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One of the main goals of education is to teach students to con-
structively interact with written texts. In addition, the ability to 
read and understand texts is needed to participate in cultural, 
political, and economic life (Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development, 2003). Reading motivation is 
an important factor that contributes to the positive development 
of such reading skills (Guthrie, Wigfield, Metsala, & Cox, 
1999; McElvany, Kortenbruck, & Becker, 2008; Morgan & 
Fuchs, 2007; Petscher, 2010). Studies have found that students’ 
reading motivation predicts their reading behavior (e.g., read-
ing volume or reading material), which in turn fosters the devel-
opment of reading skills. Numerous studies have confirmed 
reciprocal relations between reading motivation and reading 
behavior as well as reading skills (e.g., De Naeghel, Van Keer, 
Vansteenkiste, & Rosseel, 2012; McElvany et al., 2008; Stutz, 
Schaffner, & Schiefele, 2016). Although research has shown 
that reading motivation is a substantial predictor of reading 
skills, studies have shown that in comparison with younger 
children, older students and adolescents are often less moti-
vated to read (Gottfried, Fleming, & Gottfried, 2001; 
Marcoulides, Gottfried, Gottfried, & Oliver, 2008; McKenna, 
Kear, & Ellsworth, 1995; Smith, Smith, Gilmore, & Jameson, 
2012). Given the fact that the development of reading skills is 
not limited to early childhood but lasts until young adulthood or 
even longer (Alexander, 2005), the decrease in students’ read-
ing motivation might have negative consequences because the 

development of their reading skills and behavior strongly 
depends on their motivation to read. Therefore, it is of primary 
importance to identify the factors that contribute to this nega-
tive trend in the development of students’ intrinsic reading 
motivation. One aspect that is often discussed in this regard is a 
literature class that fails to motivate students (e.g., Garbe, 2010; 
Philipp, 2011). Such a failure might be due to the books that are 
chosen in the instructional context or the teaching framework as 
well as to a lack of student participation in choosing the books. 
However, most studies that have analyzed individual differ-
ences in reading motivation have focused solely on recreational 
reading, neglecting the reading that is done in and for school 
(Neugebauer, 2013; Philipp, 2011). Therefore, in the present 
study, we examined students’ book-reading habits in two con-
texts: school and recreational time. We focused on the relation 
between students’ self-reported motivational-affective reading 
experiences with the books that they reported to read and the 
types of texts and readability of these books. Furthermore, we 
investigated whether students’ reading experiences with these 
books affected the development of habitual intrinsic reading 
motivation in secondary school.

Conceptualizations of Reading Behavior and Reading 
Motivation

To provide a better understanding of reading in general, 
we first present our conceptualizations of the two constructs 
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that are the focus of the present study: reading behavior and 
reading motivation. Throughout this article, we define read-
ing behavior as the sum of activities related to reading. Such 
activities or behaviors can be operationalized in many ways. 
Therefore, to clarify the concept of reading behavior, we dif-
ferentiate between the quantitative aspects (“How much do 
people read?”) and the qualitative aspects (“What do people 
read?”). Quantitative aspects of reading behavior refer to the 
amount or volume of reading (e.g., number of books read in 
the last month) or aspects of time spent reading (e.g., aver-
age number of minutes spent reading per day). A common 
quantitative measure of reading behavior is a global evalua-
tion of reading volume, such as the ones used in the PISA 
Study (Programme for International Student Assessment; 
Locher & Pfost, 2019; Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development, 2010). Quantitative mea-
sures are often used in empirical research because they are 
quite economical and simple to implement. Qualitative 
aspects of reading behavior are multifaceted and comprise 
aspects such as the nature of the reading material (e.g., type 
of text, text difficulty, content of a text, or the medium [i.e., 
print or digital]). Assessing such qualitative aspects of stu-
dents’ reading behavior is a time- and space-consuming pro-
cess and has therefore often been neglected in education 
research. For instance, qualitative information about peo-
ple’s reading behavior can be measured with reading diaries 
in which people write down which books, magazines, or 
newspapers they have read (e.g., R. C. Anderson, Wilson, & 
Fielding, 1988). Recent research has shown that differential 
effects can be found between the reading of different types 
of texts and reading motivation or reading skills (e.g., 
McGeown, Duncan, Griffiths, & Stothard, 2015; McGeown, 
Osborne, Warhurst, Norgate, & Duncan, 2016; Pfost, 
Dörfler, & Artelt, 2013). Compared with other reading activ-
ities, such as online reading (e.g., emails) or newspaper 
reading, the reading of traditional books has been found to 
be most strongly related to reading skill development (e.g., 
Pfost, Dörfler, & Artelt, 2013). Taken together, it is impor-
tant to take a closer look at qualitative aspects of reading 
behavior, especially with a focus on students’ book reading.

Many motivational constructs or terms have been used in 
the area of reading (Conradi, Jang, & McKenna, 2014). In 
general, reading motivation can be understood as a construct 
that specifically includes emotional-affective components 
experienced while reading (e.g., reading enjoyment), cogni-
tive components (e.g., values, beliefs, and expectancies), 
and the intention to read (Artelt, Naumann, & Schneider, 
2010; Möller & Schiefele, 2004). In general, motivation can 
be seen as falling on a continuum that ranges from extrinsic 
to intrinsic reasons for performing an action (Deci & Ryan, 
1985, 2000; Möller & Schiefele, 2004). Intrinsic motivation 
is primarily determined by a high level of enjoyment experi-
enced while performing an action and a high degree of 
autonomy perceived by the person performing the action 

(Deci & Ryan, 1985, 2000; Möller & Schiefele, 2004). If a 
student reads a book because he or she likes the story or the 
topic, he or she is intrinsically motivated. Extrinsic motiva-
tion, however, is determined by external consequences and 
can be separated from the action itself (Deci & Ryan, 1985, 
2000; Möller & Schiefele, 2004). In other words, if a student 
reads because he or she wants to get good grades in school, 
he or she is extrinsically motivated to read.

Theoretical Foundation and Review of Existing Studies

To provide a theoretical framework for our study and our 
research hypotheses, we focused on two theories: first, the 
idea of situational and habitual reading motivation (Guay, 
Vallerand, & Blanchard, 2000; Guthrie, Hoa, Wigfield, 
Tonks, & Perencevich, 2005; Hidi & Harackiewicz, 2000); 
second, self-determination theory (SDT) by Deci and Ryan 
(1985, 2000).

From Situational to Habitual Reading Motivation: How Do 
Changes in Reading Motivation Occur?

As prior research has shown, students’ intrinsic motiva-
tion varies significantly across large periods (Gottfried et al., 
2001; Marcoulides et al., 2008; McKenna et al., 1995; Smith 
et al., 2012). For example, across a period of 9 years, 
Gottfried et al. (2001) reported a significant negative trend 
for intrinsic motivation for reading, math, or school in gen-
eral. One possible explanation for such changes concerns 
situational reading motivation and its effects on habitual 
reading motivation (Guay et al., 2000; Guthrie et al., 2005; 
Hidi & Harackiewicz, 2000). Habitual motivation is charac-
terized by relatively stable feelings about specific activity 
areas, such as a general enjoyment of reading (Hidi & 
Harackiewicz, 2000; Neugebauer, 2016a; Schiefele, 1991). 
Situational motivation, however, is triggered spontaneously 
by characteristics of the situation and is limited in duration 
(Hidi & Harackiewicz, 2000; Neugebauer, 2016a). 
Therefore, situational motivation stems from the immediate 
context of the situation, such as the enjoyment felt while 
reading a book. Repetitive experiences and emotions in and 
relating to specific situations (situational motivation) can 
manifest themselves and result in habitual reading motiva-
tion. Pursuant to this idea, positive situational experiences 
while reading a book (e.g., liking the content and story, sat-
isfaction due to knowledge acquisition) can lead to higher 
habitual motivation. Negative experiences, however, can 
lead to lower habitual motivation. Taken together, motiva-
tional-affective experiences in response to specific reading 
situations are expected to affect and change habitual reading 
motivation. Therefore, to understand the development of 
students’ habitual reading motivation, specific motivational-
affective experiences with individual books should be taken 
into account.
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From recent research, we can determine the ambition to 
include such dynamic or situational aspects of motivation in 
reading research (Neugebauer, 2016a, 2016b). For example, 
Guthrie et al. (2005) were among the first to examine the 
extent to which students’ situational motivation in reading 
leads to habitual reading motivation. The results showed that 
students’ situated extrinsic motivation (e.g., wanting to get a 
good grade for reading a book) and habitual extrinsic moti-
vation were positively correlated, just as a decrease in situ-
ated extrinsic motivation was found when there was a 
decrease in habitual extrinsic motivation. In another study, 
Guthrie et al. (2007) interviewed 31 fourth graders and 
examined the relations between situational reading motiva-
tion for narrative and expository books and general reading 
motivation. In cross-sectional correlation analyses, they 
found that situational reading motivation (for informational 
as well as narrative text types) was strongly correlated with 
students’ habitual reading motivation (r ~ .75). In sum, 
although there is initial empirical evidence that situational 
reading motivation predicts habitual reading motivation, 
prior studies in this line of research neglected to describe and 
compare specific reading situations (e.g., regarding book 
characteristics such as readability or type of text) to better 
understand the development of individual differences in 
habitual reading motivation.

A Self-Determination Perspective: Reading in Recreational 
and School-Related Contexts

To understand the nature of students’ reading motivation 
and why there might be differences in situational reading 
motivation depending on the context and the specific situa-
tion, we additionally refer to the SDT by Deci and Ryan 
(1985, 2000) with a focus on the need for autonomy. In the 
cognitive evaluation theory (a subtheory of SDT), three ini-
tial psychological needs are essential for people’s intrinsic 
motivation to perform an action: the needs for competence, 
autonomy, and relatedness. Relatedness refers to the rele-
vance of the task to a person’s social environment (e.g., 
important for peers and family) and the opportunity to estab-
lish social connections. The need for competence refers to a 
person’s perception of his or her skills while carrying out an 
action. Finally, the need for autonomy refers to completing a 
task because a person wants to, rather than because the task 
is obligatory. If all three needs are satisfied, this results in 
higher intrinsic motivation.

According to SDT, school-related reading is expected to 
be perceived as less intrinsically motivating because students 
have a low level of autonomy, given that teachers and other 
school-related aspects of the reading situation (e.g., school 
internal agreements, national curriculum) are predominantly 
responsible for determining which books they have to read 
(Ivey & Broaddus, 2001; McKenna, Conradi, Lawrence, 
Jang, & Meyer, 2012). Teachers are somewhat bound to the 

national curriculum (Bavarian Ministry of Education and 
Culture, 2003), which regulates what students need to learn. 
For example, according to the national curriculum in the 
region of Bavaria, students in Grade 9 must read and under-
stand literary texts from selected topics (at least two books) 
from the 19th century to the present. As a consequence, 
teachers tend to choose books that will help students reach 
the curricular learning targets. In comparison with school-
related reading, recreational reading is expected to be per-
ceived as more autonomous. Students may choose the genre 
or content that they like and the texts that they believe they 
are capable of reading. Furthermore, they may choose a book 
on the basis of recommendations that they have received 
from their peers, parents, or the media, thus giving them the 
opportunity to engage in follow-up communications 
(Howard, 2008; Merga, 2014, 2015). It might be assumed 
that the more autonomy that students have in choosing books, 
the better the match between students’ interests or abilities 
and the reading matter, which in turn might result in a higher 
level of intrinsic reading motivation (see Richter & Plath, 
2005). In summary, the differences in the given autonomy of 
choosing a book between school and recreational reading 
should result in motivational differences.

Until now, only a few studies have examined reading moti-
vation while considering reading in and for school and in a 
recreational context (De Naeghel et al., 2012; McGeown et al., 
2016; McKenna et al., 1995). McKenna et al. (1995), for 
instance, compared children’s attitudes toward reading from 
Grade 1 to Grade 6 in and for school contexts and during lei-
sure time. The authors showed that reading enjoyment while 
reading recreationally was higher that than for school-related 
reading. Positive attitudes toward reading declined during the 
elementary school years in both contexts. Stronger preferences 
for recreational reading than for school-related reading were 
also found in a recent study by McKenna et al. (2012). 
However, none of the studies (at least known to us) examined 
specific books that students had to read or chose to read in 
combination with reading motivation. Rather, they considered 
global information about students’ reading tendencies (e.g., 
“How often do you read fiction books?”).

But merging information about the books that students 
actually read (e.g., readability and type of text) with their 
book-related situational reading motivation might be an 
important step toward a deeper understanding of the devel-
opment of students’ intrinsic reading motivation.

Aims of the Present Study

We focused this study on two main research questions. 
First, we were interested in whether we would find differ-
ences between recreational reading and school-related 
reading. To address this first research question, we exam-
ined differences in (a) the average level of intrinsic situa-
tional reading motivation; (b) students’ reading behavior, 
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with a focus on type of text and text difficulty, the latter of 
which was operationalized by a book’s readability; and (c) 
the relation between the measures of reading behavior and 
intrinsic situational reading motivation. In accordance with 
SDT (Deci & Ryan, 2000), we expected that school-related 
reading would be associated with less autonomy percep-
tion, whereas recreational reading would be more autono-
mously regulated, leading to differences in intrinsic reading 
motivation and reading behavior. Therefore, we hypothe-
sized that intrinsic situational motivation would be higher 
during recreational time than in school because greater 
autonomy would lead to higher intrinsic motivation. 
Furthermore, we explored what kinds of books students 
read in both contexts and how these books, with respect to 
text type and readability, are related to intrinsic situational 
reading motivation.

For our second research question, we asked whether 
intrinsic situational motivation predicts intrinsic habitual 
reading motivation. Motivational changes occur on the basis 
of intrinsic situational reading motivation and its effects on 
long-term reading motivation through repetitive experiences 
(Hidi & Harackiewicz, 2000). Therefore, we expected to 
find positive relations between students’ self-reported moti-
vational-affective reading experiences and their intrinsic 
habitual reading motivation in both contexts.

Method

Design and Participants

All analyses relied on data from the Bamberg BiKS-8-14 
longitudinal study1 (educational processes, competence devel-
opment, and selection decisions in preschool and school-age 
children; Artelt, Blossfeld, Faust, Roßbach, & Weinert, 2013). 
The BiKS study began in 2006 when the participating chil-
dren were attending third grade in elementary schools in 
Germany. For the current study, we used data from when these 
students were attending Grade 9 in secondary school. The 
data that we analyzed were assessed in 2012 (May to July; 
Wave 8). At this measurement point, a sample of 438 students 
received a questionnaire that asked for detailed information 
about their reading habits. Of the 438 students who received 
this questionnaire, 405 provided valid information about the 
books that they had read, which formed the foundation of our 
study. For our longitudinal analyses, we additionally used stu-
dent data from Grade 7 (Wave 6). The students’ mean age in 
Grade 9 was 15.34 years (SD = 0.39); 60% of the sample were 
female adolescents; and about 7% indicated that they had a 
migration background, meaning that at least one parent was 
not born in Germany. Eighty-three percent of the students in 
our sample attended upper-track schools/Gymnasium. In most 
German states, children attend elementary school until the 
fourth grade. After the transition to secondary school, students 
are separated, usually according to their academic abilities, 
into academic-track schools (Gymnasium), which prepare 

students for university admission, nonacademic-track schools 
(Hauptschule, Realschule), or comprehensive schools.

Rating Process and Instruments

To address our research questions, we used information 
about qualitative aspects of students’ reading behavior. In 
our study, qualitative aspects of students’ reading behavior 
denote any information about the contents and characteris-
tics of the specific books that students reported to have read. 
Therefore, at this point, we explain the procedure by which 
students’ book reading was rated to provide a better under-
standing of the measures that we used. To analyze recre-
ational and school-related book-reading behavior, we used 
responses from two open-ended questions: “Please indicate 
the title and author of a maximum of three books you had to 
read for literature class in the past 6 months” (school-related 
reading) and “three books you read for enjoyment in your 
leisure time in the past 6 months” (recreational reading). 
Therefore, we had data from a minimum of one book to a 
maximum of three books for recreational as well as school-
related reading per student. In the end, 520 book titles were 
coded.

Type of text. We evaluated the data that were available on 
the books by employing a standardized coding scheme. To 
create a reliable and informative rating system, we used the 
following approach: First, we screened established reading 
behavior measures regarding differentiated evaluations 
related to different types of texts (e.g., NEPS [National 
Educational Panel Study] or PISA) and used these as a basis 
for our chosen categories. Second, we conducted an exten-
sive literature search to add characteristic checklists to the 
specific types of texts. Although there is a general under-
standing of what people most often think of when they hear 
literature-related terms (e.g., “classic literature”), there is 
not necessarily a distinct definition for all the types of texts 
that could have been used to develop our coding manual. 
Finally, we consulted experts in the field of German philol-
ogy, linguistics, and literature (researchers and practitio-
ners) to improve our characteristic checklists. The final 
coding scheme was completed in close cooperation with 
these experts.

Using the coding scheme, we classified books as belong-
ing to classic literature, modern fiction, nonfiction, or com-
ics. Classic literature books were defined as fiction books 
that are well known and considered (culturally) important 
literary works with a high but, even more important, long-
lasting standing in the public eye. This definition of classic 
literature was meant to include not just that from the classi-
cal literature epoch (beginning of the 19th century) but also 
literature from up to the period that followed the second 
world war (until 1965). Modern fiction books (published 
after 1965) were defined as current books dealing with the 
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individual stories of their protagonists. Different social 
problems or aspects are often the primary focus of these sto-
ries. Nonfiction books were defined as technical or informa-
tional books. Comic books were classified as magazines 
containing comic strips, meaning that these books consisted 
mostly of pictures with some words or short sentences. 
Furthermore, we subdivided modern fiction into more spe-
cific categories or subgenres: romance, historical fiction, 
contemporary fiction, crime and thrillers, and fantasy and 
science fiction. This procedure was applied to all books that 
students reported that they had read in school as well as in 
the recreational context. Book examples and an overview of 
the categories are depicted in Supplemental Figure S1 
(online).

Two raters coded the book titles independently by using 
the manual. Rater A coded all 520 books, and Rater B coded 
about 45% of the books. Because the type of text was a nom-
inally scaled variable, we used Cohen’s kappa (κ) as the 
measure of interrater reliability: .83 for the type of text and 
.81 for the subgenres. Mismatches were compared and dis-
cussed between the raters.

Readability. As an objective measure of text difficulty, the 
LIX readability index was used. The LIX is a readability 
measure that is based on characteristics of the linguistic sur-
face structure of a given text, and it has been shown to be 
valid with respect to several criteria (J. Anderson, 1983). 
The LIX readability index is calculated by computing the 
sum of the text’s average sentence length with its percentage 
of long words (more than six letters): LIX readability = 
(number of words / number of periods) + (number of long 
words × 100 / number of words). We computed the LIX 
readability by using a computer-based tool to analyze each 
text passage from all books (Lenhard & Lenhard, 2014–
2017). All text passages were drawn from the first relevant 
page. To standardize the text passages, we always used the 
first paragraph of 500 words plus the number of words left 
until the end of the sentence containing the 500th word. We 
decided to use the 500-word rule because we wanted to have 
a sufficient “text sample size” of about 30 sentences per 
book. According to Lenhard and Lenhard (2014–2017), as a 
general rule, books for children and adolescents have an LIX 
<40; fiction books, an LIX between 40 and 50; nonfiction 
books, an LIX between 50 and 60; and technical literature, 
an LIX >60. In our data set, the LIX readability ranged from 
19.5 (low difficulty) to 93.5 (high difficulty). To ensure that 
the text passage from the beginning of a book could be con-
sidered representative of the whole book, we ran further 
analyses. We chose 30 books by chance, from which we 
additionally generated a text passage of 500 words + x words 
from the middle and the end of the book. We then used the 
three text passages from each book to estimate the intraclass 
correlation (ICC) as a measure of rating reliability, which 
was found to be satisfactory (ICC = .75, n = 30) (Wirtz & 
Caspar, 2002).

Situational reading motivation. We used a single-item rat-
ing to determine whether students enjoyed reading a book, 
comparable to the measurement approach employed by 
Guthrie et al. (2005). Thus, students were asked to answer 
the following question regarding their affective attitudes 
toward the books: “Please indicate for each book [mentioned 
in the open-ended question] how much you would enjoy 
reading books with similar topics” (4-point Likert scale: 1 = 
not at all, 4 = very much).

Habitual reading motivation. Habitual reading motivation 
was measured in the student questionnaire with three posi-
tive statements (e.g., “Reading is one of my favorite hob-
bies,” “I enjoy getting a book as a present,” “I like going to 
the library or bookstore”) and one negative statement (“I 
read only because I have to”). The scale focuses on intrinsic 
components of reading motivation (4-point Likert scale: 1 = 
completely disagree, 4 = completely agree). The internal 
consistency (α) of this measure was .89 in Grade 7 and .89 
in Grade 9. The manifest scale score showed a slight but 
significant decrease between Grade 7 and Grade 9 (M = 3.14 
vs. M = 3.03), t(499) = 4.23, p < .001, d = −0.20.

Analysis Strategy

Each person indicated a maximum of three books. 
Therefore, information on the books plus up to three state-
ments about their intrinsic situational motivation as well 
as one measure of intrinsic habitual reading motivation 
was available per person. This means that our data con-
tained two sources of variation. First, there was variation 
within persons, representing the relation among the three 
books indicated by each person. Second, there was varia-
tion among persons, represented as clustered data: books 
(Level 1) clustered within students (Level 2). As a conse-
quence, we applied hierarchical linear regression models 
within Mplus and used an MLR estimator (i.e., robust 
maximum likelihood; Muthén & Muthén, 1998–2007). 
Hierarchical linear regression analyses allowed us to 
examine the ICC, which is the relation of differences in 
students’ intrinsic situational motivation among the three 
books and among all students.

To address our first research question, we ran descriptive 
analyses to identify differences between recreational reading 
and school-related reading with regard to intrinsic situational 
reading motivation and students’ reading behavior. To exam-
ine the relation between intrinsic situational reading motiva-
tion and the books with respect to type of text and LIX 
readability, we ran zero-order correlation analyses on the 
within level. Therefore, intrinsic situational reading motiva-
tion was related to the LIX readability as well as to type of 
text in separate models. Furthermore, we ran zero-order 
models with each dichotomous text type variable separately. 
This means that we always tested one text type category 
against all other text type categories (e.g., situational reading 
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motivation for classic literature: 1 = classic literature, 0 = all 
other categories). To explore the relation between intrinsic 
situational reading motivation and characteristics of the 
indicated books more deeply, we also computed a multiple 
regression model because the LIX readability measure and 
the text type might covary. Accordingly, we examined 
whether the LIX readability of the book explained additional 
variance in the prediction of intrinsic situational reading 
motivation above and beyond the reading of classic litera-
ture. Therefore, in addition to the classic literature variable, 
we included the LIX readability index in the model. R2 and 
ΔR2 were reported to compare the models.

With our second research question, we wanted to exam-
ine whether intrinsic situational reading motivation was 
related to intrinsic habitual reading motivation (Model 1). 
We did this by using a multilevel regression model in which 
we regressed intrinsic habitual reading motivation in Grade 
9 (Level 2) on intrinsic situational motivation in Grade 9 
(Level 1). In Model 2, to examine the development of indi-
vidual differences in intrinsic habitual reading motivation, 
we additionally included intrinsic habitual reading motiva-
tion in Grade 7 as a control variable. We modeled intrinsic 
habitual reading motivation as a latent variable including all 
four items. To avoid model misfit that could arise from using 
the same wording for items found in the intrinsic habitual 
reading motivation measure in Grades 7 and 9, we allowed a 
correlation between two of these items. All analyses were 
modeled separately for recreational and school-related read-
ing. Missing data on the item level were treated with full 
information maximum likelihood estimation. An MLR esti-
mator was used to handle the nonnormality.

Results

Descriptive Results for Recreational and School-Related 
Reading

A total of 405 students reported that they had read 1,142 
books in school (573 books and 101 titles) and during their 
recreational time (569 books and 419 titles). Table 1 pro-
vides the descriptive statistics as well as the ICC. Students 
indicated a mean score of 3.67 (SE = 0.03) for intrinsic 

situational reading motivation for books that they had read 
in their recreational time. Therefore, in absolute terms, stu-
dents expressed quite positive feelings toward the books that 
they read in their recreational time. Contrary to this, stu-
dents’ intrinsic situational reading motivation in school 
reached a mean score of only 2.18 (SE = 0.04). A direct com-
parison of these two scores showed that, on average, stu-
dents reported higher intrinsic situational reading motivation 
for recreational reading than for school-related reading, 
dependent t test: t(418) = −28.13, p < .001. Moreover, Table 
1 reveals that, on average, the books that students reported 
that they had read in school and for school purposes had a 
higher objective text difficulty than those that they read in 
their recreational time (LIX readability: M = 38.09 vs. 
41.40). As the 95% CIs did not overlap and as further sup-
ported by the results of a dependent t test, t(301) = 4.22, p < 
.001, these differences could be interpreted as statistically 
significant. Further correlation analyses revealed that intrin-
sic situational reading motivation in the school context and 
that during recreational time were not significantly related  
(r = .04, ns; see Supplemental Table S1 online). Therefore, 
experiences of intrinsic situational reading motivation in the 
school context were independent of such experiences during 
recreational time. The ICC, which provides information 
about the proportion of variance between a person’s intrinsic 
situational reading motivation on Level 2 and Level 1, indi-
cated that most of the variance could be traced back to dif-
ferences among the books that the students read (Level 1) 
and that just a small part of the variance could be traced back 
to differences among readers (Level 2).

Table 2 displays the frequencies of the different text 
types, shown separately for recreational and school-related 
reading. In their recreational time, students almost exclu-
sively read modern fiction books (92.4%), whereas classic 
literature (4.4%) and nonfiction literature (2.5%) were less 
prevalent. Contrary to reading for recreational purposes, in 
school, students reported that they had read almost equal 
proportions of classic literature (51.1%) and modern fiction 
(48.7%). Comic books and books that were not categorized 
in the aforementioned categories were hardly ever men-
tioned in either reading context. In-depth analyses further 

TABLE 1
Means, Standard Errors, and ICCs With People as Clusters

n (Cluster) Scale range M SE 95% CI ICC

Recreational reading  
 Intrinsic situational motivation 560 (278) 1–4 3.67 .03 [3.61, 3.73] .230
 LIX readability 550 (275) 21.5–93.5 38.09 .37 [37.36, 38.36] .116
School-related reading  
 Intrinsic situational motivation 565 (346) 1–4 2.18 .04 [2.10, 2.26] .197
 LIX readability 564 (346) 19.5–77.3 41.40 .55 [40.32, 42.48] .037

Note. Average cluster size: M = 2.01 for recreational reading and M = 1.63 for school-related reading. ICC = intraclass correlation.
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revealed that when the subgenres of the modern fiction 
books between recreational and school-related reading were 
compared (Table 3), the most frequently read subgenre in 
school was contemporary fiction, whereas it was fantasy and 
science fiction in the recreational context. See Supplemental 
Table S2 for additional data on the average LIX readability 
and situational intrinsic reading motivation for each text 
type and subgenre.

Intrinsic Situational Motivation and Book Reading

Table 2 presents findings from regression analyses for 
intrinsic situational reading motivation. The results showed 
that in comparison with all other text types, significant nega-
tive effects on intrinsic situational reading motivation were 
found for the reading of classic literature within both recre-
ational book reading (B = –0.60, β = −0.25, p < .01) and 
school-related reading (B = –0.56, β = −0.33, p < .01). 
Consequently, we found significant positive effects from 
modern fiction books on intrinsic situational reading motiva-
tion for recreational reading (B = 0.39, β = 0.21, p < .01) and 

school-related reading (B = 0.56, β = 0.33, p < .01). Moreover, 
we found a significant relation between LIX readability and 
intrinsic situational reading motivation in school-related 
reading: Books with a higher level of text difficulty or a 
higher LIX readability index had lower associations with 
intrinsic situational reading motivation (B = −0.01, β = −0.19, 
p < .01). In recreational book reading, however, we did not 
find such a relation. Table 3 shows the relations between 
intrinsic situational reading motivation and the subgenres of 
modern fiction for both school-related reading and recre-
ational reading. This analysis, which is characterized by quite 
a high resolution, indicated a positive correlation between 
situational reading motivation and the reading of books from 
the fantasy and science fiction subgenre (B = 0.21, β = 0.20, 
p < .01) during students’ recreational time. The subgenres of 
crime and thrillers, historical novels, contemporary books, 
and romance were not significantly related to situational 
reading motivation during recreational time. With regard to 
reading in school-related contexts, we observed significant 
positive relations for situational motivation with the reading 

TABLE 2
Descriptive Statistics for Text Type and Zero-Order Relations to Intrinsic Situational Reading Motivation

Recreational reading School-related reading

 n % B (SE) β R2 n % B (SE) β R2

Classic literature 25 4.4 −0.60 (0.17)** −.25** .064 293 51.1 −0.56 (0.08)** −.33** .112
Modern fiction 526 92.4 0.39 (0.12)** .21** .064 279 48.7 0.56 (0.08)** .33** .111
Nonfiction 14 2.5 −0.04 (0.12) −.01 .000 1 0.20 — —  
Comic books 1 0.20 — — — 0 0.00 — — —
Other 3 0.50 — — — 0 0.00 — — —
Books 569 100.00 573 100.00  
LIX readability 548 — −0.00 (0.00) −.03 .001 562 — −0.01 (0.00)** −.19** .034

Note. No relations were computed for n < 5; unstandardized results (B) and standardized results (β).
**p < .01.

TABLE 3
Descriptive Statistics for the Subgenres of Modern Fiction Books and Zero-Order Relations to Situational Reading Motivation

Recreational reading School-related reading

Subgenre n % B (SE) β R2 n % B (SE) β R2

Modern fiction  
 Romance 74 13.0 0.10 (0.07) .07 .005 10 1.70 0.53 (0.44) .08 .006
 Historical fiction 27 4.70 −0.08 (0.10) −.04 .001 46 8.0 −0.07 (0.13) −.02 .000
 Contemporary fiction 143 25.1 −0.10 (0.06) −.09 .008 141 24.6 0.40 (0.09)** .20** .039
 Crime and thrillers 104 18.3 −0.02 (0.06) −.02 .000 74 12.9 0.37 (0.14)** .15** .022
 Fantasy and science fiction 178 31.3 0.21 (0.05)** .20** .038 8 1.4 1.65 (0.19)** .23** .051
All others 43 7.60 — — — 294 51.3 — — —
Books 569 100.0 573 100.0  

Note. Unstandardized results (B) and standardized results (β).
**p < .01.
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of contemporary fiction (B = 0.40, β = 0.20, p < .01), crime 
and thrillers (B = 0.37, β = 0.15, p < .01), and fantasy and 
science fiction (B = 1.65, β = 0.23, p < .01).

Multiple Regression Analyses

To concurrently analyze the effects of text type and LIX 
readability, we ran two multiple regression models (Table 4). 
In the first model, intrinsic situational reading motivation 
was regressed on classic literature books. As expected, 
intrinsic situational reading motivation was negatively 
related to the reading of classic literature. In the second 
model, we added the LIX readability to the first model. 
Besides the still significant negative effect of classic litera-
ture, the results from Model 2 showed a significant negative 
effect of LIX readability on intrinsic situational reading 
motivation in the school context. In comparison with the 
first model, Model 2 additionally explained 1.0% of the vari-
ance in intrinsic situational reading motivation. For book 
reading in a recreational context, the LIX readability index 
did not explain any additional variance.

Relations Between Situational and Habitual Reading 
Motivation

Finally, we examined the development of individual dif-
ferences in intrinsic habitual reading motivation. Our first 
step was to regress intrinsic habitual reading motivation in 
Grade 9 on intrinsic situational reading motivation in Grade 
9. Then we included intrinsic habitual reading motivation in 
Grade 7 as a control variable in our model. Therefore, Figure 
1 presents cross-sectional results for reading in both con-
texts, and Figure 2 presents longitudinal results for the 
regression model. Model 1a (Figure 1) indicates that for 
school-related reading, intrinsic situational reading motiva-
tion for the books that students reported to have read in 
school significantly predicted intrinsic habitual reading 

motivation (B = 0.59, β = 0.32, p < .01). Contrary to school-
related reading, there was no significant effect found 
between intrinsic situational reading motivation and intrin-
sic habitual reading motivation during recreational reading 
(Model 1b: B = 0.39, β = 0.18, ns). In the longitudinal mod-
els (Figure 2), this pattern changed slightly. When we con-
trolled for intrinsic habitual reading motivation in Grade 7, 
our model for school-related reading still showed a signifi-
cant positive relation between intrinsic situational reading 
motivation and intrinsic habitual reading motivation (Model 
2a: B = 0.53, β = 0.28, p < .05). For recreational reading, the 
effect of intrinsic situational reading motivation on intrinsic 
habitual reading motivation increased slightly and, in con-
trast to the cross-sectional model, was statistically signifi-
cant. In sum, intrinsic situational reading motivation in 
recreational reading positively predicted intrinsic habitual 
reading motivation in Grade 9 when we controlled for previ-
ous intrinsic habitual reading motivation (Model 2b: B = 
0.43, β = 0.20, p < .05).

Discussion

Most studies that have analyzed individual differences in 
emotional-affective components during reading have 
focused on recreational reading, neglecting schools and their 
role in developing students’ reading motivation and reading 
skills (Neugebauer, 2013; Philipp, 2011). Furthermore, prior 
research has neglected to collect data on the specific texts 
that students read or to examine differences among reading 
materials (Troyer, Kim, Hale, Wantchekon, & Armstrong, 
2018). We addressed this research gap by taking into account 
qualitative aspects of reading behavior (“What do people 
read?”) in addition to quantitative aspects of reading behav-
ior (“How much do people read?”). Therefore, the main 
motivation behind the present study was to examine the rela-
tion between students’ reading behavior in the sense of book 
reading and their intrinsic situational reading motivation, as 

TABLE 4
Multiple Regression of Classic Books and LIX Readability on Intrinsic Situational Reading Motivation

Recreational reading School-related reading

 B SE β B SE β

Model 1  
 Classic literature −0.60 0.17** −.25** −0.56 0.08** −.33**

 R² .064 .112*  
Model 2  
 Classic literature −0.64 0.18** −.27** −0.52 0.08** −.31**

 LIX −0.00 0.00 .01 −0.06 0.00* −.10*

 R² .074 .121**  
 ΔR² .010 .009  

Note. Unstandardized results (B) and standardized results (β).
*p < .05. **p < .01.
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well as to describe students’ reading and compare the results 
between a recreational context and the school context. 
Furthermore, we wanted to examine the consequences of 
students’ situational intrinsic reading motivation for their 
intrinsic habitual reading motivation. First, we hypothesized 
that intrinsic situational motivation for reading during recre-
ational time would be higher than when reading for school. 
Second, we expected that intrinsic situational motivation 
would affect intrinsic habitual reading motivation. The 
results of the present study provided empirical evidence in 
support of both hypotheses.

Differences Between Reading in Recreational and School-
Related Contexts

Our findings indicated that recreational reading behavior, 
in comparison with school-related reading behavior, differed 
substantially. First, the analyses showed that intrinsic situa-
tional motivation for recreational reading was higher than it 
was for school-related reading. The finding of higher recre-
ational reading motivation was consistent with prior research 
(e.g., McKenna et al., 1995) and conformed to our expecta-
tions that were based on SDT by Deci and Ryan (1985, 
2000). According to SDT, the initial need for autonomy 
leads to high intrinsic motivation. We expected that students 
would feel more autonomous while reading in a recreational 
context, resulting in higher intrinsic reading motivation. 
During school-related reading, however, we proposed that 
students would feel less autonomous and therefore less moti-
vated to read. These expectations were reflected in the 
observed lower average found for intrinsic situational read-
ing motivation during school-related reading in comparison 

with recreational reading. However, the level of autonomy 
might not be the only factor that can explain motivational 
differences in reading that takes place in and out of school. 
Another explanation is that students indicated that they 
rather enjoy recreational reading because school-related 
reading was more strongly associated with performance 
goals due to grading practices and competition for good 
grades with other students than recreational reading was. 
Therefore, it would be interesting to have more information 
about how reading activities are included in school or in 
teachers’ instructional practices. Second, students reported 
that they read fewer modern fiction books and more com-
plex books in and for school than in their recreational time. 
This finding illustrates that in more self-determined con-
texts, such as their recreational time, students read other 
types of books than they read in more externally regulated 
contexts, such as school. Finally, intrinsic situational reading 
motivation in school and situational reading motivation in a 
recreational context were not significantly related to each 
other, which underlines the high situational variability of 
specific reading experiences. This is further supported by the 
low ICC found for situational reading motivation, which 
indicates a great deal of fluctuation in reading motivation 
among specific books in comparison with differences among 
persons.

Intrinsic Situational Reading Motivation and Book Reading

The zero-order analyses revealed that intrinsic situa-
tional reading motivation was negatively correlated with 
classic literature for recreational as well as school-related 
reading. This means that when students read classic 

FIGURE 1. Regression predicting intrinsic habitual reading motivation in Grade 9 for school-related reading (Model 1a) and 
recreational reading (Model 1b) on the between level (student): cross-sectional findings. Model 1a: n = 565, χ² = 22.60,* df = 5,  
CFI = .97, RMSEA = .08. Model 1b: n = 560, χ² = 13.71,* df = 5, CFI = .98, RMSEA = .06. Unstandardized results (standardized 
results in parentheses). CFI = comparative fit index; RMSEA = root mean square error of approximation. *p < .05. **p < .01.
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literature, they indicated that they could hardly imagine 
reading a book with comparable content, whereas they 
rather liked the books from the modern fiction genre. Such 
effects regarding the type of text seemed to be independent 
of the reading context because the effects were present and 
comparable in size between the recreational and school-
related contexts. This means that, independent of whether 
students chose to read classic literature themselves or if 
they had to read it for school, they reported a lower intrin-
sic situational reading motivation. Therefore, it seems 
implausible to us that this finding can be explained by dif-
ferences in autonomy. Rather, this effect is better explained 
by characteristics that are inherent to this type of text. In 
our opinion, the negative correlation between intrinsic situ-
ational reading motivation and classic literature might be 

linked to the lack of the motivation dimension called 
involvement (Schiefele, Schaffner, Möller, & Wigfield, 
2012). Involvement refers to the act of getting lost in a 
book and empathizing with the characters from the story. 
According to the involvement idea, people become more 
intrinsically motivated when they feel involved while read-
ing. As modern fiction books are written in a modern style, 
consider modern topics, and so forth, it is possible that stu-
dents are able to identify better and empathize more with 
the protagonists and stories than they do when reading 
classic books. This tendency in turn might influence their 
intrinsic reading motivation. Unfortunately, we had no way 
to directly test this hypothesis because we had no informa-
tion in our data set about students’ level of involvement 
while reading a book.

FIGURE 2. Regression predicting intrinsic habitual reading motivation in Grade 9 for school-related reading (Model 2a) and 
recreational reading (Model 2b) on the between level (student): longitudinal findings. Model 2a: n = 567, χ² = 63.19, df = 23, CFI = 
.97, RMSEA = .06. Model 2b: n = 562, χ² = 54.09, df = 23, CFI = .96, RMSEA = .05. Unstandardized results (standardized results in 
parentheses). CFI = comparative fit index; RMSEA = root mean square error of approximation. *p < .05. **p < .01.
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Regarding the relation between task difficulty and moti-
vation, evidence in the area of reading was hard to find. 
However, some first studies indicated that a high perceived 
and objective text difficulty negatively predicts reading 
interest and affective components (Fulmer & Frijters, 2011; 
Fulmer & Tulis, 2013). Our analyses revealed that intrinsic 
situational motivation in school is lower when students are 
required to read texts with a higher level of difficulty in the 
sense of a higher LIX readability. For recreational reading, 
no such pattern was found. On the basis of this finding, one 
might conclude that it is not the reading of complex books in 
general that results in low reading motivation. Rather, con-
text-related differences—that is, differences in the level of 
self-determination—seem to contribute to this effect. In 
addition, in line with SDT (Deci & Ryan, 1985, 2000), peo-
ple become highly motivated when they feel competent. 
Therefore, one explanation for the pattern that we found 
might be that students independently chose the books that 
they wanted to read during their recreational reading; there-
fore, they also independently selected the difficulty of these 
books, thus avoiding those that were beyond their actual 
competence level. Therefore, this led to less consideration of 
classic literature and difficult books, as our results showed. 
In school, however, students mostly read what their teacher 
assigned them to read. The assignment of a difficult book 
might lead to feelings of low competence and therefore 
might cause students to be less intrinsically motivated to 
read the assigned book. Nevertheless, to validate this pre-
liminary explanation, it would be useful to take the reader 
into account to a greater degree, for instance, by using infor-
mation about the subjective difficulty of the text perceived 
by the students. Furthermore, we should keep in mind that 
the literature that we found in the two contexts was not 
equal: whereas half the books in the school-related context 
were from the classic literature category, nearly all the indi-
cated literature in the recreational context was from the 
modern fiction category. Therefore, the reason that we found 
no effect of text difficulty/LIX readability in the recreational 
context might be due to lower heterogeneity among books.

Development of Habitual Reading Motivation

Intrinsic reading motivation decreases from midchild-
hood to early adolescence (Gottfried et al., 2001; McKenna 
et al., 1995). Therefore, one of our research goals was to 
examine which mechanisms contribute to such changes. In 
accordance with Hidi and Harackiewicz (2000) and Schiefele 
(1991), we expected that intrinsic situational reading moti-
vation, which was defined as the liking or disliking of books 
that students read in our study, would be related to the longer 
lasting intrinsic habitual reading motivation. Our longitudi-
nal analyses supported this hypothesis. The results showed 
that a student’s intrinsic situational motivation, meaning that 
the student enjoyed reading a book and could imagine 

reading a similar book in the future, positively predicted 
individual differences in the development of that student’s 
intrinsic habitual reading motivation. This applied to recre-
ational reading as well as to school-related reading. These 
findings align well with the results presented by Guthrie 
et al. (2005), who also confirmed the relation between situ-
ational and habitual reading motivation. In our study, we 
were additionally able to show that this relation was stronger 
in the school-related context than in the recreational context. 
This made clear that school plays an important role in the 
development of students’ intrinsic habitual reading 
motivation.

Limitations

The study also has some limitations. First, there is no 
single unambiguous system for categorizing books into dif-
ferent book genres. Although there is a general consensus on 
what people usually think of when they hear the term classic 
literature, there is still not a distinct-enough definition to 
cover all of the different types of texts that we could have 
used in our coding manual. Therefore, it has to be taken into 
account that the coding scheme that we developed and used 
is just one way of differentiating these books. However, cat-
egorizations are based on prevalent technical literature (e.g., 
Brunner & Moritz, 1997; Jeßing & Köhnen, 2007), common 
measures of type of text (e.g., PISA or NEPS), and expert 
discussions. In addition, the coding scheme demonstrated 
satisfactory interrater reliability. Future research might take 
further book characteristics into account, such as the gender 
or age of the protagonist, because this might also affect a 
reader’s intrinsic motivation. Second, the sample that we 
used for our analyses was predominantly composed of stu-
dents from upper-track schools. Current research showed 
(e.g., Schaffner, Philipp, & Schiefele, 2016) that groups of 
upper-track and nonacademic track students differ signifi-
cantly, for instance, regarding their reading motivation and 
reading competence. Furthermore, students might differ 
with regard to book preferences. Therefore, it would be 
interesting for future research to extend the focus on differ-
ences between school tracks. Third, LIX readability is a 
common index that considers length of sentences and words. 
Nevertheless, there might be further variables that can make 
comprehension cognitively taxing, such as the number of 
connectives, number of propositions, organizational struc-
ture, or use of archaic language. Moreover, the LIX read-
ability was computed by using a specific text passage and 
not the whole book. Nevertheless, our analyses revealed that 
the text passages from the first pages of a book were corre-
lated with the text passages from the middle and end of the 
book. Therefore, the passages can be considered representa-
tive. Fourth, we had no information about the role of the 
teacher or the educational setting. Teachers are not entirely 
free to make their own decisions about which books to 
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choose for their literature classes and how to “work” with 
these books. Therefore, it would be interesting to know more 
about the actual teaching units as well as to examine the 
extent to which students were involved in the decision-mak-
ing processes in literature class. Finally, situational reading 
motivation was not assessed in real time but rather retro-
spectively. Therefore, memory effects might be an issue. 
Furthermore, as situational reading motivation was mea-
sured retrospectively, intrinsic situational reading motiva-
tion and intrinsic habitual reading motivation were measured 
at the same time or with the same questionnaire. Therefore, 
we could not definitely conclude that the two measures did 
not interfere with each other. To handle this issue, daily dia-
ries might be a good approach to use in future research. 
Diary entries might also provide an interesting way to 
uncover more facets of reading behavior than only the tradi-
tional book reading that we took into account. Finally, it 
might be interesting to differentiate between digital and ana-
log reading media because there is a high prevalence of digi-
tal texts, such as online newspapers and ebooks, which 
might possibly affect how much students read.

Conclusion and Implications for Instructional Practice 
and Future Research

In sum, our results showed that students’ recreational and 
school-related reading behavior varies considerably and that 
the question of what people read can make a huge difference 
in their intrinsic motivation (e.g., reading classic literature 
correlates negatively with students’ intrinsic reading motiva-
tion). In other words, qualitative aspects of reading behavior 
in the sense of text type and LIX readability of a book are 
significantly related to the development of students’ intrinsic 
reading motivation.

Schools offer important opportunities to bring children 
and young adolescents in contact with books, especially 
when the exposure to print in a student’s home environ-
ment is low (e.g., Nicholson, 1997; Philipp, 2011). 
Furthermore, school plays an important role in the devel-
opment of students’ intrinsic reading motivation, as our 
results could show. With this in mind for the purpose of 
developing students’ motivation, it is important to deter-
mine the optimal balance between how much classic litera-
ture and how much modern fiction students should be 
asked to read and whether students should become even 
more integrated into the process of making decisions about 
the types of books that they will read in their literature 
classes. This suggestion is well aligned with Richter and 
Plath (2005), who discussed the mismatch between stu-
dents’ reading preferences and the books read in school as 
the main reason for the decreases found in their reading 
motivation. Therefore, it might be worthwhile for both 
researchers and practitioners to actively address the deci-
sion-making process behind book choices in literature 

classes. Reading and understanding classic literature is and 
probably will remain an essential element of literature 
class. Hence, in addition to a book selection adapted to stu-
dents’ interests, we should ask how the reading of classic 
literature could be framed better in class to promote stu-
dents’ motivation to read (e.g., role/theater playing, includ-
ing new media). The results of our study showed that 
already half of the literature in school consists of modern 
fiction books (the type of text that students preferred the 
most), but still, students’ school-related intrinsic reading 
motivation was lower than for recreational reading. 
Therefore, future research might take a closer look at what 
exactly happens in literature classes. Moreover, future 
research should then also take into account books and other 
reading materials that have actually been read and the dif-
ferent reading situations because our study showed that 
individual experiences with intrinsic situational reading 
affect intrinsic habitual reading motivation.
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Note

1. All data and full information on the variables and study design 
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can be found in the work of Pfost, Artelt, and Weinert (2013).
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