured pupils’ 
comprehension skills in second, third, fourth, and sixth grade. The type of text used 
in these studies ranged from fiction to non-fiction, textbooks, and newspaper articles. 
In all grades, pupils read the texts, answered questions related to these texts, and 
explained the words that were underlined in the texts. In addition, sixth-graders 
wrote a summary of a non-fictional text. Results show that in all grades, girls’ 
comprehension skills are significantly better than the boys’. During one of these 
studies, children’s development was monitored from the first to the sixth grade. 
Results suggest that the levels of a pupil’s phonological awareness and phonological 
memory at the beginning of first grade have a strong effect on his or her reading 
comprehension skills still after two school years. Furthermore, several pupils who 
had poor skills at the end of second grade were still struggling to comprehend at the 
end of sixth grade (Merisuo-Storm 2010). Results also showed that first graders’ 
success in memory tasks significantly predicted their spelling skills in sixth grade 
(Merisuo-Storm 2007). In the following sections we present key results of our 
studies on primary school pupils’ reading comprehension skills.

Two of our studies aimed to assess second graders’ (8/9-year-olds) reading com-
prehension skills. The first one measured how well pupils understand fiction and 
nonfiction (Merisuo-Storm and Soininen 2010), and the second study measured 
their ability to understand easy-to-read newspaper text, that is, a text that is written 
in plain language1 (Merisuo-Storm and Soininen 2011). In the first study, 188 pupils 

1 Plain language is language which uses clear, commonly understood terms and brief expressions. 
It is specifically designed for people who have poor language skills (e.g. immigrants, handicapped 
people, students with learning problems, old people).
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(85 boys and 103 girls) read the story “Ship’s Child” and a nonfiction text about big 
cats. “Ship’s Child” is a story about country people who, for the first time in their 
life, see a boat. The boat looks so nice that they want to have one too, but they do 
not have enough money. Instead, they buy a small dinghy because they believe that 
if they feed it well it will grow up and become a ship. The non-fiction text includes 
information about the different species of big cats. On average, for second graders, 
answering the questions proved to be easier than explaining the words. The 
maximum score in both sections of the test was 10 for the questions and 10 for the 
words. In the story section, the mean of the pupils’ scores was 6.2 (SD 2.0) in 
answering questions and 4.1 (SD 2.5) in explaining words. In the nonfiction section, 
the mean values were 7.3 (SD 2.5) and 3.7 (SD 2.4). Ten per cent of the pupils could 
not explain a single word in the story section correctly and 16% of the pupils 
managed equally unsatisfactorily in the nonfiction section task.

In answering the questions related to the story, girls’ results were significantly 
better than those of the boys (t = −3.39, p = 0.001). It seemed to be especially easier 
for the girls to understand the personalities of the main characters and the decisions 
they made. The difference between the two genders’ results of the three questions 
that demanded this kind of sensitivity was significant (t = −2.95, p = 0.004): Why 
did they take the dinghy to the waterside meadow? Why did they take the dinghy 
back to town? And, in your opinion, what were the main characters like? However, 
there was no significant difference between the boys’ and girls’ ability to answer 
questions related to the nonfiction text. In this part of the test, those questions in 
which pupils had to make inferences or connect information in different parts of the 
text proved to be the most difficult: Why are the big cats often on the move by night? 
And, which of the big cats closely resemble each other? About half of the boys 
(47% to 50%) and more than one third of the girls (35% to 38%) offered an incorrect 
answer to these questions.

Altogether, 598 second-graders (296 girls, 290 boys) took part in the study where 
the pupils read an article (100 words) that had been published on the young readers’ 
section of a plain language newspaper. The article entitled “Dolphins Avoid the New 
Pool” talks about a new and spacious pool that had been built for bottlenose dolphins 
in Särkänniemi Dolphinarium, located in the city of Tampere, Finland. Dolphins are 
afraid of the passage connecting the new and the old pools. Therefore, the pool that 
costed €6 M is always empty. After reading the article, pupils were asked to answer 
eight questions in relation to the text and explain the ten words underlined in the 
text.

These results are similar to the results above. At the same time, those questions 
in which pupils had to make inferences or connect information from the different 
parts of the text also proved to be difficult. Even more difficult was the question that 
could be answered with the help of the photograph beside the article. Little more 
than one third of the pupils (36%) understood that beside the text there was a picture 
that could provide useful information. Furthermore, the results of this study indicate 
that deriving the meaning of an unknown word from context was, for a great number 
of the second graders, a new and highly demanding task. It seems that many pupils 
did not even understand what they were supposed to do. There is a significant 

9  Boys’ and Girls’ Reading Skills and Attitudes During the First Six School Years



164

difference in the pupils’ question section scores and the word explaining section 
scores (t = 32.11, p = 0.000). Due to the fact that some of the words had different 
meanings in different contexts, it was stressed in the instructions that pupils should 
write what the words mean in this particular text. However, several students gave 
explanations that did not match the contents of the text at all. Explaining eight of the 
ten words proved to be so difficult that only 10–27% of the pupils were able to do it 
correctly. There were only five pupils (1%) who could not answer any of the 
questions correctly and 133 pupils (23%) who could not give an acceptable 
explanation to any of the words. While there is no significant difference in the girls’ 
and the boys’ performance in answering these questions, girls were significantly 
more successful in explaining the words (t = 3.13, p = 0.002).

In the studies conducted in the third (9/10-year-olds) and the fourth grade 
(10/11-year-olds), pupils read both, a story and a non-fiction text, then answered ten 
questions and explained ten words related to both texts. The third graders’ story was 
entitled “Three Wishes” and the title of the nonfiction text was “Rabbit Hopping 
Contest”. In the fourth grade, students read a story called “Elves as Shoemakers” 
and a nonfiction text entitled “Pyramids”. Considering the findings of both studies, 
one can find many similarities with the results obtained for the second grade. Girls 
succeeded significantly better than the boys in answering the questions in both 
grades (t = 3.46, p = 0.001; t = −3.08, p = 0.002). The most difficult questions were 
those which required inferential reasoning or a deeper understanding of the text. For 
instance, in third grade only one fifth of the pupils (20%) could answer the question 
correctly (Why didn’t the wife want a new cottage?) and in the fourth grade less than 
one third (31%) gave an acceptable answer to the question (Why didn’t the elves 
want to go to the shoemaker’s house?). Especially when answering these difficult 
questions, girls succeeded better than boys. In both grades, the same pupils 
succeeded and the same students did more poorly in both sections of the test. The 
correlation between the two sections was significant (r  =  0.208**, p  =  0.003; 
r = 0.255**, p = 0.001). It is somewhat disquieting to notice that for fourth graders, 
the narrative text was significantly easier to understand than the informational text 
(t = 7.69, p = 0.000) because the text about pyramids resembles texts found in the 
textbooks that they read in school. An explanation for this may be, as Fang (2008) 
as well as Reutzel et al. (2005) point out, that during the first school years children 
do not get many opportunities to read information texts in school. Therefore, they 
are able to understand narrative texts more easily than information texts.

For the third graders, the explanation of the words proved to be significantly 
more difficult than the answering of the questions (t = 23.04, p = 0.000). However, 
the same pupils had the best results in both tasks (r = 0.435**, p = 0.000). While in 
the fourth grade, the correlation between these two tasks is also significant 
(r = 0.573**, p = 0.000), there is no relevant difference in the pupils’ success in 
these tasks. For both age groups the most difficult words to explain were abstract 
words and those words that have different meanings in different contexts. Because 
students often gave explanations that the words have in other contexts, it was 
obvious that they were not able to use the cues that the textual context provided. In 
addition, they did not consider if the meaning they gave for a word matched the 
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content of the text. Another problem was that some pupils had difficulties in 
explaining the words even if they understood what they meant. Therefore, apart 
from learning the strategies for inferring the meanings of words it is important for 
pupils to have opportunities to practise the explanation of word meanings in relation 
to context.

We have conducted several studies on pupils’ reading comprehension skills at 
the end of sixth grade (12/13-year-olds). It is an important phase in the students’ 
lives because the coming autumn they are going to transfer to secondary school. 
This is when their learning begins to rely more and more on the ability to read 
independently and to use reading as a tool for acquiring new information in different 
content areas. We mentioned before the study carried out by Merisuo-Storm (2010) 
which monitored children’s development from the first to the sixth grade. In this 
study, 132 sixth graders read a story, a newspaper article, and an informational text. 
The first text was a story entitled “What the Old Man Does is Always Right” by 
H.C. Andersen (882 words). After reading the text, pupils answered 20 questions. 
Results show that, in contrast to girls, boys did not want to reread the story in order 
to find the correct answer and invented an incorrect explanation to some questions. 
This was the case, for example, when the answer could be found almost at the 
beginning of the story and readers had already forgotten about it. While 85% of the 
girls answered this question correctly only one third of the boys (34%) succeeded 
equally well in the task. Furthermore, when the question was about a small detail in 
the story boys offered an incorrect answer more often than girls (t  =  −2.67, 
p = 0.000). It was mentioned above that in the second grade, girls understood the 
personalities of the main characters and the decisions they made better than boys. 
This proved to be true also in the sixth grade as, in contrast to boys, girls answered 
correctly those questions that demanded this kind of understanding (t  = −3.25, 
p = 0.000). For instance, one of the questions was: What is the title of the story 
based on? (“What the Old Man Does is Always Right”). Although most pupils 
understood that the man made very foolish decisions, many of them accepted the 
title as a fact. Less than one third of them understood that it was only an expression 
that his wife used or that it was her personal opinion about the matter. The wife 
loved her husband and did not want to criticise his actions. They wrote that she did 
not like to argue with him or that she was a positive, sweet person who was always 
able to find something good in her husband’s decisions.

The second text was a newspaper article entitled “In the Large Footsteps of 
H.C.  Andersen” (359 words). After reading the article, students answered ten 
questions and explained the meaning of ten words taken from the text. There was no 
significant difference in the aggregated scores of boys and girls in this section of the 
test although 40% of the girls’ marks were excellent and only 23% of the boys 
succeeded equally well. Once more, it was more difficult for the boys than for the 
girls to find specific details in the article. It was noticeable that girls put more effort 
in searching them. Also in this section of the test, the most difficult question was 
related to the title of the article (“In the Large Footsteps of H.C. Andersen”). It was 
mentioned in the article that Andersen’s shoes were big (size 47) but only 28% of 
the pupils understood that the phrase in question also referred to the fact that 
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Andersen was a great author and famous all over the world. The results of the study 
suggest that teachers should discuss with pupils how titles may have simultaneous 
concrete and abstract meanings. Students should also learn to understand the 
importance of a good title in both fiction and nonfiction genres. Often a reader 
chooses reading materials based on their titles.

When explaining the words, it was obvious that many pupils could not take 
advantage of the cues in the text. They gave similar explanations to those the words 
have in other contexts. The most difficult word to explain was välähdys. In this text, 
it means ‘a glimpse of something’ but in a different context the same word means ‘a 
flash’ or ‘a gleam’. Although the word refers to the previous sentence, one third of 
the pupils (32%) did not pay attention to the context and gave a misguided 
explanation. It seems that the concrete meaning of the word was so strong in the 
pupils’ minds that they ignored the cues in the text. There was a strong correlation 
between the success in explaining the words and answering the questions related to 
the newspaper article (r  =  0.540**, p  =  0.000). In addition, there was a strong 
correlation between the results of the word explaining section of the test and the 
results in the fiction text section (r = 510**, p = 0.000). Although it seemed that the 
boys’ performance in the newspaper article section was slightly better than in the 
story section, the strong correlation between the two sections (r  =  0.510**, 
p = 0.000) shows that the same pupils had good scores in both sections.

The third text was a nonfiction text about orangutans and their living conditions 
in today’s world (396 words). Students were asked to read the text and then write a 
five-sentence summary of it. It was stressed that the summary should include the 
most essential ideas of the text. This part of the test proved to be the most difficult 
one. Although the difference between boys’ and girls’ results was not significant, 
girls outperformed boys in their summarising skills. While 11% of the girls and only 
3% of the boys had excellent marks, 10% of the boys and only 2% of the girls had 
poor marks. Results show that several pupils could not determine what the main 
ideas of the text were. Some of them repeated all the facts in the text, even the trivial 
ones. Although, the most important ideas in the text were that orangutans are an 
endangered species and that one should protect their environment, some pupils did 
not mention them in their summaries.

It seemed that students had not had enough practice in summarising and there-
fore many of them failed in doing so. Several pupils who had performed consider-
ably well in the previous sections of the test did very poorly in the summarising 
section. While the correlation between the results of comprehension skills for both, 
the story and the newspaper, was strong (r = 0.510**, p = 0.000), the correlations 
between them and the results of the summarising section (r = 0.340**, p = 0.000; 
r = 0.390**, p = 0.000) were not equally high. It was noticeable that students had 
more experience in answering comprehension-type questions than in finding the 
main ideas in a text for subsequent summarising. Results support the findings of 
Parker and Hurry (2007) who argue that many teachers lack explicit knowledge of 
the key reading comprehension strategies. Direct oral questioning seems to be the 
dominant strategy for teaching reading comprehension.
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We also used a newspaper article as the reading material for sixth graders in 
another of our reading comprehension studies (Merisuo-Storm and Soininen 2012). 
Newspapers are an essential part of everyday life for most Finnish people. In 2008, 
almost 90% of Finnish families had subscribed to at least one newspaper. PISA 
found that the active reading of newspapers is related to good student reading skills 
in PISA test and that those students who read newspapers seldom or never prove to 
have poor reading skills (Linnakylä and Malin 2007). In our study, a total of 619 
pupils (287 boys and 332 girls) read a newspaper article published in a local 
newspaper. The title of the article is “Sea Archaeological Sensation. Swedish 
Scientists Found a Well-preserved Dutch Ship from the seventeenth Century at the 
Bottom of the Baltic Sea.” According to the article, many shipwrecks lie at the 
bottom of the Baltic Sea. They are well-preserved because the Baltic Sea has no 
shipworms which, in other seas, destroy wooden ships. After reading the article, 
students answered ten questions and explained the ten words underlined in the text.

Once again, results show that, in contrast to girls, boys did not want to reread the 
story in order to find a correct answer. Girls gave acceptable answers significantly 
more often (t = 2.84, p = 0.005) to those questions that could be answered with 
information found almost at the beginning of the article. The results of this study 
confirm the fact found in the study described above that, still in the sixth grade, 
many pupils have poor inferential reasoning skills. When they were asked why are 
there so many Dutch shipwrecks in the Baltic Sea?, only 59% of students gave a 
correct answer that included one of the following ideas: Holland was a leading 
merchant and sea state in the seventeenth century or there were a great number of 
Dutch ships sailing in the Baltic Sea or they built a great number of ships in Holland. 
However, several pupils gave answers that could not be accepted, for instance; 
Dutch ships were so bad or because they sank. There was no significant difference 
between boys’ and girls’ scores in the question section.

However, girls succeeded better than boys in explaining almost all words. The 
most difficult concept to explain was jalostettuja tuotteita (refined products). Only 
18% of the pupils offered a correct explanation. The task was demanding because 
the context does not reveal the full meaning of the word although it presents some 
cues. The concept is found in the following sentence: “Textiles, salt, wine, and other 
refined products were imported into Finland”. Students had to link the concept to 
the products mentioned at the beginning of the sentence and consider what they 
have in common. Similarly, the text does not give explicit cues about the meaning 
of the word sensaatio (sensation), and only 42% of the pupils gave a correct 
explanation. The word is in the following sentence: “This find is a sea-archaeological 
as well as a historical sensation, because it is so well preserved”.

In both sections of the test, the pupils’ aggregated scores varied from 0 to 10. The 
mean in the question section is 7.1 (SD = 2.0) and in the word explaining section 4.9 
(SD = 2.7). The difference between pupils’ scores of the two sections is significant 
(t = 22.2, p = 0.000). This indicates that deriving the meaning of a word from a 
written context is still very difficult for many pupils in sixth grade. However, there 
is a strong correlation between the pupils’ success in explaining the words and their 
success in answering the questions (r = 0.500**, p = 0.000). Ninety per cent of the 
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pupils who performed poorly when answering the questions (0–4 correct answers) 
had equally poor scores in the word section of the test.

Results presented above show that there are pupils who, after six school years, 
still have great difficulties in reading comprehension, especially for informational 
texts. We considered it worthwhile to assess sixth graders’ ability to understand the 
textbooks that they use at school. Altogether, 247 (125 boys and 122 girls) pupils 
took part in the study. About half of them read a text about whales in their natural 
science book and the other half read a text about the Great Wall of China in their 
history book. After reading the text, pupils answered ten questions and explained 
the meaning of ten words underlined in the text.

In the questionnaires related to both textbook chapters there were four questions 
with answers directly found in the texts, five questions required combining different 
pieces of information from the text or making inferences, and one question required 
deeper understanding and reasoning. In both groups, pupils had no difficulties in 
answering those questions with answers directly found in the texts. However, many 
pupils failed to answer the more demanding questions correctly. For the pupils in 
the history book group, the most difficult question was: Why did they not believe 
what Marco Polo said about China? Only 2% of them succeeded in finding a correct 
answer, for example, China was in many aspects more advanced than the European 
countries and their inventions were unfamiliar to the Europeans. This question 
proved to be even more difficult than the question that required deeper understanding 
of the text and personal reasoning: Why was it a heavy blow to Chinese culture that 
the Mongolians became the rulers of China? Only 11% of students could answer 
this question correctly. The best example of a correct answer was: Chinese people 
had been able to live in peace. Now Mongolians were able to change their culture 
and customs because the most important offices were held by the Mongolians. For 
the natural science group, the most difficult question was: In what way has the 
number of whales varied and what are the reasons behind this variation? Only 9% 
of students gave a correct answer that included all three pieces of information 
needed and found in the text.

In both groups, girls succeeded significantly better than boys in answering the 
questions (history book group t = 2.73, p = 0.008; natural science group t = 3.57, 
p = 0.000). In the natural science group, the two pupils who answered all questions 
correctly were both girls. In the history group, 38% of boys and 7% of girls answered 
less than half of the questions correctly. A good example of the girls’ better skills is 
that, while one third of the girls (33%) understood why there were many towers on 
the Great Wall, only 10% of the boys gave a correct explanation. All in all, the text 
in the history textbook proved to be more difficult to understand—for both girls and 
boys—than the text in the natural science book. In the history book questionnaire, 
there were four questions that less than one third of the pupils could answer correctly. 
In the natural science book questionnaire, there was only one equally difficult 
question. Although pupils in Finland have hardly ever seen whales, many pupils—
especially girls—are interested in animals. Therefore, they have background 
information that helps them understand those types of text that the natural science 
book includes. The contents of the history textbook were more difficult to understand.

T. Merisuo-Storm and J.-A. Aerila



169

Consequently, students need teacher’s guidance especially when reading their 
textbooks during history lessons. For instance, it was surprising that 61% of pupils 
could not answer the question: Where did the Silk Road to China begin? This was 
so even when the last page of the chapter included a map where the road was clearly 
marked. Equally surprising was that, in the natural science group, two thirds of the 
pupils (66%) did not understand the meaning of the title of the chapter. Only one 
third of the pupils (33%) answered the question correctly (What does the title of the 
chapter ‘The Giants of The Pacific’ mean?) although the text mentioned, for 
example, that the blue whales can be over 30 m long and weigh 150,000 kg.

As in the study described above, results of this study also show that deriving the 
meaning of a word from a written context is still difficult for many pupils in sixth 
grade. Similarly, the same pupils succeeded best in both, answering the questions 
and explaining the words. There is a strong correlation between these two tasks 
(*0.390**, p.000). It was disquieting to notice that both textbooks included several 
words that were not familiar to most students. They could not infer the meanings of 
these words from the context either. In the history book wordlist, there were only 
two words that more than 70% of the pupils had explained correctly. Four words 
were too difficult for half the students and four words for more than 40% of them. 
Only 3% of the pupils explained all words correctly and 5% could not explain any 
of them at all. This could make understanding of the whole chapter impossible for 
them. Although the girls’ results in the history book group were slightly better than 
the boys’ results (max.10; girls: mean 5.4, SD 2.2; boys: mean 4.6, SD 2.4) in word 
explaining, the difference between the two genders was not significant.

On the other hand, in the natural science book group girls succeeded notably bet-
ter than boys (max. 10; girls: mean 6.2, SD 2.20; boys: mean 4.58, SD 2.39). The 
difference between the two genders was significant (t = 2.70, p = 0.008). Although 
the words in the natural science book seemed to be easier to explain than those in 
the history book many pupils had difficulties in understanding them too. In the 
natural science book wordlist, there were four words that more than 70% of the 
pupils explained correctly. Four words were too difficult for half the students and 
two words could be explained by 50–60% of the pupils. Only 3% of the pupils 
explained all words correctly and 2% could not explain any of them.

Results show that students need help when reading the textbooks that are used in 
content area classes. In this study, especially the sixth grade history textbook seemed 
to be too difficult for many pupils. Consequently, students should be taught how to 
read textbooks from the different school subjects. They should learn to choose the 
best strategies for reading various types of texts. The textbooks of different school 
subjects may be constructed differently and contain dissimilar vocabulary and 
conceptual frameworks. The results of the study described above show that when 
reading non-fiction text, sixth graders have great difficulties in determining what the 
main ideas in a text are. Instead, trivial details in the text caught several readers’ 
attention. Therefore, it is important to teach pupils how to identify main ideas when 
reading a text. That would make understanding easier. In addition, students also 
need to be taught how context helps to understand the meaning of an unfamiliar 
word. They should learn what kind of cues a text might provide and how to find 
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those cues. Although this research did not analyze books as material objects, we 
think that publishers should also be aware of the kind of text that is suitable for 
pupils in different grades. If, for example, language is too complicated, the text 
includes too many unfamiliar words, and the layout does not support understanding, 
the idea of the text can remain unclear for a young reader.

9.5  �Reading Attitudes

The differences in girls’ and boys’ literacy skills are mainly due to their different 
attitudes towards reading and writing as the development of these skills is closely 
related to extensive reading engagement. Different attitudes derive from gender 
dissimilarities in values, goals, and out-of-school activities. To bridge the gender 
gap, teachers should find new ideas that seek to attract boys’ engagement in literary 
culture and that help them find pleasure in reading (Välijärvi et al. 2007).

Attitudes tend to develop early in a child’s life and upbringing has a crucial role 
in the development process. When children see their parents reading and writing 
they learn to understand that these activities are an essential part of human life 
(Bråten et al. 1997; Neuman et al. 2008). At home, children also adopt ideas of how 
central reading is in the life of men and women. If they see only their mothers 
reading and writing, they may regard them as feminine activities. In addition, 
parents’ expectations of the development of their sons’ and daughters’ reading skills 
may be different. They may think that it is natural that girls learn to read more easily 
than boys and boys have more negative attitudes towards reading than girls (Millard 
2003).

When children develop a positive attitude towards reading already before school 
age, and through its influence on their engagement and practice, this will have a 
positive effect on the future development of their literacy skills (LaCour et al. 2013; 
McKenna et al. 1995). They value reading, and want to explore different literacy 
situations, and have reasons to use reading in a meaningful way (Brozo et al. 2008; 
Wigfield et al. 2008). However, already during Kindergarten, boys’ motivation to 
read has been found to be significantly lower than girls’ (Mata 2011). In school, 
boys’ low motivation seems to be especially related to the value they place in 
reading activities. Of the pupils with average skills, boys value less the time spent 
in reading and in social interactions about books than girls (Marinak and Gambrell 
2010). Many boys regard school literacy as ‘un-masculine’ and thus, unattractive 
(Alloway et al. 2002).

There is a great need for new ideas that strive to attract interest and engagement 
among boys in literary culture and help them find pleasure in reading (Välijärvi 
et  al. 2007). It is important to explore what types of learning environments are 
motivating, especially for boys, and what kind of reading instruction is efficient in 
focusing their attention. It has been found that during school years, pupils’ 
investment in schoolwork declines. For some students, again especially boys, this 
may be the result of lagging behind in school (Hornstra et  al. 2013; Logan and 
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Johnston 2010). When the objective is to break through the decline of reading 
motivation when children grow older, the focus should be on enhancing autonomous 
reasons for reading, which means that children read simply because they enjoy it. 
However, one has to keep in mind that children may have different incentives for 
reading, i.e. different when reading during their leisure time or at school. Even if 
they do not have spontaneous interest in reading but consider reading is a relevant 
activity they can be motivated to engage in doing so. It is possible to create a positive 
reading climate among pupils if teachers give them opportunities to make choices, 
offer good reasons for doing things, recognise pupils’ interests, and give them 
support and help when they need it (De Naeghel et al. 2012).

9.6  �Reading Attitudes, Reading Comprehension Skills, 
and Self-Esteem

The goal of our study was to examine what kind of self-esteem, reading skills, and 
reading attitudes first and second graders have and also, if boys and girls differ in 
these aspects (Merisuo-Storm and Soininen 2012). While the focus in this chapter is 
on pupils’ reading attitudes we will, in addition, present what kind of interdependence 
was found between these three areas. Results on self-esteem measurement and 
reading comprehension are presented in our articles published in 2014 (Merisuo-
Storm and Soininen 2014; Soininen and Merisuo-Storm 2014).

To measure pupils’ reading attitudes, we constructed a questionnaire including 
17 questions for all pupils and five extra questions for second graders. The 
questionnaire covers four different areas: (1) attitudes towards reading; (2) attitudes 
towards studying; (3) attitudes towards social reading; and (4) feeling of competence. 
The scale used in the questionnaire is a Likert-type 1–4. As there are 17 questions 
in the questionnaire for first grade, thus a possible maximum score of 51. In the 
second grade questionnaire, the number of questions is 22 and the maximum score 
66. Both instruments have a very good internal consistency with Cronbach’s alpha 
of 0.90 for the first-grade-version and 0.89 for the second-grade-version. The 
measurement was done during the first weeks of the school year and 563 children 
(281 boys and 259 girls) took part in it. About half of the pupils studied in the first 
grade (n  =  267; 136 boys and 131 girls) and the other half in the second grade 
(n = 296; 145 boys and 151 girls). At that time, students were 6–8 years old. When 
filling the questionnaire, pupils gave their opinions on several issues related to 
reading and literacy learning.

The questions were worded in such a manner so as to be unambiguous and easy 
to understand. When answering a question, pupils ticked one of the four teddy bears 
placed above the question that best illustrated his or her opinion about the inquiry. 
The expressions on the bear’s faces are easy to understand (Fig.  9.1). The very 
happy teddy bear means that the pupil loves to do what he or she is asked about or 
considers it very easy, the smiling teddy bear means he or she does it with pleasure 
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or considers it easy, the tired and unhappy teddy bear means he or she would not 
want to do it or considers it difficult, and the repulsed teddy bear means he or she 
would hate to do it or considers it very difficult. The very happy teddy bear is 
assigned a score of three and the repulsed teddy bear receives a score of zero. In 
order to confirm that all pupils had understood what they were expected to do, the 
researcher and the class talked about how the teddy bear felt in each picture so as to 
set the common grounds. Moreover, under the supervision of the researcher, children 
answered one extra question before they started filling the questionnaire.

Results of the reading attitude measurement show that on average, both in the 
first and second grade, pupils’ opinions about reading and reading-related activities 
is positive. However, in the first grade, boys’ opinions are more negative than the 
girls’ opinions (t = −4.81, p = 0.000), yet the difference is not significant in second 
grade. While in the first grade questionnaire the maximum aggregated score is 51, 
the mean value of the boys’ scores is 35.0 (SD 11.1) and the mean value of the girls’ 
scores is 40.7 (SD 8.2). More than half of the girls (56%) and more than one third 
of the boys (39%) have very positive attitudes (51–40 scores). Only five boys (4%) 
and one girl (1%) have very negative attitudes (0–10 scores). In the second grade 
questionnaire, the maximum aggregated score is 66. The mean value of the boys’ 
scores is 47.4 (SD 11.4) and of the girls’ scores is 50.1 (SD 9.6). One quarter of the 
boys (24%) and more than one third of the girls (38%) have very positive attitudes 
towards reading (66–55 scores). Only three boys (2%) and one girl (1%) have very 
negative attitudes (15–20 scores).

Almost half of the students love reading in general. The goal of the first part of 
the questionnaire was to find out what reading materials and reading-related 
activities children like best. Both girls and boys offer the most positive answers 
when they were asked about visiting a library. Almost all pupils (96%) ticked one of 
the two favorable alternatives. Their answers also show that girls’ opinions about 
getting a book as a present and reading stories or fairy tales are more positive than 
the boys’ opinions. In the first grade, a 13% of boys and a 6% of them in second 
grade state that they would hate getting a book as a present. Nevertheless, boys 
enjoy reading comics and non-fiction books (Fig. 9.2).

The purpose of the second part of the questionnaire was to find out what kind of 
attitudes pupils have towards studying. They prove to be slightly less positive than 
the attitudes towards reading. Furthermore, at the beginning of first grade, girls have 

Fig. 9.1  Four alternatives and pictures related to them (Merisuo-Storm and Soininen 2014)
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noticeable more positive attitudes towards studying than boys, but in the second 
grade the difference between the two genders is not significant. However, there are 
still boys and girls who do not like to study at all. First graders like to do exercises 
in literacy lessons more often than second graders. However, by autumn of the first 
school year, one quarter of the boys (24%) and an 8% of the girls have already 
learned to hate them. In the second grade, 33% of the boys and 18% of the girls hate 
them. The difference between the two genders is significant in both grades. In both 
grades pupils like homework even less and boys dislike them more than girls. In the 
first grade, 25% of the boys and 7% of the girls, and in the second grade 20% of the 
boys and 11% of the girls hate them (Fig. 9.3).

Pupils’ attitudes towards social reading were measured, for example, with ques-
tions such as: Do you like to talk about books with other pupils? Do you like to talk 
about a book you have read to other pupils? Do you like to do exercises in literacy 
lessons with another pupil? Do you like to read aloud in class? In both grades, girls 
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have significantly more positive attitudes towards social reading than boys. They 
are, for example, noticeably more willing to do exercises with another pupil 
(t = −4.12, p = 0.000; t = −3.18, p = 0.002). Only one quarter of the boys and about 
one third of the girls love to read aloud in class. Some of the children (23% of the 
boys and 12% of the girls) found it frightening and claim that they hate it. The 
result is similar to those of several other studies (Eriksson 2002; Merisuo-Storm 
2006). Those children who most enjoy talking about a book to other pupils (34% of 
students) are the same ones who also love to talk about books with them. There is 
a strong correlation between the answers of these two questions (r  =  0.585**, 
p = 0.000) (Fig. 9.4).

The purpose of the last part of the questionnaire was to find out how strong the 
pupils’ feeling of reading competence is. They were asked how easy it was (or had 
been) to learn to read and how easy it was to read, understand, and remember the 
texts they had read. There is very little difference in the girls’ and the boys’ opinions 
during the learning process in the first grade. Almost half of the first graders (45% 
of the boys and 49% of the girls) found learning very easy. However, 17% of the 
boys and 4% of the girls said that it was very difficult. In the second grade, 42% of 
the boys and 37% of the girls remembered that learning had been very easy and only 
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4% of the boys and 3% of the girls remembered that they had had great difficulties 
in learning. In the second grade, the boys assessed their reading skills higher than 
the girls. Most of the pupils (81% of the boys and 75% of the girls) stated that 
reading was very easy. Only 6% of the boys and 2% of the girls found it difficult or 
very difficult. In addition, about half of the pupils considered understanding the 
texts they read at school to be very easy (54% of the boys and 49% of the girls). 
However, 13% of the boys, as well as of the girls, found it difficult or very difficult. 
According to students’ opinion, the most difficult task was to remember the contents 
of a text they had read. Only about one third of the pupils thought it was very easy. 
About one quarter of them found it difficult or very difficult (Fig. 9.5).

It is interesting to compare boys’ and girls’ opinions on their reading skills with 
the results of the reading comprehension test mentioned above. It is obvious that 
boys have high confidence in their reading skills. However, the reading 
comprehension test shows that they assess their skills better than they actually are. 
On the contrary, girls assess their skills much more realistically. It is also interesting 
that although boys value reading and reading-related activities less than girls, their 
feeling of reading competence is higher than the girls’. Similarly, Logan and 
Johnston (2010) found that boys assess their literacy skills higher than they actually 
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are. In addition, they found that only boys’ reading ability was associated with their 
reading attitude. When boys succeed in something, their attitudes towards it 
improve. Therefore, experiencing success is particularly important for those boys 
whose reading skills are poor. In our study, the feeling of reading competence is 
evidently related to their attitudes towards studying, especially for boys (r = 0.413**, 
p = 0.000). There is a strong correlation between all the other sections of the reading 
attitude questionnaire as well. Students who have a positive attitude towards reading 
also enjoy studying (r  =  0.594**, p  =  0.000) and social reading (r  =  0.605**, 
p = 0.000). Similarly, pupils who have a positive attitude towards studying like to do 
reading-related activities with other students (r = 0.723**, p = 0.000).

When comparing the results of all three measurements mentioned above there is 
a strong correlation between pupils’ self-esteem, reading attitudes, and reading 
comprehension skills. Students who have good self-esteem also seem to have a 
positive attitude towards reading (r  =  0.419**, p  =  0.000) and good reading 
comprehension skills (r = 0.320**, p = 0.000). These pupils are also happy to do 
reading-related activities with other students (r = 0.340**, p = 0.000). It seems that 
for the boys, good self-esteem is even more closely related to their attitudes towards 
studying (r = 0.453**, p = 0.000) than it is for the girls (r = 0.323**, p = 0.001).
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9.7  �Conclusion

Results described above show that, in several ways, boys and girls are different 
readers. In first grade, boys have more concentration difficulties than girls, and this 
hinders their success, especially in memory tasks. The reading comprehension 
measurements show that boys are more inclined to avoid rereading the story and 
thus, offer incorrect answers or explanations to questions. Furthermore, girls put 
more effort than boys in looking for details in the text. In each grade, a considerable 
amount of students have not yet reached the inferential level of comprehension 
where a reader is able to draw inferences. They seem to be unable to connect the 
information from different parts of the text.

When reading stories, girls understand the characters’ personalities and feelings 
more easily than boys. In addition, they also pay more attention to the setting where 
characters live. Boys seem to focus their attention more on the events of the story. 
Still in the sixth grade, the difference between the two genders’ ability to answer 
those questions that demand this kind of sensitivity is significant. It seems that 
during the first school years, pupils do not get many opportunities to read 
informational texts at school. Narrative text proved to be significantly easier for 
them to understand than informational text. Consequently, many sixth graders, 
particularly boys, have difficulties in understanding texts in their textbooks. More 
than one third of the pupils do not pay attention to pictures, photos, and titles on 
their textbook pages. They do not understand that they also provide useful 
information about the topic. Similarly, they do not pay attention to the titles of the 
chapters and do not understand that these titles can have simultaneous concrete and 
abstract meanings.

Summarising seems to be the most difficult task for sixth graders. Girls are more 
successful than boys in this as well. Several pupils cannot identify the main ideas in 
a text and resort to the repetition of facts, even trivial ones. They are not able to 
combine similar ideas into one sentence. However, after reading a text in school, 
students are frequently expected to remember main ideas and concepts found in the 
texts. Due to the fact that summarising is a demanding task, it needs plenty of 
practice that perhaps children are not exposed to.

Deriving the meaning of an unknown word from context was, for a great number 
of pupils still in the sixth grade, an insurmountable task. Again, girls are more 
successful than boys at it. Because students often offer explanations words have in 
other contexts, it is obvious that they are not able to use textual cues provided. In 
addition, they do not consider if the meaning they give for a word matches the 
contents of the text. Sixth graders seem to have textbooks that include several words 
that are not familiar to most of them. They cannot infer the meanings of these words 
from context either. Results show that pupils need to be taught how to read the 
textbooks used in the several content area classes at school.

Results of the reading attitude measurement show that while in the first and the 
second grade, pupils’ opinions about reading and reading-related activities are, on 
average, positive but boys’ opinions are significantly more negative than girls’. 
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Although boys are more often disappointed than girls if they get a book as a present, 
they enjoy reading comics and nonfiction books. A quarter of the boys in first grade 
and one third of them in second grade hate exercises they do during literacy lessons. 
The difference between the two genders is significant in both grades.

Students like homework even less, with boys disliking it noticeably more than 
girls. Girls, in turn, have significantly more positive attitudes towards social reading 
than boys as they were, for example, more willing to read or do exercises with other 
students. However, boys’ confidence in their reading skills tends to be higher than 
the girls’. In second grade, most of them seem to have forgotten all the difficulties 
that they had when learning to read. According to Logan and Johnston (2010), when 
boys succeed in something, their attitude towards it improves. This may explain the 
positive change in the boys’ attitudes towards reading from the first to the second 
grade. While the boys’ attitudes are significantly more negative in the first grade, 
during second grade there is no difference in boys’ and girls’ attitudes. As was 
mentioned above, it is especially important to offer frequent and small experiences 
of success to those boys whose reading skills are particularly poor.

In Finland, and similarly in many other countries, most teachers are women. 
Consequently, in most cases, teachers who choose reading materials and plan 
literacy exercises are female. It would be important that they incorporate boys’ 
interests in reading material choices. Pupils should experience individual tasks 
appealing to them and meaningful in their experience. In addition, they should not 
be doing assignments of the same kind day after day. A large variety of different 
tasks motivates and broadly develops pupils’ skills. Students, especially boys, do 
not want to do tasks that they do not consider worthwhile. Teachers could plan 
exercises and homework together with pupils. Boys might want to read, for instance, 
articles in sports magazines, user’s manuals of some device they use, TV-guides, or 
graphic novels, hence engaging with pleasure in the reading exercises. Interesting 
tasks develop pupils’ reading skills and positive attitudes much more effectively 
than tasks they find unattractive. It is possible to create a positive reading climate 
among students if teachers give them opportunities to make choices, offer good 
reasons for doing things, recognise pupils’ interests and level of reading proficiency, 
and offer the support and help they need.

Students’ self-esteem has a strong effect on their learning and attitudes. This is 
the case especially for boys. Results of our study show that girls’ self-esteem is sig-
nificantly better than the boys’. This may be the reason why boys’ attitudes towards 
social reading, doing exercises with another pupil, and reading aloud in the class, are 
particularly more negative than the girls’. Children who are confident and happy 
with who they are and those who get along well with their peers enjoy studying 
much more, even more than those children who are meticulous or have a high feel-
ing of competence. Furthermore, results for PISA 2012 indicate that in order to fulfil 
one’s potential, one needs determination, motivation, and self-confidence. Together 
with the fact that it is important for first and second graders to develop good reading 
skills, lies the possibility that learning to read has a strong positive effect on young 
students’ self-esteem. Therefore, it is essential that teachers support the positive 
development of each student’s self-esteem as well as reading skills and attitudes.
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Chapter 10
Literacy Achievement and Motivation 
Reconsidered: Linking Home and School 
Literate Practices for Struggling  
Adolescent Males

William G. Brozo

Abstract  In this chapter I focus on the literate practices of low-achieving male 
adolescent readers. I do so by tracking the literate development of “Malik,” a bira-
cial urban 10th grader with a history of academic failure and an active participant in 
the “mediasphere” (O’Brien DG “At-risk” adolescents: redefining competence 
through the multiliteracies of intermediality, visual arts, and representation. Reading 
Online 4(11) (2001)). I argue that male youth, like Malik, are using and creating 
forms of discourse that could be acknowledged and appreciated in school settings. I 
further assert that when room is made in school for boys’ out-of-school interests and 
literacies numerous opportunities arise for engaged reading (Brozo WG To be a boy, 
to be a reader: engaging teen and preteen boys in active literacy, 2nd edn. International 
Reading Association, Newark (2010); Brozo WG, Gaskins C Engaging texts and 
literacy practices for adolescent boys. In: Wood K, Blanton W (eds) Literacy instruc-
tion for adolescents: research-based practice. Guilford, New  York, pp  170–186 
(2009); Coles M, Hall C Boys, books and breaking boundaries: Developing literacy 
in and out of school. In W. Martino & B. Meyenn (Eds.), What about the boys? 
Issues of masculinity in schools. Buckingham, England: Open University, pp 211–
221 (2001)). Engagement is a critical variable in the reading and academic lives of 
boys (Brozo WG, Gaskins C Engaging texts and literacy practices for adolescent 
boys. In: Wood K, Blanton W (eds) Literacy instruction for adolescents: research-
based practice. Guilford, New  York, pp170–186 (2009); Tatum AW. Engaging 
African American males in reading, Educational Leadership, 63, 44–49 (2006)). 
Lack of engagement with literacy is one of the most significant factors in account-
ing for boys’ lower attainment in relation to girls (Brozo WG, Moorman G, Meyer 
C Wham! Teaching with graphic novels across the curriculum. Teachers College 
Press, New York (2014); Lietz P. Studies in Educational Evaluation, 32, 317–344 
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(2006)). We know that boys of all ages fail in reading more often than girls (National 
Center for Educational Statistics Trends in NAEP: long-term trend assessment aver-
age reading scale scores and score gaps for students age 17, by gender: 1971–2008 
(2008); OECD PISA 2009 results: learning to learn—student engagement, strate-
gies and practices, vol III (2010)) and dominate the roles in corrective and remedial 
reading programs (Hunsdader PD. Principal. 82, 52–54 2002). In spite of what we 
know about the importance of gaining and sustaining students’ attention to reading 
and learning, teachers of male youth need ways of reversing the well-documented 
slump in achievement and motivation as they transition from primary to secondary 
school (Anderman EM, Maehr ML, Midgley C. declining motivation after the tran-
sition to middle school: Schools can make a difference, Journal of Research and 
Development in Education, 32, 131–147 (1999); Brozo WG. Thinking Classroom/
Peremena, 6, 48–49 (2005)). The fallout from this slump appears to affect boys 
disproportionately (Alliance for Excellent Education The high cost of high school 
dropouts: what the nation pays for inadequate high schools. Author, Washington, 
DC (2007); Brozo WG. To be a boy, to be a reader: Engaging teen and preteen boys 
in active literacy. International Reading Association, Newark, DE (2002)) and has 
the most negative consequences for boys of color (Fashola O. Educating African 
American males. Thousand Oaks, Press, CA: Corwin (2005); Tatum A. Harv Educ 
Rev 78(1):155–180 (2008)). I document how Malik appears to be a struggling 
reader and writer in school when the contexts for literacy and learning fail to engage 
him or honor his interests and discourses. On the other hand, Malik is a competent 
language user when composing and reciting original raps with his “wingmen,” or 
when he’s asked to participate in academic learning that channels his outside-of-
school competencies. I will demonstrate in this chapter that there are texts and prac-
tices capable of reaching disengaged and struggling male readers, like Malik. 
Teachers can discover the literate practices male youth engage in with alternative 
texts and media beyond the classroom walls, such as music and graphic novels, and 
weave these texts and practices into their instructional routines.

Keywords  Reading achievement · Literacy engagement · Male youth · Out-of-
school interests

Consider the sharp contrasts in the following two scenarios of “Malik” (all names in 
this chapter are pseudonyms), a 16-year-old biracial youth attending an urban high 
school in the mid-Atlantic region of the United States. Malik is being raised by his 
mother, after his father left the family when he was in middle school. His father died 
recently from complications related to alcoholism. Malik’s school is situated in an 
all-black neighborhood where youth of color comprise one-hundred-percent of the 
student body. Seventy-two-percent receive free and reduced fare lunches. Malik has 
been characterized by teachers and administrators as “unmotivated,” “struggling,” 
and occasionally “uncooperative,” though generally “good natured.”
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10.1  �Malik in School

In his English class Mrs. Garvey was continuing work on summarizing. She asked 
students to write their summaries based on an essay they had read the day before in 
their literature anthologies. Most students had their books, but Malik had left his in 
his locker and started asking students around him to borrow their books for the 
assignment. Mrs. Garvey told Malik to go to the back of room and find something 
from the stack of papers and magazines on the table. He shuffled slowly to the back 
and was taking a long time to settle on something when Mrs. Garvey insisted he take 
what was in his hands and return to his seat. While most students were writing their 
summaries, Malik was rustling through a newspaper. Mrs. Garvey demanded he find 
an article and begin writing his summary.

After 15 min, Mrs. Garvey asked students to stand up and read their summaries. 
When she got to Malik, he said he didn’t have one written, but wanted to share his 
article anyway because it was “a lie”. Mrs. Garvey told him to sit down and that he 
could share only when his summary was written. When Malik started arguing with 
her and other students started laughing, Mrs. Garvey sent him to the office. Malik 
told the assistant principal that all he wanted to do was talk about the article he read. 
He said it was about graffiti artists and that the mayor was using his gang task force 
to go after them. “But I know kids who do this,” Malik said, “and the mayor is 
wrong. They’re not with gangs. They do it because they like to, they’re artists.” He 
went on to tell the AP that Mrs. Garvey never allows him to express his opinions and 
ideas in class.

10.2  �Malik at Home

“This beat ain’t right,” Malik tells Kwame and Jovan, stopping his rap after just a 
few lines. “It’s gotta be more lazy for the mood I’m trying to create.” “That’s cause 
you lazy,” Jovan quips, leaving the three of them laughing. Malik and his two friends 
are in a small room adjacent to Malik’s bedroom that has become a makeshift 
recording studio. Kwame searches another website where they usually find the best 
beats and calls up a slower, almost jazzy one with a muted though emphatic bass. 
Jovan returns to the cheap Casio keyboard, the one he had since he was a kid, that 
he excavated from the back of his closet, and puts down a repeating pattern of 
chords to go with the beat. Malik, using the handle King Negus, smiles, shifts his 
head from side to side with the rhythm, and restarts his rap:

One plus two plus three ways to be.
It don’ matter to me ‘cause I’m divisible by three
Other brothas wanna be one thing, one thing only
But there’s a whole lotta lonely in acting one way
Thinking one way like this is yo last day to live
Give, unable to deliver when somethin’ new
Comes yo way
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When I was a kid I got these faces from my dad.
One had a smile one was sad.
Like my face when my rap goes down
Or goes down in flames….

I begin with these scenarios to make vivid my assertion in this chapter that 
schools need to come to know and learn to value struggling adolescent boys’ 
interests and literate practices beyond the school walls. I focus on the literate prac-
tices of Malik, a low-achieving reader, arguing that male youth like him will become 
more engaged and critical readers when room is made in school for their out-of-
school interests and literacies (Brozo 2010; Brozo and Gaskins 2009).

10.3  �Male Youth and Literacy Engagement

In a study done by the Schott Foundation (2011) it was found that overall only 47% 
of African American males graduate from high school, with rates at scandalous 
levels in many U.S. urban centers. Failing to reach even this minimal of academic 
milestones dooms youth to a future marked by grinding cycles of poverty, unem-
ployment, and other economic, social, and personal setbacks (Tatum and Muhammad 
2012). Although there are numerous explanations for these alarming numbers of 
dropouts for boys of color (Chapman et al. 2011), it is almost certain that inadequate 
reading ability looms large (Brozo 2010; Tatum 2013; Vacca 2008). To become 
effective problem solvers, flexible decision makers, and critical thinkers male youth 
need to be skillful readers (Brozo and Crain 2016). Unlike their unskilled peers, 
skilled readers have a much greater chance of being successful at home and in the 
workplace (Sum et al. 2007). In today’s fiercely competitive global economy, driven 
by information and knowledge, low levels of literacy put adolescent males at a great 
and increasing disadvantage. Their skill deficiencies will limit access to the full 
range of opportunities enjoyed by their more literate peers (Brozo 2010). Thus, 
ensuring boys are engaged and vested in their own literate competence, to create the 
possibility for successful personal, occupational, and community life as adults, 
must be one of our highest educational priorities.

Since motivation and engagement are highly related terms (Cambria and Guthrie 
2011) –engagement is seen as a reflection of motivated behavior (Skinner et  al. 
2009) – they are often used interchangeably in the literature (National Research 
Council 2004). In this chapter, both terms are used to refer to heightened levels of 
student involvement.

The practices I present of Malik’s teachers adapting existing strategies or engag-
ing him and his peers in creative activities of their own design can all be supported 
by sound theories of interest and motivation (Christensen et al. 2012; Guthrie et al. 
2013; Schunk et al. 2013). For example, according to the Concept-Oriented Reading 
Instruction model (Guthrie et  al. 2012), motivation and engagement increase  
when students are provided autonomy support, interesting texts, opportunities for 
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collaboration, and strategy instruction by involved and caring teachers. These same 
theoretical underpinnings are necessary, I assert, to impel adolescent males to par-
ticipate actively in reading and learning (Brozo 2010).

Engagement has been found to be a critical variable in reading achievement 
(Guthrie and Klauda 2014; Guthrie et al. 2013), and an especially potent factor in 
the reading achievement of urban youth (Tatum and Muhammad 2012; Unrau and 
Schlackman 2006). Evidence for the benefits of engaged reading for adolescents is 
quite compelling (Brozo et al. 2014; Guthrie 2008; O’Brien and Dillon 2014). As 
compared with their less interested peers, adolescents who identify themselves as 
being interested in reading and who actively choose to read exhibit higher achieve-
ment on standardized tests of reading and in the classroom (National Center for 
Educational Statistics 2008; OECD 2010). Engaged reading leads to frequent print 
encounters which improves reading skill and increases educational, professional, 
and civic opportunities for youth (Nagourney 2007; National Endowment for the 
Arts 2007). For boys of color, in particular, it has been shown that the longer they 
remain engaged academically the higher the status they achieve in labor markets 
(Sum et al. 2007).

Engagement also appears to be a critical variable in the reading and academic 
lives of boys (Brozo and Gaskins 2009; Sarroub and Pernicek 2014; Smith and 
Wilhelm 2002; Tatum 2014a). Lack of engagement with literacy is one of the most 
significant factors in accounting for boys’ lower attainment in relation to girls 
(Brozo et al. 2007; Brozo et al. 2014). We know that boys of all ages fail in reading 
more often than girls (Chudowsky and Chudowsky 2010; National Center for 
Educational Statistics 2008; OECD 2010), dominating the roles in corrective and 
remedial reading programs (Limbrick et al. 2011; Wheldall and Limbrick 2010).

In spite of what we know about the importance of gaining and sustaining stu-
dents’ attention to reading and learning, teachers of male youth need ways of retard-
ing or even reversing the well-documented slump in achievement and motivation 
during the upper-elementary and middle school years (Andermann et al. 2011). The 
fallout from this slump appears to affect boys disproportionately (Alliance for 
Excellent Education 2007; Brozo 2010) and has the most negative consequences for 
boys of color (Hernández 2010; Tatum 2008).

Many adolescent boys, like Malik, possess talent, energy, and intelligence yet 
find themselves in school settings where these competencies may go untapped 
(Brozo in press; Hinchman et al. 2003/04). The results of failing to align school cur-
ricula with students’ interests and outside-of-school competencies are not inconse-
quential. Alvermann and her colleagues (Sturtevant et al. 2006) assert that:

…our nation’s schools have not always recognized and made use of the very real but widely 
disparate abilities of our nation’s adolescents. Their diversity, the result of individual differ-
ences and life trajectories, as well as community differences and cultural backgrounds, are 
too often seen as liabilities rather than as the helpful opportunities for education they can 
be. In spite of a growing body of scholarship on the intellectual, emotional, and social needs 
of teenagers, most schools have not employed the curricula and instructional methods this 
work suggests (p. 6).
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As young adolescents become more cognitively astute and self-aware they seek 
contexts that support their growing sense of autonomy, desire for social networking, 
and identity development (Alvermann et al. 2012; Tatum 2013). If they encounter 
traditional, teacher-centered instructional practices in middle and secondary schools, 
positive affect for learning is likely to diminish and a psychological distance from 
school-related activities may increase (Guthrie et  al. 2013). On the other hand, 
when offered a curriculum that is responsive to the interests and abilities they bring 
to school, and pays attention to who they are as individuals, adolescents are more 
likely to sustain their engagement in learning (Brozo 2011; Tatum 2014b).

10.4  �Graphic Novels in the Disciplines: Linking Home 
and School Literate Practices

Our secondary school classrooms are more diverse now than at any time in the his-
tory of U.S. schooling (National Center for Education Statistics 2010; National 
Clearinghouse for English Language Acquisition 2010). This diversity presents 
teachers and school leaders with considerable challenges (Morrell 2008). One such 
challenge is crafting responsive instruction in the content classroom to ensure all 
youth develop literacy and learning skills to acquire information and concepts in the 
disciplines (Brozo and Puckett 2009).

Even though a number of students achieve at expected levels in elementary 
school they can experience serious challenges when required to read and learn from 
a growing volume of informational and disciplinary texts in the middle and upper 
grades (Brozo and Afflerbach 2011; Brozo in press). Furthermore, older youth from 
outside the United States who enter our middle and high schools without the benefit 
of early-grade literacy supports may bring with them a host of language and learn-
ing issues (Calderon and Minaya-Rowe 2011).

To meet the literacy and learning needs of today’s youth, who come from dispa-
rate cultures and with wide ranging ability levels, teachers need a repertoire of 
responsive content literacy instructional practices (Brozo 2017; Goldhaber et  al. 
2015). Due to these issues, graphic novels and other non-traditional texts are becom-
ing more popular and common place in educational settings.

It wasn’t that long ago, however, when comic books were not to be dignified in 
libraries, schools, and classrooms. But then in 1992, Art Spiegelman’s Maus was 
awarded a Pulitzer Prize and the term “graphic novel”, which had been in use among 
devotees as far back as the 1960s, came into vogue. Since then, the comic book 
format has changed dramatically. Graphic novels are now being recognized for their 
literary and artistic merit and their authors and illustrators are taking on everything 
from the Palestinian-Israeli conflict to growing up with an epileptic sibling (Brozo 
et al. 2014). According to Carter (2007), “comics and graphic novels are experienc-
ing a burgeoning Golden Age in education” (p. 1).
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Graphic novels come in numerous genres, including fiction, non-fiction, science 
fiction, fantasy, mystery, history, memoir, and biography. This variety, along with 
their enormous popularity with youth, makes graphic novels and comic books an 
engaging and useful additional resource for teaching and learning in any content 
classroom (Brozo et al. 2014).

There are several documented advantages of using graphic novels and comic 
books in the classroom. These sources have been shown to be invaluable for moti-
vating reluctant readers (Schwarz 2002). This is so because they are regarded by 
youth as entertainment similar to other modern media formats, and the illustrations 
provide visual scaffolding and needed contextual clues to the meaning of the written 
narrative (Hassett and Schieble 2007). This is especially helpful for struggling and 
visual learners (Yang 2008). Furthermore, graphic novels have the ability to reach 
out to a wider variety of readers, as they deal with topics of cultural and gender 
diversity and issues important to adolescents (Moeller 2011).

Griffith (2010) has made clear that a majority of teachers are open to using 
graphic novels but desire more familiarity with them and instructional guidelines 
for using them as teaching tools to build disciplinary knowledge and literacy.

10.5  �Malik’s Encounter with Incognegro

One of the scenarios at the opening of this chapter captures how Malik’s lack of 
motivation for learning and feelings of disconnectedness in English resulted in a 
confrontation between him and his teacher, leading to his ejection from class and 
referral to the office. During that same school year, however, just down the hall, 
Malik was having very different experiences in history with newly minted teacher 
and assistant football coach, Mr. Brown. Younger and active in participatory popular 
cultural media, Mr. Brown incorporated a variety of texts and media into his les-
sons, including graphic novels.

During the study of the pre-Civil Rights era in the U.S., Mr. Brown introduced 
his American history class to the graphic novel, Incognegro (Johnson and Pleece 
2009). Here is how Malik responded to this book:

I’m the kind of kid who would rather play basketball than read.
I really don’t like to read. Books just don’t seem interesting.
anymore compared to the other stuff I like to do. But Incognegro.
was different. This was an amazing book. My history teacher read it.
to us, then he gave it to me to read on my own. He said he thought I.
would like it. He was right. We have been learning about how Blacks.
in the south were lynched all the time. They would be taken out of their.
houses at night. Some were even taken from jail. My teacher told us.
that some Blacks with real light skin who worked for newspapers in the.
North risked their lives to go south and write articles about lynchings.
They called this going “incognegro”.
The main character is a real light colored Black guy named Zane Pinchback. So am 

I. My mother is white. She’s from Austria and my
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father was from Ethiopia. Some kids with tans look darker than me. My.
hair is curly but not kinky. My parents are cool about who I hang out with.
My friends are all Black. I also like this book because it’s a graphic.
novel. For me, these kind of books are a lot easier to read. I can read.
the words and if I’m not sure what’s going on or if the dialog isn’t too.
interesting, I can also look at the illustrations. The illustrations in this.
book are awesome. They really help you get into the story.
Zane is a reporter for a newspaper in Harlem. He decides to go.
incognito or as the book calls it “incognegro” to Mississippi before civil.
rights to investigate the murder of a white woman. His own brother is.
accused of the murder. Zane uses his light skin to sneak down south.
Whites want to lynch Zane’s brother. Zane has to do everything he can.
to find out the truth and save his brother.
I have a lot of respect for Blacks who fought for civil rights. They.
risked their lives. Zane is afraid whites will figure out he’s black, but he.
does what he can for his brother anyway. Reading about Zane and looking.
at the drawings of him, his brother, the angry whites and the other people.
made the book so real.
Could I ever show the kind of courage Zane does or all those people.
who fought for their rights? I don’t know. But I think I am strong enough.
and proud enough. There’s one part of the book where Zane is looking right.
into your eyes. He is in Mississippi and he has found out who really killed.
the white woman. When I look into Zane’s eyes in that picture, it’s like I.
can see myself. He’s scared but confident that he must do the right thing.

Mr. Brown recognizes that graphic novels are a form of youth media whose time 
has come as a teaching and learning tool in secondary classrooms. For Malik and his 
classmates, Mr. Brown’s inclusion of graphic novels in history has produced greater 
enthusiasm for learning and elaborate processing of textual information. Other 
activities related to graphic novels Mr. Brown employs include having his students 
rework important scenes of history into their own illustrated panels with present-
day talk and slang. For example, when studying the American Civil War, Malik 
eagerly contributed the dialog and captions while his more artistic friend Kwame 
the illustrations in recasting Grant and Lee’s famous meeting at Appomattox as two 
intensely competitive rap stars working out a truce and agreeing to record together.

10.6  �Youth Literacies in the Mediasphere

Calls for secondary schools to honor the literacies and discourses of youth derive 
from the realization that we live in a “mediasphere” (O’Brien 2001), “a world satu-
rated by inescapable, ever-evolving, and competing media that both flow through us 
and are altered and created by us” (Brozo and Simpson 2007, p.13). Adolescents are 
the most active participants in the mediasphere, creating forms of discourse that 
should be acknowledged and appreciated in school settings since competency in 
these new forms of communication will serve youth well in the ever-evolving global 
reach of the digital age (Alvermann 2010; Squire 2011). I believe the discourse 
worlds most teens inhabit if validated in the public sphere of schools and 

W. G. Brozo



193

classrooms could increase engagement in literacy and content learning (Walsh 
2010). Formal secondary education is the setting where youths’ multiple literacies 
–digital, graphic, aural– could find expression in the understanding, critical analy-
sis, and reinterpretation of concepts and content (Leu et  al. 2015; O’Brien and 
Scharber 2008).

One of the biggest challenges confronting teachers of youth is coming to terms 
with what counts as literacy in their lives and in the worlds they inhabit. It is essen-
tial that teachers in secondary schools remain ever mindful of the material uses and 
practices of youth as they prepare them to assume their roles as literate individuals 
in society (Dalton and Proctor 2008). This will entail exploiting the multiple literacy 
competencies adolescents bring to school (Alvermann et  al. 2012). In secondary 
school settings alongside traditional reading and language arts schemes room will 
need to be made for demonstrations of students’ semiotic competencies and for 
valuing students’ out-of-school literacies in order for teachers to learn from their 
students and help them fulfill their goals in our ever-expanding digital world 
(International Reading Association 2009).

Another reason literacy scholars and teachers urge that room be created in the 
secondary curriculum for students’ out-of-school competencies with new literacies 
and media has to do with building on students’ strengths for developing academic 
knowledge and skills (Lee and Spratley 2010). For example Goodman (2003) found 
by helping a group of high school students in New York City create their own docu-
mentary about gun violence in their neighborhoods, he could expand the teens’ lit-
eracy and thinking skills while building confidence in learning. “Unlike so many of 
their other experiences at home and at school, which (end) in disappointment and 
failure,” Goodman says, their video production experiences “yielded tangible evi-
dence that they can succeed” (p. 99). He goes on to describe the experience for the 
students in this way:

In translating the familiar to the unfamiliar, the students are asked to reflect more deeply on 
their own taken-for-granted language and culture. They are asked to identify and define the 
commonsense folk terms and concepts that emerge from the interviews in the community. 
They are also asked to identify gaps in information between the familiar and unfamiliar 
domains and formulate specific questions for obtaining the missing information (p. 59).

It’s clear that those responsible for providing adolescent literacy instruction need 
to know more about the funds of knowledge and discourse competencies youth 
bring with them to secondary school classrooms (Heller and Greenleaf 2007; Langer 
2011). Coming to know students in this way will lead to more responsive instruction 
that integrates in- and beyond-school literacy and learning practices (Moje et  al. 
2008).

An obvious source for enlivening school-based learning for boys is popular 
media and music (Hagood 2009). Because today’s male youth are active players in 
the mediasphere, it makes good sense to find as many linkages as possible between 
the images and music with which they are familiar and topics under study in the 
classroom. Music, as a medium of identity construction for boys, is a very viable 
alternative text form under-exploited by most teachers (Mangram and Weber 2012). 
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Scaffolding for new understandings means working with what boys bring to the 
classroom, including their interest and knowledge of popular music (Duncan-
Andrade and Morrell 2007).

10.7  �Malik Learns Word Families Through Hip Hop

Flashcards and workbooks as the basis for word study was yielding complaints and 
despondency from Malik and his classmates in their special reading class, com-
prised mostly of boys. Ms. Jones had been frustrated, too, by her students’ lack of 
engagement in the lessons and readings, until she began tapping into their media 
and music for teaching aspects of language and composition.

For instance, when preparing Malik and the rest of the class for a study of word 
families, she first found out what her students had programmed on their iPods and 
phones, and other portable music devices. She then tracked down the lyrics from 
some of these songs and raps and found they possess a variety of words that could 
be studied as families and then could be used as models for other similar words in 
school texts and in their own writing. With her students’ own music as text for learn-
ing word families, Ms. Jones noted the boys, in particular, were eager to participate 
in the lessons, remembered more content, and gave more thoughtful responses.

When studying the “ch” and “ck” sounds, Ms. Jones invited students to bring in 
lyrics with these elements. As long as the song or rap lyrics met acceptable school 
standards (no profanity, excessive violence, or degrading messages about women 
and girls), students were allowed to work with them in their analysis. With a partner, 
first students were to create a t-chart listing all the words that had either the “ch” or 
“ck” element. Malik and his friend, Jeffrey, brought in and analyzed the rap lyric “I 
Love to Give You Light” by Snoop Dogg. The boys found many words with the 
word family elements.

Words from “I Love to Give You Light” with /ch/ and /ck/ Sounds

ch ck

such background.
preach jackers
chuuch glock
teachin’ block
watchin’ locked
each black.
preachin’
reach
beach
child

Ms. Jones then directed the students to generate new words with the /ch/ and /ck/ 
sounds and add these to their t-chart. Based on Snoop Dogg’s rap lyrics, Malik and 
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Jeffrey added “catch,” “match,” “reach,” and “bunch” to the left column and “socks,” 
“locker,” “backpack” “stick” to the right column words. Each pair of students com-
pleted the same activity with the song lyrics they had brought to class to analyze.

With their new words, students were then asked to write lyrics based on the genre 
of music they analyzed. The lyrics had to contain the new words they generated to 
match the /ch/ and /ck/ sounds. Thus, Malik and Jeffrey working with the Snoop 
Dogg rap, wrote their own rap. This was right up Malik’s alley. While Jeffrey kept 
rhythm on his desk top, Malik read the rap:

I put my socks in my backpack when I go to school.
I put my backpack in my locker or I look like a fool.
I get my socks from my backpack when I go to gym.
Where I catch the ball then stick it in the rim.

Ms. Jones witnessed a new level of enthusiasm for learning among her students, 
especially the boys, doing word study work with song lyrics. The best result, how-
ever, was that her students’ enthusiasm translated into genuine learning. Ms. Jones 
noticed their ability to recognize many of the same words and those with the same 
word family elements in their own and their classmates’ compositions, and as they 
read stories and other texts. This level of application and transfer occurred because 
Ms. Jones eliminated barriers between outside-of-school interests and literacies of 
his students and classroom practices. And her male students, like Malik, were the 
special beneficiaries, as their engagement in reading and learning as well as their 
language competencies increased.

10.8  �A Final Word About Malik and Literacy Engagement

Understanding male youth requires an attitude of openness to their unique and 
diverse nature. It is perhaps only through an appreciation of the life-worlds of ado-
lescent boys and how they shape and are shaped by their worlds that we can ever 
really come to know them. Malik is a struggling reader and writer in school when 
the contexts for literacy and learning fail to engage him or honor his interests and 
discourses. On the other hand, Malik is a competent language user when composing 
and reciting original raps with his “wingmen,” or when he’s asked to participate in 
academic learning that channels his outside-of-school competencies.

It is important that boys like Malik do not get lost in the sweep of global reading 
data on boys’ underachievement. As we have seen, PISA findings reveal that when 
it comes to enjoyment of reading, time spent reading for pleasure, and diversity of 
texts read, girls have significantly higher indices than boys on reading engagement 
among virtually all participating countries (Brozo et al. 2014). In addition to find-
ings on international assessments, numerous studies report boys are less engaged 
and motivated to read as compared with girls (Kessels et  al. 2014; Logan and 
Johnston 2009; Marinak and Gambrell 2010). The variable of engagement is critical 
to any discussion of success for boys like Malik as evidence points to the role 
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engagement plays in producing higher levels of academic and reading achievement 
for struggling boys and boys of color (Matthews et al. 2010), especially those who 
have experienced multiple risk factors in their lives, such as low parental education, 
single-care giver households, and economic poverty (Fantuzzo et al. 2012).

With the broad trends in the research literature as a backdrop, this chapter dem-
onstrates that there are texts and practices capable of reaching disengaged and strug-
gling male readers, like Malik. Teachers, like those in Malik’s history and reading 
classes, can discover the literate practices male youth engage in with alternative 
texts and media beyond the classroom walls, such as music and graphic novels, and 
weave these texts and practices into their instructional routines.
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Chapter 11
Curricular Materials for Young People  
Who Struggle with Learning to Read: 
The Case of Roadrunner Reader  
Inquiry Kits
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Abstract  In this chapter, we review research on children’s motivation to read and 
its relations to children’s reading comprehension. Researchers have provided evi-
dence that motivation is strongly associated with reading outcomes such as compre-
hension and their ability to use effective reading strategies. As such, the consideration 
of motivation with students who struggle with learning to read becomes particularly 
important. In this chapter, we will discuss an instructional approach focused on 
inquiry to address the needs of those children. Dubbed “inquiry kits,” these curricu-
lar materials provide teachers instructional spaces to engage students. Informed by 
self-determination theory, the kits were developed to meet the students’ basic needs 
related to autonomy, competence, and relatedness. We begin the chapter by explain-
ing the theories that support our work; we describe the process we used in the devel-
opment of the kits. This development process involved the consideration of an 
instructional model that was oriented around a “big idea” (topic) connected to a 
message of social justice. We conclude the chapter with examples of the ways in 
which these kits have been used to support the instruction of students who struggle 
with learning to read.
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What happens when you ask children and young people in a rural community to 
identify topics they would like to learn about? What happens when teachers author 
curriculum around those identified topics? What happens when teachers keep pro-
gressive notions of literacy education at the forefront of their work? All the while, 
maintaining a focus on supporting comprehension instruction with young people? 
What would a set of resulting products look like? Furthermore, how would author-
ing teachers use the materials? How would other teachers and reading specialists 
receive those materials? 

In this chapter, we explore the authoring and use of curricular materials, created 
for use with young people who struggle with learning to read, grounded in theories 
of motivation and reading instruction. These materials were developed as part of an 
ongoing, three-year, research partnership with one of our local school districts, 
Sunnyside Independent School District (SISD).

11.1  �Background: A University/School District 
Research Partnership

Historically one of the oldest districts in the area (established in 1920), SISD spans 
two Texas counties: southwest Bexar County and northwest Atascosa County. 
Originally founded in 1848 as a farming community, the area saw an economic oil 
boom in 1913, but the Depression hit the area hard and the district remains of the 
poorest (economically) in the State. Additionally, the district has recently seen a 
shift in its ethnic identity from people of Euro-American descent to people of 
Hispanic origins (now 86% of student population). The district currently serves 
nearly 4000 students, with more than 78% of students in the district labeled as “eco-
nomically disadvantaged” and 11% of the student population receiving bilingual 
education services. The teaching staff tends to be beginning teachers (15.4% as 
compared to 8.5% in the State) or new teachers (1–5 years of experience, 40.8% as 
compared to 26.1% in the State). Teacher turnover is an issue; teachers stay in the 
district (on average) 7.3 years (compared to the State average of 11.0) even though 
teacher pay is higher than the State average.

While on the State’s 2015 report card the SISD is rated as “meeting standards,” 
the pass rate in reading is cause for concern. In 4th grade, only 54% of students in 
the district scored satisfactory or above, which is lower than the State (74%) and 
area (72%) rate. Likewise, 75% of 5th graders in the district scored satisfactory or 
above, which is also lower than the State and area rates (both at 87%). Additionally, 
only 61% of 6th graders in the district scored satisfactory or above when compared 
to the State and area rates of 77% and 76%, respectively. Finally, only 62% of stu-
dents labeled economically disadvantaged scored satisfactory or above when com-
pared to the State and area rates of 77% and 76%, respectively. In short, the district 
is a fertile space in which to study the short-term impact of an educational 
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intervention, as both of its elementary schools are rated as “improvement required” 
by the State.

The UTSA/Sunnyside ISD partnership is grounded in a shared vision to improve 
literacy instruction and is a “design research” partnership, as it is “place-based,” 
focused on informing practice and research, co-designed, and collaborative at every 
step in the process (Coburn et  al. 2013, p.  8–9). Throughout our current work 
together, we take a “searchers” approach to solving the educational challenges faced 
by our partners in SISD. “Searchers” are organizations and people who think in 
small scale about highly contextualized challenges and speak in terms of strategic 
problem solving and collaboration (Easterly 2006). Searchers, in a very post-
colonial fashion, engage in aid efforts focused on specific challenges, engage with 
local expertise, and explore innovative solutions that can be tested in the moment 
and revised as needed (Coryell et al. 2016).

From this perspective, our work with the curricular materials we describe in this 
chapter grew out of a local need to address a lack of student motivation to read and 
the large number of children and young people who were labeled as requiring Tier 
II instruction. Tier II instruction (also called intervention instruction) is provided to 
students who do not respond to core instruction (Tier I) and who require additional 
and intensive small group instruction. In fact, nearly 20% of the student population 
qualified for Tier II services (n ≈ 345 or 20% of the district’s students). The need for 
Tier II instruction spanned grade levels, gender, and language and socioeconomic 
groups. We were approached by the district in May 2015 with a request to “bring 
our after school tutoring program” to the district.

Overcoming challenges of travel to/from SISD from the University, we success-
fully engaged in a pilot study in their after-school program. When we started work-
ing with the students, they were unable to explicate any comprehension strategies 
they used while reading. In fact, students were aware of decoding strategies but 
were misappropriating them to comprehension. We decided to model the interven-
tion on teaching metacognitive reading strategies using intentional instruction 
(Sailors and Price 2015), embedded inside inquiry projects (Fairbanks 2000).

The tutors were eight classroom teachers (including the dyslexia specialist, the 
reading interventionist, and master teachers who taught at Sunnyside Elementary 
School, SES) and seven highly recommended undergraduate and graduate students 
from our university (UTSA). The tutors worked in pairs: each pair contained a certi-
fied teacher and a UTSA student. Three UTSA faculty offered support to the team 
through (a) modeling during tutoring; (b) brief mini-lessons on how to introduce 
metacognitive strategies; (c) materials in the forms of anchor charts; and (d) feed-
back in daily email messages following tutoring sessions.

We collected data on a daily basis, using single subject experimental design, 
specifically, alternating treatments (Neuman and McCormick 1995). We collected 
baseline data to establish pre-intervention behaviors (McCormick 1995, p. 6), which 
we defined as the lack of strategy use or inability to engage in metalanguage about 
metacognition. Throughout the pilot, we collected repeated and frequent measures 
of the responses/ target behaviors (event recordings) as a way of documenting pat-
terns of responses (McCormick 1995, pp. 7–8). We documented trends (Barlow and 
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Hersen 1984, as cited in McCormick 1995, p. 10) using visual analysis to establish 
performances of individual readers in the program. We used visual data to monitor 
(a) changes in the metacognition of the student occurred; (b) the magnitude of the 
change; (c) the trend of the change; (d) the latency of the change; and (e) if the 
changes appeared to be reliable. Through our intervention, we demonstrated a 
quasi-causal relationship with 95% of the students who attended (Sailors 2016).

After many conversations about the feasibility of employing the intervention 
district-wide (two elementary schools, one intermediate school, one junior high, 
and one high school), we agreed (university/district) that a better approach would be 
to address the lack of curriculum for Tier II reading groups and to advance the peda-
gogical practices of the reading interventionists who teach those classes. What fol-
lowed became known as part of the Roadrunner Reader Initiative.

11.2  �Framing of the Curricular Materials

While many would consider children and young people when making curricular 
decisions, curriculum is often “more for teachers than it is for pupils” (Bruner 1977, 
p. xv). And, if it is “for teachers,” a progressive curriculum should “change, move, 
perturb, [and] inform teachers” (p. xv) so that it changes how they teach. According 
to Bruner (1977), curriculum will have an impact on students when it has an impact 
on teachers. In many US schools today, curricular materials (e.g., textbooks) drive 
literacy instruction. Often, teachers (at all levels of education) assign a single text, 
regardless of interest, for all students to read (Fisher and Frey 2012). Furthermore, 
many of the curricular materials are constructed based on what adults think children 
and young people want to read/write about versus themes that center on topics that 
directly impact their lives. And, historically, those curricular materials have not 
challenged teachers to be more progressive in their instruction (Jobrack 2012). In 
this section, we explore notions of motivation that informed our work related to 
developing curricular materials that both engaged young people in topics in which 
they were interested and materials that challenged their teachers to teach in more 
progressive ways.

11.2.1  �Theoretical Framework: Motivation

Informed, by Self-determination theory (STD), we assume that students are con-
tinually active and their behaviors tend to be directed towards psychological growth 
and well-being (Ryan and Deci 2000, 2009). As suggested by SDT, there are three 
basic needs associated with that psychological growth and well-being: competence, 
autonomy, and relatedness (De Naeghel et  al. 2012; De Naeghel et  al. 2014; De 
Naeghel et al. 2016). Related to students who struggle with learning to read, the 
need for competence refers to students’ confidence in their reading skills and 
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strategies. For example, students’ confidence in their ability to monitor and under-
stand what they read.

The need for autonomy involves the level of control students perceive they have 
during different classroom activities. One example, might be the choices they have 
over what books they get to read. Finally, the need for relatedness refers to the social 
needs of students to feel wanted and part of the various groups they value. This 
would suggest that for students, developing relationships with both the other stu-
dents and their teachers in school would be important to the students’ academic 
success. As such, activities that support student and teacher autonomy, competence, 
and relatedness also tend to be associated with learning as well as psychological 
growth and well-being (Ryan and Deci 2000, 2009).

11.2.2  �Motivation and Reading Instruction

In thinking of framing our curricular materials in a way that motivated children and 
young people in Tier II classrooms, we turned to the literature on motivation and 
reading. That literature would suggest that motivation must take into account the 
goals, values, beliefs, and disposition towards reading held by children and young 
people (Guthrie et al. 2012).

Drawing on the work of theories of motivation and their own research, Wigfield 
and Guthrie (1997) conceptualized various dimensions of reading motivation. Their 
work suggested three big ideas related to motivation and reading. First, children and 
young people must have self-efficacy, or the belief that they can be successful with 
reading. They must also be willing to take on difficult reading materials and be chal-
lenged by those materials. Second, children and young people must be curious 
about the topic they are reading. They must also be interested in reading for its own 
sake rather than because they are being extrinsically motivated to read. Third, chil-
dren and young people must be engaged in reading for social purposes since reading 
is a social act. Further evidence suggests that even very young children have multi-
faceted senses of themselves as readers. Likewise, teachers should not think of chil-
dren and young people as being ‘high’ or ‘low’ in motivation, but that teachers 
should understand that children have a mixture of motivational characteristics and 
that different groups of children and young people will respond differently to vari-
ous motivational practices of teachers. In other words, there is no “one-size-fits-all” 
when thinking about motivation in classrooms.

Drawing from the most recent review of reading motivation literature, Conradi 
et al. (2014) attempted to organize the terms found within the literature on reading 
motivation. The image of the hierarchy can be found in their article; here, we sum-
marize the layout and the terms contained there within. According to the authors, 
the three main factors affecting reading motivation are: (1) goals; (2) beliefs; and (3) 
(pre)disposition toward reading.

The goals that a child or young person has about reading are related to her inten-
sions and orientations toward reading. Those goals are either performance related 
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(“I want to get an A on this assignment”) or mastery related (“I want to be a strategic 
reader”). The beliefs that a child or young person holds about reading are related to 
their beliefs about themselves (self-efficacy, self-concept, and agency) and their 
beliefs about reading (expectancy and value). Finally, the (pre)disposition of a child 
or young person to reading is related to their attitude to and interest in (situational 
and individual) reading.

In short, children and young people who have had positive experiences with lit-
eracy tend to read and write more frequently and with greater engagement 
(Alvermann 2008). Overtime, if students remain focused and determined to succeed 
in reading and writing, their practice will be more purposeful, enduring, and there-
fore, productive. The positive association formed with literacy will contribute to 
continued motivation and perseverance (Henk et al. 2012).

11.2.3  �Motivation and Inquiry-Based Instruction

Motivation is an important topic to consider with children who struggle with learn-
ing to read because research suggests that the motivation of young people to read 
declines as they leave elementary school (Wigfield et  al. 1998). Inquiry-based 
instruction (Fairbanks 2000) is a counter to traditional, more didactic ways of learn-
ing and teaching. Oriented toward “the process of justifying beliefs through reason-
ing, conjecturing, evaluating evidence, and considering counter-arguments” (Wells 
1999, p.  89), inquiry takes place in a socioconstructivist manner. Inquiry-based 
instruction is “aimed at engaging students in authentic, disciplinary problems and 
issues to develop students’ critical perspectives on the problem under discussion” 
(Chisholm and Godley 2011). Research has demonstrated inquiry-based learning to 
be more effective than traditional rote learning (Harada and Yoshina 2004). Other 
research has demonstrated that inquiry-based instruction provides students with 
opportunities to problem solving (Blumenfeld et al. 1991; Marx et al. 1997; David 
2008). More specific studies related to literacy achievement demonstrated that 
inquiry-based instruction not only creates spaces where students are intellectually 
more challenged (Fairbanks 2000), but also motivate them to read, especially when 
they get to choose what they read (Edmunds and Bauserman 2006; Fisher and Frey 
2012).

Choice becomes a large part of motivation within an inquiry-based classroom. 
Fairbanks (2000), for example, suggested that giving students choice in their read-
ing and writing allows them to use literacy to both understand the world and poten-
tially act on it. This can help to develop a sense of ownership in the inquiry as well 
as build connections between what is read and experienced (Fairbanks 2000). 
Sailors (2013) described the ways in which teachers provided choices for materials 
that students used and created within print-rich literacy environments that motivated 
students and contributed to their success. In short, the materials provided by this 
teacher served the interests and curiosity of the young people in her classroom.
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And, not only do teachers need to provide for self-selection of materials, students 
have to have access to a variety of reading materials (Edmunds and Bauserman 
2006), time to read independently (Gambrell 2009), and to engage in exploration 
and questioning with their topics and materials (Guthrie 2004). In short, inquiry is 
an opportunity for children and young people to deeply explore an interesting topic, 
learn to become self-directed learners, and see themselves as “experts” from which 
others can learn.

11.2.4  �The Role of Strategy Instruction Inside Inquiry-Based 
Instruction

In addition to the topics and choice found in inquiry-based instruction, children and 
young people need access to literacy strategies that allow them to be successful with 
materials inside their inquiry projects. In fact, children and young people who are 
engaged in inquiry-based instruction score higher not only on measures of motiva-
tion, but also on measures of their use of reading strategies (Guthrie et al. 2000). For 
example, research has well documented the importance of strategies and strategy 
instruction with students who struggle with comprehension (see the works of 
Pressley 2000). Research on the strategic moves that proficient readers make 
(Pressley et al. 1989) indicate that those readers use a set of strategies, or plans for 
solving problems encountered when constructing meaning, coordinate those strate-
gies and shift them when appropriate (Duffy 2009). This requires that those readers 
have metacognitive awareness, which enables them to apply, discuss, and evaluate 
strategic actions especially when reading tasks are difficult (Paris et al. 1994).

Historically, research has indicated that readers can be taught to be more strate-
gic (Duffy et al. 1986; Duffy et al. 1987), it just takes time (Duffy 2002). In fact, 
most comprehension instruction in classrooms is not metacognitive in nature. 
Rather, young children are simply “witnesses” to adult displays of the kind of infor-
mation that supports text comprehension (Van Kleeck et al. 2006). Recent research 
has demonstrated the positive impact of what reading researchers have called 
“intentional” comprehension instruction on the reading achievement of young peo-
ple who read “below” grade level (see the works of Sailors and Price 2010, 2015).

11.3  �Development of “Kits”

While we agree that curricular materials are primarily for teachers, curricular “kits” 
can be used as tools for learning. In this section, we describe the development of the 
inquiry kits that were the focus of our work in this partnership. While there were 
many commercial programs available for our partners to purchase, few of those 
commercially available programs specifically focused on and reading 
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comprehension strategies. Furthermore, of those commercially available programs 
that may teach comprehension, most of them do not explicitly teach metacognition, 
nor are they grounded in authentic, meaningful literacy events with readers. And, 
none (to our knowledge) were framed from a motivational perspective. Because of 
these reasons, the locally developed intervention was sufficiently different from the 
status quo.

11.3.1  �Curriculum Development

Surveying the Lay of the Land  Our first entry into the development of these materi-
als was oriented around what the children and young people in SISD schools wanted 
to learn. Thus, we surveyed the children and young people in grades 3–6. We orga-
nized their responses on the surveys into categories. Our categories yielded topics 
such as animals (sea, land, African, and domestic), mustaches, space, sports, history 
of “old” places, robots, art, music, mythology, medicine, transportation, vocational 
careers and colleges, wars, movies/animation, fashion, engineering, dinosaurs, lan-
guages, electronics/technology, famous people, volcanoes, urban legends, physical 
science, Native Americans, food, families, and chemistry.

In order to write “meaty” curriculum that the children and young people could 
engage deeply, we moved the topics to themes, thus allowing us to present an 
inquiry kit that would allow for inquiry questions and deep exploration of a concept 
as well as the tools and materials that supported that concept. For example, we took 
the topic of mustaches (which many children listed), expanded it, and gave it the 
title “I must-ask you a question about your hair.” In this kit, students evaluate differ-
ent perspectives of beauty and how stereotypes around body hair are formed. 
Another topic—volcanoes—was expanded and given the title “natural disasters” 
which involved the  theme of “displacement of people” through which students 
gained expertise in the subject matter, and created spaces in which they used their 
knowledge to be agents of change. The following is the introduction to the kit:

The resources of a society, including sustainability and disaster resilience, are never equally 
distributed, although certain more so in some societies than others. We need to think about 
sustaining a good quality of life across all aspects of society, not just for the people who 
have the money and resources. There are also people who need protection and assistance to 
enable them to either return to a safe and inhabitable property, or assistance in integrating 
locally in the area to which they have fled or to settle elsewhere. This kit will allow students 
to investigate how families survive natural disasters and begin to rebuild their lives, as well 
as explore natural disasters, and how these traumatic events have changed people’s lives.

Teams of Writers  We engaged a team of 20 teachers in the school district to support 
the writing of curriculum that supported the inquiry kits. Our goals for working with 
the teachers included the completion of the products, but more importantly, an ave-
nue for engaging these teachers in conversations about meaningful (and motivating) 
reading instruction. Many of them were seemingly unaware that inquiry was part of 
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their State curriculum and many of them became re-energized with our stance 
toward motivating children and young people. In fact, they loved the topics their 
children and young people choose and the teachers were seemingly motivated them-
selves to complete their inquiry kit. We allowed them a budget of $350/kit, which 
included 25–30 books on varying reading levels, a teachers’ guide (which they 
authored), reading strategy anchor charts, and jokes and poems to accompany the 
theme.

Across a two-day workshop, teachers conceptualized the inquiry kits by explor-
ing a pre-made inquiry kits as they considered larger issues of social justice. In 
addition to providing future kit developers with model kits, we de-fossilized our 
thinking processes in an attempt to make the invisible visible (Sailors and Price 
2010). During the workshop, kit developers worked in teams as they practiced 
extending topics into themes that moved learners towards powerful investigations. 
Finally, the team’s co-authored teacher guides intended to engage readers in ways 
that would appeal to students’ interest and carry a message of social justice. Through 
this process, district-level kit developers gained knowledge about the role of moti-
vation and interest on the literacy development of students as well as the nuances 
associated with selecting text and crafting teacher’s guides. Aligned with the 
research on motivation and interest, kit developers selected topics of their choosing 
and committed to independently develop the inquiry kit(s) inclusive of all supple-
mental material within the given time parameters. Members of the research team 
acted as editors and supported the kit developers throughout the creation of the kit 
and the crafting of the teachers’ guide.

What’s Important for Reading Intervention Instruction?  We worked with teachers 
to develop the kits toward a set of components for reading intervention programs 
described by the literature (see Allington 2009). There are nine suggested points to 
a reading intervention program, including reading intervention programs that match 
readers to texts, especially texts that are interesting for readers. Second, a well-
developed reading intervention program will dramatically expand the opportunities 
of readers to read (and write). Third, a well-developed reading intervention program 
will utilize small group (or tutoring) instruction. Fourth, a well-developed reading 
intervention program is highly coordinated with Tier I (developmental) classroom 
instruction. Fifth, expert teachers (in our case, reading interventionists) facilitate the 
learning inside a well-developed reading intervention program. Sixth, a well-
developed reading intervention program focuses on building metacognition in read-
ers. Seventh, a well-developed reading intervention program is cohesive. And, 
finally, a well-developed reading intervention program is formative and grounded in 
data from the reader.

The “Big Ideas” that Guided Development  We worked with the teachers to develop 
the kits toward a set of “big ideas.” These big ideas were garnered from the literature 
on teaching comprehension and metacognition strategies to children and young 
people who struggle with learning to read (see Sailors and Price 2015). First, read-
ers are “nudged” to the edge of development. That is, reading teachers gently lead 

11  Curricular Materials for Young People Who Struggle with Learning to Read



210

readers into complex texts, grounded in the interest of the reader. Second, readers 
have multiple types of texts available to them within a print-rich environment. 
Third, readers read. A lot. Fourth, readers are given multiple opportunities to engage 
in comprehension strategies and those opportunities are authentic (fulfill a purpose) 
and are grounded in generating data for the Inquiry chart. Fifth, readers have access 
to the “secrets” of reading strategies (declarative, conditional, procedural) at the 
time they need them (generated by formative data) and readers see how reading 
strategies work in tandem with each other. Sixth, readers engage in inquiry as a way 
of building toward expertise. Finally, readers “see” a bigger purpose for reading and 
writing; that is, they “see” that literacy is something they can use to understand their 
world and make changes to it through these inquiry kits.

Accompanying Teacher Guides  Research has demonstrated that guides are helpful 
to teachers when employing new programs and practices. We designed accompany-
ing guides for each of the kits; these guides were designed using a patterned 
approach (rather than a prescribed one)—once teachers grew accustomed to the 
patterns in the guides, then they could implement in ways that are responsive to their 
readers. The guides connect to the State standards. The guides suggested an “entry 
book” and a way to access prior knowledge of students. The guides also suggested 
a set of research questions that would drive the culminating projects. The guides 
offered cross-curricular activities that allow for interdisciplinary teaching and learn-
ing. The guides supported language development (for our emergent bilinguals) 
through jokes and poems.

And, in addition to the books that populate the kits, we suggested online websites 
for reading materials and local resources (experts) who would be willing to visit and 
serve as interviewees for the students, allowing them to practice interviewing skills. 
The kits are oriented around reading comprehension strategies and metacognition. 
We drew from research on effective intervention programs and developed the kits to 
provide students with opportunities to engage in authentic acts of comprehension so 
that their teachers can explicitly teach them how to be metacognitive in their use of 
reading strategies.

The culminating project affords readers the opportunity to share their expertise 
with a larger audience while suggesting ideas for students to make a difference in 
the local or global community e.g. create posters to raise awareness of critical issues 
such as animal displacement as a result of natural disasters. Throughout this pro-
cess, kit developers adhered to guiding principles of motivation theory, namely stu-
dents’ need for a clear sense of purpose, choice, and inquiry (Fisher and Frey 2012; 
Fairbanks 2000). In total, we developed 84 kits: 60 supported English instruction 
and 24 supported young people who were emergent bilingual (Spanish/English).
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11.4  �Implementing the “Kits”

Entry into a kit is dependent on the interest of each student; the reading interven-
tionists (who are the primary users of the kits with children/youth) are encouraged 
to group students around those interests within the readability levels of students so 
that students can practice their burgeoning set of reading strategies (word identifica-
tion, fix-up and ongoing comprehension). We intended the kits to be used across a 
6-week period of time; students are placed in groups of 4–6 and are provided inten-
tional instruction throughout the 30–45 min. time period (typical time allocated to 
Tier II instruction) by their reading interventionist. There is an “entry” read aloud 
book that the reading interventionist will use to access prior knowledge about the 
kit’s topic. Following the prior knowledge activity, the reading interventionist will 
work with students to generate a list of research questions that will be the impetus 
for the engagement with materials; these questions guide the I-chart that accompa-
nies each kit (Hoffman 1992). Students will use the materials in the kit to answer the 
questions, thus providing authentic purposes for engagement with comprehension 
strategies, such as skimming/scanning, making connections, inferring (drawing 
conclusions and predicting), determining main idea/theme, integrating external text 
features, previewing, recalling, summarizing, setting a purpose, visualizing, and 
synthesizing. Engagement with the texts also offers opportunities for teachers to 
teach fix-up strategies and word identification strategies. As students find answers to 
their questions, they (with support from the reading interventionist) populate the 
inquiry chart.

Throughout the process, the reading interventionist directly teaches these strate-
gies but in particular order as research has indicated that students are capable of 
‘bundling’ strategies as they learn them (Reutzel et al. 2005). Upon completion of 
the I-chart, students engage in synthesizing across sources to find and disseminate 
answers to their research questions. We encouraged reading interventionistss to host 
“expert” programs so that stakeholders can see what the students were learning and 
so that students can talk about their learning and reading process.

Throughout, the reading interventionists use the daily interactions with students 
for formative assessment purposes. The kits provide for monthly monitoring of stu-
dent metacognitive progressing as well as spaces for self-reflection by students. We 
supported the implementation of the kits through the professional development of 
the reading interventionists.

11.5  �Expected and Unanticipated Outcomes

At the time of this publication, we had only made it through 2/3 of our data collec-
tion across the year that would measure motivation. While we do not have hard data 
that would suggest an increase in motivation by the children and young people who 
use these kits daily for the reading intervention, we do have anecdotal evidence that 
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the inquiry kits are not only being used, but that they are appreciated by the teachers 
and young people who use them. Some of what the teachers told us when we asked 
them about their use was things we expected to hear. However, there were some 
unexpected outcomes we did not anticipate.

11.5.1  �Excitement for Learning

The reading interventionists who use the kits as their primary curriculum reported 
that they first and foremost used the inquiry kits to motivate students. And, that the 
inquiry kits have created a sense of excitement for their children and young people, 
as well as themselves. First and foremost, the reading interventionists allow their 
children and young people to choose what kit they want to work in and with whom 
they want to work. The reading interventionists described the inquiry kits as “hooks” 
for learning and involvement.

One reading interventionist talked about how she “sells” the kits at the beginning 
of each performance period. Selecting a handful of books for each kit, this reading 
interventionist displays the book prominently and engages young people in a con-
versation about what they think they might learn from the materials in the kit based 
on the displayed books. Often, because some kits are “just more popular than oth-
ers,” this reading interventionist has her young people list the kits they are interested 
in, using rank order. She assigns them to kits based on a first-come, first-served 
basis. Often, as is the case in other classrooms, when young people in this class do 
not get their “first choice,” they will be assigned to their “first choice” kit following 
their completion of their second choice. The reading interventionists describe this as 
a way of teaching the young people to “negotiate their way through life.”

11.5.2  �Excitement About Books

The reading interventionists admitted they were “overwhelmed” with the “sheer 
number of books” in each kit, but said that was what was initially most exciting to 
their children and young people as they unveiled the kits at the beginning of the 
year. One reading interventionist reported that it was “like someone’s birthday party 
that everyone brought books to” when she first showed her children and young 
people the inquiry kits from which they could choose. Observing in one of the class-
rooms one day we overheard several of the children in the reading interventionist 
classroom bemoaning the fact that they had to go back to their homeroom, “because 
we don't have cool books in our classrooms like you do, [teacher].” Each time they 
start a new inquiry kit, one reading interventionist reported, “the young people are 
excited all over. It’s the first time in a long time that I see them actually excited 
about something we’re doing.”
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Because she’s learned to be “progressive” in her teaching using inquiry-based 
instruction, one reading interventionist told us that she decided to form book clubs 
using the books in the kits (as well as other books she brings in from other sources). 
Book clubs were a “natural way” to engage her children and young people in the 
inquiry kits because they were “already engaged in literature circles” in Tier I 
instruction with their homeroom teacher. While she did not feel that literature cir-
cles were most appropriate for her classroom, this reading interventionist did see the 
connection to book clubs and thus, employed them as a way of organizing her 
instruction. She reported that her young people love the days when they can “curl 
up on the carpet reading their books in preparation for their book talks.”

The reading interventionists have found that sometimes her young people ask 
questions for which there are no answers for in the materials found in the kits. While 
this is a challenge, she has started not only bringing materials herself, but she reports 
that her young people have also started bringing materials in order to supplement 
the kits.

11.5.3  �Excitement About Reading

In addition to the excitement for books noted by reading interventionists, the teach-
ers in the schools told us that children and youth carry their books down the hallway, 
to the cafeteria, and to recess. Teachers remind students, “there is no texting and 
driving… there also cannot be any reading and walking” as teachers “get nervous 
that our students may run into a pole while they are reading and walking down the 
halls!” Those same teachers report that their students “are so excited about reading 
and it’s an excitement [they] have not seen before.” Teachers also report that stu-
dents are more excited about coming to school because the children and youth now 
have “lots and lots of opportunities to read, where they didn’t before.” Similarly, one 
parent told us, “my child has never enjoyed reading before. This year I spent hun-
dreds of dollars at the Book Fair. For the very first time, my child is asking me to 
read to him at night. He has never wanted me to do this! I have seen my son’s love 
and motivation for reading for the very first time.”

11.5.4  �Affordances to Teach Reading Strategies

As we anticipated, the reading interventionists used the kits to teach reading strate-
gies. For example, the reading interventionists use the kits to make connections 
across genres for their readers. Described as “difficult for readers,” one reading 
interventionist was excited about the affordances of the inquiry kits to teach “paired 
passages” as a way of helping readers make connections across texts. Additionally, 
the kits allowed the reading interventionist to teach strategies that they often are not 
able to teach because “other materials we’ve used in the past do not allow us to dig 
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in deep with texts.” Some reading strategies they find themselves engaging their 
children and young people include finding/locating information; discerning impor-
tant details from interesting facts; paraphrasing; skimming/scanning; accessing 
prior knowledge/assimilating information; and synthesizing.

The reading interventionists report that they use the inquiry kits as the “center 
points.” That is, the theme of the inquiry and the questions the children and young 
people ask are what guides their work in the reading intervention classroom. For 
example, one reading interventionist has found the need to pull some reading strate-
gies out of the context of inquiry as a way of “holding the strategy still for the chil-
dren.” Teaching a reading strategy very explicitly, she will then move the children 
back into the inquiry process as a way of making the strategy lesson immediately 
applicable. The reading interventionists report that they have not seen their readers 
“so excited to be in authentic texts in a really long time.” Part of that is due to the 
fact that they have not used materials like the inquiry kits in the past; part of that is 
due to the “sheer excitement from the kids at being able to learn about ‘cool’ 
topics.”

One of the reading/writing/inquiry strategies that the reading interventionists 
have found they need to focus on is the creating of the inquiry questions. Recognizing 
that many of the children with whom they would be working this year had never had 
the opportunity to ask their own questions before, the reading interventionists knew 
“it was going to be a challenge to teach them to do so now.” Scaffolding them 
throughout, the reading interventionists report that although it has been a slow pro-
cess (teaching readers how to ask inquiry-like questions), the children and young 
people are able to generate their own inquiry questions with assistance from their 
teacher. And, more importantly, the young people appear to be willing to “struggle 
through getting through to good inquiry questions.” And, because their young peo-
ple were “struggling,” the reading interventionists decided to engage themselves in 
an inquiry project on how better to support their readers in this reading strategy. 
This led to the teachers realizing their own inquiry question and their “self-
motivation” to engage in their own learning.

11.5.5  �Confident Readers and Experts

The reading interventionists were eager to share their excitement over their young 
people’s newfound confidence as readers as a result of their work in the inquiry kits. 
In addition to the connections the young people could make across the texts, they 
more easily made connections to their personal (and political) lives than they had in 
the past. As a result, children in these classes were excited to move through books 
(even challenging ones) because they recognize they have a lot of connections to 
make with the books and authors of those books.

In addition to the shifting “feel” in the reading intervention classrooms, reading 
interventionists and teachers we talked to told us that students were reading in ways 
that they had not seen for a long time. In fact, classrooms teachers were starting to 
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see a difference in the confidence of the readers who were engaged by the reading 
interventionists. Reading interventionists talked about the ways their young people 
were involved in their conversations on the inquiry topic, that they no longer relied 
on their notes; conversations took off and extended well beyond the literal under-
standings of the text to include personal connections, applications, innovative ques-
tions and critiques of the text and/or the author in ways that supported the students’ 
developing expertise on the inquiry topic. While we would never call the kits “magi-
cal,” reading interventionists did.

11.5.6  �Use of Inquiry by Classroom Teachers

On one of our visits to one of the implementing campuses, we noticed that there 
were clearly “missing” kits from the reading interventionist classroom. Upon fur-
ther exploration, we discovered that several classroom teachers had “borrowed” the 
kits and were implementing them in their classrooms because they wanted to “par-
ticipate in the excitement around the inquiry.” When we pushed them to explain, 
they said that the children and young people who are involved with the reading 
interventionists come back into the room “wearing their expert badges” and other 
children in their class have “started asking questions,” like, “when can we start an 
inquiry kit?” These teachers reported that there was “no way for us not to do a kit.” 
One-fourth grade teacher adapted and adopted the kit to meet the needs of her sci-
ence curriculum. Drawing from one kit that focused on the interactive role snakes 
and humans inside an ecosystem, the teacher expanded the topic to be inclusive of 
other animals that are part of the human experience and that, subsequently, must be 
celebrated and protected. Rather than her normal “writing workshop,” this teacher 
adapted her instruction, calling her room an “inquiry workshop.” When asked why 
this was important to her she responded, “because it is important to my fourth grad-
ers. I’ve never, in all my 13 years of teaching, seen them so excited about reading 
and writing and learning.”

11.6  �Concluding Thoughts

Through this paper, we have explored the role of motivation in Tier II curriculum. 
We have demonstrated that motivation is a powerful theory to consider when con-
structing materials for children and young people who find themselves in the class-
room of a reading interventionist. And, in doing so, it is our hope that others who 
engage in creating curricular materials will consider the role of motivation in their 
own work.

Likewise, we realized many teachers do not have the human capital, time, or 
money to create the kinds of curriculum we have described in this chapter. While 
this is understandable, there are many ways to think about incorporating inquiry 
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(that is based on the interest of children and young people in the classroom) into an 
existing curriculum. For example, sets of books can be brought together (oriented 
around a particular author) and young people can engage in an “author study.” Still 
another teacher might want to engage her young people in book clubs oriented 
around a topic (e.g., World War II) and a follow-up inquiry on “what it would be like 
to have been a child during the war in Europe”). Likewise, teachers can create 
spaces where children and young people ask their own questions as a result of their 
interactions with books (referred to as ‘wondering questions’ in the literature) which 
lead to inquiry projects. In recognizing the role of curricular materials grounded in 
children and young people’s motivation to read, curriculum developers, literacy 
specialists, and classroom teachers are also considering the role of young people in 
creating their own path through life, thus creating spaces where children can become 
“fully human” (Freire 1971) and grow into the person she can become.
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Chapter 12
Teaching Today the Readers of Tomorrow

Liliana Borrero Botero

Abstract  The purpose of this chapter is to provide valuable instructional approaches 
to meet the different learning needs of boys and girls in reading. The effective lit-
eracy instructional approaches addressed here are the result of the strategic combi-
nation of relevant research contributions from diverse fields in education such as 
neuroscience, cognitive psychology and well-known literacy organizations. 
Neuroscience has shed light to understand how the brain learns so that we can 
develop teaching practices aligned to brain-based learning. Cognitive psychology 
allows us to explain gender differences that explain why boys and girls think, com-
municate, and behave differently. Significant studies completed by the Early 
Literacy Reading Panel, the National Research Council, and the National Reading 
Panel, inform us about the essential components of literacy instruction and when 
these should be taught. The compilation of these solid research-findings inform the 
how, why, what, and when of effective literacy instruction so that we can design 
early intervention programs and a variety of instructional approaches that can suc-
cessfully address reading motivation and literacy achievement in boys and girls. 
Therefore, using this research-based information to teach today the readers of 
tomorrow certainly becomes an educational challenge.

Keywords  Literacy instruction · Gender differences · Brain-based learning · 
Cognitive psychology · Reading motivation · Literacy achievement

12.1  �The Power of High-Quality Teachers

With the cutting-edge contributions of neuroscience to the field of education, the 
teaching profession is not merely an art, but it has also become a science. In fact, 
teaching is the art and science of changing the brain. Although there is no single 
instructional strategy guaranteed to work with every single student, and there are no 
truths in science but facts, we know from the research on the brain which strategies 
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work best. We also know from research that we all learn in different ways (Snow 
1977; Kozhevnikov 2007; Sternberg et al. 2008; Pashler et al. 2009), and that there 
are gender differences between boys and girls in how they learn and engage in lit-
eracy (Gurian 2001). Therefore, it is important for teachers to use scientific knowl-
edge about how the brain learns to expand the horizons of their practice in providing 
equitable learning opportunities for all students.

Exemplary teachers intentionally differentiate instruction to address the needs of 
all diverse learners and to engage them equally. Differentiated instruction is the 
hallmark of an accomplished teacher. Teachers who are responsive to the individual 
interests of their students, design strategies that motivate boys and girls to read by 
connecting them with books they choose to read, so that they enjoy reading. By 
building on their students’ backgrounds, teachers can implement effective instruc-
tional practices that increase achievement and engagement in all students in the 
classroom. Outstanding literacy teachers differentiate their teaching in such a way 
that they ensure that all readers have books they can accurately and fluently read so 
that they can understand what they read and eventually, enjoy reading.

Teacher quality is the most powerful variable that can positively impact student 
learning. Every child can learn if they are fortunate to have teachers who can teach 
them according to the way they learn and provide enough opportunities to practice 
in order to achieve mastery. Teaching students the way they learn is not limited to 
tailoring instruction to their learning preferences; it also involves an active explora-
tion of their interests and affinities to affirm their motivation to learn and enjoy 
reading. Literacy teachers should feel empowered and nourished by research-based 
practices in literacy instruction that allow them to provide more powerful ways to 
engage readers in the joy of reading than ways for them to disengage from literacy.

12.2  �Boys and Girls Learn to Read and Enjoy Reading 
Differently

The amount of evidence worldwide indicates that gender is a significant factor in read-
ing choice of texts and reading achievement. It is a fact that boys not only tend to take 
longer to develop reading and writing skills, but also tend to read less than girls and to 
lag behind girls in reading achievement. There is broad consensus among neurologists 
and cognitive psychologists that brain development may explain differences in early 
literacy in boys and girls. Due to biological differences tied to gender, boys are generally 
slower to develop linguistic abilities than girls (Margolis 2006). This may be one of the 
reasons why boys often struggle with reading and writing skills early on. This is wors-
ened by the fact that mastery in literacy skills is expected at a much earlier age than ever 
before in most schools nowadays. Sadly, many teenage boys become unmotivated read-
ers, which often translates into underperformance in reading. Worldwide, girls read 
more and also report reading more than their male peers (Logan and Johnston 2010).
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In general terms, girls develop communication skills quicker and earlier. These 
early-developed communication skills allow young females to display superior 
early readings skills. Boys develop literacy skills approximately 12–24 months later 
than girls. The slower growth of the left cortex of the male brain explains this slower 
pace of development in boys. Although boys are more physically active in their 
learning, they are also slower than girls to develop impulse control and fine motor 
skills necessary for writing.

Results from international assessments consistently show that boys lag 
behind girls on the reading and writing sections of standardized tests. This is not 
a new trend; as a matter of fact, according to the US Department of Education, 
reading tests for the past 30 years show lower reading performance in boys than 
girls in every age group and every year. For instance, results from the Programme 
for International Student Assessment (PISA) back since 2000 show that girls 
perform better than boys on the reading test in all countries. The findings of the 
Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS) in 2001 also support 
this trend by revealing that girls in 4th grade perform better than boys in reading 
in all 34 countries. With this universal pattern of male underperformance in 
reading it is not surprising that college enrollment has become higher for girls 
than boys.

Regarding reading preferences, girls often choose to read mostly fiction litera-
ture related to love and relationships. On the other hand, boys also read fiction 
subgenres but they prefer to read non-fiction and informational texts, such as maga-
zines, newspaper articles, and instruction manuals and topics about sports, war, and 
spies. Males like to read books that make them laugh and appeal to their sense of 
mischief and fiction that focuses more on action than emotions, and books in series 
which give them comfort and familiarity (Moloney 2002). Culturally speaking, 
boys do not usually feel comfortable reading about the feelings and emotions found 
in fiction because they are often expected to suppress their own feelings, depending 
on the cultural context they are immersed in. Interestingly, girls tend to read more 
for enjoyment, whereas boys read to acquire information and to learn how to do 
something.

It is essential for teachers to acknowledge gender differences to understand 
how boys and girls learn to read differently, but most importantly, to use this 
information to shift from explaining these differences to designing appropriate 
pedagogical interventions to differentiate instruction and to equally engage them 
in reading. For example, in most early elementary grades, students experience 
reading fiction texts, whereas informational texts are less frequently read. Studies 
have also shown that classroom libraries contain more fiction than non-fiction 
books (Duke 2000; Young and Moss 2006). If boys tend to choose to read more 
non-fiction than fiction books, their opportunities to interact with these books 
decrease dramatically if classroom libraries lack a sufficient amount of this sort of 
books, and it is therefore not surprising that their motivation to read should drop 
very early in their schooling.
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12.3  �The Psychology of Reading Motivation 
and Engagement

Given that the brain is the organ in which learning takes place, it is necessary to start 
by understanding how the brain learns when it comes to teaching. One of the most 
important contributions of neuroscience to education is this “teaching with the brain 
in mind” maxim: emotion drives attention, attention drives learning (Sylwester 
1994). If we want to maximize learning, we need to start by making learning emo-
tionally appealing for each and every student. Emotion and interest come before 
learning, and they determine if we will attend and sustain attention. Sustained atten-
tion, a key factor necessary to consolidate learning, can be augmented by interest or 
undermined by the lack of it. As a consequence, tapping on our students’ interests is 
one sure way to trigger motivation to set up the mind for new learning.

Another important contribution from the science of learning is the understanding 
of the social and emotional nature of the human brain. Humans feel a strong need to 
connect and to feel safe. Students learn in ideal conditions when they can bond with 
a caring and nurturing teacher. This positive emotional connection enacts a feeling 
of safety that unleashes the brain’s learning potential. Instead of being worried 
about survival or afraid of abandonment, the child can use all the mental energy to 
activate the brain cortex and start making new neural connections sculpted by the 
learning experience.

Reading motivation is not foreign to the social brain. The amount of time a child 
spends listening to parents or loved ones read continues to be the one best predictor 
of later reading (Wolf 2007). When a child listens to someone reading and sees his 
or her significant caregivers read, this emotional bonding is somehow transformed 
into the habit and love for reading. The following quote from an interview that 
author Maurice Sendak gave to Marion Long beautifully depicts this magical 
phenomenon:

When my father read to me, I leaned into him so I became part of his chest or his forearm. 
And I think children who are hugged, and children who are held on laps—nice yummy 
laps—will always associate reading with the bodies of their parents, the smells of their 
parents. And that will always keep you a reader. Because that perfume, that sensuous con-
nection is lifelong. We’re only animals. And you watch puppies needing to be licked to 
survive. Well, we need to be licked to survive. And reading becomes a licking, if you will. 
When you not only hear a treasured story, but also are pressed against the most important 
person in the world, a connection is made that cannot be severed (Sendak 2004).

When students have caring teachers with whom they can bond, they also develop 
an interest to connect with what matters to their teachers. This is the case of “blessed 
books”, which are books chosen and valued by teachers, that lead students to want 
to read them. This is a powerful strategy to introduce a particular topic or genre. 
When a teacher wishes to expand student-reading choices or to ignite their interest 
in a given book, he or she should try to select a book and read it, at least portions of 
it, aloud. They should not be surprised if the selected book soon becomes an all-time 
classroom favorite.
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An implication of the social brain is the need to interact with others. There is an 
intrinsic social motivation in shared reading. Providing students with time to talk 
about the books they read is an important factor in reading motivation (Gambrell 
and Marinak 2009). Discussion and collaboration are a natural part of learning and 
social development. Not only children enjoy sharing their reading experiences with 
their peers, they also develop social and communication skills when doing so. Time 
for students to talk about their reading and writing is perhaps one of the most unde-
rused, yet easy to implement, element of instruction (Allington and Gabriel 2012). 
Research has demonstrated that conversations with peers improve comprehension 
and engagement (Cazden 1988). Similarly, it occurs when students have the oppor-
tunity to get involved in conversations about the books they read, reading compre-
hension and engagement increase. A quiet, silent classroom is not necessarily an 
indicator of student learning or engagement. We do not learn in a vacuum; we learn 
from others and with others.

Motivation is only one factor that can contribute to an increase in reading 
achievement, but it is a necessary one. Although the psychology of motivation has 
many dimensions, there are four factors that have been found critical to foster stu-
dent achievement: competence, autonomy/control, interest/value, and relatedness 
(Bandura 1996; Dweck 2010; Pintrich 2003; Ryan and Deci 2000; Seifert 2004). 
Competence refers to self-efficacy, the feeling of being capable. Human beings 
enjoy success, and in normal conditions, they tend to avoid situations that set them-
selves to failure. As a consequence, chances are that students take the risk of 
embarking in any task more easily when they have the perception that they can do 
it. When students have the opportunity to read books they can comprehend at their 
independent level or “just right books”, they are more likely to feel more capable of 
reading that book successfully before they even open it. Self-efficacy becomes a 
virtuous cycle that feeds itself. The more a student is able to read successfully, with 
accuracy, fluency, and comprehension, the better he or she will read, the more likely 
he or she will enjoy reading and choose to read in the future. Becoming an engaged 
reader has little to do with reading difficult books; it is about having the opportunity 
to have successful reading experiences in life (Allington 2009). Competence can 
also be enhanced through differentiation, explicit and effective instruction of all the 
reading skills, enough time to practice, and the provision of “just right books” to fit 
all levels of reading ability.

The opposite is also true. If a student feels incapable of reading a text or struggles 
to decode it automatically and with understanding, he or she will most likely stop or 
avoid reading. At times, children choose to read easy books because they feel inse-
cure, and this is fine. It is often better to have them read a text that is below their 
reading ability level, than not reading at all. Once a reader sees that there is a cor-
relation between effort and positive results, self-confidence and motivation to try 
similar or more challenging books increases.

Practice fosters self-efficacy. As with any other skill, reading proficiency requires 
practice. Readers become good readers by reading. But any reading practice does 
not make perfect readers. It needs to be good practice. Good reading practice neces-
sarily implies having students read books they select, and that they can understand 
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at their independent reading level. Bandura (1986) suggests that motivation is the 
consequence of a person’s self-efficacy related to a task. We need to ensure that 
students read “just right books” and to engage in successful reading so that they can 
experience this feeling of self-efficacy. Success is the most powerful motivator and 
reading mastery can only be acquired through reading practice. According to 
Allington (2009) and Kuhn et al. (2006), it is not only time spent reading what mat-
ters, but the intensity and volume of high success reading what determines a stu-
dent’s progress in learning to read.

Early intervention is essential to reading motivation. We need to catch struggling 
readers before they fall, to avoid negative reading experiences which can dramati-
cally harm their motivation to read. We are fortunate to have abundant scientific 
literature that allows us to identify early signs of reading difficulties to intervene 
proactively and prevent reading failure. All K5 students should be screened for letter 
names, print knowledge, phonemic awareness, vocabulary knowledge, and oral lan-
guage to identify students at risk before they become struggling readers and provide 
the necessary supplementary interventions.

Autonomy and control have to do with choice. People buy in more easily when 
they can choose based on their individual preferences, ability, and interests. The fact 
of being able to choose also gives a sense of ownership and control. “The research 
base on student-selected reading is robust and conclusive: students read more, under-
stand more, and are more likely to continue reading when they have the opportunity 
to choose what they read” (Allington and Gabriel 2012, p. 1). When it comes to read-
ing, students have personal interests and preferences related to text topic, genre, and 
format. The same occurs with writing or responding to reading. Students should also 
be provided with menu options for book reports. This is why it is important that stu-
dents have access to many books so they can make personal reading choices. Note 
this word of caution; having students choose what to read does not mean that they 
will never be required to read a teacher or a course-selected text, but they should be 
able to choose what they read at some point each day at a minimum.

According to Guthrie and Humenick (2004), a wide variety of books from where 
to choose and the possibility of making personal choices of what to read are the two 
most important design factors for improving reading motivation and comprehen-
sion. A wide range of variety of books and texts available should be used for both, 
reading instruction and independent reading. Teachers need to be cautious not to 
give too many choices that can be overwhelming for the student. Effective teaching 
should scaffold choices by starting at a basic level of selection, that is, by helping 
students make good choices first and providing feedback about such decisions. A 
good way to get started is to select a topic, genre or format, and provide two books 
or texts from which the students can choose from. Even when the teacher selects a 
topic, the students can still make a choice. The idea is that eventually students can 
make reading choices for content, process, and product. Subsequently, they will end 
up making multiple choices in a lesson such as topic and book selection, individual, 
pair or group reading, and the end product.
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Value is related to having a reason for doing something. In the case of reading, 
it implies valuing reading as something that is personally important. Ideally, the 
value of reading would include its relevance for long-term enjoyment and per-
sonal development. The most common reason for leisure reading is the underlying 
feeling of pure enjoyment. In ideal conditions, students should be able to see the 
correlation between reading habits and real life outcomes. We see value in things 
that interest us for some reason. Teachers, who are receptive to their students’ 
individual preferences, get to know their students. They use strategies such as 
profile cards and surveys to discover what their students are interested in and want 
to learn about.

A key point needs to be made here in relation to the value of reading for boys. 
Not only males are asked to read many books that do not appeal to them, but 
unfortunately, there is an underrepresentation of male teachers and there is a 
strong media influence that distorts the image of masculinity, which gives read-
ing a feminine connotation. The role models that boys see in popular culture, 
such as television, movies and video games, do not depict reading engagement as 
a masculine preference (Marks 2008). Boys do not have enough positive male 
role models for literacy. Bringing successful male reading models into the class-
room, so they can see men read too, has proven to be an effective practice to 
motivate boys to read. Author Jon Scieska developed an innovative website 
named Guys Read (http://www.guysread.com) to provide boys with appealing 
reading material.

People find relevant tasks interesting because familiar things allow them to make 
connections, a key driver in the learning process and motivation. Activation of prior 
knowledge is a common practice that allows the learner to glue the new information 
to prior schema and facilitates understanding. Familiarity nurtures reading motiva-
tion. When the reader notices that the text is linked to his or her real life experiences 
it gives him or her a reason to get started and to persist until the end, while allowing 
him or her to read with meaning. When the reader senses that the text has immedi-
acy, that it is related to his or her life in the here and now, it becomes more 
motivating.

Motivation to read and reading engagement are deeply interconnected. Gambrell 
(2009, 2011) defines motivation to read as the likelihood of engaging in reading or 
choosing to read. Highly engaged readers are intrinsically motivated to read and they 
choose to read for a variety of purposes. The four motivation factors discussed —
competence, autonomy/control, interest/value, and relatedness— have the power to 
increase reading engagement.

It can be inferred that doing opposite things such as discouraging certain texts, 
providing a limited selection of genres, insufficient practice in choosing appropriate 
books, and using reading activities as time fillers will kill motivation to read (Millard 
1997). To sum up, students will read with motivation and engagement when they are 
allowed to read books they can read and want to read.

12  Teaching Today the Readers of Tomorrow

http://www.guysread.com


226

12.4  �Reading Choices for Boys and Girls

Research findings are compelling: when students select reading texts, their reading 
engagement and performance increases (Krashen 1989). Parents and teachers need 
to provide books that boys and girls like to read if they want them to develop the 
habit and love for reading. In order to satisfy the reading preferences of all students, 
there should be an abundant variety of books and reading texts for all tastes. A var-
ied selection of reading texts is not limited to offering fiction and non-fiction. 
Besides a wide range of genres and topics, an attractive classroom library or home 
library should also include non-print resources (e.g. CD ROMs), popular as well as 
traditional literature, and texts that match varied reading levels or Lexiles. Students 
should not have to decide between books or screens, they should decide about what 
they want and can read. Other than textbooks, classroom libraries typically offer 
mostly fiction. An easy way to promote reading motivation is to involve students in 
the selection of reading material for the classroom.

The teachers of today need to be aware of the fact that the need to expand the 
definition of literacy to embrace the popular culture and digital literacy is a must if 
they do not want to have students left out. Culturally speaking, narrative can have a 
variety of forms that range from written, to oral, visual, musical, or even a combina-
tion of the four. Computers and digital devices provide new forms of language that 
can be added to the traditional book-based literacy. Boys and girls equally need to 
know that all these new versions of literacy count as reading. The fewer choices 
students have from the existing options available, the greater the chances they will 
not find a text they want to read.

Boys tend to read texts that are not commonly valued by teachers. Since boys do 
not read teacher-privileged literary fiction texts at home, many of them classify 
themselves as non-readers, even if they do extensive reading from the Internet, mag-
azines, and newspapers (Cavazos-Kottke 2005). Moloney (2002) also highlights 
that when boys read these materials many consider they are not reading precisely 
because these materials are not valued in school. Boys like books that are “storied”, 
which use “a narrative approach that focuses more on plot and action than on 
description, are visual, such as cartoons and graphic novels, providing multimedia 
experience, are edgy or controversial, are funny-appealing to boys’ taste of humor” 
(Smith and Wilhelm 2002, p. 150). Teachers, as well as parents, need to broaden the 
definition of literacy to embrace the kinds of texts boys like to read. Literacy is the 
intertwined connection between reading and writing, the two sides of the same coin. 
For quite a few students, writing can be the avenue to reading. Therefore, having 
boys write in response to their reading or in the genre of their preference, can 
increase their reading performance, motivation, and engagement:

In one sense, reading and writing represent the choice of language over physical action, the 
vicarious over the actual. But writing time often provides the most open space (outside 
recess) in the curriculum – a space to enact fantasies of power, adventure and friendship. 
And as many boys claim, when they are writing these adventures, they feel themselves 
physically inside the stories. Rather than denying the physical needs of boys, writing can 
employ that energy –if we keep the space open for their play (Newkirk 2002, p. 178).
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Once abundant fiction and non-fiction texts are honored, recognized in all forms 
of literacy, and are provided in printed and digital format, let students know that all 
these materials count as reading:

Adventure Foreign Language Newspapers
Audio Books Geography Novels
Arts Graphic Novel Nutrition
Beauty Gossip Parables
Biographies Health Plays
Cartoons Holidays Poetry
Comics Horror Religion
Current Affairs How-to Romance
Detectives Humorous Science
Diaries Informational Science Fiction
Drama Instructions Series
Encyclopedias Jokes Songs
Experiments Legends Sports
Fables Letters Supernatural
Fantasy Magazines Technology
Fairy Tales Mystery Thesauruses
Fashion Myths Travelling
Fitness Nature Websites

Ensuring that boys and girls can find books they want to read is one essential 
factor that fosters reading motivation and engagement. However, it is of utmost 
importance that the reading material students choose to read not only matches their 
personal interests, it should also be aligned to their independent reading level. When 
a selected reading material fulfills these two conditions it is referred as to a “just 
right book”. Self-selected texts that correspond to their independent reading level is 
a powerful formula that generates reading motivation and engagement, while pro-
viding students with high-success reading. To improve reading performance and 
nurture the joy of reading, students must read accurately and must be able to under-
stand what they read. Research shows that reading at 98 percent or higher accuracy 
is essential for reading acceleration (Allington and Gabriel 2012). This implies that 
a text can be considered at the independent reading level when the reader can accu-
rately decode 98 words out of 100. Students need to be taught explicitly how to find 
reading material at their independent reading level. The ability to select appropriate 
texts for themselves increases the likelihood of students reading outside school 
(Reis et al. 2007).
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12.5  �Teaching and Learning to Read

Reading is a language-based skill that has a method and a purpose. Different fields, 
such as neuroscience, neuropsychology, and cognitive psychology, are now in 
agreement that reading should be taught based on letter-sound correspondence 
(Dehaene 2009). Therefore, the methodology of the formal teaching of reading 
must begin with the explicit instruction of letters and the sounds they represent in 
the language. Building the neural connections that allow us to make the automatic 
connection between the orthographic system (what we see), with the phonological 
system (what we hear), and the semantic system (what we know) is one of the most 
demanding and challenging tasks because the human brain does not have areas spe-
cialized in reading. To achieve fluent reading with meaning, the brain must connect 
the letters it sees on paper or screen, with the sounds those letters make, and the 
meaning of the word those letters create in nanoseconds. This overwhelming task, 
for which the human brain is not naturally designed, should not be left to chance. “It 
took our species roughly 2000 years to make the cognitive breakthrough necessary 
to learn to read with an alphabet, today our children have to reach those same 
insights about print in roughly 2000 days” (Wolf 2007, p.19).

Important literacy publications have established a reading curriculum based on 
the research-findings of how the brain learns to read and how reading should be 
taught. The truth is that the foundations necessary to successfully learn to read are 
developed early in life and prior to formal schooling. According to the National 
Research Council (1999), pre-school children benefit tremendously from shared 
book reading, the development of phonological awareness, and the connection 
between oral language and print. Based precisely on these research-based practices 
in neuroscience which awaken the wonder of language and sounds, the Stern Center 
for Language and Learning developed Building Blocks for Literacy® (www.
buidlingbocksforliteracy.org), an early childhood literacy free online course for par-
ents and caregivers. Building Blocks for Literacy® provides early literacy activities 
that are developmentally appropriate and inspired in children’s play. Comparative 
studies completed by Podhajski and Nathan (2005) have shown that children whose 
parents and/or caregivers trained in Building Blocks show significant gains in pre-
reading skills compared to those whose caregivers have not been trained in Building 
Blocks. These activities have not only proven to be very effective in developing 
early literacy skills, but are also highly engaging and motivating for the little ones 
as well as for their parents and caregivers.

The Early Literacy Reading Panel (2008) has identified key pre-reading concepts 
and skills children should develop in pre-school. Since reading is language-based 
and all about building meaning, not surprisingly, oral language and vocabulary 
comprehension are the main precursors of the former acquisition of reading skills. 
Once a young child has learned to listen, speak, and understand his or her language, 
the next two critical concepts that he or she must acquire is the knowledge of letter 
names and letter sounds. The knowledge of letter names is a powerful predictor in 
Kindergarten of reading achievement and so are letter sounds in first grade. This 
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implies that children must be explicitly taught letter names from early on and uni-
versally screened in Kindergarten for this concept to determine those who are at risk 
of becoming struggling readers. Consequently, the same must be done with letter 
sounds. Letter-sound correspondence must be taught explicitly and universally 
screened in first grade.

The report released by the National Reading Panel (2000), identified five essen-
tial components of literacy instruction: phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, 
vocabulary, and text comprehension. Phonemic awareness and phonics are the foun-
dations of the sound system of the language (phonology) and fluency, vocabulary, 
and comprehension as the necessary foundation to build meaning (semantics). The 
development of phonemic awareness is critical in helping young children isolate the 
individual sounds of the language so that they can eventually map them to the letters 
that represent them. Once children learn phonics, letter-sound correspondences, 
they need abundant practice decoding controlled texts in order to develop fluency. 
The ultimate goal of reading is to comprehend what is read.

All the essential concepts and skills outlined by the reports and studies men-
tioned above can and must be taught explicitly. Torgesen et  al. (2001) from the 
University of Florida demonstrated that programs which systematically teach young 
readers phonemic awareness and phonics are more successful in dealing with read-
ing difficulties than other programs. They should and can also be taught in ways that 
motivate and engage boys and girls. Phonological awareness and phonics, the foun-
dations of the sound system of any alphabetic language, can be taught through fun 
activities such as songs and games. Keep in mind that boys respond best from well-
structured classes that have an obvious purpose and clear goals. They also respond 
best when learning activities are broken into tasks that are kinesthetic and time-
limited and include an element of competition (Wilson 2003). Using technology to 
develop phonological awareness and phonics is also a great strategy to engage boys 
and girls equally and to differentiate instruction.

One of the most powerful ways to develop fluency is through guided oral and 
repeated readings of the same text (Rasinski 1990). This strategy provides abundant 
practice to build sight-word vocabulary or automatic word recognition. By reread-
ing a short passage of about 100 words and at the independent reading level, the 
reader steadily acquires automaticity. When the guided oral and repeated readings 
of the same text are timed, an element of competition can be added. Students love 
to do repeated readings of a relatively easy passage and observe how their number 
of words read correctly improves through practice. Their progression can also be 
graphed so that they can better visualize their self-efficacy and feel motivated to put 
in the effort to continue to improve. When students see that they can develop fluent, 
effortless reading, they have confidence in their ability to choose more challenging 
books and to read independently and more permanently.

Research has demonstrated that one of the best ways to learn new words is 
through reading (Krashen 1989; Ehri 2005). While being read to or by reading 
themselves, students will encounter more sophisticated words in the language of 
books than in a conversation. New vocabulary words can be taught explicitly and 
should be used frequently in order for students to be able to incorporate them in 
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their receptive and expressive language repertoire. The use of non-verbal represen-
tations such as pictures and symbols, as well as mimic and movement, to represent 
the meaning of the new words, helps boys and girls learn them in fun and effective 
ways.

Text comprehension is the ultimate purpose of reading but oftentimes the least 
taught of all skills. Decoding accurately and fluently does not necessarily result in 
comprehension. Reading comprehension strategies must also be taught explicitly. 
Students, and particularly boys, benefit from uncovering the processes good readers 
follow strategically when reading, to actively process the content they read. Some 
of the most effective reading comprehension strategies are self-monitoring and 
using fix-up strategies to correct misunderstanding of text, activation of prior knowl-
edge, generating questions, making predictions and confirming, drawing inferences, 
taking notes, highlighting, constructing visual representations, comparing and con-
trasting, paraphrasing, and summarizing. The use of graphic organizers and concept 
maps helps both boys and girls see the relationships between ideas, concepts, and 
elements of a story or composition. The power of hands-on experiences is also 
tightly linked to reading activities (Guthrie et al. 2006). The importance of having 
students understand what they read cannot be overemphasized. When students are 
likely to comprehend text, they will more likely enjoy reading and will want to read 
more.

A read-aloud is a strategy in which an adult models fluent reading to help stu-
dents increase their own fluency and comprehension. It is a high-impact, low-input 
strategy often underused component of the kind of instruction that supports readers 
(Allington and Gabriel in ASCD 2012). Few teachers read aloud to their students 
daily beyond first grade. When children listen and respond to stories read to them 
and have the opportunity to interact through extended conversations, oral language 
is also strengthened. This strategy also allows students to benefit and enjoy texts that 
are too difficult or above their independent reading level. Reading aloud a variety of 
texts encourages interactions and increases student motivation when they are 
encouraged to choose the read-aloud title. Interactive read-alouds can also be highly 
engaging when props are used to link the text to the real world. Texts for read alouds 
selected by the teacher can also help expand the range of reading interests of stu-
dents by introducing new topics and genres that are in line with students’ personal 
interests. Be sure to include traditional as well as popular literature, printed and 
digital resources.

Literature circles (DaLie 2001; Schlick Noe and Johnson 1999) are a very effec-
tive strategy that is tailor-made for the tastes of boys and girls and widely known as 
a way to help bridge the literacy gender gap. Literature or literary circles are a small 
group of students interested in reading the same text, book or story. They read a 
common text and meet regularly to discuss and complete activities about the same 
text. According to Daniels (2002), key ingredients of literature circles are:

•	 Choice of reading material
•	 Temporary groups formed according to students’ choice
•	 Different groups read different books
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•	 Groups meet on a regular, predictable schedule to discuss their reading
•	 Topics for discussion come from the students themselves
•	 Group meetings involve open-ended, natural conversations
•	 Evaluations are conducted by the teacher and by students, who self-evaluate
•	 A spirit of fun and playfulness is maintained
•	 When groups are finished, they share with their classmates, and then form new 

groups based on new reading choices

Some boys may need to first verbalize their ideas before they read or start writ-
ing; and this is why literature circles work so well for them. Because information 
retrieval is relatively easy for boys, spending time verbalizing content in the text 
may help them phrase their reactions to written text beyond mere retrieval. Idea 
circles are a bit different, but also allow students to engage in conversations about 
common interests. In the case of idea circles, students in small groups each read a 
different text on a common topic. Students can select texts at their independent 
reading level and in a form of their preference.

12.6  �Modeling, Guided Practice, and Independent Practice: 
The State-of-the-Art of Teaching

Back in 1975, Hunter developed The Five Step Lesson Plan, a solid instructional 
model that is still current and has also inspired other models of teaching. Hunter’s 
model describes five stages of the state-of-the-art teaching practice, adaptable to the 
instruction of almost any skill. It includes five steps: (1) providing context and rel-
evance through the activation of prior knowledge and establishing objectives; (2) 
modeling; (3) guided practice; (4) independent practice; and (5) generalization.

Later on, and inspired in Hunter’s model, Pearson and Gallagher (1983) devel-
oped the Gradual Release of Responsibility Model and Routman (2003) designed 
the Optimal Learning Model. These three models share a common pattern: model-
ing by the teacher (I do it), guided practice (We do it), and independent practice 
(You do it). These three phases are at the heart of effective teaching. By modeling, 
teachers explicitly teach and, through guided practice with timely feedback, they 
provide enough practice time for students until they can engage in successful inde-
pendent practice and achieve mastery. In the end, the ultimate goal of the teacher is 
to become obsolete so that his or her students will not need him or her anymore as 
they become independent learners.

The architecture of the workshop model successfully implemented by the 
Teachers College Reading and Writing Project from Columbia University has three 
components that contain the three instructional phases described above: (1) mini-
lesson; (2) practice time/independent work; and (3) time to share. A hallmark of the 
workshop model is that of various groupings. Whole-group activities are used for 
explicit instruction and shared practice. Small groups are used for guided practice 
and to differentiate instruction. According to Fountas and Pinnell (2001) a balanced 

12  Teaching Today the Readers of Tomorrow



232

reading and writing program should allow for: (1) modeled reading (interactive 
read-alouds) and writing; (2) guided practice through interactive, shared, and guided 
reading and writing; and (3) independent reading and writing practice.

The takeaway of these three phases of instruction common to the models 
described above is that they are adaptable to the explicit teaching of any reading 
skill (or any other you can think of), from foundational skills such as phonological 
awareness and phonics, to fluency development, reading comprehension strategies, 
and the choice of appropriate books. All the literacy skills we are expected to teach 
our students should be taught following this instructional approach.

12.7  �Differentiated Instruction: A Gender-Proof Approach 
to Teaching Reading

Students, boys or girls, learn in different ways. One-size instruction does not fit all; 
it would be a disservice to students. Teachers do not have an easy job as they need 
to face the challenge of juggling what to teach (curriculum), with how to teach 
(instructional practices), and how to know if students are learning what they are 
expected to learn in order to guide and differentiate instruction (assessment). 
Fortunately, the scientific literature in education can inform our practice so that we 
know what is best when we make those decisions.

A gender-proof approach to reading instruction starts with one simple step: get-
ting to know each boy and each girl, each and every student, as a person and as a 
learner. Teachers need to know the particular interests and preferences of each stu-
dent in the class to connect with them and to make content and skills relevant and 
motivating. While honoring the diversity of learners in the classroom, the teacher 
can start developing bonds with all students. The information gathered from the 
process of getting to know students’ interests and readiness is essential to the dif-
ferentiation of instruction.

The next step would then be to differentiate instruction. Differentiated instruc-
tion is a framework that provides diverse learning routes to reach the same learning 
objectives in order to meet the needs of all learners. Although this framework does 
not equate personalized instruction, it does not equate to one-size instruction either. 
Students are placed in flexible groupings to match their learning needs. The variety 
of teaching approaches of this framework addresses gender differences because it is 
tailored to students’ readiness, interests, and learning preferences. Instruction can 
be differentiated through content, process, and/or product according to individual 
student characteristics. If teachers adjust to the students’ interests and levels of pro-
ficiency— the what, the how, and the how they know if students are learning what 
they are expected to learn— they can meet the learning needs of boys and girls; of 
all students. For instance, boys tend to respond positively when they are given the 
opportunity to present their work by using charts, graphs, diagrams, and other visual 
forms. They are also successful with the visual language of cartoons, graphic novels, 
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video games, movies, and television. Research suggests that boys respond so posi-
tively to images because they are more oriented to visual/spatial learning. As a 
result, visual images “accelerate” boys’ learning (Daly 2002). Therefore, teachers 
should try to provide visual learning tools, materials, and products in their teaching 
repertoire in order to engage all students, boys and girls, who have this preferred 
way of acquiring, processing, and demonstrating new learning.

If teachers add student choice at all three levels of differentiation— content, 
process, and product— they will promote student engagement and motivation. 
However, in order for student selection to be attractive and satisfying, it must offer 
a wide variety of options from which to choose from. Let students choose as much 
as possible what they want to read for pleasure.

A third step would be that of teaching all reading skills following the three phases 
of the state-of-the-art teaching: modeling, guided practice, and independent prac-
tice. Based on the research findings, the core and non-negotiable reading skills that 
must be explicitly taught are: phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, 
comprehension, and how to select reading material based on personal interests and 
reading ability Table 12.1.

An accomplished teacher uses flexible approaches to tailor instruction to the 
individual needs of students, while using explicit teaching methods for literacy 
strategies. Empowered teachers “reclaim their literacy classrooms and the courage 
to do what is right by first focusing on students and then making the appropriate 
pedagogical adjustments” (Sarroub and Pernicel 2014, p. 27).

A solid, yet flexible pedagogical approach to reading instruction attuned to stu-
dent interests and informed by research, will fit the learning needs not only of boys 
and girls, but of all students. In a multicultural and global society, it becomes an 
educational challenge for reading teachers to use literacy research-based findings to 
successfully teach today the readers of tomorrow.

Table 12.1  A gender-proof approach to reading instruction

Reading Instruction
Student C

hoice

Survey students interests
Differentiate instruction Content

Process
Product

Modeling 
(explicit instruction)

Phonemic awareness
Phonics
Fluency
Vocabulary
Comprehension
Book selection Interest

Reading level

Borrero 2008
Guided practice
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�Conclusion

The acknowledgment of reading motivation as an important factor contributing to 
reading development has increasingly been addressed by researchers across the 
globe. Large-scale international assessments such as PISA have examined the ways 
in which motivation to read relates to reading achievement, particularly among 
15-year-olds. Similarly, cross-cultural studies have analyzed changes in reading 
motivation over time, correlations with other variables such as reading ability, 
socioeconomic status, gender, and ethnicity. The impact of family literacy practices 
on children’s motivation has also emerged as a topic to consider as communities 
become more diverse due to immigration and globalization. Finally, the extent to 
which reading motivation has been a consistent predictor of reading ability is a topic 
of increasing interest, with theoretical and practical consequences that are relevant 
across countries.

The current volume encompasses many of these compelling questions, and in 
doing so, contributes to a wider understanding of the complexities that surround 
reading motivation. More specifically, these chapters focus on gender differences in 
motivation to read across the wide spectrum of factors we mentioned earlier: age, 
ethnicity, family factors, grade level, socioeconomic variables, peer influences, 
instructional components, and reading achievement. Some chapters also consider 
the social dimensions of early reading motivation, particularly among struggling 
readers, while others discuss pedagogical interventions and insights that promote 
the development of reading motivation equally between boys and girls. The authors 
also adopt various theoretical perspectives and question some widely accepted war-
rants about differences in motivation to read between boys and girls. Surely, many 
studies across the globe provide evidence of significant differences in reading moti-
vation scores and a bias that favors girls over boys. However, these differences are 
far more complex when they are examined contextually.

In the Introduction, Arango reminds us of the biological and environmental fac-
tors that affect the trajectory of motivation, particularly in relation to learning. These 
factors are further discussed from theoretical and empirical standpoints in the 
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chapters that follow. In this sense, the authors of each individual chapter have also 
adequately addressed the sociocultural features that interplay with reading motiva-
tion in the diverse populations they address. For example, Chiu’s discussion of fam-
ily, peer, and societal aspects in the development of reading motivation (Chapter 3) 
shows differences in the ways in which boys and girls place themselves in relation 
to reading and reading-related activities. The notion that greater cultural possession 
and cultural communication within the family and its bias towards girls’ higher 
interest in reading is an interesting component that may be present in some cultures 
and not in others (Chiu and Chow 2010). Peer and societal influences on reading 
motivation shape girls’ and boys’ reading attitudes, but the ways in which they do 
so may vary depending on gender roles that are specific to each culture as well. 
Huang discusses this in Chap. 8 through findings that show that Chinese students 
place greater value on grades and social recognition in relation to reading motiva-
tion, and that these valuing practices were connected to parents’ and teachers’ 
expectations of success. The strong influence of a hierarchical testing culture, thus 
of extrinsic motivation, can therefore be seen as a factor to influence the ways in 
which Chinese boys and girls value reading.

From an instructional perspective, Borrero (Chapter 12) describes those prac-
tices that have more recently been underscored as necessary for the development of 
avid readers. Drawing from several meta-analyses and compilations, she explains 
how the different components of literacy instruction can be integrated in ways that 
promote literacy Motivation of boys and girls. Borrero also explains how recent 
research contributions from neuroscience and cognitive psychology can facilitate 
teachers’ understandings of how differently boys and girls approach reading, and 
what can be done in the classroom to help all students acquire a passion for reading. 
In line with these similar research paradigms, but incorporating sociocultural 
approaches, the use of inquiry kits demonstrates how the selection of reading mate-
rial that address both students’ interests and needs can foster reading engagement, 
autonomy, competence, and relatedness, as Sailors, Villarreal, Schutz, Sellers, 
Wilburn, and Minton suggest in Chapter 11.

In their study, they describe the ways in which developing kits that encompass a 
big idea, which in turn is related to an issue of social justice, can provide students 
with a literary framework that both facilitates their comprehension while at the 
same time engages them in topics that interest them. The underlying expectation is 
that these students will not only continue to read other texts touching on the same 
topic, but also that they will become critical readers which will consider the topic 
through a social justice lens. Such reading perspectives are strongly needed in a 
world in which there is an overflow of information, oftentimes misleading or bla-
tantly false.

On the other hand, motivation to read has also been affected by changes in the 
modes of reading that young people engage in, as Brozo demonstrates in Chap. 10, 
using the case study of Malik, a male adolescent who displays engaged reading and 
literacy behavior outside of school, specifically through rap recitation. As with 
online literacy engagement, some teachers are beginning to value and incorporate 
these practices into their daily instruction, and have shown that alternative texts 
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such as music, graphic novels, video games, and online reading may be contexts in 
which students who otherwise struggle with literacy may show their talent and 
interest. The growing interest in understanding boys’ lack of interest in reading has 
been a consistent topic that researchers have attended to, and in this book, Merisuo-
Storm and Aerila discuss it widely in Chapter 9. This topic is significant in Finnish 
education, where girls outperform boys in reading achievement and show higher 
levels of motivation to read than boys across the grade levels (Kupari et al. 2012; 
Mullis et al. 2009). Research in Finland has explored how female and male distinc-
tive personality traits, such as, paying attention to details or even acknowledging 
readers’ strengths and weaknesses, influences reading motivation. From an instruc-
tional perspective, being aware of these differences is fundamental, considering that 
in many countries teachers are predominantly female and may tend to choose read-
ing materials which do not necessarily tap into boys’ interests or preferred 
formats.

Together with instructional practices, theoretical and empirical evidence point to 
the quality of teacher-student interactions as a factor of great importance to aca-
demic and non-cognitive outcomes such as self-regulation and motivation. In the 
third chapter, Lerkkanen describes how the quality of those interactions may con-
tribute or hinder reading motivation at a very early phase, and how motivation, in 
turn, affects reading achievement. This includes not only the quality in dialogue 
between students and teachers, but also choice in reading-related activities, and how 
differentiating these by gender may be especially beneficial for boys. This research 
focus is currently growing at unexpected rate and will surely shed light into the 
reading motivation construct in the next few years. Interaction and book reading go 
hand in hand; but many teachers lack experiences of dialogic reading or book con-
versations. Much remains to be done at the level of pre-service and in-service 
teacher education so that teachers incorporate dialogic reading as an everyday read-
ing practice.

Extensive literature has also analyzed the correlations between reading motiva-
tion and reading achievement. Some (e.g. Morgan and Fuchs 2007) point to a bidi-
rectional relationship with moderate correlations between the two constructs, a 
finding that was also observed by Orellana and Baldwin in Chap. 7 about the devel-
opment of motivation and reading achievement for Chilean students in grades 3, 4 
and 5. One interesting aspect that this chapter indicates is the importance of readers’ 
self-value for boys, given that this factor can explain a significant portion of vari-
ance in reading achievement as early as grade 3, and that percentage of variance 
increases as children progress throughout school. On the other hand, younger strug-
gling readers showed that gender differences in the constructs of reading self-
concept, value of reading and literacy out loud can be observed as early as 
Kindergarten, and that, contrary to what previous studies had shown, reading moti-
vation for students in grades 2 and 3 tends to be higher, as Gambrell, Hubbard, 
Roberts, Jacques, and Corbett demonstrate in their study of 52 struggling readers 
who were followed across the school year (Chapter 6).

More recent studies have examined the predictive nature of reading motivation 
regarding reading achievement. The chapter by Orellana provides a systematic 
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account of some of the findings where the variance in reading achievement scores 
can be explained by motivational factors beyond verbal and cognitive ability. There 
is a wide range in the percent of variance explained by intrinsic motivation, a find-
ing that once again reminds us of the multidimensionality and complexity that moti-
vation involves. What these studies show us, however, is that across very different 
cultural and linguistic contexts, motivation continues to be a strong predictor of 
reading achievement, a finding that has important pedagogical implications.

The strong connection between reading achievement and reading motivation has 
been investigated for over two centuries, but as Phillips, Loerke and Hayward note 
in the first chapter, there are important misrepresentations about the actual gender 
differences both in reading ability and motivation. They explain how various factors 
impact a child’s low level of reading and academic motivation, and how these levels 
impact competence, but also stress that when data is wrongly interpreted or incom-
plete, certain stereotypes predominate and negatively impact instruction. These 
biased findings have negative implications for the ways in which teachers approach 
reading and reading motivation in the classroom.

The chapters in this volume, apart from increasing our understanding about read-
ing motivation in boys and girls, demonstrate that this is a topic that continues to be 
of interest to researchers, practitioners and the public in general. While we have not 
discussed the outlooks on reading motivation from a public policy perspective, we 
also hope that findings about how motivation trajectories unfold across different 
countries, grade levels, and other factors can bring about changes that favor reading 
for pleasure and reading interest. Access to books, amount of time spent on actual 
reading, and freedom to choose books are still critical factors that can make the dif-
ference between those who choose to read and those who don’t.

�Future Research

Motivation to read has captured the attention of researchers and practitioners across 
the globe, and the acknowledgment of gender-based differences in its trajectory 
across the lifespan has also been addressed in current studies. The multidimension-
ality of the construct, however, makes it possible to conceive of many other research 
questions in the future. We anticipate that the correlational impact of reading moti-
vation and reading achievement will continue to be a topic of interest, and one that 
will certainly be further studied. Cross-cultural studies, where motivation to read is 
examined from perspectives of very different populations will also be a focus of 
research, particularly at an age in which immigration and culture blending has 
become a usual practice. For example, how does reading motivation unfold among 
children coming as immigrants or refugees? How do reading experiences in a sec-
ond language and foreign culture shape the reading motivation of boys and girls 
coming into other countries?

While many of the studies in the current volume have used the same or very simi-
lar tools to assess motivation and achievement, more research is necessary to design 
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new instruments that target these variables in new contexts and from different per-
spectives. This is particularly true in the context of Spanish-speaking countries, 
where most of the tools used are translations and/or adaptations of questionnaires or 
surveys created either in Europe or the United States. Similarly, and although con-
siderable motivation studies have addressed engagement in new literacies (Rideout 
et al. 2005; Vásquez 2003; Xu 2004), there are still interesting questions about the 
extent to which motivation to read text in unconventional sources impacts reading 
achievement, or how this kind of motivation varies between boys and girls, children 
from different age levels, ethnicities, countries, and socioeconomic status. Taken 
together, these topics (and certainly many others) will surely contribute to our ongo-
ing understanding of the importance of reading motivation in children’s lives and 
the instructional dimensions that it can target so that all children become lifelong 
readers.
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