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Abstract

Interest in reading is important for the development of reading skill and for academic 
and professional success. In this cross-sectional, longitudinal study in 85 Dutch 
primary schools, we examined how stable students’ motivation for reading is after the 
stage of beginning reading instruction. Students were followed from grade 3 to grade 
4 (N = 1382) and from grade 5 to grade 6 (N = 1474). Multilevel regression analyses 
were applied to test whether gender, reading ability, the student’s opinion about the 
school library and adult support influenced reading motivation. Main results were: 
(1) reading motivation declined in the higher grades of primary school, especially in 
groups with low and average reading ability, and (2) the quality of the school library 
is related to the decline of motivation even after controlling for home characteristics. 

Based on: 
Nielen, T. M. J., & Bus, A. G. (2013). Ontwikkeling van de leesattitude op de 
basisschool en de rol van sekse, leesniveau, de leescultuur thuis en kenmerken van 
de schoolbibliotheek. [Development of reading motivation in primary school and 
the role of gender, reading skill, home literacy environment and school library 
characteristics]. In D. Schram (Ed.), De aarzelende lezer over de streep: recente 
wetenschappelijke inzichten [Winning over reluctant readers: recent scientific insights] 
(pp. 207-226). Delft, Nederland: Eburon.

Jeanne Chall (1983) was the first to describe the ‘fourth-grade slump’, a decline 
in reading skill development that starts in grade 4. We hypothesize that there is a 
decline in reading motivation as well. In particular, when students find it hard to read 
independently and comprehend text, there is a decline in reading motivation (e.g., 
Becker, McElvany, & Kortenbruck, 2010; Mol & Bus, 2011; Morgan & Fuchs, 2007). We 
therefore expect to find a decline in reading motivation as well as correlations between 
reading skills and reading motivation (Eccles, Wigfield, Harold, & Blumenfeld, 1993; 
Pressley, 2006). The literature provides evidence showing that girls in primary school 
(grades 3 to 6; McGeown, Goodwin, Henderson, & Wright, 2012; Wigfield & Guthrie, 
1997), adolescence (OECD, 2010) and adulthood (Miesen, 2006) are more motivated 
to read than boys. We expected that girls show more interest in reading than boys 
and may therefore show less decline in motivation in the higher grades of primary 
education. There is indeed evidence that grade 4 and 5 girls are more confident about 
their reading skills than boys (Eccles et al., 1993) and read more than boys (Anderson, 
Wilson, & Fielding, 1988). Girls in secondary school also read more often than boys 
(Stokmans, 2006).

We were especially interested in the quality of books in the child’s environment 
as a relevant environmental factor that may influence students’ reading motivation. 
According to Krashen (2011), access to a large collection of interesting books is 
paramount for the reading development of students. If students can easily find 
interesting reading materials, they will become more enthusiastic readers, read 
more and their reading performance will increase. In line with this theory, many 
studies have shown the positive effects of well-equipped school libraries on reading 
achievement (e.g., Francis, Lance, & Lietzau, 2010; Scholastic, 2008). This study was 
carried out in schools with a more or less improved library. Some schools had started 
to improve their library while other schools had the intention to improve the school 
library in the short term but had not yet begun. It was expected that an attractive 
book collection in the school library may affect students’ interest in reading. Testing 
was therefore conducted to determine if reading motivation is influenced by whether 
students consider the book collection in the school library as attractive. 

Testing the role of the school library, we controlled for characteristics of the 
home environment that seem to explain students’ interest in reading. When parents 
model reading behavior in their leisure time, children seem to be more enthusiastic 
and better readers (Bråten, Lie, Andreassen, & Olaussen, 1999; Mol & Bus, 2011). 
There is also evidence that parents can stimulate the child’s enthusiasm for reading by 
discussing the books that their child reads (Baker, 2003). Experimental evidence for 
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the importance of adult support at home comes from studies that address the summer 
reading gap (Kim & White, 2008, 2011). We assessed whether parents discuss books 
with their child as an indicator of stimulating homes.

Method

Design
Questionnaires were administered in 87 schools in grades 3 and 5 in November and 
December 2010 and a year later in grades 4 and 6 to the same students. A cross-
sectional and longitudinal design were combined. In the first phase, students in grades 
3 and 5 participated and a year later the same students participated in grades 4 and 6. 

Participants
In this study participated students from 87 primary schools from all over the country, 
including schools for special education, schools with a religious foundation, Montessori 
schools and public schools. The number of participants per classroom varied probably 
due to the teachers’ willingness to invest in the study. Students were only included in 
the data analyses (N = 2,856) if they had completed the questionnaires at both time 
points (grade 3 and 4 or grade 5 and 6). Participants were excluded if they had filled in 
the questionnaire at a single time point (N = 1248) or did not finish the questionnaire 
at one of the time points (N = 195).

Measurement instruments
Reading motivation. The reading attitude scale of Aarnoutse (1990) was used to 
measure reading motivation. The questionnaire contains 27 dichotomous (yes/no) 
items such as: ‘Do you like reading?’ and ‘Do you only read at school because you have 
to?’ Reliability of the scale was satisfactory (α = .92). A higher score indicates more 
interest in reading. 
Time and cohort. Based on the group characteristics we have created two variables: 
a variable time that indicates the time of measurement (grades 3/5 versus grades 4/6), 
and cohort that indicates which age group (grades 3/4 versus grades 5/6). 
Reading skill. Reading skill was measured through a single question: ‘How good is 
your reading skill?’ (not very good/average/very good). This is a reasonable indicator 
for reading skill because students in this age group are quite capable of distinguishing 
their reading skill from their motivation to read and can report their skill level 
reasonably accurately (Eccles et al., 1993). 

School library. Students were asked to evaluate the library at school choosing from 
three options: ‘We do not have a school library’ / ‘I do not like to go there’ / ‘I like to 
go there’. We recoded the data by combining the first two options as an indication of 
the lack of an attractive library in the student’s opinion. 
Parental reading behavior. Students were asked how often their father or mother 
reads a book (never/sometimes/often). This question provides an indication for the 
extent to which parents model reading to the child.
Discuss books with parents. To gain insight in the interest that parents show in their 
child’s reading students were asked: ‘How often do you talk with your mother or father 
about books?’ (never/sometimes/often). 

Procedure
The data was collected by a commercial institute under the authority of the Ministry 
of Education. The goal of the data collection was to pilot instruments that were 
developed to evaluate the effects of the program “the Library at school”. At the first 
measurement (grades 3 and 5), students completed the reading attitude scale and a 
number of questions not included in this report. At the second measurement, students 
completed a questionnaire addressing reading motivation, reading skill, opinion 
about the school library, parental reading behavior, and frequency of discussing books 
with parents. 

Data analysis
We applied multilevel regression analyses to control for the nesting of the measures: 
the two time points (level 1) within students (level 2) and the nesting of students 
within schools (level 3). 

Results

Missing data
In total there were 3,599 respondents who filled in the questionnaire at time point 
1 and 2,856 of these respondents filled in the questionnaire at time point 2 as well. 
In addition, there was a group of respondents who filled in the questionnaire at the 
second, but not at the first time point (n = 625). Based on the number of respondents 
at the first time point, 20.6% of the respondents dropped out during the study, a 
percentage comparable to other large scale longitudinal studies in the field of reading 
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(cf. Allington et al., 2010; Kim & White, 2008). Given that a substantial number of 
respondents were not included in the final analyses, we tested whether the reading 
motivation of these respondents differed from the reading motivation of respondents 
who completed both questionnaires. The reading motivation of students who filled in 
the questionnaire on the first time point but not on the second time point (M = 16.58, 
SD = 6.85) was slightly lower than the reading motivation at the first time point of 
those students who filled in the questionnaire at both time points (M = 17.20, SD = 
6.85; t (3597) = 2.17, p = .03, d = .09). There was no difference at the second time point 
between the students who filled in the questionnaire only at the second time point (M 
= 16.65, SD = 7.02) and the students who filled in the questionnaire at both points 
(M = 17.01, SD = 7.16; t (3479) = 1.14, p = .26). In sum, the group of respondents 
who dropped out of the study seems to be comparable to the group of respondents 
included in the further analyses. 

Descriptive statistics
See Table 1 for an overview of the number of respondents in each cohort, age, gender, 
and the range of participants per school. The answers on the questions about reading 
skill, the school library, and adult support are displayed in Table 2. Spearman rank 
correlations between the study variables at the second time point are provided in 
Table 3. The negative correlation between cohort and reading motivation (r = -.12) 
indicates that students in the second cohort (grade 6) were less motivated to read 
than students in the first cohort (grade 4). Girls were more motivated to read than 
boys (r = .28), better readers were more motivated to read than less proficient readers 
(r = .33), students who considered the school library attractive were more motivated 
to read than students who did not (r = .20), and finally, students who received adult 
support were more motivated to read than students without adult support (r = .20 
for modeling and r = .41 for discussing books). Furthermore, it is noteworthy that 
older students valued the school library less (r = -.15) and discussed books with their 
parents less often (r = -.17), that parents who read more also discussed more books 
with their children (r = .20), and that more discussion about books with parents was 
related to more appreciation for the school library (r = .16). 

Table 1 School and student characteristics.

Grade 3 Grade 4 Grade 5 Grade 6
N 1382 a 1474 a

Mage (SD age) 8.34 (.55) 9.27 (.53) 10.39 (.55) 11.31 (.52)
Age range 7-10 8-12 9-12 10-13
% girls 51% a 52% a

K 78b a 81b a

Range n per school 4-83 a 2-59 a

Average N per school (SD) 17.72 (12.85) a 18.20 (11.15) a

a Identical for grades 3-4 and grades 5-6. 
b The number of schools differs between the two cohorts and from the total number of schools 
because no participants remained after applying the exclusion criteria for some schools or grade 
levels. 

Table 2 Descriptive statistics for the categorical variables.

Variable Categories Percentage of respondents
Reading skill Not very good 5.6

Average 55.9
Very good 38.5

Parental reading behavior Never 15.3
Sometimes 42.7
Often 42.0

Discuss books with parents Never 43.0
Sometimes 48.8
Often 8.2

Opinion about school library Not attractive 38.4
Attractive 61.6

Table 3 Spearman correlations between the reading attitude scale and the independent variables at the 
second time point.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1. Reading attitude scale -
2. Cohort -.12*** -
3. Gender .28*** .02 -
4 Reading skill .33*** -.02 .05* -
5. School library .20*** -.15*** .07*** .03 -
6. Parental reading behavior .20*** -.04* .02 .10*** .03
7. Discuss books with parents .41*** -.17*** .12*** .11*** .20*** .16*** -
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Intraclass correlation
The intraclass correlation (ICC) is a measure for the variance accounted for by the 
nested structure of the data. The nesting of time points within individuals is required 
by the longitudinal design and explained 59% of the variance. The nesting of students 
within schools resulted in a significant improvement of the model fit (see model 1 
and model 2 in Table 4; χ2 = 20.10, p < .001) and explained an additional 2% of the 
variance in reading motivation. We therefore included a random intercept both at the 
student and school level in the analyses. 

Development of reading motivation
We regressed reading motivation on time (first versus second point of measurement), 
cohort (younger versus older), gender, reading skill, the students’ valuation of the 
school library, parental reading behavior, and finally the discussion about books 

Table 4 Multilevel regression models with reading motivation as outcome measure.

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4
Number of parameters 3 4 11 17
Fixed effects
Intercept 17.10 (.12)*** 16.97 (.17)*** 7.75 (.38)*** 9.03 (.43)***

Time -.19 (.12) -2.74 (.40)***

Cohort -.44 (.21)* -.13 (.24)
Gender 3.02 (.20)*** 2.94 (.23)***

Reading skill 2.88 (.17)*** 2.50 (.20)***

School library 1.89 (.23)*** 1.34 (.26)***

Parental reading behavior 1.02 (.14)*** .97 (.16)***

Discuss books with parents 2.50 (.17)*** 1.72 (.19)***

Time*Cohort -.63 (.23)**

Time*Gender .15 (.23)
Time*Reading skill .74 (.20)***

Time*School library 1.10 (.24)***

Time*Par. Reading behavior .10 (.16)
Time*Discuss books with par. 1.56 (.19)***

Random effects
Residual 19.17 (.51)*** 19.17 (.51)*** 19.14 (.51)*** 18.13 (.48)***

Student level 29.91 (1.08)*** 28.95 (1.07)*** 17.12 (.76)*** 17.62 (.76)***

School level .99 (.36)** 1.19 (.34)*** 1.19 (.34)***

Model fit statistics
-2 Log Likelihood 37,122.55 37,102.45 36,072.26 35,917.81
AIC 37,128.55 37,110.45 36,094.26 35,951.81
BIC 37,148.50 37,137.05 36,167.42 36,064.86

with parents. In addition, the interactions between time and the other independent 
variables were included to see which factors influence the development of reading 
motivation. The multilevel regression models are displayed in Table 4. Model 1 is the 
basic model without predictors and without a random intercept for school; in model 
2 we included a random intercept for school. All predictors were included in model 
3, while in model 4, we added the interactions between time and the other predictors. 
Each model fits significantly better than the previous model (χ2 > 20.10, p < .001). 

We found main effects for both gender and parental reading behavior. These 
main effects show that girls are more motivated to read than boys (a difference of 
approximately 3 points on the reading attitude scale) and that students whose parents 
model reading behavior tend to be more interested in reading. The lack of an interaction 
between these factors and time shows that they have no influence on the development 
of reading motivation. What this means is that, even though girls and children from 
parents who read more often are more motivated to read, their motivation develops in 
a similar way to the motivation of boys or children from parents who read less often.

The motivation of not very proficient readers starts to decline halfway through 
primary school and this decline continues in later grades (see Figure 1). For average 
readers, motivation remains stable in grades 3 and 4 but starts to decline from grade 5 
to 6. Finally, very good readers become more motivated to read from grade 3 to grade 
4 and their motivation remains high in grades 5 and 6. 

Figure 1. The development of reading motivation for different levels of reading skill. 
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Figure 2 shows the interaction between the students’ evaluation of the school 
library and the development of reading motivation. The motivation of students 
who considered the school library to be attractive increased from grade 3 to 4 and 
remained stable from grade 5 to 6. For students who reported regarding the school 
library as not attractive, reading motivation declined from grades 3 to grade 4 and 
from grade 5 to grade 6.

When students reported discussing books with their parents, they were more 
motivated to read whereas the motivation of children without such experiences 
declined. Furthermore, the motivation grew stronger when parents often discussed 
books with their children (see Figure 3). 

Discussion

Students’ reading motivation declines over the course of primary school. Findings 
fit the model that less proficient readers are less motivated to read and their reading 
motivation strongly declines from an early age, whereas students who report being 
proficient readers are more motivated to read and remain enthusiastic readers (e.g., 
Mol & Bus, 2011; Morgan & Fuchs, 2007; Stanovich, 1986). The finding that motivation 
and reading skill are related can be interpreted in various ways but it is most plausible 
that the relationship is reciprocal (Mol & Bus, 2011). As expected, girls were overall 
more motivated to read than boys but the development of reading motivation is very 
similar for boys and girls. Reciprocal relations are also plausible for the relations 
between reading motivation and the school library. If, for instance, the school library 
is well-equipped and students can easily find books matching their reading level and 
interests, this will likely result in more motivation to read. Vice versa, if students are 
very motivated to read, they are likely to put effort into finding reading materials that 
interest them even if the school library is poorly equipped. The home environment, 
though, is a relevant factor as well. Students who discuss books with their parents are 
more motivated to read than students who do not. However, even when controlling 
for the home conditions, effects of the school library remain.

The decline in reading motivation may finally result in discontinuation of reading. 
Half of the Dutch 15-year olds report that they never, or hardly ever, read in their 
leisure time (OECD, 2010). Many students thus face what Boorstin (1984) described 
as ‘aliteracy’: These students have the ability to read but do not practice reading. This 
lack of reading practice in leisure time has negative consequences for academic and 

Figure 2. The development of reading motivation for students who think the school library is 
attractive or not attractive separately. 

Figure 3. The development of reading motivation for different levels of discussing books with parents.
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professional development (Gottfried, Schlackman, Gottfried, & Boutin-Martinez, 
2015; OECD, 2010; Taylor, 2013). It is therefore vital to provide more support for 
students so they become enthusiastic readers. 

The current findings corroborate the importance of the school library. It seems 
obvious that students who are more motivated to read tend to consider the school 
library as more attractive, because students who like to read will probably put more 
effort into finding interesting reading materials even in a poorly equipped library 
(e.g., Clark, 2010). A more surprising outcome is that the development of reading 
motivation is more positive as students perceive the school library as more attractive. 
This suggests, in line with Krashen (2011), that access to an attractive book collection 
is vital for reading motivation. It should be noted, however, that in the present study 
the attractiveness of the school library is not measured by objective characteristics. 
It may be interesting to further explore which characteristics of the school library 
(e.g., the number of books per student, the variety in genres) affect students’ reading 
motivation. 

Our findings support the importance of the home environment and in particular 
discussing books with the parents. Such parental support seems to be a protective 
factor against the decline in reading motivation at the end of primary school but only 
occurs in 60% of the homes. 

Limitations and conclusion
The main limitation of the present study is that most predictors are measured with a 
single question at the second time point. Despite this limitation, the present study is 
the first to provide insight in the development of reading motivation in a large sample 
in Dutch primary schools. Apart from gender and reading proficiency, we found 
support for the hypothesis that the quality of the school library makes a difference 
even after controlling for family literacy (McGeown et al., 2012; Mol & Bus, 2011; 
Morgan & Fuchs, 2007; Stokmans, 2006). Improvement of the school library seems an 
important inducement for students to become enthusiastic and skilled readers. 
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