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first grade
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ABSTRACT
This study examined changes in reading motivation and reading
achievement among Hebrew-speaking first graders following an
intervention program designed to increase intrinsic reading
motivation. The program was delivered by the class teacher and
focused on choosing relevant reading materials, providing choices
for reading and encouraging social collaboration. Twenty-nine
children in the intervention group (IG) were compared with 29
children in the control group (CG) who followed the official read-
ing instruction program. During the year, the IG improved their
reading motivation, while the CG declined in self-concept as a
reader. Reading achievement improved more in the IG than in
the CG. These findings suggest that a reading motivation pro-
gram should be embedded in the regular reading acquisition cur-
riculum to enhance children’s reading motivation and improve
their reading skills. Special attention should be paid to prevent a
decline in young children’s motivation as it may predict their
future involvement in reading.
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Introduction

Children’s intrinsic reading motivation is reflected in their belief in their competence
as readers (Eccles, O’Neill, & Wigfield, 2005; Mata, Monteiro & Peixoto, 2009), as well as
their enjoyment of reading activities (Mata et al., 2009) and their persistence and will-
ingness to participate in such activities. Since reading very often involves reader
choice, intrinsic motivation is vital to reading engagement. Even readers with strong
and solid cognitive skills may not spend much time reading if they are not motivated
to read (Wigfield, Guthrie, Tonks & Perencevich, 2004). Children’s motivation is influ-
enced strongly by the kinds of reading experiences they have in school (Wigfield,
Eccles, & Rodriguez, 1998). Therefore, it is essential to cultivate enjoyable reading
activities at an early age in a pleasant environment (Wigfield & Guthrie, 2000) and
examine their effectiveness not only to prevent decline in reading motivation (Leeper,
Corpus, & Lyengar, 2005; Mata, 2011; Pajares, Valiante, & Cheong, 2007; Wigfield, 1997)
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but also to prevent decline in reading achievement which is linked to it (Guthrie,
Wigfield, & You, 2012).

Nevertheless, intervention studies focused on increasing reading motivation as
opposed to a control condition are sparse. Experimental research of this type con-
ducted mainly among upper elementary school students and higher, found that some
instructional elements positively affected reading motivation and reading achievement,
such as choosing texts that are relevant to students’ knowledge, giving students
choices in reading materials and encouraging them to collaborate with each other
(Guthrie, McRae & Klauda, 2007). In this study, we examined the changes in reading
motivation and reading achievement in first graders following an intervention pro-
gram designed to increase intrinsic reading motivation. The program was based on
three motivational practices: (a) relevance of reading materials, (b) providing choices
for reading and (c) encouraging social collaboration over the read and learned texts.

Reading motivation in the classroom context in elementary school

The classroom context can be shaped to support reading motivation (Cleary, 2009;
Fullerton & Forbes, 2014; Grabe & Stoller, 2013; Wigfield et al., 2004). Turner and Paris
(1995) found that performance on classroom literacy tasks was a good predictor of
first-grade children’s reading motivation. When given the possibility to choose
between several reading assignments and take part in their preparation, children were
much more motivated to read than when reading activities were ’laid down’ with little
room for them to express their preferences. The researchers concluded that activities
that give children more autonomy in selecting their reading assignments promote
motivation, give them control over their learning, foster social collaboration, and
establish strategies for how to deal with text and improve their reading skills (Grabe &
Stoller, 2013; Guthrie et al., 2012; Morgan, Fuchs, Compton, Cordray, & Fuchs, 2008;
Stanovich, 1986). Other researchers emphasized the importance of authentic tasks and
dissection of books, which they reported improved students’ reading motivation from
the beginning to the end of the school year in elementary school (Gambrell, Hughes,
Calvert, Malloy & Igo, 2011).

Therefore, it is not surprising that highly motivated students who grasp reading as
an enjoyable activity begin and preserve their initial engagement in reading and
become better readers (Gambrell, 2011; Marinak, Malloy, Gambrell, & Mazzoni, 2015).
Since reading motivation and reading achievement have a bidirectional relationship
and can predict each other (Gottfried, 1990; Morgan & Fuchs, 2007), an intervention
program that takes into consideration these aspects of reading motivation should
enhance both reading motivation and reading achievement (Bates, D’Agostino,
Gambrell, & Xu, 2016; Fullerton & Forbes, 2014; Grabe & Stoller, 2013).

Intervention studies in reading motivation

Most previous studies that examined motivational aspects in reading were correl-
ational studies and relatively little has been done to examine the effectiveness of
intervention programs in improving reading motivation and reading achievement
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(Guthrie et al., 2007). In their seminal study, Guthrie & Alao (1997) studied the princi-
ples of Concept-Oriented Reading Instruction (CORI), a program that focuses on read-
ing strategies that support students’ reading motivation. Interviews with teachers
revealed certain activities that contributed to students’ reading motivation: choosing
interesting texts and reading activities, emphasizing social collaboration, encouraging
students’ self-expression, and giving coherent instructions. Students exposed to these
principles in the classroom displayed more use of the strategies they were taught and
better comprehension of texts compared to students who learned in the traditional
reading program (Guthrie, VanMeter, Hancock, & Alao 1998). In another study that
applied an intervention program with third and fifth graders, students effectively pro-
moted their curiosity and their use of strategies compared to students who received
the traditional instruction (Guthrie, Wigfield, & Von Secker, 2000). By integrating motiv-
ational support, we actually make it possible for children to control their learning,
become active learners (Bogner, Raphael, & Pressley, 2002) and enhance their reading
achievement (Souvignier & Mokhlesgerami, 2006).

A program to motivate students to read and to take part in reading activities grew out
of these findings and studies by Guthrie et al. (Guthrie et al., 2007; Guthrie & Humenick,
2004). These investigators recommended teachers structure reading motivational activities
with the following five components: (a) ensure that the selected texts have relevance to
what the children have already learned and experienced; (b) enable students to choose
their own texts – student choice – which will give them a sense of control and foster feel-
ings of autonomy in reading (Guthrie et al., 2007); (c) work collaborative structures into
reading activities, such as group reading and joint discussions (Applebee, Langer,
Nystrand, & Gamoran, 2003; Guthrie et al., 2007), which were found to motivate students
to participate in classroom reading activities and to improve performance on reading com-
prehension tasks (Sweet, Guthrie, & Ng, 1998); (d) provide a supportive environment that
helps students perform reading activities proficiently and achieve success in reading tasks;
the teacher is required to choose texts and books appropriate to the students level of
reading and reading assignments that will broaden their knowledge; and (e) present read-
ing activities’ content in arranged and related forms (Guthrie et al., 2007) – thematic units
– to achieve mastery goals.

In their meta-analysis, Guthrie et al. (2007) examined results from 11 different
implementations of the CORI program in different schools. In those studies, teachers
learned how to integrate the five elements of the program by using motivational sup-
portive teaching and goal planning. Analysis revealed that CORI group students (inter-
vention group) showed higher intrinsic reading motivation, read notably more for
pleasure, and their teacher rated them higher on reading engagement as opposed to
students in the control group. Similar results were obtained from an intervention
study that examined adolescent readers after four months of reading instruction pro-
gram (Melekoglu & Wilkerson, 2013).

The CORI intervention revealed an increase in students’ intrinsic motivation and
improvement in reading comprehension (Guthrie et al., 2007), not only in English
speaking children but also in Chinese second-grade students (Law, 2011).

Studies raise the importance of investigating how reading motivation in the class-
room context is associated with children’s engagement with academic tasks. A more
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contextualized perspective on motivation is needed to enhance our understanding of
motivation in the classroom (Perry, Turner & Meyer, 2006) and point the way to enjoy-
able classroom activities that can improve reading motivation and achievement
(Wigfield & Guthrie, 2000).

The present study

Despite its importance, relatively little has been done to examine the motivation of
first graders in the classroom context and determine how an intervention program
designed to foster reading motivation can improve children’s reading achievement.
Most studies have been conducted in upper elementary school grades (Marinak et al.,
2015; Mata, 2011) and among English readers. Nevertheless, the limited research con-
ducted among younger children suggested that reading motivation develops as early
as kindergarten—before children learn to read (Mata, 2011; Saracho & Dayton, 1991;
Sperling & Head, 2002; Vaknin-Nusbaum & Nevo, 2017). Mata (2011) explored reading
and writing motivations of 451 children with an average age of 5 years, attending 32
kindergartens. The researcher found high motivation for both reading and writing
among those kindergarteners. Vaknin-Nusbaum & Nevo (2017) found relatively high
degrees of reading motivation not only among kindergarteners but also among pre-
schoolers. Reading motivation was higher in preschoolers than in kindergarteners.
Saracho and Dayton (1991), on the other hand, showed an increase in reading motiv-
ation between the ages of three and five. Therefore, reading motivation is not only
developing at a young age but is also subject to change and can contribute to child-
ren’s willingness to participate in reading activities and practice reading (Marinak
et al., 2015). Learning about the role of reading motivation during the instruction of
reading may widen our understanding of the topic and have educational implications
for curriculum designers. Following this line of thought, the present study investigated
the changes in intrinsic reading motivation among first graders and their relationship
with reading achievement in Hebrew, following an intervention program. Three motiv-
ational sub-factors were examined: the degree to which students perceive themselves
to be proficient readers (self-concept as a reader), or value reading activities (value of
reading) and children’s willingness to vocally read in front of peers and adults (literacy
outloud). The program was designed to increase intrinsic reading motivation by focus-
ing on three motivational practices for first graders: (a) relevance of reading materials,
(b) providing choices for reading and (c) encouraging social collaboration over the
read and learned texts.

First graders in Israel learn to read in a shallow orthography sz(pointed Hebrew).
A word’s pronunciation is represented straightforwardly through a grapheme-to-phon-
eme conversion. The consonantal information is conveyed using letter graphemes and
the vowel information is usually shown by diacritical marks below or above the con-
sonantal letter string (Shimron, 2006). Students begin to receive formal reading
instruction in first grade and by the end of the year, they are expected to fully master
alphabetical knowledge and to decode common and unfamiliar words accurately and
fluently, as well as to comprehend short texts. Since previous research in Hebrew
(Vaknin-Nusbaum, Nevo, Brande, & Gambrell, 2018) showed that low-achieving readers
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in second grade showed a decline in intrinsic reading motivation over the school year,
it is important to maintain and increase the motivation from the beginning of primary
school—first grade. The main question was whether an intervention program aimed at
improving reading motivation among first graders with different levels of literacy skills
delivered by the classroom teacher could improve children’s reading motivation and
their reading achievement. An additional classroom of children in the same school
served as a control group (CG) and went through the year with the traditional official
curriculum in Hebrew for reading instruction. Both the IG teacher and the CG teacher
were working toward the same instructional goals, but the means used to reach the
goals were different (see procedure).

We came out with two main hypotheses: (a) Based on the results of Bates et al.
(2016) indicating the effectiveness of a reading and motivation intervention program
among first graders, we hypothesize that improving reading motivation by means of
an intervention program in class will most likely affect a positive change in both read-
ing motivation and reading achievement. This change, if it occurs, is expected to be
smaller in the CG. (b) After the intervention program, each of the three sub-factors of
motivation (self-concept as a reader, value of reading, and literacy outloud) will be
higher in the IG than in the CG. Although young children usually exhibit high reading
motivation (Mata, 2011), their experience with reading can lead to a positive or nega-
tive change in their motivation. Following their participation in the intervention pro-
gram, children will perceive themselves as better readers, display more willingness to
participate in reading aloud activities, and value reading to a greater extent compared
to children in the CG.

Method

Participants

Following parental approval, 58 native Hebrew-speaking children, 29 in the IG
(13 boys and 16 girls) and 29 in the CG (10 boys and 19 girls) with no known lan-
guage or developmental difficulties, were enrolled in the study. Each of the two
groups was an existing class in an elementary school in a town in northern Israel. The
town’s socioeconomic status is defined as middle class by the Israel Central Bureau of
Statistics (2014). In Israel, children attend a public school close to their home and gen-
erally do not have the option to choose a different one. The school is a self-contained,
independent unit, not part of another institution, and the teachers are required to fol-
low the Israel Ministry of Education curriculum. The students were tested at two-time
points: in December 2015 (Time 1), and six months later, after the intervention in June
2016 (Time 2). At Time 1, the mean age of the children was 7 years and 6 months (SD
¼ 0.41), with no group difference (t(56)¼ 0.97, p¼ .338).

Material

The material delivered pre- and post-intervention program consisted of a reading
motivation questionnaire, three language tests and six reading tests, which were dis-
tributed differently at the two-time points. Since children in Israel learn to read only in
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first grade, most reading tests could be delivered only at the end of the year, after
basic reading skills were acquired. Language tests of phonological awareness, morpho-
logical awareness, listening comprehension, and letter naming reading test, all of
which have been demonstrated to be predictors of reading acquisition (Wolf, 2008),
were delivered at the beginning of the year, to make sure that the starting points of
the two groups of children were equal pre-intervention. The reading motivation ques-
tionnaire was presented at both time points.

Pre-intervention material
Reading motivation questionnaire and four language and emergent reading abilities
tests were presented to the children.

Reading motivation. The research assistants used the Me and My Reading Profile
(MMRP) (Marinak et al., 2015) to assess motivation. This 20-item, the multiple choice
questionnaire was designed for students in kindergarten through second grade and
contains three subscales – five items assess the child’s self-concept as a reader, 10
assess appreciation of the value of reading, and five assess literacy outloud. To admin-
ister the questionnaire, a research assistant read each item and its three possible
answers aloud to each child individually. To make it easy for the child to follow the
statements, each item was paired with an icon of a familiar animal. For each state-
ment, the child was asked to choose the response that best described his or her own
attitudes and feelings. The three choices ranged from most positive (3-points) to least
positive (1-point) (Rea & Parker, 2012), and each child received a score based on the
mean of the responses to all 20 (the maximum score was 3). Two practice items were
used to expose the child with the instrument. Back-translation was used to translate
the MMRP from English to Hebrew (Vaknin-Nusbaum, et al., 2018). Cronbach reliability
analyses indicated scale alphas ranging from 0.65 to 0.92. Values for pre and post-
intervention, respectively, were: overall reading motivation: a¼ 0.89, 0.92; self-concept
as a reader: a¼ 0.83, 0.81; value of reading: a¼ 0.81, 0.85; and literacy outloud:
a¼ 0.65, 0.82.

Language and reading tests. Three tests assessed children’s language abilities
(phonological awareness, morphological awareness and listening comprehension), and
one test assessed their reading ability (letter naming). All tests were taken from the
Israeli National Authority for Measurement and Evaluation battery of language and
reading measures (RAMA-the Israeli National Authority for Measurement and
Evaluation, 2015), which was developed and validated with 325 first-grade students
from 60 schools. The battery is comprised of seven separate measures of language
and reading abilities and is delivered at the beginning of the year to all first graders
in Israel to identify children at risk for reading acquisition difficulties.
Phonological awareness. Two subtests assessed the child’s ability to match initial (six
items, Cronbach’s a¼ 0.70) and ending (six items, Cronbach’s a¼ 0.86) sounds and pic-
tures. The child was presented with four pictures and was instructed to identify the
picture that begins or ends with the sound that was pronounced to him. The number
of correct answers was recorded with a maximum score of 12.
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Morphological awareness. Two subtests assessed the child’s morphological ability: der-
ivation of adjective from verbs using the same root morphemes (five items) (e.g. yeled
shemitbayesh ’a child that is shy’ hu yeled bayshan ’is a shy child’), and derivation of
verbs from nouns using the same root morphemes (six items) (e.g. ma osim im mav-
rega? ’what do we do with a screwdriver?’ mavrigim ’we screw’) (Cronbach’s a¼ 0.75).
The number of correct answers was recorded with a maximum score of 11.
Listening comprehension. The child was asked to listen to an audio recording of a
118-word story, ’The Wise Men of Chelm’, while looking at a picture book. After listen-
ing to the story, he was asked to answer five questions. The story was played twice to
each student and the examiner wrote down the child’s answers. Two points were
given for a full answer, one for a partial answer and none for a wrong answer
(Cronbach’s a¼ 0.69), with a maximum score of 10.
Letter naming test. Children were presented individually with 22 Hebrew letters and
were asked to name each one of them. Accuracy was measured. The maximum score
was 22.

Post-intervention material
Reading motivation questionnaire and five tests assessing reading abilities were pre-
sented to the children.

Reading motivation. Reading motivation was assessed by MMRP questionnaire (see
pre-intervention material) (Marinak et al., 2015).

Reading tests. Three tests were taken from RAMA-the Israeli National Authority for
Measurement and Evaluation (2015): grapheme to phoneme conversion, story reading
aloud, and reading comprehension for instructions and questions. Two tests were
taken from Elul, the Hebrew assessment battery of group reading (Shatil, Nevo, &
Breznitz, 2007): orthographic word recognition and reading comprehension. The Elul
battery was designed to be presented at different developmental levels, with age-
appropriate versions from first to ninth grade. It was developed and validated with
495 first grade students (Shatil et al., 2007) and has been used for assessment pur-
poses in many studies on reading achievement in elementary schools (e.g. Nevo & Bar
Kochva, 2015; Nevo & Breznitz, 2013). All tests were presented in pointed Hebrew and
administered to each group as a whole.
Grapheme to phoneme conversion. The test consists of 45 consonant-vowel combina-
tions (e.g. k ’GA’) The child was asked to read the consonant-vowel combinations
aloud, while time and accuracy were measured (Cronbach’s a¼ 0.95).
Story reading aloud. The child was asked to correctly read aloud a 77-word story
called ’The Snail’. The child was told that the story would not be followed by ques-
tions. Reading time and accuracy were measured.
Reading comprehension. Two tests assessed the child’s reading comprehension ability:
(1) accurately understanding sentences or short paragraphs (six items) (e.g., ’write the
letter k under the picture of the house’ and answering questions (four items) after
reading a 73-words text (Cronbach’s a¼ 0.95); and (2) understanding text. In the last
test, the child was instructed to read two texts (’Ofir and the Dog’- 61 words, and
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’Efrat and her Father’- 73 words) in the allotted time and answer 16 true/false ques-
tions about their content. Comprehension scores were the percentage of correct
answers (Cronbach’s a¼ 0.88).
Orthographic word recognition test. The child was shown 80 frequent and familiar
words, of which 25 represented animals and was given a fixed time in which to circle
all the animals. The score was the percentage of identified animal words out of the
total number of words (Cronbach’s a¼ 0.94).

Procedures

Assessments
Two research assistants, who were teachers with M.A. degrees in Education and had
10 years of teaching experience, tested each child individually on the MMRP question-
naire and the RAMA reading tests in two sessions of approximately 20minutes each in
a quiet corner of the school, one to three weeks pre- and post-intervention. The group
reading tests (Elul) were administered to each group (IG and CG) in its homeroom, at
the end of the year only, and took about 15minutes. Each test began with two prac-
tice examples and the child started the test only after it was clear that he/she under-
stood the task.

Correlations between the pre-intervention language and literacy tests scores were
r¼ 0.24, p¼ .072 and r¼ 0.66, p< .001, respectively. An exploratory factor analysis
(EFA) with principal component analysis, varimax rotation, and Eigenvalue greater than
1 revealed one factor, with Eigenvalue ¼ 3.33, explaining 55.59% of the variance.
Thus, a mean total score was composed for the pre-intervention language and liter-
acy ability.

The correlation between the two post-intervention reading comprehension global
tests scores (RAMA and Elul) was r¼ 0.63, p< .001, so they were combined into
one score.

Intervention
A six-month intervention program aimed at improving children’s reading motivation
was delivered to the children by their homeroom teacher for two lessons a day
(90minutes), five days a week (see Appendix 1 for more information). The two first
grade teachers were assigned to either the IG or the CG by a coin toss. Prior to the
intervention, both teachers attended seven sessions (90minutes each) college seminar.
The IG teacher attended a Literacy and Reading Acquisition seminar that covered pre-
dictors of reading acquisition, strategies for teaching reading and the role of reading
motivation in reading acquisition. The CG teacher attended a Teaching Multicultural
Classroom seminar that focused on diverse populations in the classroom, acceptance
of the other, heterogeneity in society, etc. To enhance the IG teacher’s collaboration
and to prepare the intervention, the authors met with that teacher for five 60-minute
sessions. After explaining the program rationale in detail, the authors planned the
intervention activities and games (see examples in Appendix 1) together with the IG
teacher. Two more meetings were held along the intervention program to allow the
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teacher to consult with the author about how the program was progressing and a
summary meeting was scheduled once the program was completed.

All children learned an equal number of reading and writing lessons, using the official
phonetic reading program of the Ministry of Education in Israel. While the IG acquired
reading using a variety of activities designed to enhance reading motivation, the CG
acquired reading skills using booklets, workbooks and worksheets. The CG children were
instructed to practice these basic skills using their workbooks, while the IG children used a
variety of relevant reading materials, games and activities, and were given the opportunity
to choose assignments and reading materials and encouraged to work in collaboration
with fellow classmates.

The intervention program was built by the researchers in collaboration with the IG
teacher based on three practices out of five from the CORI reading motivation program,
which is usually used with older children (third graders and up). Relevance, choice and
collaboration were chosen because they are most be suitable to young children who
are being exposed to formal reading instruction and can be easily implemented in the
formal required curriculum for language arts in first grade. The additional two practices
of CORI—success and thematic units—were not used in the current intervention pro-
gram because they are more suitable for older children who are at a more advanced
stage of reading and, therefore, can accurately evaluate their reading abilities and are
able to structure the content of reading activities presented to them.

The IG was trained using the above three practices of reading motivation with
three different enjoyable activities each:

Relevance. Providing a wide range of written materials to increase the relevance to
the students’ background knowledge and experience and to elevate their interest
(Guthrie et al., 2007; Kim, 2006; Neuman & Celano, 2001). Children were provided with
texts and activities that were linked to their experience and background knowledge
and to subjects learned during the school year as holidays, family and seasons of the
year. (a) Five days a week, the IG teacher spent 10minutes reading aloud a chapter
from a book. (b) During two weekly lessons (90minutes), students visited a learning
center and were engaged with various written materials, board and card games
related to letters and words, and participated in activities like solving riddles, complet-
ing poems and crossword puzzles. (c) During one weekly lesson (45minutes), children
invented games containing words they had already learned.

Choice. Giving free rein to choose reading materials to increase perceived autonomy
by letting students select their own books (Guthrie et al., 2007; Guthrie & McPeake,
2013; Rettig & Hendricks, 2000). (a) Five times a week, children visited a computer cen-
ter and chose a 20-minute reading activity. (b) During one weekly lesson, children
chose a text appropriate to their reading level and completed a related worksheet. (c)
Once a week, children attended a lesson in the school library, where they selected,
read and borrowed books.

Collaboration. Providing experiences that engage students in social interactions about
what they are reading (Applebee, et al., 2003; Gambrell, et al., 2011). (a) Once a week
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for one entire lesson, children shared their knowledge about a specific topic that they
chose based on some reading they had done about that subject at home. (b) Every
two weeks for a lesson, children worked together to prepare a presentation to the
class about a subject of their choice. (c) Each month, children were asked to write a
book according to a series of pictures made available by the teacher and read it to
the other groups. This activity lasted for one lesson. The three activities were done in
small groups (3–5 children).

Data analysis
A quasi-experimental pre-post design consisting of an IG and a CG in first grade was
used. Reading motivation was assessed pre- and post-intervention by the same ques-
tionnaire in both groups, with scores ranging from 1 to 3. Reading ability was assessed
pre- and post-intervention by different tools appropriate for the level of knowledge.
All reading ability scores were transformed to a 0–100 scale (as percents). Pre-interven-
tion group differences in reading ability were assessed by Mann–Whitney U Tests due
to high means and pre-intervention group differences in reading motivation were
assessed by a series of t-tests. Post-intervention group differences in reading ability
were assessed by analyses of covariance (ANCOVA), controlling for a pre-intervention
total score of language and literacy ability. Post-intervention reading motivation was
analyzed by the group while controlling for pre-intervention scores. Bonferroni adjust-
ment for multiple comparisons was used. The relationship between the pre-interven-
tion and post-intervention reading motivation was examined with partial correlations,
controlling for a pre-intervention total score of language and reading ability
and group.

Results

Pre-intervention results

Pre-intervention language and reading ability were found to be moderate to high,
relative to the maximum score of 100, with no group differences (Table 1). Due to the
high means for reading ability, and thus limited variance and skewed distribution,
group differences were analyzed with the non-parametric Mann–Whitney U Test.

Table 1. Means, standard deviations and group differences for pre-intervention language and
emergent reading abilities and reading motivation (N¼ 58)

IG
M (SD)

CG
M (SD)

Difference
(d)

Phonological awareness:
Initial consonant 91.95 (23.83) 88.51 (27.50) Z¼ 0.11 (d¼ 0.02)
Ending consonant 77.01 (30.35) 81.61 (33.73) Z¼ 1.85 (d¼ 0.45)
Morphological awareness 86.83 (12.99) 75.55 (27.50) Z¼ 1.23 (d¼ 0.32)
Listening comprehension 68.28 (30.83) 74.48 (33.34) Z¼ 1.17 (d¼ 0.30)
Letter naming test 94.04 (9.73) 85.58 (19.74) Z¼ 1.35 (d¼ 0.33)

Reading motivation:
Total score 2.29 (0.43) 2.34 (0.48) t(56) ¼ 0.43 (d¼ 0.11)
Self-concept as a reader 2.36 (0.61) 2.48 (0.59) t(56) ¼ 0.79 (d¼ 0.21)
Value of reading 2.37 (0.37) 2.38 (0.55) t(56) ¼ 0.05 (d¼ 0.01)
Literacy outloud 2.07 (0.60) 2.11 (0.58) t(56) ¼ 0.27 (d¼ 0.07)

Note. The range for language and emergent reading abilities is 0–100 and the range for reading motivation is 1–3.
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Scores on reading the letter names, phonological awareness of initial and ending con-
sonant, and morphological awareness were high on average. Listening comprehension
scores were relatively lower on average and reading motivation scores were moderate.
No gender differences were found in pre-intervention reading ability and reading
motivation and all correlations with age were non-significant.

Post-intervention results

Post-intervention group differences were examined with analyses of covariance
(ANCOVA), controlling for the total pre-intervention reading and literacy score regard-
ing the post-intervention reading ability and for the pre-intervention reading motiv-
ation scores, regarding post-intervention reading motivation (Table 2).

The IG performed better than the CG at the end of the intervention on all compo-
nents of reading ability. This included accuracy in grapheme to phoneme conversion,
story reading aloud, orthographic word recognition, and reading comprehension.
Similarly, response time in grapheme to phoneme conversion and story reading aloud
was shorter in the IG than in the CG. Further, significant group differences were found
in reading motivation with IG scores being significantly higher than CG scores.

Significant changes were found in reading motivation (Table 3, Figure 1). All time
by group interactions were significant for the total score and the three subscales. Post
hoc analyses revealed significant increases in reading motivation in the IG, regarding
the total score and the three dimensions, yet significant decreases (in the total score
and self-concept as a reader) or no change (in value of reading, and literacy outloud)
in the CG.

The relationship between the pre-intervention and post-intervention reading motiv-
ation was examined while controlling for pre-intervention language and reading ability
(total score) and group (Table 4). Since there is one predictor of interest, the results
are presented in the form of partial correlations (rather than multiple regressions).

Table 2. Means, standard deviations and F values for post-intervention reading ability and motiv-
ation by group (N¼ 58)

IG
M (SD)

CG
M (SD)

F(1, 54)
(g2)

Grapheme phoneme conversion
Accuracy 92.87 (7.75) 76.70 (20.86) 9.25�� (.146)
Response time 63.38 (15.45) 80.62 (17.97) 8.55�� (.137)

Story reading outloud
Accuracy 95.79 (4.49) 84.01 (16.64) 6.88� (.113)
Response time 159.52 (15.63) 182.66 (26.93) 10.19�� (.159)

Reading comprehension
Accuracy 84.55 (8.77) 60.67 (22.73) 21.33��� (.283)

Orthographic word recognition
Accuracy 92.64 (10.56) 64.48 (22.93) 28.38��� (.345)

Reading motivation:
Total score 2.75 (0.22) 2.13 (0.50) 45.01��� (.450)
Self-concept as a reader 2.76 (0.30) 2.08 (0.62) 31.68��� (.365)
Value of reading 2.82 (0.20) 2.28 (0.52) 33.93��� (.382)
Literacy outloud 2.61 (0.36) 1.90 (0.66) 30.44��� (.356)
� p<.05, ��p< .01, ���p< .001
Note. The range for reading abilities is 0–100 and the range for reading motivation is 1–3.
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Post-intervention reading motivation was moderately related to pre-intervention read-
ing motivation, beyond the pre-intervention language and reading ability total score.

Discussion

The main goal of the study was to examine whether an intervention program aimed
at improving reading motivation among first graders improved their intrinsic reading
motivation and their reading achievement in Hebrew. Children in the IG scored higher
on reading motivation (total score) and reading achievement compared to children in
the CG and improved on all three sub-factors of reading motivation (self-concept as a
reader, value of reading, and literacy outloud) during the school year. In contrast, the
CG children’s self-concept as a reader declined and their value of reading and literacy
outloud remained unchanged along the school year. These results confirmed our
hypotheses and support the claim that a learning environment can motivate children
to participate in reading activities and as a result improve their reading achievement.

In line with our first hypothesis and with Guthrie & Alao’s (1997) findings, the stu-
dents in the IG, who learned in an enjoyable environment that exposed them to rele-
vant reading materials, chose their own reading materials, and collaborated with their

Table 4. Partial correlations between pre- and post-intervention reading motivation, controlling
for pre-intervention language and reading ability (N¼ 58)

Pre-intervention reading motivation r (55)

Post-intervention reading motivation Total score 0.41��
Self-concept as a reader 0.28�
Value of reading 0.38��
Literacy outloud 0.39��

�p< .05, ��p< .01
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Figure 1. Reading motivation by group and time.
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classmates around reading activities exhibited higher reading achievement than chil-
dren in the CG, who studied according to the official traditional and circumscribed
instruction. Our findings add to the existing knowledge on the link between reading
motivation and reading achievement by showing experimentally that implementing
motivation practices with reading instruction throughout first-grade increases not only
the children’s reading motivation but also their reading achievement as has been pre-
viously shown in older students (e.g. Guthrie et al., 2012). Since motivational interven-
tional studies are still sparse among young children (Bates et al., 2016; Mata, 2011) in
a classroom setting (Guthrie & Humenick, 2004) and in languages other than English
(Vaknin-Nusbaum et al., 2018), current results are important to the literature of reading
acquisition.

Current results strengthen previous studies results showing that building a support-
ive classroom environment – such as the CORI program – can positively affect both
reading motivation (Guthrie, 2011) and reading achievement (Guthrie et al., 2007; Law,
2011). Following the CORI rationale, our intervention model focused on three motiv-
ational practices: using relevant reading materials that were linked to children’s experi-
ence and background knowledge, giving children the opportunity to choose reading
materials to increase their perceived autonomy and collaboration with others by
encouraging social reading interactions. These three motivational practices most likely
overlap one other but also contribute to each other. As reported previously, combin-
ing motivational support or using multiple motivational practices leads to better
results in reading achievement as opposed to using only one motivational practice
(Guthrie et al., 2007). Since first grade is a very intensive grade, in terms of reading
acquisition, for both children and teachers, we chose three motivational practices out
of five. We chose the practices that seem to be more suitable for young children and
could relatively easily be implemented in the existing instructional program and blend
in the first-grade classroom setting. As the current study’s results show, the chosen
practices lead to a noticeable change in both children’s reading motivation and their
achievement. This suggests that a supportive motivational classroom environment
should be an essential part of the reading acquisition process.

The process of reading acquisition in Hebrew is considered relatively fast compared
to other deeper orthographies such as English (Shimron, 2006; Vaknin-Nusbaum et al.,
2018). Children are expected to reach noticeable reading achievement at the end of
first grade, after 8 months of experiencing formal reading instruction. For instance,
children are expected to achieve an accuracy rate of at least 90% for familiar words,
70% for unfamiliar words and 90% for words in text; (RAMA-the Israeli National
Authority for Measurement and Evaluation, 2015). It is possible that children who learn
to read in Hebrew may also develop positive or negative reading motivation relatively
early in first grade and the rapid change observed in reading motivation and reading
achievement in this study may also be related to the specific characteristics of Hebrew
orthography. It is possible to assume that along with gaining new knowledge,
Hebrew-speaking first graders are also in the process of shaping their self-concept as
readers, the way they perceive the value of reading and their willingness to take part
in oral reading assignments. These motivational sub-factors might be influenced by
children’s reading experience early as first grade. Results related to our second
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hypothesis support this claim and show positive changes in the three aspects of read-
ing motivation among first graders following the intervention.

Following our second hypothesis, our data here support the notion that reading
motivation is changeable even in first grade. The results document the effectiveness
of an intervention program aimed at cultivating reading motivation to enhance child-
ren’s self-concept as a reader and the value they attach to reading and reading out
loud, confirming studies by Bates et al. (2016) and Guthrie et al. (2000). Also, as docu-
mented in early research by Turner and Paris (1995), when given the possibility to
choose texts and assignments, children are more motivated to read. Other factors
such as texts’ relevance and social collaboration in reading, which were also used in
the current study, revealed similar results (Guthrie, 2011).

The finding that the reading motivation among the children in the CG declined
during the school year was disturbing, especially since the CG and IG scored the same
on reading motivation and achievement pre-intervention. One can only assume that
this decline in motivation stemmed from the CGs’ low self-concept as readers and
indeed, these children scored low on the measure of belief in and perception of their
ability to perform reading tasks after some 8 months in first grade. The results concur
with previous studies that showed a similar pattern of early decline in first grade
struggling readers (Marinak et al., 2015; Morgan et al., 2008), and the reports that
although young children usually exhibit high reading motivation (Mata, 2011), nega-
tive experience with reading and reading assignments (Turner & Paris, 1995) at the ini-
tial stages of reading acquisition can lead to a decline in reading motivation (Vaknin-
Nusbaum et al., 2018) and in willingness to participate in reading tasks. The decline in
self-concept as readers observed in this study among children who participated in the
CG strengthens the claim that some experiences and educational practices can
enhance children’s motivation, and others may undermine it (Stipek, 2002; Wigfield
et al., 2004). It seems that Hebrew readers who participated in the current study devel-
oped their ability to understand their own performance along with the first grade. At
the end of the school year, they could already compare their performance to that of
others and this may be a possible reason for the decline in their sense of self-concept,
as shown in the CG. Cultivating reading motivation should be considered as an inte-
gral part of instruction and used as a preventive step (Cleary, 2009).

The success of the intervention program can also be attributed to the young age of
the children. As noted before, for Hebrew learners, first grade is the first time they
learn to read and their first experience with the formal classroom setting, enjoyable
reading activities in class can serve as a bridge between that more formal didactic set-
ting and preschool, where learning is based mainly on games.

Finally, post-intervention reading motivation in both groups was moderately related
to pre-intervention reading motivation, beyond the pre-intervention language and
reading abilities. While this suggests that high reading motivation at the beginning of
the year can predict reading motivation during the year, it also shows that reading
motivation is very fragile and changeable according to the environment in which the
children are learning. Thus, as Bates et al. (2016) and Gambrell (2015) suggested, and
as we have shown, it is crucial to include motivational activities together with reading
instruction even in first grade since it is a crucial period when reading motivation
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contributes to reading acquisition. Utilizing texts with value and meaning for the stu-
dents, offering a wide range of reading materials, increasing opportunities to make
choices, assigning activities that require the children interact with each other, cultivat-
ing a feeling of success, and using incentives to motivate children to engage in read-
ing activities are example of specific activities which can enhance children’s reading
motivation (Gambrell, 2011).

Learning more about the relationship between different types of reading instruction
and reading motivation can help in designing programs that will prevent a decline in
reading motivation at an early age. Research on that relationship is needed in other
languages and amongst other populations to better understand how to ensure that
youngsters just starting out in school preserve their early enthusiasm for the world of
reading. Longitudinal studies are required to examine whether the effects of reading
motivation programs at an early age will endure, or even intensify, as the children get
older. Meanwhile, our study demonstrates the importance of the three principles of
the CORI program (Guthrie et al., 2007): relevance, choice, and collaboration in the
activities the teacher chooses in order to cultivate reading motivation and enhance
reading achievement. Both the IG and the CG received similar number of reading
hours, but the IG, which was exposed to a variety of relevant reading materials, read-
ing choices and collaboration gained more in reading motivation and reading achieve-
ment. This suggests that it is not always the amount of time that we invest in
teaching children that matters, but the awareness of the activities we chose and the
way we present them.

Limitations

Some important limitations of the study must be noted. First, only two first grade
classes (IG and CG), participated in the study, limiting generalizations of the results. To
determine whether our findings hold for first graders in general and for a variety of
languages and orthographies, more research is needed across a broader range of pop-
ulations. Second, the two groups of children (IG and CG) were taught by two different
teachers, whose personal attitudes and ways of teaching might have introduced con-
founding influences on the results, such as the characteristics of the teacher and the
children’s feelings about her. Future research needs to be carried out with randomly
selected children to eliminate such influences. Third, the children were not randomly
assigned to IG or CG, but according to their homeroom class, so the different makeup
and atmosphere of each classroom might have introduced another confound-
ing variable.

Conclusions and practical implications

The current study emphasizes the need for reading instruction that integrates motiv-
ational practices in its design to support children’s achievement and intrinsic reading
motivation as early as first grade. It is possible that teachers can cultivate their child-
ren’s reading motivation without adding extra time for this purpose by implementing
some changes in their classroom activities. Thus, instead of using textbooks, booklets,
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workbooks, worksheets and computer activities, teachers can create enjoyable reading
activities by providing a learning environment that exposes children to relevant read-
ing materials, allows them to choose their preferred reading material and discuss their
reading material and activities with their schoolmates. Later, the children themselves
can plan, design, and create some reading materials and activities and share them
with their friends. By giving children a positive experience, we can prevent a decline
in reading motivation as well as in reading achievement.
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Appendix 1

Examples and frequencies of the three kinds of activities and games used during the interven-
tion program
Relevance Choice Collaboration

Reading aloud – the teacher read a
chapter from a book to the class
every day for 10minutes.

Reading center – once a week for
one lesson, the children selected
a text and a worksheet from a
variety of books chosen by their
teacher according to their
reading level.

Knowledge sharing – once a week
for one lesson, children worked
in small groups, read about a
topic they like, and shared it
with the class. The other
children were invited to ask
questions and make comments.

Learning center – once a week, for
two class lessons, children
played board and card games
(e.g. Scrabble, memory games
about objects and their written
names, and bingo games for
objects with similar first letter),
and text activities like answering
riddles, and completing poems
and crossword puzzles.

Library – the children visited the
school library every Friday for
one lesson, during which they
were encouraged to read books
and choose a book to borrow.

Presentations – every two weeks
for one lesson, children worked
in small groups, and were given
printed texts and stories about a
subject (e.g. winter, turtles,
trees) and art supplies. They
worked together to prepare a
presentation to the class.

Inventing games – once a week for
one lesson, children invented
games with words they had
learned during the week.

Multimedia – five times a week,
children went to the computer
center for 20minutes and chose
a reading activity.

Writing books – every month for
one lesson, the children worked
in small groups and wrote a
story based on a series
of pictures.
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