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SUMMARY

Students reading attitudes, as well as their reading habits are connected with various 
forms of achievement, especially academic. In a world of accelerated technology 
development, young people’s reading attitudes and habits also manifest changes. This 
research set out to explore possible gender differences in academic and recreational 
reading attitudes, as well as in reading habits among secondary school students. 
One hundred students from technical secondary school and the secondary school 
of economics took part. The results show that their reading attitudes are mostly 
positive, regardless of their gender. Neither their reading habits nor their attitudes 
towards e-books usage manifest gender differences. About one third of the students 
state that they read almost all required reading books, but most of them do not read 
books recreationally. Although all of them are aware of the existence of e-books, 
they mostly prefer printed books. Students’ answers are further discussed from the 
perspective of communication technology development and usage.

Key words: reading habits, recreational reading, academic reading, gender differences, 
reading attitudes 
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INTRODUCTION

Reading literacy as the ability to use written information is especially 
relevant in the educational context, as most information is mediated in 
writing (Kolić-Vehovec, Pečjak, & Rončević Zubković, 2009). The research 
on student reading literacy in Croatia has become more prominent since 
Croatia enrolled the international literacy assessment PISA. The latest 
survey that published its results took place in 2015. It covered more than 
half a million 15-year-old students from 72 countries. Croatian students 
scored below average results among students from the OECD countries 
and were ranked 31st. Only 5.9% of students achieved the highest level of 
reading literacy, while 19.9% were ranked the lowest (National Centre for 
External Evaluation of Education, 2016). Numerous studies have found 
various variables to be associated with reading literacy. Some of them are 
reading attitudes, reading habits and gender. 

Reading attitudes are positive or negative reading inclinations. They 
can be defined as “acquired predispositions to respond in a consistently 
favourable or unfavourable manner with respect to aspects of reading” 
(McKenna, Conradi, Lawrence, Jang, & Meyer, 2012, p. 285). There 
are plenty of reasons to explore reading attitudes, as they seem to affect 
student reading achievement, their engagement in class reading activities, 
their reading pleasure, the regularity of their independent reading, and 
diversity and scope of chosen reading topics (Logan & Johnston, 2009). 
Although the focus of reading research has historically mainly been placed 
on the cognitive processes at its core, there is still variance that remains 
unexplained. A further exploration of affective and motivational processes 
contributed largely to a better understanding of reading development and 
achievement (McKenna et al., 2012). Studies of reading attitudes also expand 
the knowledge of student reading identities. Namely, the data prove that 
adolescents develop more positive reading identities when their teachers 
and peers praise their recreational reading and when it can be related to 
purposeful school activities (Birr Moje et al., 2008). Therefore, creating such 
associations can enable more inclusive and motivational teaching practices 
for literacy enhancement (Pitcher et al., 2007).

The results predominantly show that reading attitudes among students 
are generally positive, but they decline over the years of schooling for both 
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academic and recreational reading (e.g. Sainsbury & Schagen, 2004; Birr 
Moje et al., 2008; McKenna et al., 2012; Kolić-Vehovec, Rončević Zubković, 
& Pahljina-Reinić, 2014). Gender differences are consistently found to be 
related to reading attitudes. Typically, girls have more positive attitudes 
towards reading than boys (Sainsbury & Schagen, 2004; Pitcher et al., 2007; 
Logan & Johnston, 2009; McKenna et al., 2012; Kolić-Vehovec et al., 2014; 
McGeown, Duncan, Griffiths, & Stothard, 2015). As regards reading habits, 
numerous studies repeatedly confirm the superiority of girls who read more 
frequently in childhood and adolescence (Logan & Johnston, 2009; Tadić, 
2013; Zasacka, 2014). 

Going back to PISA results, gender differences were also evident. 
Girls outperform boys in reading comprehension in average results, as well 
as in extremes: 25% of boys and 15.1% of girls were ranked at the lowest 
level, while 7% of girls and 4.7% of boys achieved the top levels in the 2015 
testing (National Centre for External Evaluation of Education, 2016). In 
a meta-analysis that addressed gender differences in reading, the results 
revealed that female secondary students performed 0.19 standard deviation 
units above their male peers (Lietz, 2006). Analysing the results of various 
studies, McGeown and her colleagues (2015) have concluded that attitudes, 
motivation or interest in reading were more strongly associated with the 
level of reading skills for boys compared to girls. There are suggestions that 
such gender differences reflect certain biological processes that differently 
affect male and female children (Habib, 2000; St. Sauver et al., 2001). This, 
however, cannot be taken as a dominant contributor in language processing 
and reading (Chiu & McBride-Chang, 2006; Wallentin, 2009). It is far more 
likely that social factors dominate in shaping gender differences (Alloway, 
Freebody, Gilbert, & Muspratt, 2002; Chiu & McBride-Chang, 2006). 
McKenna (1994, according to Kolić-Vehovec et al., 2014) argues that 
expectations of significant others have a crucial role in the development of 
reading attitudes.

Bearing in mind that gender differences in reading attitudes and 
reading habits have been vastly documented predominantly in primary 
schools and in times of printed literature, the goal of this research was to 
explore the situation in secondary schools, especially in times of a rapidly 
growing usage of communication technology. 
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OBJECTIVES

1. To explore possible gender differences in academic and recreational 
reading attitudes among secondary school students and

2. To examine possible gender differences in reading habits among 
secondary school students.

METHODS

Participants

The survey comprised 100 students: 57 attending the 2nd and 43 attending 
the 3rd grade of the following secondary schools: 

 • Technical school: mechatronics programme (25 students), 
electrical engineering programme (22 students) and 
architecture programme (22 students).

 • School of economics: economics programme (14 students) 
and business administration programme (17 students).

The age span was 16 to 18 years. Both genders were equally represented, 
53 male and 46 female students. Their final grades of the previous school 
year were mostly very good (n = 63), excellent (n = 19) and good (n = 17), 
and only one final grade was sufficient. No differences were found between 
female (M = 4.04, SD = 0.60) and male students (M = 3.98, SD = 0.67) in 
their average grades (t = 0.49, df = 97, p > 0.05).

Instruments

A questionnaire was created for this research. Its first part comprised basic 
data about the participants’ gender and grades. The second part entailed 
questions related to research objectives. Student attitudes towards academic 
and recreational reading were explored with eight Lickert type statements 
(see Table 1). The answers ranged from 1 (completely disagree) to 5 
(completely agree). 

Student reading habits comprised five questions. The first question 
concerned the number of books assigned for the school subject Croatian 
language and literature the students read. Namely, this subject in secondary 
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schools comprises a list of assigned books, approximately one per month. 
Students are expected to read all the books, keep a reading journal and 
discuss them in class. They receive grades for that. Four answers were offered 
to the question related to the number of books read. They increased from 
I don’t read at all to I read almost all. The second question referred to the 
number of books students read of their choice, unrelated to school. Again, 
four answers were offered, starting from None and increasing to One per 
week. The third question explored student knowledge about e-books with 
a yes-no type of question. The fourth question addressed their experience 
with reading books on the Internet, again with a yes-no type of question. 
The last question sought to reveal their preferences for printed or e-books.

Procedure

This research was a part of a larger study related to student reading habits 
and technology usage. Questionnaires were performed in March 2017 
with the whole classes during their Croatian language lessons. Students 
were informed about the purpose of the research and could give up at any 
time. They filled out the questionnaires anonymously after giving their oral 
consent.

RESULTS

Attitudes towards required and recreational reading
To answer the first research objective, mean values (M) and standard 

deviations (SD) were calculated for individual statements, while t-test was 
used for checking if female and male students differ in their attitudes. The 
results are shown in Table 1.
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Table 1: Attitudes towards required and recreational reading

Statements

Male 
students

Female 
students t p 

M SD M SD

I see required reading as an opportunity to 
learn something new. 3.09 1.01 3.11 1.02 0.07 >0.05

I see recreational reading as an opportunity to 
learn something new. 3.15 1.20 3.33 1.16 0.72 >0.05

I see required reading as something that will 
improve my grades. 2.17 0.89 2.15 0.94 0.10 >0.05

I see recreational reading as something that will 
improve my grades. 1.94 0.85 2.04 0.93 0.57 >0.05

I find required reading rewarding. 4.12 0.88 4.15 0.97 0.20 >0.05

I find recreational reading rewarding. 3.15 1.22 3.20 1.22 0.19 >0.05

I find required reading entertaining. 3.90 1.21 4.15 1.03 1.09 >0.05

I find recreational reading entertaining. 3.87 1.17 4.09 1.07 0.97 >0.05

Male and female students did not show different opinions about 
required and recreational reading. 

Reading habits

To answer the second objective, student reading habits were tackled with 
five questions. Table 2 presents students’ answers to the question about 
reading the assigned books for the school subject Croatian language and 
literature.

Table 2: Amount of assigned books read

I do not read 
at all.

I read only book 
summaries.

I read 
approximately 
half of the list.

I read almost all.

Female students 1 16 10 17

Male students 4 16 15 17

χ2 = 2.15, df = 3, p > 0.05
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No significant difference was found between female and male 
students related to the amount of read school assigned literature.

In Table 3, students reveal how many books of their choice, unrelated 
to school, they read.

Table 3: Number of books read unrelated to school

None Up to 10 per year 1 to 2 per month 1 per week

Female students 21 14 10 1

Male students 36 12 4 1

χ2 = 6.21, df = 3, p > 0.05

No differences were found between male and female students related 
to the number of books they read unrelated to school.

Table 4 presents how many students are informed about e-books, 
how many of them have read books on the Internet, and to what extent they 
prefer printed to e-books.

Table 4: Knowledge about e-books, reading on the Internet and preferences for 
printed or e-books

Students Know about e-books Read books on Internet Prefer books that are

Yes No Yes No Printed Electronic

Female 44 2 25 20 40 5

Male 48 5 29 24 37 12

χ2 = 0.97, df = 1, p > 0.05 χ2 = 0.01, df = 1, p > 0.05 χ2 = 2.83, df = 1, p > 0.05

No significant differences were found between male and female 
students in their knowledge about e-books, their reading on the Internet, 
and their preferences for printed or e-books.
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DISCUSSION

Attitudes towards required and recreational reading

Secondary school students involved in this research did not differ in their 
attitudes towards required and recreational reading (Table 1). Bearing in 
mind that the maximum possible score was 5, students’ answers reveal 
that both girls and boys have averagely positive attitudes towards required 
and recreational reading (average scores are higher than 3). They find both 
required and recreational reading highly rewarding, fairly entertaining and 
useful for learning. However, both female and male students are reluctant 
to believe that required or recreational reading might improve their school 
grades (average scores below 2.50). 

In research with qualitative analyses, the educational component of 
required reading is strongly emphasised among students (Novaković & 
Medić, 2011; Stanić & Jelača, 2017), while its entertainment aspect seems to 
remain unnoticed (Stanić & Jelača, 2017). 

Students’ lack of belief that literature contributes to grades – a sign of 
academic achievement – can presumably be attributed to their experience 
that grades are related to the reproductive rather than explorative type of 
required knowledge. Previous studies proved that adolescents developed 
more positive reading identities when their teachers and peers acknowledged 
their recreational reading and when it was related to meaningful school 
activities (Birr Moje et al., 2008). Noting that the students involved in 
this research come from vocational schools, it is very likely that they are 
provided with the content during lessons, usually delivered by the teacher, 
required to be learned and assessed with grades. On the other hand, 
probably in grammar schools, where more general knowledge is taught 
in preparation for university enrolment, a more exploratory-oriented 
approach is implemented, encouraging students to read optional literature. 

Most findings in scientific literature indicate that female students 
express more positive reading attitudes. However, most of these results are 
regulary obtained among primary school students. Some recent research 
involved secondary school students and found a decrease or even lack 
of gender differences related to some aspects of their reading motivation 
(Sturtevant & Kim, 2009; Wolters, Denton, York, & Francis, 2014). The lack 
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of gender differences in this research could be attributed to similarities of 
student interests for both genders. Namely, since the sample consists of 
vocational school students, their choice of profession probably reflects their 
attitudes and career preferences, which may, as a moderating variable, be 
associated with their reading attitudes. 

Reading habits 

When student reading habits were explored, their answers again showed 
no gender differences. About one third of both boys and girls admitted that 
they read only book summaries, another third said they read approximately 
half of the required books, and one third answered that they read almost 
all the required books (Table 2). Similar results were obtained in a study of 
required reading conducted among grammar school students (Novaković 
& Medić, 2011). The results similarly reveal that one third of students uses 
book summary websites. However, as much as 50% of students reported 
reading the required literature. Such higher number can be attributed 
to the type of school. Namely, students of grammar school, a university-
preparatory school, are encouraged to read more than vocational school 
students. The authors state that such high result is contrary to the common 
stereotype of young people not reading primary sources any more. 

When it comes to recreational reading (Table 3), most secondary 
school students in this sample, regardless of their gender (45% of female 
and 68% of male students), reported not reading books unrelated to school. 
Those who do (30% of female and 23% of male students), mostly read up 
to ten books a year. Comparable results were obtained in a research done 
by Kovačević (2011). They showed that about 10% of vocational school 
students reported regular recreational reading alongside required reading, 
40% of them stated they sometimes read recreationally beside required 
literature, while 45% admitted reading only required literature. Stanić and 
Jelača (2017) obtained a somewhat different picture among grammar school 
students. One third replied that they did not read books apart from the 
required books, one third admitted reading one book a year and one third 
reported reading at least one book a month. The findings of a Hungarian 
research support these results. Young people aged 15-24 recreationally 
read 5.3 books per year, while 21.7% did not read any book in the year 
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2013. The most frequent answer was that they read two books that year 
(Törőcsik, Szűcs & Kehl, 2014). There is evidence that younger generations 
read less than previous generations. For example, in the 1980s, most young 
people read one to two books a month (Sabolović-Krajina, 1989 in Stanić 
& Jelača, 2017). The declining book reading trend is attributable to the 
advancement and accessibility of communication technology and wireless 
coverage. Namely, developed models and accessibility of smartphones, the 
social media content and the games they offer successfully attract, as well as 
maintain young people’s attention. They also require less cognitive activity, 
so that the content prevails over the more demanding book reading. 

Once again, regardless of gender, almost all students are aware of the 
existence of electronic books (Table 4). Slightly more than one-half say that 
they read books on the Internet, but the majority state they prefer printed 
to e-books (Table 4), which was confirmed in Tadić’s study (2013) revealing 
that only 4% of students read literature texts on the Internet. Stanić and 
Jelača (2017) also noticed a preference for printed editions and an increase 
in screen reading acceptance.

Although today’s students search for most information on the 
Internet, they have not entirely switched to reading e-books. Student 
preference for printed books may stem from the fact that not all required 
books are available in e-form, and most students stated that they read those 
books. Most schools have libraries that contain academic reading, hence 
their printed availability may account for the said student preference. This is 
in line with the results Tadić (2013) obtained. In her research, a surprisingly 
high percentage of secondary students, as much as 86%, reported reading 
the assigned books in printed format. The author concludes that “students 
separate technology from the content” (Tadić, 2013: 130). It seems that 
although the majority of people prefer digital documents for searching and 
browsing, when they focus on more in-depth reading, they prefer a printed 
text (Mozuraite, 2015).

Recent research suggests that despite high preference for reading 
printed texts, attitudes seem to be shifting as e-reading technology keeps 
developing and becoming more common (Jabr, 2013). However, seeing that 
reading printed and e-books provides different experiences, there is hardly 
any doubt as to the disappearance of paper even in the digital era (Shimray, 
Keerti, & Ramaiah, 2015).
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CONCLUSION 

The results of this research showed no gender differences among secondary 
school students in their attitudes towards academic and recreational reading, 
their reading habits, as well as their attitudes and habits related to e-books. 
The lack of gender differences can be attributed to the similarity of student 
interests, such as their choice of a particular profession and their vocational 
school enrolment. Therefore, their interests may make them more similar 
in terms of their reading attitudes and habits. 

There are some limitations to the research. The sample is rather small, 
and it includes vocational school students. Besides that, seeing that student 
reading attitudes were explored using relatively general questions, a more 
elaborate measurement might lead to a better insight into their attitudes. 

In the light of technology development and the shift in foci of 
young people’s attention, it is necessary to monitor their reading attitudes 
and habits, so that the required reading curriculum can respond to their 
changing reading identities and styles.
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