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A B S T R A c T

This study aims to replicate a previous investigation con-
ducted in Finland that explored   differences in attitudes toward 
reading and studyof  boys and girls from 1st and 2nd grade pri-
mary schools. In our study we also explore if  these differences 
in attitudes and interests towards reading increase or decrease 
in  single-sex education schools, in comparison with coeduca-
tion schools, since we believe that the first  allow a better ad-
aptation of  the methodology and materials to the psychologi-
cal characteristics and  interests of  children.

The investigation was conducted with a sample of  1137sec-
ond grade primary students, 533 boys and 570 girls studying 
in 15 different schools of  Madrid:  9 were single sex schools 
(4 boy´s schools and 5 girl´s schools), 5 coeducation schools, 
and 1 school with children of  both sexes but in differentiated 
classrooms. An adaptation of  the Finnish questionnaire was 
used to evaluate children’s attitudes towards reading. 

From the data collected in this investigation we can draw 
some important implications for reading policy and practice 
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and some information that can help us motivate both boys and 
girls taking into account the multiple differences observed in 
interests and attitudes towards reading.

I N T R O d u c T I O N

Results of  multiple studies, including the latest PISA re-
ports, indicate that, in all countries of  the European Union, 
girls perform better in reading than boys (Watson, Kehler & 
Martino, 2010; Stevens, 2011; Merisuo-Storm & Soininen, 
2012), especially in the area of  comprehending narrative text 
(Schwartz, 2002), and that this lower reading level affects boys 
performance in all subjects (Sadowski, 2010).

There is evidence that girls regularly outperform boys in 
every area of  literacy: during their first years of  life they al-
ready differ in their use of  oral language during play; in their 
first years of  school boys use a less extended vocabulary than 
girls and their reading and writing skills are not as good as 
girl´s(Hall & Coles, 1997; Fisher, 2002;Schwartz, 2002; Mil-
lard, 2003; Boltz, 2007; Charles, 2007;Twist & Sainsbury, 2009, 
Logan & Johnson, 2010).Some recent studies even speak of  
“boy´s crisis” in literacy (Stevens, 2011). 

Different possible hypothesis have been explored in or-
der to explain consistent gender differences between boys 
and girls reading attainment: differences in attitudes, in 
motivational factors, differences in cognitive abilities, dif-
ferences in brain activation during reading, differences in 
reading strategies and learning styles (Logan & Johnston, 
2010) , and mostly gender differences in values, goals and 
out of  school activities.

Differences in attitudes towards reading have been observed 
in several studies.  Some studies have found that girls (aged 10-
11) enjoy reading significantly more than boys (Merisuo-Storm 
2006). Boys read less than girls, which directly connects to their 
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level of  reading fluency (Sullivan, 2004, Sadowski, 2010). Boys 
also tend to see themselves as poor readers (Boltz, 2007).

 Likewise, research has also shown that children’s attitudes 
towards writing are more negative than those regarding read-
ing. Boys are significantly more reluctant writers than girls 
(Merisuo-Storm, 2006). 

Gender differences in interests have also been observed in 
several studies: boys tend to engage in reading through differ-
ent types of  literature than girls (Boltz, 2007). Boys are less 
likely to be committed fiction readers than are girls and that 
they are more interested in nonfiction and non-print media and 
tend to lose interest in reading through their years in second-
ary school (Telford, 1999). Boys tend to read brief  informative 
texts (Schwartz, 2002; Sullivan, 2004;Boltz, 2007). They prefer 
non-fiction, comics, how-to manuals, graphic novels, sports, 
fantasy, humor, horror and action books ( Schwartz, 2002;  
Sullivan, 2004; Merisuo-Storm, 2006; Boltz, 2007,) while ad-
venture books are girls favorites (Merisuo-Storm, 2006). Many 
don´t enjoy typical school texts. Also teachers and librarians 
tend to treat “boy books” as “substandard literature” and this 
type of  texts don´t generally make it to the teacher´s preferred 
reading material list.

Some studies indicate that boys read more genres than girls 
but are more selective (Schwartz, 2002) in terms of  whether a 
book is a boy´s book or not. Girls tend to cross gender lines 
more easily (Merisuo-Storm, 2006). Many boys regard school 
literacy as “un-masculine” and thus unattractive, but they may 
use reading for many purposes out of  school. They believe 
that school reading has nothing to do with their interests while 
reading outside school might involve media, video games, tel-
evision, internet sites, sport magazines… which are materials 
based on their own interests (Merisuo-Storm &Soininem,2012).

Likewise, most pupils, but specially boys,don´t like to read 
aloud, and even when they are fluent readers they feel embar-
rassed when doing so (Merisuo-Storm, 2006). Hall & Coles 
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(1997) argue that boys need to be encouraged to read, and that 
we must be concerned with the consequences of  low motiva-
tion inboys engagement in reading and learning. Halls & Coles 
found that boy’s competency beliefs and intrinsic motivation 
towards reading and schoolwork were significantly more close-
ly associated with their level of  reading skills, in comparison-
with girls. Therefore, boy’smotivation and beliefs in their abil-
ity seem to be more dependent on their success in reading. On 
the other hand, boy’s motivation and competency beliefs may 
play a more significant role in the effort they put into reading 
(Logan & Medford, 2011).

On the other hand, some studies have explored the influ-
ence of  teacher gender on classroom interaction and educa-
tional outcomes, and the possible benefits of  same gender 
matching. Some of  these studies .attribute male underachieve-
ment and disaffection from school to the dearth of  male role 
models in teaching, especially at primary level (Carrington & 
McPhee, 2008). Boys do not have enough male models, which 
is highly important since attitudes about reading develop early 
in life (Boltz, 2007). 

Likewise, for boys the opinion of  their peers is very impor-
tant. There seems to be negative peer pressure, as boys strug-
gle to be viewed by their peers as masculine,  and for them it´s 
very important to  feel sure that they don´t accidentally pick 
out a “girl´s book”. There is evidence that many teenage boys 
turn off  to reading because the recrimination of  their class-
mates “who associate traditional book literacy with “schoolboys” and 
“nerds” and who regard reading as uncool” (Brozo, 2005, pp. 18).

All these studies lead to the conclusion that we must take 
into account these gender differences. Teachers need to be 
aware that preferences and interests are not always the same 
in girls and boys in order to better select books that will help 
to hook both boys and girls to reading. The teacher has to 
know what texts appeal to his or her pupils and what kind of  
exercises they find interesting. Likewise we must have in mind 
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that children’s experiences with literacy during the first years 
of  schooling have far reaching effects. Satisfaction and suc-
cess in these early experiences will influence considerably their 
self-concept as learners as well as the attitudes they develop 
towards study and learning

The goal of  the present study is therefore to conduct a fur-
ther analysis of  these gender differences in reading attitudes 
and motivation and to analyze if  some pedagogical alterna-
tives such as the single-sex education, which we believe allows 
a better adaptation of  the methodology and materials to the 
psychological characteristics and the interests of  children, can 
help promote literacy and positive attitudes and motivation of  
both boys and girls towards school.

d E v E l O P m E N T

Objectives:
In this study we pursue the following objectives: 

a) Explore what kind of  attitudes boys and girls have towards 
reading during their first school years.

b) Explore if  reading attitudes and interests differ according 
to sex. 

c) Analyze what type of  materials,activities and methods can 
be more useful when it comes to motivate boys and girls 
to read.

d) Investigate how well are childrenable to accurately assess 
their level of  reading proficiency and if  differences can be 
found between boys and girls when it comes to estimating 
their reading competence.

 e) Analyze if  these differences are equally observed in single-
sex education schools and coeducation schools or if  they dif-
fer depending on the selected pedagogical model considered.
Participants
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The study was conducted with a sample of  1135 second 
grade primary students, 565 boys (50.2%) and 570 girls (49.8%) 
studying in 15 differentschools of  Madrid:  10 were in single 
sex classes: 5boy’sclasses (31.1%) and 5 girl’sclasses (31%)) 
and 5 coeducation classes (37.9%). Some of  the schools were 
private schools (46.5%) and some were sustained with public 
funds (53.5%).
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Instruments: 
An adaptation of  the questionnaire used in the Finnish 

study (Merisuo-Storm & Soininen, 2012) was employed. The 
original questionnaire included 22 questions which assessed 
four different aspects: 1) attitudes toward reading;2) attitudes 
towards studying; 3) attitudes towards social reading and 4) 
feeling of  reading competence. The scale used was a Likert 
type 1-4. This instrument was reported to have a good inter-
nal consistency with Crombach´s Alpha of  .89 (Merisuo-Storm 
& Soininen, 2012).

This questionnaire was translated and adapted to Spanish 
and subjected to review by a group of  experts, 5 university 
teachers of  English Philology. Likewise 10 primary school 
teachers were invited to review the questionnaire. They were 
asked to make comments on the appropriateness of  the ques-
tions, their relevance, as well as to point out  those  questions 
which they considered should be modified or included to im-
prove it.  As a result of  this review, the final questionnaire used 
was composed of  26 questions; four new questions were add-
ed to the original questionnaire. Questions were expressed in 
such a manner as to be unambiguous and easy to understand. 
When answering each question the student had to tick one of  
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the four faces placed below the question depending on which 
best illustrated his or her opinion about the asked matter.

In this questionnaire, questions1 to 4 and item 12 explore 
the opinion children have towards reading and their enjoyment 
of  reading. Questions 5 to 10 explore de type of  reading ma-
terials preferred by the children evaluated. Questions 13 to 
16 ask about learning to read and attitudes toward studying. 
Questions 17 to 21 evaluate opinions about social reading. Fi-
nally questions 22 to 26 ask about student´s feeling of  read-
ing competence.

In general terms, a low score in the questionnaire indicates 
more positive attitudes towards reading while high scores are 
associated with negative attitudes and dislike of  reading.

R E S u l T S

Reliability of  the scale: The reliability of  the scale was calculat-
ed obtaining  an alpha = .80, indicating a high reliability of  the 
questionnaire, similar to the one obtained in the original study.

Attitudes towards reading: No significant differences were 
found between boys and girls in their general attitude towards 
reading, result of  the sum of  all items of  the questionnaire 
(F = 1.37; p =. 242). These results differed of  those obtained 
in the Finnish study (Merisuo-Storm & Soininen, 2012) who 
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found that girls had significantly more positive attitudes to-
wards reading than boys. 

No differences were found either in the global score of  the 
questionnaire when the variable sex and the variable pedagogi-
cal model (coeducation, single sex male and single sex female) 
were combined. Therefore, overall scores on the scale are quite 
similar in boys and girls independently of  whether they study 
in a single sex or a coeducation school (F = .677; p = .888) 
indicating that gender differences in global attitudes towards 
reading are not affected by the type of  pedagogical model in 
which the student studies. 

However significant differences according to sex were found 
in some of  the dimensions evaluated through the questionnaire 
subscales. In particular, of  the 4 sub-dimensions considered, 
significant differences between boys and girls were found in 
social reading (F = 24.69; p< 0.001) indicating that girls have a 
more positive attitude towards reading  aloud and shared read-
ing,  while boys are more reluctant to this type of  social read-
ing.  Also differences in the fourth dimension of  the scale, per-
ception of  reading competence,  almost reached significance, (F = 
3. 33;  p = . 068), pointing out that boys usually have a better 
image of  themselves as readers and feel they are more profi-
cient readers than girls.
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Differences between boys and girls in some items of  the questionnaire: 
If  we examine each item of  the scale separately, significant dif-
ferences between boys and girls can be observed in many of  
the items evaluated through the questionnaire:

Girls	consider	easier	or	have	a	significantly	more	positive	attitude	in	the	
following items

Ítem t Sig
4.  Do you like to listen when someone is reading aloud?  -5.54 .001
5. Do you like to read storybooks? 6.87 .001
8. Do you like books to have a lot of  pictures? 3.84 .001
9.Do you like the characters in the stories to be  good and happy? 7.80 .001
12. Do you like to go to the library? 3.31 .001
17. Do you like to talk with your friends about the books you read? 2.77 .001
18. Do you like to do exercises together with another student? 3.73 .001
19. Do you like to read aloud in class? 3.99 .001
21. Do you like to read together with another student? 3.20 .001

Boys	consider	easier	or	have	a	significantly	more	positive	attitude	in	the	
following items
Item t Sig
2. Do you like to read comics?  -9.91 .001
6. Do you like to read non-fiction books such as books about animals, 
experiments, records, sports?

 -4.079 .001

7. Do you like to read adventure books? 2.42 .016
10. Do you like characters in the stories that are evil and scare you?  -11.09 .001
15. Do you like to do exercises and activities about the things you read? 2.71 .006
23. Did you find learning to read easy?  -3.28 .001
25. Do you understand well the words you read? 3.17 .002
26. Do you find it easy to remember what you read in school? 2.87 .004

No	 significant	 differences	 were	 found	 between	 girl	 and	 boys	 in	 the	
following items
Item t Sig
1. Do you like to read books? 1.21 .228
3. Do you like getting books as a present? 1.45 .148
11. Do you like to read at home in your spare time? .298 .766
13. Did you like to learn to read? .057 .955
14. Did you like to learn to write? .648 .517
16. Do you like doing homework? .597 .551
20. Do you like telling about a book to other students? 1.46 .145
22. Is reading easy for you? 1.82 0.06
24. Do you find it easy to understand the books you read in school? .343 .956
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P O S I T I v E  A T T I T u d E S

We will examine now which items of  the questionnaire are 
related with a most positive attitude (Mean <1.40):

In boys most positive attitudes are shown specially in item 
6 (Mean= 1.24) which indicates that  boys show a very positive 
attitude towards nonfiction reading, such as books or maga-
zines about animals, experiments, records or sports.

In girls, most positive attitudes are shown in item 9 
(Mean=1.35), and item 18 (Mean=1.28);  therefore girls enjoy 
mostly those stories whose main characters are good friendly 
and happy (item 9) and specially enjoy  working and doing ac-
tivities together with their classmates (item 18).

In both girls and boys very positive attitudes are shown in 
item 3 (Mean= 1.39/1.33), item 7 (Mean=1.24/1.33) item 13 
(1.29/1.29), item 14 (Mean=1.30/1.29) and item 22 (Mean 
=1.26/1.33), indicating that both girls and boys declare positive 
attitudes towards getting books as a present (item 3) , reading 
adventure books (item 7), learning to read (item 13), learning 
to write (item 14) and consider that learning to read was  easy.

N E g A T I v E  A T T I T u d E S

We will examine now some of  the items that cause more 
rejection or more negative attitudes (Mean >2).

In boys those items most rejected were item 4 (Mean=2.035) 
and item 19 (Mean 2.087); therefore boys dislike specially lis-
tening when someone is reading aloud as well as reading them-
selves aloud.

In girls the items most  rejected were item 2 (Mean 2.33), 
10 (Mean=2.56) & 26 (Mean= 2.10), which indicate that girls 
dislike specially reading comics, reading books in which the 
characters are bad or fearsome, and find it often difficult to 
remember what they read in school.



124

t e r e s a  a r t o l a  |  s a n t I a g o  s a s t r e

g l o r I a  g r a t a c ó s  |  J o r g e  b a r r a c a

Both girls and boys disliked particularly item 16 (Mean 
2.096/2.136), which refers to doing homework.

c O R R E l A T I O N  B E T w E E N  v A R I A B l E S

If  we consider together or group those items that ask about  
the “enjoyment of   reading” (items 1,3,4,11) and analyze whether 
there are gender differences, we can observe that there are  sig-
nificant differences between boys and girls, showing that girls sig-
nificantly tend to enjoy reading more than boys(t = .61, p>.001).

Likewise, our data reveal a clear correlation between the 
enjoyment of  reading (items 1,3,4 and 11)  and the feeling of  
competency in reading (items 22,23,24,25 and 26). This sig-
nificant correlation can be observed both when considering 
the whole group of  students (r= 2.90; p<.01), and also when 
we consider separately boys (r =.264; p< .001) and girls (r =. 
353, p< .001).), and also when considering separately those 
students enrolled in single sex schools and in coeducation 
(r=.307; p<.001)

A positive correlation can also be observed between the 
image that the child has of  himself  as a reader and the enjoy-
ment of  social or group reading (items 19, 20 and 21). Those 
children that consider themselves as good readers are more 
inclined towards social reading.

Finally, if  we group those items that refer to attitudes to-
wards learning and study (items 13,14,15 & 16), no significant 
differences between boys and girls are observed (t= -.609, 
p=.543).

c O N c l u S I O N S :

From the data collected in this investigation we can draw 
some important implications for reading policy and practice 
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and some information that can help us motivate both boys and 
girls taking into account the multiple differences observed in 
interests and attitudes towards reading.

Though in our study, unlike the Finnish study (Merisuo-
Storm, 2012), no significant differences in global attitudes to-
wards reading were found between boys and girls, multiple dif-
ferences were observed in some variables such as interests in 
reading, type of  reading materials preferred and self-concept.

Boys tend to find interest in different types of  literature than 
girls.  Boys prefer non-fiction books, comics, adventures and 
sports magazines … For them reading must be related with 
their outside of  school interests. They tend to read brief, in-
formative texts they also enjoy adventure, humor, horror and 
those stories with fearsome villains and evil characters. There-
fore, boys don´t enjoy typical school texts and this might lead 
to a lower reading level which can affect their performance in 
all subjects (Sadowski, 2010).

When teaching boys, as teachers we must broaden our read-
ing repertoire including non-fiction books and reading for 
practical purposes such as learning to use an electronic de-
vice, finding information about a voyage to another country, 
etc. Likewise we must also learn to take advantage of  internet 
and computer reading such as hypertext and multi-media read-
ing which appeals specially to boys (Stevens, 2011). Allowing 
students to help arrange the classroom library choose reading 
materials, including more nonfiction and humorous books, and 
allowing time for free or voluntary reading might help to in-
volve boys in reading (Boltz, 2007). Fantasy books with strong 
characters who fight evil, and lots of  action, such as Harry Pot-
ter books, might also appeal to boys (Stevens, 2011). 

Boys also need men as positive reading role models in order 
to assume that reading is not uncool or unmasculine.

Likewise our study shows that the confidence and experi-
ence that most  boys feel they have as  private readers  is often 
at odds with their dislike of  social or public reading and reading 
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discussion with their peers. Similar results have been observed 
in other studies (Telford, 1999, Merisuo-Storm, 2006). We need 
to involve boys in class discussions, and written discussions in 
pairs or small groups, in storytelling and read-alouds choosing 
materials that can engage and interest boys.

On the other hand, although our study shows that girls en-
joy reading more than boys, and that they are more interested 
in fiction books and books that reflect emotions and positive 
feelings (characters which are good and happy), some authors 
indicate that many of  the books that interest girls are super-
ficial like fanzines and romance (Charles, 2007).  As they in-
crease their reading competence and enjoyment in reading, 
girls should be moved toward better quality of  reading mate-
rials (Stevens, 2011).

Our study therefore confirms that preferences and interests 
are not always the same in boys and girls. As teachers, we must 
try to uncover the interest of  each of  our students. We believe 
that single sex education might help cater to boy´s and girl´s 
natural interests and strengths and therefore facilitate motiva-
tion towards reading. It is only by taking differences seriously 
and analyzing current highly gendered practices that competent 
and critical readers, of  both sexes can be developed.

Likewise, our study demonstrates that these differences be-
tween boys and girls don´t disappear in coeducation schools, 
therefore teachers must be aware of  these differences and pro-
vide students with real choice of  books.

Finally from our study we can also conclude that there is a 
close correlation between enjoyment of  reading and reading 
competency beliefs, Girls seem to feel less self-confident as 
readers and second grade boys assess their reading skills high-
er than girls. Both find most difficult remembering the contents of  
the texts they read in school. Teachers have an important role in 
the development of  a positive self  concept of  children. In all 
cases, but specially when teaching girls, teachers must be care-
ful to provide positive experiences and encouraging feedback 
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to help girls become more confident with reading during their 
first school years, since achievement beliefs are especially im-
portant in further years when tasks and reading becomes more 
challenging.
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