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ABSTRACT

grade level, and nationality, a l6-item "Funct1ons of Read1ng Scale

{developed from content analysis of student_essays on why they like

_zT== ey - — % — = — — - =

to read) was admtnxstered to 459 Irish_ (Dubl1n, Ireland) and Amer1can

Data anaiyszs, revealing three main reasons. for read1ng——enjoyment,
utility, and escape--also showed several interesting trends: (1)
girls read more for enjoyment while boys read for utilitarian _
pnrposes, {2) etudents in fifth grade had the h1ghest enjoyment

and escap1sm, and (3) Irish students read more often for engoyment
and utility and less often for escapist reasons than did Americans.

While limited by a small .nd possibly not representative sample; the

research nevertheless indicated the usefulness of the "uses and

gratification" approach of mass communication research,; which assumes

that subjects actively pur:sue communication materials on the basis of
predetermined needs. (MM)
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Exploring the nature of children's interests in reading
has been a major topic of research over the past fifty years
Jenkinson, 1940; Robinson and Weintraub, 197;; Scott, 1947; Terman
and f?ﬁé, 1925) . Studies Bf.fééaihé interests have approached
the issue from a number of methodological strategies: éﬁééEiéﬁ;

ential measures, and daily diaries. Despite the variety of

techniques used to collect and analyze the data, certain consistent

patterns of interests have been recorded: boys generally prefer

subjects dealing with adventure, mystery, sports, and science

fiction containing actionj girls enjoy romance, huiiof, and

family-oriented stories (Greaney, 1983; Huus, 1979; Witky, 1961).
But do children seek reading materials strictly on the

basis of their interests? Perhaps not: We know, for example,

séllérs of thé day, thé most discussed authecrs, the currently
popular issues. Waples (1932), in a study of adult readers,
f&dﬁa'ﬁé relationship between readers' subjects of interest and
the subjects about which they read. Rather, he concluded, a
constéllation of factors conditioned the reader®s selection and
interpretation of a particular publication. Among thése factors
are such broad traits as age, gender, income, loyalties, values

and motives for reading.



Functions of Reading

Mass communications research has developed a reélatively
new methodological strategy known as the 'uses and gratifications'

sonal characteristics and mass media behavior. The individual
in this approach is seen as an active participant, possessing
1 4

certain needs and consciously selecting the communications

options most likely toc fulfill those funictions. Investigations
of this kind are based on the assumption that the individual
by his/her use of the media, obtains a reward in terms of need

grétifidatibn (Biumiér; ié?é);

From this perspective, theé important question becomes:
what needs are being met when a child reads? The emphasis is

less on the specific content read than on the child's use of it
in terms of need.fulfillment. Children éfélééﬁéi&éféa selective;
they choose content on the basis of functions served by it and
the availability of functional alternatives. These functions
are determined by the individual's needs which are, in turn,
dependent upon psychological factors (gender, I.Q., age) and
social factors (home environment, relationships with friends,
and leisure time activities) (von Feilitzen, 1976):

The uses and gratifications model offers an advantags over

other approaches in that it assumes that the total situation
plays a role in determining the selection of materials. Since
thé needs of the individual are shaped by psychological and

o




Functions of Reading

social charactéristics, many sSeparate explanatory factors such
as personality and motivation are thus taken into account:

With these considerations in mind, the current project was
designed to explore the functions of reading for students in
graées 3,5; and 8 in Iréland and thé United States. Using the
'usés and gratifications' approach, the sStudy attemptéd to in-
vestigate why children read and what needs it may satisfy.

The épééifié research questions were: Do the same functions or
reasons for reading operate both in Ireland and in the United
States? Iflfﬁey ab, fﬁen; to what extent are réading functions
différénﬁiétéd according to (a) géndér; (b) grade level, and
(c) nationality? '

Sampls 7

The study was conducted in June; 1982 in Dublin, Ireland
and Wié&héﬁ, Connecticut. Details of the sample are summarizéed

fathers of most of the Irish pupils were

(0]

in Table 1. Th

Insert Table 1 about here

engaged ih skilied or intermediate professional occupations.
Third znd Ffifth grades attended the same school while eighth
graders were enrolled in two nearby schools. The American
sample, located in a rural area, included pupils whose parents

were employed in a variety of business and industrial concerns.
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Third graders from the local elementary school; fifth and eighth

the study . The total sample included 459 students.
é
Procedure

In a pilot study (Neuman, 1980), over 300 Connecticut

students in grades 3~9 were requested to write an essay on the
theme "Why I like to read". A similar pilot study was carried
out in Dublin. This prior work was undertaken to determine in
an open-ended format children's language in describing their
purposes for reading and to gain some advanced impression of
the functions of reading that might emerge: A content analysis
of the essays héipéé to identify a series of statements which
aéscribea children's purposes for reading. These statements
served as the basis for a four-point Likert type attitude
scale. Following pretesting both in Connecticut and in Dublin
(Greaney, 1982), the scale was modified stightly into a sixteen
item "Functions of Reading Scale". The scele was administered
to all students in a classroom group Setting using thé same
directions and procedures in Ireland and the United States.
Each item was read aloud by the classroom teacher: In response
to each statement (e.g., I read because it will help me later
with my school subjects), students were asked to indicate whether
they agreed with it 'a lot', ‘'a little', 'not much', or 'not at

all'. Students werz informed that the information would not be
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Results
Separate factor analyses of the Irish and the U:S. data
were carried out to determine both thé numbér and thé underlying

functions of reading given by pupils in both cultures. Three

distinctive factors were identified in each instance. The sets
of factcrs werfe comparable. A high degree of similarity between
factor Solutions was found. The index of factor similarity, i.e..
the coefficient of congruence (Mulaik, 1972) was .S5 for the
first factors in each set and .93 and .91 for the second and
third pairs respectively. Given Eﬁié Aegree of similarity, it .
was considered reasonable to pool the dat~ from both coumtries.
The results of the factor analysis of the pooled data are sum=
marized in Table 2. Three factors with eigenvalues greater than
1.0 were selected.

Insert Table 2 about here

An examination of the Factor loadings suggests that the
first factor may be termea:reaéing for enjegmeﬁt; A student
rated highly on this fécéor generally considérs reading enjoy~=
able, ékéiﬁinq; and interesting. The factor describes the student's
personal responses tc reading material; it is intrinsic in nature.:

Factor 2, on the other hand, reflects extrinsic rewards for
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readirg. It refers to utilitarian functions such as school

success and helpfulness in achieving lifé-long goals. Students
receiving higﬁ scores on this factor regard reading as useful
in school-related activities and later vocational success. 1In
addition, these students jﬁ&éé.fééaiﬁé as useful because their .
parents consider it important. "

Factor 3 describes an escapist réasén for reading. Students
who rated highly on this factor most likely read when there is
nothing to do, to pass the time, or to distract themselves from
personal Worries and concerns: '

Together, Eﬁé factors accounted for 56.3% of the item
Gafiéﬁéé; These same three factors émerged in séparéﬁé analyses
for each of the third, fifth, and eighth grade levels. The
'cbéfi::'i'cﬂiénfé (alpha) of internal consistency (loadings .4+)
were ;%é; .77, and .69 for the enjoyment, utilitarian, and

and escapist scores) were computed for each student. statistical
analyses (2x2x3 factorial design) were carried out. The results
for the main effects are preSenteé in Figure 1. éﬁ separate
analy51s in whlch the numbers in the three.largest cells in Table

1 were reduced to approximately 30 produced vitually the same result )
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Insert Figure 1 about here

Several interesting patterns emerged in the analysis:
Significant differences were recordéd;fbr gender on two factor
scores. Girls scored higher than boys ;n Yeading for énjoymeént,
whereas boys appeared to read more than girls for utilitarian
purposes. No significant differences were found for gender on
the escapist factor.

Distinct grade differences in the functions of reading were
also recorded. Fifth graders read for enjoyment to a greater
extent than third or eighth graders. Third graders clearly
regarded reading as a utilitarian activity to a much §féé£éf
extent than students-in the other two grades. Third graders
also preferred to read materials of an escapist or diveérsionary
nature than pupils at the other éféaé levels.

Comparisons between the Irish and the U.S. samples indicated
several différences betweén the two cultures. Students in Ireland
tended to read more for enjoyment than students in the U.S. A&
closer examination of the data indicated that this pattern was
apparent &t cach grade level but was most pronounced at the

eighth grade. Similarly, Irish students scored significantily
higher overall on the utilitarian factor; these differences

were due largely to the low scorass of the eighth

9
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grade U.S. students. The trend was revéerséd,; however, in the
case of the escapist function. Overall differences werc recorded

inéidating that the U.S. students read more for ééCépiét purposes
than the Irish youngsters, particutarly at the eighth grade level.

L

The major focus of this exploratory research was an analysis
of the functions of reading. our purpose was to determine if

cectain functions were common among students at different age/

grade levels and if the functions were similar in Ireland and *
the United States.

At the outset it should be stressed that éﬁe results of
this study should be interpreted cautiously since the samples
used were small and the students were not randomly selected.in
either Ireland or the U.S. Despite these limitatiocns, the
patteriis of relationships between the variables in the Functions

of Reading Scale were consistent across cultures and grade levels.
The findings are interesting enough to warrant further reséarch.

The analysis identified three distinct reasons for reading:
enjoyment, utility, and escape. Reading for enjoyment, exemp-
intrinsic pleasures of reading for its own sake. Reading for
utility, reflected by statements such as "It will help me with
later school subjects", relates to the usefulness of reading for
school ‘and vocational success. ﬁeaéing for escape, represented

i

10



Functions of Reading

e 77”7'” o S o o i o B ;9:
by statements such as "I read because thére's nothing else to

do", refers to reading for purposes of diversion. These functions
operated in both the Irish and U;S; samples, as well as at each
grade lavel.

Recent studies by Lewis and Teale have reported similar
dimensions with pupils in Australia. ‘ Secondary students attitudes
toward reading were found to be multidimensional in nature, re=
flecting constructs of enjoyment, utiltity, and individual develop-
ment (1§86). Replicating the study with fourth and sixth grade
youngsters, the investigators found Eﬁat pupils’ consistently
discriminated between valuing the usefulness of réaéing and
enjoying it (1982). Gorman et:. al., as well, in a study of eleven
year old British pupils, reported similar Functions of neading:
pleasure, self-improvement, and activity to £ill the time (1981).

What was of particular intérest in our study was how these
functiéns_variea according to gender, grade level, and nationality.
We found that compared to boys, girls were more likely to read for
enjoyment, wherégs boys were more likely than giris to read for
utilitarian purposes. Evidence from a recent review supports these
findings; girls claim to like reading more than boys and boys ténd
to be more interested in informational materizl (Greaney, 19535.

An analysis of the functions of reading by grade level indi-
cated that the fifth graders in the sample scored highest on
the enjoyment factor. This ér.'aée level roughly corresponds to
the: age whiéaﬂiérman and Lima térm the 'réédiné craze' (1925).

1
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Whitehead et. al:; as well, found that nearly half of the 3000
ten year olds sampled in their study read over three books per
month (1977). Greaney, in a recent study, reported that the |
pupils who regarded reading primarily for enjoyment tended to
purposes (1982).

Third graders scored considerably higher than both the
fifth and eighth graders on the utilitarian factor. To some

3

extent, these differences might reflect a willingness on the part
of young children to respond to adult expectations. In addition,
the items might have been somewhat biased against..older age
groups (i.e. I read because my parent think it's important).
The fééﬁiEé are still rather striking, however, in view of the
iﬁéféé;iﬁé demands for reading at the upper grade levels. This
pattern might indicate a relatively rarrow view of reading as a
skill to be mastered; one that disregards the conccpt of reading
as a continuum of skills which are increasingly refined and
adapted for different purposes and types of materials. It
might also reflect the lack of emphasis on reading in the
content aréa.

Third graders read for escapist purposes more ﬁhan_ﬁhé
other students in the sample. This result however, was attri-

butable to the large differences among the Irish third, f£fifth,
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and eighth graé'e' youngsters. These differences might be 3 function
of the amount of time available for reading. Eighth graders
might have relatively littie opportunity to read due to the
indféééiﬁé demands of school,; €he pfessurés‘of national exam-
inations, as well as the onseé of more organized activities.
Students in Treland tegaéa-fo read for enjoyment and
utility more than their U.s. cQUnEérpéfﬁé; This trend was
reversed, however, in the case of ‘the éé'cap’iéE function. Here,
the U.S, students read more for purposes of 'getting their minds
off things' and “making the time go by" than Irish éfﬁaéhté;
particularly at the eighth grééé ieVéi; Factors Such as the
availability of reading materials and other leisure activities,
the need for organized entertainment and home and school pressures,
might help to explain these cultural differences in the functions
of readinc. These issues, however, are clearly beyond the scope
of the present study.
In conclusion, .the uses and gratifications approach has
been a useful strategy for analyZing the dynamic relationship
between children's needs and reading. It assumes that the child
actively pursues certain materials on the basic of predetermined
needs. Further research is required to test the validity of
this assumption. ZIn addition,; it is important to note that
while a child is selective, it is =a selectivity which operates
within a framework of énvirémﬁeﬁEéi_ éonditi§ns. Restrictive
K

13
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factors, inciuéing the éVéSléBiiiE? of books, time and space
two cultural perspectives. An analysis of these trends cross-—
culturally can provide educators with a-greater understanding
of the universality of certain reading behaviors as well as
important differenceés between cultures. This cooperative effort
might encourage a further exchange of theoretical and practical
information leading to a broadér conceptualization of the overall

reading process.

14
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Table 1

Sample Statistics ,

Grade-Level Ireland United States

Boy cirl Boy Girl Total

Ccrade 3 35 30 ° 37 23 125
Grade 5 63 70 : L 27 33 193
Grade 8 56 25 ' 31 29 141

Total 154 125 o5 85 459

[y
=1
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Table 2

| The Functions of Reading
~ Total Sample for all Grade Levels
Principal Factor Solutions with Varimax Rotation

P

- Eactof Toadings*

Statements (Abbreviated) I II IIT

~d
o

Get enjoyment from reading . .05 .03

-.04 .08

L]
~J| ,
(§, .

It is eXciting

~Ji
el

Tt is interesting . 110 .02

.15

|

.

ok
{n
o
(00

Books tell good stories

.18

4

n
o
o
0

Makes me have an adverture

r .00

- s

puts thoughts in mind

frN

[§3]

l»

[ss]
LY

Makes me understand more .41 .55  =-.03
Will help with later school subjects .09 .79 .10
ﬁéiés at;schooi .09 . 174 .08
Helps get a job - .00 .69 .21
parents think it's impoftant -.09 .66 .23
Nothing to do - -.12 .03 .68
Gets mind off things .34 © .12 .68
Makes time go by ; .06 ‘17 <65

Helps me forget my worries ' .24 .15 .61

Stops me from being bored 7 :17 .08 .59

Per cent of variance 19.0 - 17.2 14.1

Percent of total variance . 50.3




_ Figuré1 .
Reasons for Reading

NATIONALITY
Il USA

18

56
ENJOYMENT

594

135+

R 100 o

15

50 -~
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+ Not significant. All other mean differences are significant.
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