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Young people who read for pleasure are more 
likely to succeed in life. A 2011 study found, for 
example, that teenagers who read, improved their 
academic performance; were better able to engage 
and relate in social settings, and were more self-
aware.1 Furthermore, fi ndings by the Organisation 
for Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD) indicate that reading for pleasure at the 
age of 15 is a strong factor in determining future 
social mobility.2 But young people in South Africa 
are not reading – let alone reading for pleasure 
– resulting in poor academic performance and 
impacting their overall trajectories in life.

Since 2011, the FunDza Literacy Trust has been 
providing relevant and relatable reading material 
to young people via its mobile phone-optimised 
website and two mobile apps: a Mxit app that 
functions across all handsets and, more recently, 
an Android app.3 To fi nd out why some FunDza 
users read more than others – so as to attract even 
more young South Africans to the programme 
– FunDza worked with honours student Jessica 
Horler, in consultation with University of Cape 
Town staff , to investigate what motivates its users 
to read for pleasure. 

1 Howard, V. (2011). The importance of Pleasure Reading in the lives of young teens: 

self-identifi cation, self -construction and self-awareness. Journal of Librarianship and 

Information Science, 43(1), 46-55 Mar 2011. 10 pp

2 Kirsch, I., de Jong, J., Lafontaine, D., McQueen, J., Mendelovits, J., Monseur, 

C. (2002). Reading for Change: Performance and Engagement across Countries. 

Results from PISA 2000. Retrieved from http://www.oecd.org/edu/school/

programmeforinternationalstudentassessmentpisa/33690904.pdf

3  Whilst the adoption of smartphones is growing exponentially in South Africa, feature 

phones continue to dominate market share. By positioning an app on the Mxit social 

networking platform, FunDza is able to access users with feature- as well as smartphones 

and at a fraction of the cost given that the platform is data-lite.  FunDza launched its Android 

app in 2014.

What Constitutes Reading Motivation?

Many researchers working in educational settings 
have turned their attention to what motivates 
underlying reading behaviour in children, and 
why certain children outperform others in 
language and reading.4  Wigfi eld and Guthrie have 
devised three useful motivational constructs for 
understanding reading behaviour: 

(a) Self-Effi  cacy Beliefs 
Self-effi  cacy is the extent to which someone 
believes in their ability to achieve.5 In the case of 
reading, children and young adults can become 
unwilling readers if they perceive themselves to 
be poor readers or feel they are not progressing 

4  Wigfi eld, A. & Guthrie, J. T. (1997a). Motivation for reading: an overview. Educational 

Psychologist, 32(2), 57 – 58.

5  Bandura, A. (1997). Self-effi  cacy: The exercise of control. New York, NY: W. H Freeman 

and Company.
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Why mobile?

In a survey of high-school students at a Cape Town township 

school, 97% of participants reported using a mobile phone 

the previous day, and 83% reported using a mobile phone 

on a typical day. Harnessing the ubiquity and popularity of 

the mobile phone, FunDza is using mobile technology to 

mainstream reading and take stories directly to young people 

who would otherwise have very little access to books.1

1 Kreutzer,.T. 2009. Assessing mobile phone usage in a South African township 

school. International Journal of Education & Development using Information & 

Communication Technology, 5(5). Available from http://ijedict. dec.uwi.edu/  

viewarticle.php?id=862&layout=html.
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as well as their peers.6 When children believe they 
are competent at reading, however, they are more 
likely to engage in reading.7

(b) Intrinsic and Extrinsic Motivation 
Those who are intrinsically motivated to read 
perceive reading to be an enjoyable and important 
activity. Intrinsic motivation has been linked to 
greater levels of literacy because it encourages a 
frequency in reading i.e. those who are inspired 
to read, read more often and therefore develop 
improved reading skills.8,9 Interesting, compelling, 
and challenging materials have been found to 
infl uence intrinsic reading motivation.10

Extrinsic motivation, on the other hand, refers to 
external infl uences on reading behaviour, such as 
competing with one’s peers; receiving a reward 
for reading achievement; and reading to get good 
school grades.11 

(c) Social motivation
Social factors – such as the sharing of experiences 
and values gained from reading with peers, friends 
and family – have also been shown to infl uence 
reading motivation.12 A person may be more 
motivated to read when there is a social network in 
which to discuss and share what they are reading, 
or what they have learnt from a text. Reading clubs 
and schools are examples of social networks that 
may keep learners motivated to read by fostering 
a sense of community.13

6  Clarc, C. & Rumbold, K. (2006). Reading for pleasure: A research overview. Retrieved 

from http://fi les.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED496343.pdf

7  Wigfi eld, A., & Guthrie, J. T. (1997b). Relations of children’s motivation for reading to the 

amount and breadth or their reading. Journal of educational psychology, 89(3), 420 – 432.

8  Becker, M., McElvany, N., & Kortenbruck, M. (2010). Intrinsic and extrinsic reading 

motivation as predictors of reading literacy: A longitudinal study. Journal of Educational 

Psychology, 102(4), 773 – 785. doi:10.1037/a0020084

9  McGeown, S. P., Norgate, R., & Warhurst, A. (2012). Exploring intrinsic and extrinsic 

reading motivation among very good and very poor readers. Educational Research, 54(3), 

309 – 322. 

10  Cho, S., Xu, Y, & Rhodes, J. A. (2010). Examining English language learners’ motivation 

of, and engagement in, reading: A qualitative study. Reading Matrix: An International Online 

Journal, 10(2), 205 – 221

11  Wigfi eld, A., & Guthrie, J. T. (1997b). Relations of children’s motivation for reading to 

the amount and breadth or their reading. Journal of educational psychology, 89(3), 420 – 

432.

12  Wigfi eld, A., & Guthrie, J. T. (1997b). Relations of children’s motivation for reading to 

the amount and breadth or their reading. Journal of educational psychology, 89(3), 420 – 

432.

13  McGaha, J. M. & Brent-Igo, L. (2012). Assessing high school students’ reading 

motivation in a voluntary summer reading program. Journal of Adolescent & Adult Literacy, 

55(5), 417 –427. 

Finally, strong evidence suggests that gender 
diff erences exist in how much learners read, as 
well as what motivates them to do so. Diff erences 
in intrinsic motivation have been attributed 
to gender, with girls exhibiting more reading 
behaviour than boys.14 Girls have also been found 
to show better reading comprehension, more 
frequency of reading, and have a more positive 
attitude toward reading than boys.15

Investigating Reading Motivation in 
Young South Africans

Drawing on Wigfi eld and Guthrie’s concepts of 
reading motivation, our study aimed to answer 
two core questions: (1) which aspect of motivation 
best predicts reading and reading frequency 
among young South African users? and (2) are 
there gender diff erences in motivation for reading?  

The study’s sample was recruited from FunDza’s 
user database, consisting of high-school learners 
between the ages of 13 and 18. All data was 
collected digitally, through a brief mobile phone-
administered questionnaire, as well as through 
an online discussion on the FunDza mobile 
application.

Wigfi eld and Guthrie’s Motivations for Reading 
Questionnaire (MRQ) was selected as a 
measurement tool. The questionnaire consisted 
of items that represented each motivational 
dimension outlined above, thereby providing a 
motivational score for each participant. As the 
questionnaire was administered via mobile phone, 
the MRQ was dramatically shortened by selecting 
only those items shown to be the most reliable by 
other authors.16

Reading behaviour was assessed by looking at how 
many pages of FunDza’s stories participants’ had 
read in a four-month period. Statistical analyses 
were then conducted on the relationship between 
the questionnaire results and participants’ reading 
behaviour (amount of pages read), so as to discover 

14  McGeown, S., Goodwin, H., Henderson, N., & Wright, P. (2012). Gender diff erences in 

reading motivation: does sex or gender identity provide a better account? Journal of Research 

in Reading, 35(3), 328 – 336. 

15   Logan, S., Medford, E., & Hughes, N. (2011). The importance of intrinsic motivation for 

high and low ability readers’ reading comprehension performance. Learning and Individual 

Diff erences, 21(1), 124 – 128. 

16  Mucherah, W., & Yoder, A. (2008). Motivation for reading and middle school students’ 

performance on standardized testing in reading. Reading Psychology, 29(3), 214 – 235
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which dimension of motivation (self-effi  cacy, 
intrinsic, extrinsic or social) was best at predicting 
reading behaviour.

What We Discovered: 
Gendered Motivations

Firstly, we learned that all FunDza users who 
completed the questionnaire were highly 
motivated to read: an average of almost 700 pages 
were read per user over the 4-month period. 
Interestingly, girls were found to read more than 
boys: the average number of pages read by girls 
was 804 versus 277 for boys.

We then conducted multiple analyses on each 
gender, and found that self-effi  cacy predicted 
reading in girls whereas extrinsic motivation 
predicted reading in boys. 

In order to gain a more qualitative understanding 
of the above results, we turned to discussions in the 
online forum. The most commonly cited reasons 
for participants’ reading behaviour were intrinsic 

motivational factors, such as the content of the 
stories read, enjoyment, escapism, stimulation of 
their imagination, as well as the importance of 
reading (i.e. to help them improve their reading 
skills and get ahead in life). 

“I love reading FunDza because most of the stories 
are happening in our lives.” 

“I read because the stories open my eyes to the 
world that I cannot reach.”

These qualities were often related to extrinsic 
outcomes, such as being recognised for their 
reading and getting good school grades. 

“Since I started school I had been the best 
reader of all.”

While the study could not answer why such results 
were found, we turned to the broader literature 
for answers. One possible explanation for these 
fi ndings involves stereotypical gendered roles. If 
it is more socially acceptable for girls to read than 
boys, they do read more than boys.17  And the more 
they read, the more their abilities increase, and the 
more confi dent they become (high self-effi  cacy). 
On the other hand, if boys are not encouraged to 
read and view reading as more of a ‘girly’ activity, 
they are less motivated to do so, resulting in poorer 
reading achievement and thus, low self-effi  cacy 
and high extrinsic motivation (e.g. they only read 
to please their parents). 

Implications for Growing 
Communities  of Readers

The lessons learnt from the study have interesting 
implications not just for FunDza, but for 
educational settings in South Africa if we are to 
fi nd ways to engage children and young people 
in reading. Firstly, an emphasis on increasing self-
effi  cacy in schoolgirls may lead to an increase in 
reading frequency, and thus, reading ability.18,19

17  Pajares, F., & Valiante, G. (2001). Gender diff erences in writing motivation and 

achievement of middle school students: A function of gender orientation? Contemporary 

Educational Psychology, 26(3), 366 – 381.

18  Schunk, D. H. (2003). Self-effi  cacy for reading and writing: Infl uence of modeling, goal 

setting, and self-evaluation. Reading &Writing Quarterly, 19(2), 159 – 172.

19  McGeown, S. P., Norgate, R., & Warhurst, A. (2012). Exploring intrinsic and extrinsic 

reading motivation among very good and very poor readers. Educational Research, 54(3), 

309 – 322. 
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For boys, extrinsic motivators such as improved 
grades and reading competitions were found to 
be related to reading amount (number of pages 
read). While this result suggests the importance 
of extrinsic factors in motivating boys to read, an 
emphasis on developing self-effi  cacy in boys is 
also essential in order to foster long-term reading 
improvement and increase reading amount to 
the level of girls’. Therefore, it may be benefi cial 
to initially ‘hook’ boys in by using extrinsic 
motivational factors, and then encourage long-
term reading behaviour by gradually increasing 
their self-effi  cacy beliefs regarding reading. 

Way Forward: FunDza’s Response to the Findings
Following from this research, FunDza has adopted 
a number of new strategies to encourage more 
reading among its target audience. These include:

 Competitions: Running regular competitions 
(extrinsic motivations) to encourage boys to 
read and engage more with text. While its overall 
readership is around 75% female, participation 
in competitions according to gender is evenly 
matched, confi rming that competitions are a 
signifi cant motivator for boys. 

 Motivational messaging: FunDza is also using 
a newly-started WhatsApp group to send users 
messaging around the benefi ts of reading, 
such as its positive benefi ts on academic 
performance and language development to 
help with professional development after 
school. It is hoped that by educating girls 
as well as boys on the value of reading for 
pleasure, it will encourage more frequent and 
deeper reading adoption.

 One-on-one support: Through the WhatsApp 
group, FunDza is also able to conduct one-on-
one chats with readers. This has proven a useful 
space in which to engage with readers and we 
have already begun to see that this individual 
attention to users – and encouraging them to 
visit FunDza or read a particular story suited 
to their needs – is a  powerful motivator for 
increased reading.

Further investigation will be necessary to 
determine whether these strategies have a long-
term impact on reading behaviour.
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