UPPER ELEMENTARY STUDENTS’
MOTIVATION TO READ FICTION
AND NONFICTION

abstract
This research explores upper elementary students’ motivation to read ﬁction and nonﬁction. Using expectancyvalue theory, the researchers developed separate surveys
to measure motivation to read ﬁction and nonﬁction. Researchers administered surveys to 1,104 upper elementary students (grades 3–6) in multiple locations across the
United States and found the instruments to be psychometrically sound. Results corroborate previous research
demonstrating students’ declining motivation to read across
grade levels; in particular, students’ value for reading was
declining. This research also corroborates previous research
ﬁndings that girls are more motivated than boys to read
ﬁction. Researchers found insigniﬁcant gender differences
between girls’ and boys’ motivations to read nonﬁction,
indicating a need to further investigate students’ motivation to read nonﬁction. Implications for classroom application of survey results and the need to enhance students’
value for reading are discussed.
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o t i v a t i o n to read is strongly predictive of elementary students’
reading success and reading achievement (Baker & Wigﬁeld, 1999; Gambrell, 2011; Guthrie & Wigﬁeld, 1999; Guthrie et al., 2006; Miller & Meece,
1999; Schiefele, Schaffner, Möller, & Wigﬁeld, 2012; Schiefele, Stutz, &
Schaffner, 2016). Unfortunately, research has also demonstrated that students’ motivation to read decreases across grade levels (Eccles, Wigﬁeld, Harold, & Blumenfeld,
1993; McKenna, Kear, & Ellsworth, 1995; Wigﬁeld & Guthrie, 1997). Young students
enter school conﬁdent and motivated to learn to read, yet as early as second and
third grades, research for decades has shown that students’ motivation to read drops
substantially (Mazzoni, Gambrell & Korkeamaki, 1999; Parker & Paradis, 1986; Pressley &
Allington, 2015; Wigﬁeld et al., 1997) and continues to do so throughout the later
school years. National Assessment of Educational Progress data indicate that 73%
of fourth-grade students do not frequently read for enjoyment (Perie, Grigg, &
Donahue, 2005). Indeed, Guthrie (2004, p. 2) concluded, “The crisis of our schools
today is that too many children are disengaged from literacy.”
Most research in elementary literacy, however, has measured students’ general
motivation to read or their motivation to read ﬁction, but little research has investigated elementary students’ motivation to read nonﬁction. At the same time, policy initiatives (e.g., Council of Chief State School Ofﬁcers & National Governors
Association, 2010) and leading researchers (e.g., Duke, 2000; Frey & Fisher, 2007;
Moss, 2005) are encouraging the use of more nonﬁction in reading instruction, especially during the elementary grades. Varied text types have long raised gender differences associated with reading motivation because previous research has demonstrated that girls are more motivated to read than boys (Baker & Wigﬁeld, 1999;
Marinak & Gambrell, 2010; McKenna et al., 1995; Wigﬁeld & Guthrie, 1997). Researchers have hypothesized that boys’ reading motivation may lag behind girls’
reading motivation because of the dominance of ﬁction read and taught in elementary school literacy instruction (Davila & Patrick, 2010; Gee, 2001; Hall, 1998; Millard, 1997). The hypothesis is that boys are likely to be more motivated by nonﬁction than by ﬁction texts (Asseline, 2003; Boltz, 2007). However, as noted, the ﬁeld
has lacked psychometrically sound measures that can distinguish elementary students’ motivation to read nonﬁction texts from their motivation to read ﬁction.
For these reasons, the research reported in this article describes the development and validation of two measures of upper elementary students’ motivation to
read: one for motivation to read ﬁction and one for motivation to read nonﬁction.
This study investigated the following research questions: (a) Do upper elementary
students differ in their motivation to read ﬁction versus nonﬁction? (b) Do upper
elementary girls and boys differ in their motivation to read ﬁction and nonﬁction?
(c) Do upper elementary students differ across grade levels in their motivation to
read ﬁction versus nonﬁction?

Background
Motivation is a central consideration for educators and researchers because it is
strongly related to student performance and achievement (Alderman, 2008; Gottfried,
1990; Parsons, Malloy, Parsons, Peters-Burton, & Burrowbridge, 2018; Pintrich, 2003).
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For the purposes of this research, motivation is conceptualized as a constellation of
factors that inﬂuence the likelihood of engaging in an activity and the degree to
which this engagement is maintained even when the task becomes challenging (Malloy,
2015). These factors can emanate from within the individual (intrinsic motivators;
e.g., interest, curiosity) or from outside consequences of behaviors (extrinsic motivators; e.g., rewards, grades). However, as Ryan and Deci (2000, p. 55) explained, “Intrinsic motivation has emerged as an important phenomena for educators—a natural wellspring of learning and achievement that can be systematically catalyzed or
undermined by parent and teacher practices.”
Motivation to read is likewise associated with enhanced achievement. That is,
students who are motivated to read consistently demonstrate higher reading achievement than students who are less motivated to read (Baker & Wigﬁeld, 1999; Guthrie & Wigﬁeld, 1999; Guthrie et al., 2006; Parsons, Malloy, Parsons, & Burrowbridge,
2015; Schiefele et al., 2012, 2016). This research has a robust history. Guthrie and colleagues, for example, have conducted an ongoing line of research on Concept-Oriented
Reading Instruction (CORI)—integrated science and reading instruction. Students
who participate in CORI have demonstrated statistically signiﬁcant increases in reading motivation, reading engagement, and reading comprehension across various study
groups and conditions (Guthrie, Anderson, Alao, & Rinehart, 1999; Guthrie et al., 1996,
2004, 2007, 2009).
Guthrie and colleagues’ reading motivation research agenda began at the National
Reading Research Center (NRRC), which was a federally funded center housed jointly
at the University of Georgia and the University of Maryland from 1992 to 1997. The
focus of the NRRC was to support the development of “engaged readers”—that is,
“motivated and strategic readers who use literacy for pleasure and learning” (Baumann & Duffy, 1997, p. 5). Linda Gambrell, an NRRC senior researcher, worked with
colleagues to develop a student motivation assessment to inform classroom teachers’
instructional practices. The result was the Motivation to Read Proﬁle (Gambrell, Palmer,
Codling, & Mazzoni, 1996). The Motivation to Read Proﬁle was recently revised and
ﬁeld tested (Malloy, Marinak, Gambrell, & Mazzoni, 2013) and serves as the basis
for the development of three other instruments: the Me and My Reading Proﬁle
(Marinak, Malloy, Gambrell, & Mazzoni, 2015), for kindergarten through secondgrade classrooms, and the Motivation to Read Proﬁle-Fiction (MRP-F) and the Motivation to Read Proﬁle-Nonﬁction (MRP-NF; Malloy et al., 2017).
Motivation to Read and Grade Level
Researchers have found for many years that general achievement motivation declines as students move through the grade levels (Harter, 1981; Lepper, Corpus, &
Iyengar, 2005; Ryan & Deci, 2000). For example, in a review of students’ motivation
from a developmental perspective, Wigﬁeld (1994, p. 60) concluded, “In summary, children’s achievement beliefs become more negative in many ways as they get older,
at least through the early adolescence time period. Children believe they are less competent in many activities, and often value those activities less.”
Researchers have also found that this declining motivation trend exists for reading as well (Eccles et al., 1993; Mazzoni et al., 1999; McKenna et al., 1995; Pressley &
Allington, 2015; Wigﬁeld et al., 1997; Wigﬁeld & Guthrie, 1997). The study by McKenna
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et al. (1995) poignantly illustrated this ﬁnding. In their study of 18,185 U.S. students
in grades 1–6, they found that attitudes toward reading become gradually but steadily
more negative throughout the grade levels: attitudes toward reading were positive
in ﬁrst grade but disinterested in sixth grade. Morgan and Fuchs (2007) discussed a
bidirectional relationship between reading motivation and achievement, such that
students who did not achieve as expected were also more likely to show less motivation to read. Given the strong and consistent relationship between motivation
and achievement (Baker & Wigﬁeld, 1999; Guthrie & Wigﬁeld, 1999; Guthrie et al.,
2006; Morgan & Fuchs, 2007; Schiefele et al., 2012, 2016), this declining trend across
grade levels is reason for concern among practitioners and researchers.

Motivation to Read and Gender
An important and consistent ﬁnding of research on students’ motivation to read
is that gender differences exist. Speciﬁcally, research has found that at the elementary level, girls are generally more motivated to read than boys (Baker & Wigﬁeld,
1999; Kush & Watkins, 1996; Marinak & Gambrell, 2010; McKenna et al., 1995;
Wigﬁeld & Guthrie, 1997). Results are mixed regarding gender differences in reading motivation in primary grades: some studies found no difference between boys’
and girls’ motivation (Kush & Watkins, 1996), whereas others found that as early as
ﬁrst grade, girls were more motivated than boys to read (Lepola, 2004; McKenna et al.,
1995). A consistent ﬁnding, though, is that by third grade, girls demonstrate higher
reading motivation than boys (Kush & Watkins, 1996; Marinak & Gambrell, 2010;
McKenna et al., 1995; Merisuo-Storm, 2006; Pečjak & Peklaj, 2006; Wigﬁeld & Guthrie,
1997).
Marinak and Gambrell (2010) found an interesting result in their study of 288
third-grade average readers: there were statistically signiﬁcant differences between
boys’ and girls’ overall motivation and on the value subscale but no statistically signiﬁcant differences between boys and girls on the self-concept subscale. That is, boys
felt equally conﬁdent as girls in their reading ability, but boys in this study did not
value reading as much as did the girls. Applegate and Applegate (2010) found similar results in their study with 443 elementary students. Again, boys in this study felt
that they could read; they just did not value it as a personally gratifying activity.

Motivation to Read and Fiction versus Nonﬁction
As noted, the ﬁeld lacks a psychometrically sound measure of students’ motivation to read ﬁction versus nonﬁction. Unsurprisingly, then, our literature search revealed no research speciﬁcally measuring students’ motivation to read nonﬁction.
However, extant literature examining students’ reading preferences indicates that,
typically, girls show more of a preference for ﬁction than boys do, and boys choose
nonﬁction more frequently than girls do (Boltz, 2007; Boraks, Hoffman, & Bauer,
1997; Davila & Patrick, 2010; Nippold, Duthie, & Larsen, 2005). Chapman, Filipenko,
McTavish, and Shapiro (2007) conducted an interesting study. With 40 ﬁrst-grade
students, they individually asked students to select a book for themselves, for a boy,
and for a girl. They found that boys and girls chose ﬁction and nonﬁction at similar
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rates for themselves. However, when choosing books for others, their choices reﬂected traditional gender stereotypes: ﬁction for girls and nonﬁction for boys.
Mohr’s (2006) study likewise contradicted the traditional ﬁnding that girls prefer ﬁction and boys prefer nonﬁction. When Mohr invited nearly 200 ﬁrst-grade students to select their favorite book from among nine choices, a large majority of students preferred nonﬁction texts, particularly animal books. Although a larger percentage
of boys (96%) than girls selected nonﬁction over ﬁction, it is noteworthy that 69%
of girls also chose nonﬁction over ﬁction.
The study reported in this article builds on the literature reviewed above. Our
research team developed and validated two measures: one to assess elementary students’ motivation to read ﬁction and one to assess elementary students’ motivation
to read nonﬁction. We administered these instruments to students in grades 3–6 and
analyzed the data by grade level, by gender, and by text type (i.e., ﬁction versus nonﬁction).

Theoretical Framework
This study is guided by the expectancy-value theory of motivation (Eccles et al., 1983).
This theory suggests that one’s motivation to engage in a task is determined by
(a) the expectancy of success (“Can I do this task?”) and (b) the value the individual places on completing the task (“Do I want to do this task?”; Miller & Faircloth,
2009). Researchers have found that individuals’ expectancy and value beliefs are directly related to their performance and persistence in most learning tasks (Wigﬁeld,
1994). Expectancy-value theory has been shown to be domain-speciﬁc (Wigﬁeld,
Tonks, & Klauda, 2016), so students’ expectancies and values are different for science and math tasks, for example. Our study speciﬁcally focuses on students’ motivation to read. Moreover, it conceptualizes expectancy as self-concept (Anderman,
Gray, & Chang, 2013). That is, students’ expectancy of success in reading determines
their self-concept as a reader. If they expect to succeed in reading, they have a high
self-concept; if they do not expect to succeed in reading, they have a low self-concept.

Current Study
For this study, our research team developed and administered two motivation instruments: the MRP-F and the MRP-NF. We administered the surveys to upper elementary students (grades 3–6) in seven locations across the United States. We analyzed the survey results to answer the following research questions: (a) Do upper
elementary students differ in their motivation to read ﬁction versus nonﬁction?
(b) Do upper elementary girls and boys differ in their motivation to read ﬁction
and nonﬁction? (c) Do upper elementary students differ across grade levels in their
motivation to read ﬁction versus nonﬁction?

Method
To answer our research questions, we used a descriptive quantitative design (Borg &
Gall, 1989). The purpose of descriptive research is to portray what is already occur-
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ring in an identiﬁed context (Borg & Gall, 1989). To plan the implementation of the
study, the research team engaged in consistent digital communication and face-toface planning meetings at literacy research conferences.
Participants
To address our three research questions, we used convenience sampling to survey a broad range of upper elementary students (Johnson & Christensen, 2017). Investigators on the research team invited one or two schools in their regions where they
had established a research partnership. Researchers sought and gained permission to
complete the study from their institutions as well as the schools’ governing bodies
along with the school administrator. Key personnel in the schools supported the researchers in inviting teachers to participate and administering and collecting the surveys. Key school personnel (e.g., a reading specialist or an assistant principal) worked
with the researchers and the classroom teachers to obtain parental consent and student assent, as required by the different institutional review boards.
Our sample included 1,104 students in seven schools across ﬁve different states:
Maryland, Pennsylvania, South Carolina, Utah, and Virginia. The schools were in
predominantly suburban areas, with one urban school, and included public, private, and charter schools. Some of the elementary schools in these regions housed
kindergarten through ﬁfth-grade students, and others had students in kindergarten
through sixth grade. Because we were interested in describing motivation to read
in the upper elementary grades, all classrooms in grades 3–6 that wished to participate were included in the study. Table 1 provides details of the seven participating
schools, and Table 2 displays the grade-level and gender breakdown of the participating students.
Measures
The Motivation to Read Proﬁle (Gambrell et al., 1996), the Motivation to Read
Proﬁle-Revised (Malloy et al., 2013), and the Me and My Reading Proﬁle (Marinak
et al., 2015) served as foundations in designing the MRP-F and the MRP-NF. All ﬁve
motivation instruments are based on the expectancy-value theory of motivation
(Eccles et al., 1983; Wigﬁeld et al., 2016), which guided the writing of items. Eleven
to 12 items were written for each of two subscales (self-concept and value), and then
Table 1. Overview of Participating Schools
Number of Teachers (Students)
State
Maryland
Pennsylvania
South Carolina 1
South Carolina 2
Utah 1
Utah 2
Virginia
Total

School Characteristics

Grade 3

Grade 4

Grade 5

Grade 6

Location

Poverty (%)

Type

2 (54)
2 (107)
5 (189)
3 (116)
1 (51)
2 (102)
2 (88)

1 (42)
2 (89)
5 (201)
3 (94)
2 (67)
2 (65)
3 (121)

2 (68)
2 (98)
5 (216)
3 (122)
2 (48)
2 (83)
1 (64)

1 (38)
2 (85)
0 (0)
3 (163)
0 (0)
2 (74)
0 (0)

Suburban
Urban
Suburban
Suburban
Suburban
Suburban
Suburban

N/A
100
69
40
43
36
20

Private
Charter
Public
Public
Charter
Public
Public

17 (707)

18 (679)

17 (699)

8 (360)

m ot i vat i o n to r e a d f i c ti o n a n d n o n f ic t i o n

•

511

Table 2. Distribution of Male and Female Students across
Grade Levels
Grade
3
4
5
6
Total

Male

Female

Total

169
139
139
69

154
164
170
100

323
303
309
169

516

588

1,104

numbered alternately to construct the proﬁles. Odd-numbered items measured selfconcept as a reader, and even-numbered items assessed value for reading. The MRP-F
and MRP-NF each used a 4-point ordinal rating scale; that is, responses were ranked
to demonstrate a continuum of least to most motivated. To ensure valid results, some
responses were ordered from most to least motivated, and others were listed from
least to most motivated.
In determining the response scale, we attended to research such as that of Eiser,
Mohay, and Morse (2000), who suggested that response scales developed for use
with children need to be based on a clear understanding of developmental appropriateness; that is, they should have a limited number of response options, simple
language, no complex grammar or vocabulary, and short sentences. Other research
indicates that children tend to respond in an extreme manner (choosing options at
either end of the response continuum) when asked to use rating scales (Chambers &
Craig, 1998). Based on these criteria and response-pattern concerns, a 4-point ordinal scale was developed that would include a high and a low response at either end
and two ranked responses in the middle. In so doing, a linguistically neutral response
(e.g., “okay to do”) occurred in either the second or third position; however, because
the scale was based on response ranking and not numeric interval, no conﬂict of
measurement was foreseen.
Following the creation of items, the instruments were evaluated using the “Rule
of 10”: the sample contained at least 10 participants for each item on the instruments
at the appropriate grade levels (Harrell, Lee, & Mark, 1996). After viewing the internal consistencies of items based on multiple factor analyses, we removed the least
reliable items from each subscale. On the MRP-F and MRP-NF, two items were removed from each instrument, one value and one self-concept. Speciﬁcally, the value
item that appeared to contribute least to overall reliability was, “My friends think
reading ﬁction/nonﬁction is (really fun, fun, OK to do, no fun at all)” and the selfconcept item appearing to contribute minimally was, “For me, reading ﬁction/nonﬁction is (much easier than last year, easier than last year, harder than last year, much
harder than last year).”
Following ﬁnal factor analyses conducted on both the MRP-F and the MRP-NF,
the result was a 20-item proﬁle with strong internal reliability using standardized
Cronbach’s (1951) alphas. The alphas ranged from .82 to .91 across both scales. Reliability values for each proﬁle and both subscales are presented in Table 3.
More speciﬁcally, reliability testing using Cronbach’s (1951) alpha for the MRP-F
revealed a p .91 for the full scale, a p .87 for the value subscale, and a p .84 for
the self-concept scale. Because the scale for the survey items was ordinal, a nonparametric analysis was used to determine validity using a root mean square error of ap-
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Table 3. Reliability for both Proﬁles and the Subscales

MRP-F
MRP-NF
a

Self-Concept

Value

Total Motivationa

.84
.82

.87
.89

.91
.90

Self-concept plus motivation.

proximation (RMSEA). An RMSEA estimate of .090 was revealed, 95% CI [.081, .093].
The probability of RMSEA ≤ .05 was p ! .001.
Reliability testing using Cronbach’ s (1951) alpha for the MRP-NF revealed a p .90
for the full scale, a p .89 for the value subscale, and a p .82 for the self-concept scale.
Because the scale for the survey items was ordinal, a nonparametric analysis was
used to determine validity using RMSEA. An RMSEA estimate of .090 was revealed,
95% CI [.081, .096]. The probability of RMSEA ≤ .05 was p ! .001. Considering
the ordinal nature of the survey scale, reliability and validity estimates are judged
to be well within acceptable ranges for both classroom use and research purposes.
Experienced classroom teachers, reading specialists, and graduate education students critiqued the items on both proﬁles for construct validity. They were asked
to sort the items into three categories: (a) self-concept as a reader, (b) value of reading, and (c) not sure or questionable. All items received 100% trait agreement and
were included in the ﬁnal instruments.
Data Collection
The MRP-F and MRP-NF were administered as paper-and-pencil assessments
in the participating schools in spring 2015. To encourage consistent administration
across classrooms and locations, the instruments included directions for administration, including instructions that proctoring teachers were directed to read verbatim. During administration, teachers read aloud each proﬁle item to the students
to ensure that reading ability was not a factor in responding. After listening to each
item stem and response set, students were asked to listen again before circling the
response that was the best choice for them. The administration of each proﬁle required 20 to 30 minutes to complete. The MRP-F and MRP-NF were administered
at least 1 month apart. Classrooms counterbalanced the proﬁle administration order,
meaning that some classrooms administered the MRP-F ﬁrst and others administered the MRP-NF ﬁrst.
Data Analysis
Data were tabulated by hand and entered into Microsoft Excel so they could be
easily imported into a statistical data analysis program. Data were analyzed using
two-way analyses of variance (ANOVAs) for grade level and gender for (a) both the
MRP-F and the MRP-NF overall (20 items on each that includes both self-concept
and value) and (b) self-concept and value items separately for both the MRP-F and
the MRP-NF. Therefore, for each measure (MRP-F and MRP-NF), we analyzed the
data for grade-level effects and gender effects on the 10 self-concept items, on the
10 value items, and on the total 20 items.
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The unit of analysis for the study was the students versus intact groups (schools or
classrooms). Given that the participants were nested in classrooms, conventional
statistical methods, such as an ANOVA, may fail to take dependency into account,
resulting in a threat to the validity of the statistical inference. In other words, the
probability of incorrectly concluding that an effect is statistically signiﬁcant (i.e.,
Type I error rate) might be far higher than the nominal level expressed by a (usually a p .05). To control for Type I error, Bonferroni adjustments were conducted
for the student-level data.

Results
In this section, we present the results by measure. We describe the results for the
MRP-F, and then we describe the results for the MRP-NF. Both measures used a
4-point rating or response scale ranging from 1 (least motivated) to 4 (most motivated). All effect sizes were evaluated using the guidelines presented by Cohen (1977).
Motivation to Read Proﬁle-Fiction
The data collected in this study revealed statistically signiﬁcant grade-level and
gender effects on the MRP-F overall and separately for self-concept and value items.
The main effect for grade level on the MRP-F yielded an F ratio of F(3, 1104) p
6.32, p ! .001, indicating signiﬁcant differences among students in grades 3–6 in
their motivation to read ﬁction. The effect size of this difference was h2 p .029,
indicating a small effect size. The main effect for gender on the MRP-F produced
an F ratio of F(1, 1104) p 25.22, p ! .001, indicating signiﬁcant differences between
girls and boys in their motivation to read ﬁction. The effect size of this difference
was d p 0.44, indicating a moderate effect size. Displayed in Figure 1, students

Figure 1. Motivation to read ﬁction (boys and girls) across grade levels. All data points represent
statistically signiﬁcant results unless otherwise noted.
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demonstrated a slight rise in motivation to read ﬁction from third to fourth grade
(d p 0.08, negligible effect size) but then a clear decline from fourth to ﬁfth grade
(d p 0.40, moderate effect size) and from ﬁfth to sixth grade (d p 0.90, large effect
size).
Statistically signiﬁcant effects were found for grade level and gender on the selfconcept items on the MRP-F. The main effect of grade level yielded an F ratio of
F(3, 1104) p 5.78, p ! .001, indicating a signiﬁcance difference in self-concept for
reading ﬁction among students in different grade levels. The effect sizes of the relationships between self-concept and grade level for reading ﬁction are as follows:
grades 3–4, d p 0.90 (large); grades 4–5, d p 0.40 (moderate); grades 5–6, d p
0.80 (large). The main effect of gender produced an F ratio of F(1, 1104) p 25.33,
p ! .001, indicating signiﬁcant differences in self-concept for reading ﬁction between
girls and boys. The effect size for the relationship between gender and self-concept
to read ﬁction is d p 0.94, a large effect size.
Statistically signiﬁcant effects were also found for grade level and gender on
the value items on the MRP-F. The main effect of grade level yielded an F ratio
of F(3, 1104) p 19.27, p ! .001, indicating a signiﬁcance difference in value for reading ﬁction among students in different grade levels. The effect sizes of the relationships between value and grade level for reading ﬁction are as follows: grades 3–4,
d p 0.60 (moderate); grades 4–5, d p 0.60 (moderate); grades 5–6, d p 0.90 (large).
The main effect of gender produced an F ratio of F(1, 1104) p 31.76, p ! .001, indicating signiﬁcant differences in value for reading ﬁction between girls and boys.
The effect size for the relationship between gender and value for reading ﬁction is
d p 0.96, a large effect size. Therefore, a trend of general decline from fourth through
sixth grades emerged for both self-concept and value among boys and girls (see Figs. 2
and 3). There were signiﬁcant gender differences for reading ﬁction, with girls reporting higher self-concept and higher value than boys.

Figure 2. Self-concept for reading ﬁction by grade level and gender.
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Figure 3. Value for reading ﬁction by grade level and gender.

Motivation to Read Proﬁle-Nonﬁction
The data collected in this study revealed statistically signiﬁcant grade-level effects
on the MRP-NF overall and for self-concept and value items separately. However,
no statistically signiﬁcant gender effects were found for the MRP-NF, either overall
or in separately analyzed self-concept or value items. The main effect for grade level
on the MRP-NF yielded an F ratio of F(3, 1103) p 31.08, p ! .001, indicating significant differences among grades 3–6 in their motivation to read nonﬁction. The effect size was h2 p .079, indicating a moderate effect size. The main effect for gender on the MRP-NF produced an F ratio of F(1, 1103) p 3.55, p p .06, indicating
no signiﬁcant differences between girls and boys in their motivation to read nonﬁction. As displayed in Figure 4, students’ motivation to read nonﬁction declines
steadily from third through sixth grades. Students demonstrated a decline in motivation to read nonﬁction from third to sixth grade (large effect sizes, V p .70–.90).
Although this ﬁgure displays genders separately, the common pattern of the results
reﬂects the insigniﬁcant gender differences.
Statistically signiﬁcant effects were found for grade level, but not gender, on the
self-concept items on the MRP-NF. The main effect of grade level yielded an F ratio
of F(3, 1103) p 12.53, p ! .001, indicating a signiﬁcance difference in self-concept for
reading nonﬁction among students in different grade levels. Students’ self-concept to
read nonﬁction declined from third to fourth grade (small effect size, d p 0.30), from
fourth to ﬁfth grade (moderate effect size, d p 0.40), and from ﬁfth to sixth grade
(large effect size, d p 0.90). The main effect of gender produced an F ratio of F(1,
1103) p 2.67, p p .10, indicating that there were no signiﬁcant differences in selfconcept for reading nonﬁction between girls and boys.
Statistically signiﬁcant effects were also found for grade level, but not gender, on
the value items on the MRP-NF. The main effect of grade level yielded an F ratio of
F(3, 1103) p 41.42, p ! .001, indicating a signiﬁcance difference in value for reading
nonﬁction among students in different grade levels. Students’ value for reading
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Figure 4. Students’ motivation to read nonﬁction by grade level (signiﬁcant effects) and gender
(no signiﬁcant differences).

nonﬁction declined from third to fourth grade (large effect size, d p 0.80), from
fourth to ﬁfth grade (large effect size, d p 0.80) and from ﬁfth to sixth grade (large
effect size, d p 0.90). The main effect of gender produced an F ratio of F(1, 1103) p
3.11, p p .08, indicating that there were no signiﬁcant differences in value for reading nonﬁction between girls and boys.
As shown in Figures 5 and 6, students’ self-concept and value for reading nonﬁction decline across grade levels. Students’ self-concepts decline most noticeably

Figure 5. Self-concept for reading nonﬁction across grade levels (combined boys and girls).
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Figure 6. Value for reading nonﬁction across grade levels (combined boys and girls).

at grade 6, whereas their value for reading nonﬁction displays a consistent decline
from grades 3 to 6.

Discussion
Given the important role of motivation in students’ reading success and development (Baker & Wigﬁeld, 1999; Guthrie & Wigﬁeld, 1999; Guthrie et al., 2006; Miller
& Meece, 1999; Parsons et al., 2018; Schiefele et al., 2012, 2016), the ﬁeld of literacy
research has provided much insight into students’ reading motivation (Guthrie et al.,
1996, 2004, 2007, 2009; Guthrie & Wigﬁeld, 1999; Miller & Faircloth, 2009; Miller &
Meece, 1999; Parsons et al., 2015). However, lacking from this extensive body of research is a valid and reliable measure of students’ motivation to read ﬁction versus
nonﬁction. The study reported strove to address this gap in the literature, which is
especially timely, given the current national emphasis on incorporating nonﬁction
texts more frequently and earlier in children’s schooling (Council of Chief State
School Ofﬁcers & National Governors Association, 2010; Duke, 2000; Frey & Fisher,
2007; Moss, 2005).
The instruments created and validated in this research are psychometrically
sound. Each adjusted instrument contains 20-item proﬁles to probe upper elementary students’ motivation to read ﬁction and nonﬁction. Each instrument has strong
internal reliability, as measured with Cronbach’s (1951) alpha. With strong discriminate validity for both subscales, each instrument anticipates a student’s self-concept
as a reader and a student’s value of reading.
Motivation to Read Fiction and Nonﬁction
Given previous research suggesting that students were more motivated to read
ﬁction than nonﬁction, perhaps because of the dominance of ﬁction texts in elementary classrooms (Davila & Patrick, 2010; Gee, 2001; Hall, 1998; Millard, 1997),

518

•

the elementary scho ol journal

march 2018

our ﬁrst research question investigated differences in upper elementary students’
motivation to read ﬁction versus nonﬁction. We compared results for both proﬁles
and subscales of self-concept and value and found that students were slightly more
motivated to read ﬁction than nonﬁction, which adds some support to existing research. However, our results indicate new and signiﬁcant gender and grade-level effects, which will be discussed next.
Gender Effects
Addressing our second question, “Do upper elementary girls and boys differ in
their motivation to read ﬁction and nonﬁction?” we noted the presence and absence
of gender effects in the results. A consistent ﬁnding in the extant literature on reading motivation is that girls are more motivated to read than boys (Baker & Wigﬁeld,
1999; Kush & Watkins, 1996; Marinak & Gambrell, 2010; McKenna et al., 1995;
Merisuo-Storm, 2006; Pečjak & Peklaj, 2006; Wigﬁeld & Guthrie, 1997). The data
collected in the current study supported this ﬁnding for motivation to read ﬁction:
girls were statistically signiﬁcantly more motivated to read ﬁction than boys were,
including higher self-concept and value for reading ﬁction.
Of particular interest, we did not ﬁnd statistically signiﬁcant differences in girls’
and boys’ motivation to read nonﬁction. This ﬁnding is important because researchers and educators have hypothesized that elementary-aged boys are more motivated
than girls to read nonﬁction than ﬁction (Boltz, 2007; Boraks et al., 1997; Davila &
Patrick, 2010; Mohr, 2006; Nippold et al., 2005). However, our research did not support these claims. Perhaps the traditional assumption that boys are more drawn to
nonﬁction than girls are is unfounded or is rooted in stereotypes rather than actuality. Indeed, Chapman et al. (2007) found that both boys and girls preferred nonﬁction to ﬁction and indicated gender stereotypes, even in elementary students.
Grade-Level Effects
Our third research question investigated differences across grade levels in students’
motivation to read ﬁction versus nonﬁction. Previous research has demonstrated
that students’ motivation to read declines across the grade levels (Eccles et al., 1993;
Mazzoni et al., 1999; McKenna et al., 1995; Morgan & Fuchs, 2007; Pressley & Allington,
2015; Wigﬁeld et al., 1997; Wigﬁeld & Guthrie, 1997). Unfortunately, our research provides evidence in line with these previous ﬁndings. We found statistically signiﬁcant
declines in students’ reading motivation for both ﬁction and nonﬁction as well as for
both self-concept and value for reading both text types. In our study, students’ selfconcept for reading both ﬁction and nonﬁction declined from grades 3 to 6, most
noticeably from grade 5 to 6. Students’ value for reading both ﬁction and nonﬁction,
however, demonstrated a much more consistent and striking decline than the drop
in self-concept. This result is alarming because it suggests that students feel conﬁdent in their reading—they just do not value it. Scholars and educators must work
to reverse this trend. Future research should investigate what we can do in elementary schools to support students’ value of reading. Such learning would help us better address the crisis of students’ disengagement from literacy (Guthrie, 2004). It is
important to note that the sixth graders in this study were in elementary schools, not
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middle schools. Four of the seven participating elementary schools included sixth
grades; participation among sixth-grade teachers was about half of the other grades
(see Table 1).

Implications for Practice
Knowing the motivational proﬁles of students can support teachers in developing practices that are ﬁne-tuned to the students in their classrooms. An educator
who is aware of what motivates and demotivates students provides much needed
information for personalizing instruction. Morgan and Fuchs (2007) urge educators to examine student motivation to read as an indicator or corroborating factor
of reading achievement: a student who is less motivated to read may also need additional and/or different instruction to achieve. Researchers such as McCombs (2003)
suggest that making motivation an aspect of awareness for students is important;
educators should involve students in their own motivation to read. Instruments such
as the MRP-F and MRP-NF allow teachers and their students to make changes in
instructional practices that create value for reading, support for developing selfconcepts as a reader, or adjustments in the literate climate of the classroom. In this
way, motivation can be seen as a dynamic and malleable aspect of reading that can
be inﬂuenced to enhance conﬁdence, enjoyment, and achievement.

Limitations
Limitations of this research are related to convenience sampling procedures. Because students were not randomly sampled, it is arguable that our results may not
be generalized to the broader population (Johnson & Christensen, 2017). However,
the size and diversity of our research team ameliorates the concerns typically associated with convenience sampling in that our sampling covered eight unique school
locations across ﬁve states. Another limitation of our study was the lack of multilevel
analyses for nested data. Additional limitations include that we did not collect race/
ethnicity data, socioeconomic information, or student achievement data from individual students. Therefore, our results cannot be analyzed in light of this demographic information or in relation to achievement.

Conclusion
This research explored upper elementary students’ motivation to read ﬁction
and nonﬁction using expectancy-value theory (Anderman et al., 2013; Eccles et al.,
1983; Wigﬁeld et al., 2016). This research corroborates previous research, demonstrating upper students’ declining motivation to read, especially their declining value
for reading. This research also corroborates previous research ﬁndings that girls are
more motivated than boys to read ﬁction. The insigniﬁcant differences between girls’
and boys’ motivation to read nonﬁction was surprising and highlights the need for
further investigation of students’ motivation to read nonﬁction. Moreover, the ﬁeld
needs additional research exploring how to enhance students’ value for reading.
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