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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; 
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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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