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Abstract 

We examined the relations between reading self-concept, reading interest, task-focused 

behavior, and reading skills, and whether culture moderates their relations in a longitudinal 

study across Western (Canadian) and East Asian (Japanese) cultural contexts. Three hundred 

six children were assessed on reading self-concept and reading interest at the beginning of 

Grade 2, and on reading skills at the beginning and end of Grade 2. Teachers rated the 

children’s task-focused behavior at the beginning of Grade 2. Results showed that whereas 

task-focused behavior was uniquely associated with reading skills in both samples, the 

association between reading self-concept and reading skills was stronger in the Canadian 

sample than in the Japanese sample. Moreover, reading self-concept had an indirect effect on 

later reading skills via the effects of task-focused behavior and reading skills only in the 

Canadian sample. These findings suggest that while it is likely that there is a positive 

association between motivation and reading skills, the developmental dynamics between 

them may not be the same across the two cultures. 
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Cultural Influences on the Relationship between Self-Concept, Interest, Task-Focused 

Behavior, and Reading Skills 

Motivational processes, such as children’s academic self-concept (Katzir, Lesaux, & 

Kim, 2009; Peura et al., 2019; Susperreguy, Davis-Kean, Duckworth, & Chen, 2018), task 

value, including interest (Carroll, Holliman, Weir, & Baroody, 2019; Kirby, Ball, Geier, 

Parrila, & Wade-Woolley, 2011; McKenna, Kear, & Ellsworth, 1995), and task-focused 

behavior (Georgiou, Manolitsis, Zhang, Parrila, & Nurmi, 2013; Kiuru et al., 2014; Mägi, 

Kikas, & Soodla, 2018) have been shown to play important roles in literacy acquisition in 

different languages. However, despite evidence showing that culture and writing system 

impact the cognitive bases of reading development (e.g., Georgiou, Torppa, Manolitsis, 

Lyytinen, & Parrila, 2012; Landerl et al., 2019; McBride-Chang et al., 2005; Moll et al., 

2014; Ziegler et al., 2010), there is still paucity of research examining whether culture also 

modulates the relations between motivation and reading skills; of note, a recent meta-analysis 

examining the role of motivation in reading did not examine this either (Toste, Didion, Peng, 

Filderman, & McClelland, 2020). In fact, with some exceptions in Chinese (Lau & Chan, 

2003; Liao, Georgiou, Zhang, & Nurmi, 2013; Wang & Guthrie, 2004), the vast majority of 

previous studies examining the role of motivation in reading development have been 

conducted in North American or European countries where children learn to read an 

alphabetic orthography. In addition, most previous studies have focused on only one or two 

aspects of motivational processes (e.g., self-concept and interest) measured concurrently and 

studies that have examined the developmental dynamics of motivational processes in reading 

development are still rare. Thus, the purpose of this longitudinal study was to examine the 

developmental dynamics of three aspects of motivational processes (reading self-concept, 

reading interest, task-focused behavior) in reading development across Western (Canadian) 

and East Asian (Japanese) cultural contexts. 
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Motivation and Reading Development 

Existing literature on the role of motivation in reading development has been mainly 

guided by the expectancy-value theory of achievement motivation (Eccles, 2005; Eccles & 

Wigfield, 2002; Wigfield & Eccles, 2000; for a review, see Wigfield, Tonks, & Eccles, 

2004). According to the expectancy-value theory, children who have a positive academic 

self-concept are more likely to be interested in specific academic subjects or tasks (e.g., 

reading, math), which subsequently leads to better academic performance. Additionally, the 

theory postulates that children’s academic self-concept can also influence their subjective 

task values: Children who hold a positive self-concept in a specific subject are more likely to 

be interested in that subject, which, in turn, provides a basis for adaptive, focused behavior in 

achievement-related situations (e.g., Marsh, Trautwein, Lüdtke, Köller, & Baumert, 2005; 

Viljaranta, Tolvanen, Aunola, & Nurmi, 2014). In support of the premise of the expectancy-

value theory, previous studies in Western countries have consistently provided evidence for 

the positive associations of academic self-concept with children’s reading development (e.g., 

Susperreguy et al., 2018; Viljaranta et al., 2017; Walgermo, Foldnes, Uppstad, & Solheim, 

2018). For example, Walgermo et al. (2018) showed that reading self-concept at school entry 

uniquely predicted reading skills at the end of Grade 1. Similarly, Susperreguy et al. (2018) 

found that children’s reading self-concept predicted later reading skills across different levels 

of reading achievement. 

The link between children’s reading interest and their reading performance has also 

been examined in a number of studies (e.g., Carroll et al., 2019; Frijters, Barron, & Brunello, 

2000; Kikas, Pakarinen, Soodla, Peets, & Lerkkanen, 2017; Kirby et al., 2011). Arguably, if 

children are interested in reading, they read more often and therefore have more opportunities 

to improve their reading skills than children who prefer not to read. Previous studies 

examining this hypothesis have provided mixed findings. For example, Carroll et al.’s (2019) 
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study with children ages 4 to 5 showed that their literacy interest explained about 25% of the 

variance in emergent literacy skills (letter knowledge, phonological awareness, vocabulary) 

after controlling for home literacy environment and family’s socioeconomic status (SES). In 

contrast, Kirby et al. (2011) showed only a weak and inconsistent effect of reading interest on 

reading skills in Grades 1 to 3 children after controlling for general cognitive ability, 

phonological awareness, and naming speed. Kikas et al. (2017) also found that reading 

interest at the beginning of Grade 1 was not associated with reading fluency at the end of 

Grade 1. 

Task-focused behavior that a child deploys in academic tasks has also been shown to 

be associated with better academic outcomes, including reading skills (e.g., Georgiou, 

Manolitsis, Nurmi, & Parrila, 2010; Kiuru et al., 2014; Mägi et al., 2018; Onatsu-Arvilommi, 

Nurmi, & Aunola, 2002). In this study we use the concept of task-focused behavior to refer to 

children’s functional patterns of behavior in the classroom (see below for details). For 

example, Manolitsis, Georgiou, and Parrila (2009) showed that task-focused behavior 

uniquely predicted early reading skills after controlling for nonverbal IQ, vocabulary, and 

letter knowledge. Interestingly, Georgiou et al. (2010) demonstrated in a cross-linguistic 

study that the contribution of task-focused behavior to the development of reading skills was 

significantly stronger in English than in Greek. Given that learning to read in English (an 

inconsistent orthography) is a much more demanding task than that in Greek (a consistent 

orthography; Ellis et al., 2004), this finding suggests that task-focused behavior may be more 

important when the learning task is more demanding. 

The Role of Motivation in Reading Development in East Asian Cultures 

Several studies in East Asian countries where children learn a non-alphabetic writing 

system have examined the relations between motivation and reading development (Inomata, 

Uno, Sakai, & Haruhara, 2016; Lau & Chan, 2003; Liao et al., 2013; Wang & Guthrie, 2004). 
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For example, Lau and Chen (2003) showed that intrinsic and extrinsic motivations, but not 

self-efficacy, were weakly correlated with reading comprehension in Hong Kong Chinese 

children (rs were .34 and .20, for intrinsic and extrinsic motivations, respectively). Wang and 

Guthrie (2004) also showed that intrinsic motivation predicted text comprehension in 

Chinese. In turn, Liao et al. (2013) showed that task-focused behavior was a significant 

predictor of Chinese character recognition after controlling for the effect of the previous level 

of character recognition in Grade 2 Taiwanese children. To our knowledge, only one study 

has examined the association of task persistence (a similar concept of task-focused behavior) 

with reading skills in Japanese. In a cross-sectional study, Inomata et al. (2016) showed that 

task persistence did not uniquely predict reading skills in Hiragana (Japanese syllabary) when 

the effects of cognitive skills (phonological awareness, rapid naming, vocabulary, verbal 

short-term memory) and home literacy environment were controlled. Unfortunately, they did 

not assess reading skills in Kanji (Japanese morphography) because their participants were 

kindergarteners who had not started formally learning Kanji characters. 

Despite the long-standing debate about the hypothesized link between motivation and 

reading skills, existing studies have some important limitations. First, to our knowledge, no 

study has directly compared the relations between motivation and reading skills across 

Western and East Asian cultural contexts, and therefore the possible moderating role of 

culture in the relations between motivation and reading skills remains unclear. Importantly, 

existent cross-cultural studies have demonstrated that the academic self-concept of children 

in East Asian countries tends to decrease with age while the opposite is true for their 

counterparts in Western countries (Eaton & Dembo, 1997; Heine, Tanaka, & Lehman, 2000; 

Klassen, 2004; see also Ahn et al., 2015). This tendency has been found despite the fact that 

children in East Asian countries often outperform children in Western countries in academic 

achievement (e.g., OECD, 2014, 2016). Additionally, it has also been reported that children 
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in East Asian countries believed effort was a more important determinant of their academic 

outcomes than ability whereas their counterparts in Western countries believed the opposite 

(e.g., Stevenson et al., 1990; Stevenson & Stigler, 1992). Furthermore, there are some 

differences in formal reading instruction between Western and East Asian contexts. For 

example, Canadian children typically start learning the alphabet in kindergarten (e.g., Alberta 

Education, 2000), while Japanese children receive formal instruction on Hiragana characters 

in Grade 1 (Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology, 2015). The 

above cultural differences in motivational processes as well as instructional methods may 

have an influence on the relations between motivation and reading skills.  

Second, even though the expectancy-value theory involves different aspects of 

motivation (i.e., academic self-concept, interest, task-focused behavior) that may contribute 

to reading skills, most previous studies have focused on only one or two aspects of this model 

at a time and there is still paucity of research examining whether interest and task-focused 

behavior mediate the relationship between self-concept and reading skills. Finally, the 

majority of previous studies did not control for the effects of earlier reading skills (i.e., 

autoregressor) in predicting later reading skills by earlier motivational processes. This is 

important because by including an autoregressor in the model, we can test the unique roles of 

the motivational processes in predicting further growth that cannot be accounted for by the 

skills themselves at an earlier point in time (see de Jong & van der Leij, 2002; Parrila, Kirby, 

& McQuarrie, 2004). Georgiou et al. (2010), for example, showed that task-focused behavior 

did not account for any unique variance in reading fluency when the effect of the 

autoregressor was controlled. 

The Present Study 

The purpose of the present study was to examine the relations between reading self-

concept, reading interest, task-focused behavior, and reading skills and whether culture 
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moderates their relations in a longitudinal study with English-speaking Canadian and 

Japanese Grade 2 children. The hypothesized model – guided by the expectancy-value theory 

of achievement motivation (Wigfield, 1994; Wigfield & Eccles, 2000) – is shown in Figure 1. 

Nonverbal IQ and mothers’ education level were included in the model as control variables. 

Based on the expectancy-value theory (Eccles, 2005; Wigfield & Eccles, 2000, 2002) 

as well as the findings of previous theoretical and empirical studies reviewed above, we 

expected that:  

(a) Children’s reading self-concept is associated with reading interest in both samples 

(Viljaranta et al., 2017; Walgermo et al., 2018);  

(b) Reading interest predicts task-focused behavior in both samples, but does not have 

a unique effect on reading skills in either sample (Kikas et al., 2017; Kirby et al., 2011);  

(c) Children’s reading self-concept has an indirect effect on later reading skills 

through early reading skills and task-focused behavior in both samples (Eccles, 2005; 

Wigfield & Eccles, 2000, 2002); and 

(d) The association between reading self-concept and reading skills is stronger in the 

Canadian sample than in the Japanese sample (Stevenson et al., 1990; Stevenson & Stigler, 

1992). 

Method 

Participants 

The present samples consisted of 306 children: 160 English-speaking Canadian 

children (83 girls, 77 boys; Mage = 91.12 months, SD = 3.82) from public elementary schools 

in Edmonton, Canada, and 146 Japanese-speaking children (72 girls, 74 boys; Mage = 92.14 

months, SD = 3.49) from public elementary schools in nine cities in Japan. All children 

attended Grade 2, were native speakers of their language, and none was experiencing any 

intellectual, sensory, or behavioral difficulties (based on teachers’ reports). The schools from 
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which we recruited our participants were located in different parts of each site in order to 

increase as much as possible the representation of different demographics in our samples. 

Parents’ and schools’ written consent was obtained prior to testing. 

Materials 

Nonverbal IQ. Block Design from WISC-IV (Wechsler, 2003; Japanese WISC-IV 

Publication Committee, 2010) was used to assess nonverbal IQ. Children were asked to 

reproduce with red and white square blocks a design of increasing difficulty showed in a 

colored picture within a specified time limit. Their response in each item was scored (0–7) 

according to the test’s guidelines. Scaled scores were calculated based on the Canadian and 

Japanese norms, respectively. Cronbach’s alpha reliability for the Canadian and Japanese 

samples have been reported to be .88 and .72, respectively. 

Reading self-concept. Children’s reading self-concept was assessed using the Self-

Concept of Ability Scale (Nicholls, 1978; see also Aunola, Leskinen et al., 2002; Aunola, 

Nurmi et al., 2002). The scale has been used in several previous studies in both Western and 

East Asian contexts and has shown good psychometric properties (e.g., Cai et al., 2018; 

Nurmi & Aunola, 2005; Viljaranta et al., 2014). Children were shown a ladder with 10 circles 

and were asked to consider who is the best (top circle) or worst (bottom circle) student in 

their classroom in reading. Next, they were asked to point where on this ladder they would 

place themselves in response to the following statement: If the best student in your class in 

reading is here (point to the top circle) and the worst in your class in reading is here (point the 

bottom circle), where would you put yourself? A child’s score was coded on the scale 

ranging from 1 (bottom circle) to 10 (top circle). 

Reading interest. To assess reading interest, we used Reading Interest Questionnaire 

(McKenna & Kear, 1990). Children were first introduced to four Garfield faces and were 

asked to point to the one that best describes their feelings in response to the following 
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questions: How do you feel about: (1) reading for fun at home; (2) getting a book for a 

present; (3) spending free time reading; (4) starting to read a new book; (5) reading through 

the weekend; (6) reading instead of playing; (7) going to the library or to a bookstore; (8) 

reading different kind of books. The statements were assessed on a four-point Likert-scale 

that ranged from 1 (very sad) to 4 (very happy). The Japanese version of the questionnaire 

was translated by the first author and back-translated by a third, independent bilingual person 

with an extensive background in translations following international standards (van de Vijver 

& Hambleton, 1996). A child’s score was the sum of the scores in the eight items (max = 32). 

Cronbach’s alpha reliability coefficient was .77 for both samples. 

Task-focused behavior. School teachers were asked to evaluate the classroom 

behavior of each child using the Behavioral Strategy Rating Scale-II (Aunola, Nurmi, Parrila, 

& Onatsu-Arvilommi, 2000). Teachers were asked to think of a specific classroom situation 

and then rate the child’s behavior on a five-point Likert-scale that ranged from 1 (very 

much/easily) to 5 (not at all). Five questions assessed children’s use of task-focused versus 

task-avoidant behaviors (e.g., “Does the student give up easily?”; for a complete list of the 

items, see Stephenson, Parrila, Georgiou, & Kirby, 2008). The Japanese version of the 

questionnaire was translated and back-translated following international standards (van de 

Vijver & Hambleton, 1996). Before its formal use, the clarity of instructions was rated by a 

group of school teachers (N = 10) who reported that there were no ambiguous words and that 

the instructions for the completion of the questionnaire were clear. A child’s score was the 

sum of the scores in the five items (max = 25). Cronbach’s alpha reliability coefficient 

was .88 and .89 for the Canadian and Japanese samples, respectively. Before conducting 

further analyses, we tested the measurement equivalence of the questionnaire between the 

two countries. We constructed a multigroup measurement model for task-focused behavior in 

which all the factor loadings were set to be equal across the Canadian and Japanese samples 
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and confirmed that the model fit the data very well. The results of this analysis can be 

obtained from the corresponding author. 

Reading skills. Children’s reading skills were assessed in terms of reading accuracy 

and reading fluency. The mixed writing system of Japanese employs two functionally distinct 

subsystems: Hiragana and Kanji (Taylor & Taylor, 2014). Hiragana is a transparent phonetic 

syllabary in which each character corresponds to the same syllable in all words. In contrast, 

Kanji is a morphography in which a character can represent multiple morphemes, and has 

multiple readings depending on the context (e.g., 日 can mean ‘day’, ‘sun’, and ‘sunshine’, 

and it can be read as /hi/, /ka/, /bi/, /nichi/, and /jitsu/). In this study, we focused on Kanji 

reading skills in Japanese children because Hiragana is very easy for them (most children 

master it quickly in the first few months of Grade 1; see e.g., Inoue, Georgiou, Muroya, 

Maekawa, & Parrila, 2017) and learning Kanji is a more important determinant of later 

reading development (Takahashi, 2001). 

Reading accuracy. In English, the Word Identification test from the Woodcock 

Reading Mastery Tests–Revised (Woodcock, 1998) was used. Children were shown words of 

increasing difficulty and asked to read them aloud. The test was discontinued after six 

consecutive errors. A child’s score was the total number of correctly read words (max = 106). 

Cronbach’s alpha reliability coefficient in our sample was .94 at both measurement points. 

In Japanese, the Kanji word recognition test from Inoue et al. (2017) was used. The 

test consisted of 120 Kanji characters: 20 characters from each grade from 1 to 6 that were 

selected from the national curriculum (Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and 

Technology, 2015). The characters were presented on printed papers with five characters per 

page and arranged in terms of grade in which they are taught. Children were asked to read as 

accurately as possible the characters presented on a sheet of paper. The test was discontinued 

after six consecutive errors. A child’s score was the total number of correctly read words 
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(max = 120). Cronbach’s alpha reliability coefficient in our sample was .97 at the beginning 

of Grade 2 and .98 at the end of Grade 2. 

Reading fluency. In English, the Word Reading Efficiency tasks from the Test of 

Word Reading Efficiency (TOWRE; Torgesen, Wagner, & Rashotte, 1999) was used. 

Children were asked to read a list of 104 real words as fast and accurately as possible within 

a 45-s time limit. A child’s score was the total number of correctly read words within the 

specified time limit. In Japanese, the Kanji word reading fluency test from Inoue et al. (2017) 

was used. Children were asked to read a list of 100 one- or two-character Kanji words as fast 

and accurately as possible within a 45-s time limit. The words were presented on paper and 

arranged semi-randomly in five columns with 10 items per column on two separate pages. A 

child’s score was the total number of correctly read words within the specified time limit. 

Scores in each testing point were highly correlated with each other in each sample (rs 

were .86 and .73 for the Canadian and Japanese samples, respectively; see Table 2), 

suggesting high stabilities of the measures. All reading outcomes were standardized within 

samples in order to facilitate the comparisons between languages. 

Mothers’ education. We asked the mothers of the children to provide information on 

their highest achieved education. The education for the Canadian sample had eight options: 

some high school studies; completed high school; some community college studies; 

completed community college; some university studies; completed university degree; some 

graduate or professional studies; completed graduate studies. The education for the Japanese 

sample had six options according to the educational context in Japan: some high school 

studies; completed high school; completed vocational college; completed junior college; 

completed university degree; completed graduate studies. 
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Procedure 

The children were assessed on reading self-concept, reading interest, and reading 

skills at the beginning of Grade 2 (Time 1), and their reading skills were reassessed at the end 

of Grade 2 (Time 2). Nonverbal IQ and mothers’ education were assessed at the beginning of 

Grade 1 (Time 0). The teachers responded to the questionnaire on children’s task-focused 

behavior at Time 1. By that time, the teachers knew their students for approximately two to 

three months. In Canada, the beginning of a grade (when we first assessed the children) 

corresponds to October/November of the year and the end corresponds to April/May of the 

year; In Japan, the beginning of a grade corresponds to May/June and the end corresponds to 

November/December of the year. All children were tested individually by trained research 

assistants in their respective schools during school hours or immediately after the school. 

Testing lasted roughly 20 minutes. The study received ethics approval from Seigakuin 

University (#2013–001). 

Statistical Analysis 

To examine the relations between the three aspects of motivational processes and the 

reading skills, we performed a path analysis using Mplus (Version 8; Muthén & Muthén, 

1998–2017). We controlled the autoregressive effect of reading skills at Time 1 (see Figure 

1) to examine the unique roles of the motivational processes in predicting further 

(unexpected) growth in reading skills that cannot be accounted for by the skills themselves at 

an earlier point in time. Additionally, in order to reduce the effect of task-specific variance 

among the reading skill measures, composite reading skill scores, derived by averaging z 

scores of each measure, were used in the analysis. We also tested two separate models for 

reading accuracy and reading fluency. The results showed that the pattern of the relations 

between motivational processes and reading skills were the same across the models. 

Therefore, in the models reported below we used the composite reading scores. Because the 
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models were saturated, no fit indices were estimated. The parameters of the models were 

estimated using full-information maximum likelihood estimation with robust standard errors 

(Muthén & Muthén, 1998–2017). 

Next, to test whether the relations between the variables in the models differed 

between the samples, we conducted a series of multigroup analyses. The Satorra-Bentler 

scaled chi-square difference test was used to determine if constraining the paths to be equal 

across the samples resulted in a worse fit compared to the model in which the paths were 

allowed to be freely estimated (Satorra & Bentler, 2001). Finally, to examine the indirect 

effects of reading self-concept and reading interest on later reading skills via task-focused 

behavior and early reading skills, we performed a mediation analysis (Hayes, 2013; 

MacKinnon, Fairchild, & Fritz, 2007). We used a bias-corrected bootstrapping technique, 

which was robust to potential deviations from multivariate normality (Hayes & Scharkow, 

2013), with 5,000 resamples to establish confidence intervals for the indirect effects. If the 

bootstrapped 95% confidence interval does not include zero, the effect is significant at p 

< .05 (Preacher & Hayes, 2008). Additionally, the differences in the indirect effects between 

the samples were tested using the Wald test. 

Results 

Preliminary Data Analysis 

The descriptive statistics for all variables are shown in Table 1. Prior to any further 

analyses, a few outliers in some measures (scores more than 3 SDs above/below the mean of 

the sample; see Table 1) were moved to the tails of the distributions to avoid 

overemphasizing their effects on the results (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2012). Task-focused 

behavior and reading self-concept did not differ significantly between the samples, but 

reading interest was significantly greater in the Japanese sample than in the Canadian sample 

(Welch’s t-test, p < .001, Hedges’ g = .87). 
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The correlations between all variables for the two samples are shown in Table 2. The 

correlations between reading self-concept and reading skills ranged from .32 to .38 in the 

Canadian sample and from -.03 to .10 in the Japanese sample. The correlations between 

reading interest and reading skills ranged from .08 to .14 in the Canadian sample and from 

-.10 to .06 in the Japanese sample. Finally, the correlations between task-focused behavior 

and reading skills ranged from .40 to .42 in the Canadian sample and from .18 to .28 in the 

Japanese sample. In all instances, the correlations between the motivational processes and the 

reading skills were higher in the Canadian sample than in the Japanese sample. 

Path Analysis 

The models for the relationship between reading self-concept, reading interest, task-

focused behavior, and reading skills for each sample are shown in Figure 2. The results 

revealed first that, as expected based on the expectancy-value theory (Eccles, 2005; Wigfield 

& Eccles, 2000, 2002) as well as the findings of previous studies (e.g., Viljaranta et al., 2014; 

Walgermo et al., 2018), reading self-concept and reading interest at Time 1 were significantly 

correlated in both samples after controlling for nonverbal IQ and mothers’ education. 

Reading self-concept at Time 1 was also associated with task-focused behavior and reading 

skills at Time 1 in the Canadian sample, but not in the Japanese sample. Similarly, reading 

interest at Time 1 was associated with task-focused behavior at Time 1 only in the Canadian 

sample. Task-focused behavior at Time 1 was associated significantly with reading skills at 

Time 1 in both samples. On the other hand, none of the motivational processes at Time 1 had 

a unique direct effect on reading skills at Time 2 in either sample when the effect of reading 

skills at Time 1 was statistically controlled. The results of the multigroup analysis showed 

that the association between reading self-concept and reading skills at Time 1 was 

significantly stronger in the Canadian sample than in the Japanese sample (∆χ2 = 13.44, df = 

1, p < .001). Finally, the results of mediation analysis revealed a significant indirect effect of 
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reading self-concept at Time 1 on reading skills at Time 2 via reading skills at Time 1 

(estimate = .28, 95% CI [.15, 40]) and via task-focused behavior and reading skills at Time 1 

(estimate =.05, 95% CI [.01, 11]) only in the Canadian sample. Additionally, the former 

indirect effect was significantly stronger in the Canadian sample than in the Japanese sample 

(χ2 = 8.59, df = 1, p < .01). 

Discussion 

The purpose of this study was to examine whether culture moderates the relations 

between reading self-concept, reading interest, task-focused behavior, and reading skills. The 

results showed first that reading self-concept and reading skills at Time 1 were associated in 

the Canadian sample but not in the Japanese sample, and the association was significantly 

stronger in the Canadian sample than in the Japanese sample. Our results further showed that 

the indirect effect of reading self-concept on later reading skills via early reading skills was 

significantly stronger in the Canadian sample than in the Japanese sample. These results may 

reflect the fact that whereas Canadian children start learning emergent literacy skills (e.g., 

letter name/sound knowledge) in kindergarten (e.g., Alberta Education, 2000), Japanese 

children start learning Kanji characters at the middle of Grade 1 (Ministry of Education, 

Culture, Sports, Science and Technology, 2015), and thus they were still in the initial phase 

of Kanji reading development. Since the Canadian children had been learning to read for a 

longer period of time, they likely had received more feedback on their actual reading skills 

and thus were more aware of their relative reading ability compared to their classmates. In 

other words, their self-concept was more calibrated to their performance than what was true 

for the Japanese children who had just started to learn Kanji (for a relevant discussion, see 

Möller, Zitzmann, Helm, Machts, & Wolff, 2020). 

In line with the premise of the expectancy-value theory (Eccles, 2005; Wigfield & 

Eccles, 2002), reading self-concept was uniquely associated with reading interest after 
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controlling for nonverbal IQ and mother’s education in both samples. Additionally, task-

focused behavior partially mediated the link between reading self-concept and later reading 

skills in the Canadian sample. On the other hand, our results further showed that none of the 

motivational processes had a direct effect on later reading skills when the effect of earlier 

reading skills was taken into account. In particular, given the demanding task of learning 

visually similar and confusable Kanji characters (Koda, 2017; Taylor & Taylor, 2014), the 

non-significant unique contribution of task-focused behavior to later reading skills in 

Japanese Kanji is surprising. There may be at least two explanations for this despite the fact 

that the two were significantly correlated (see Table 2). First, Japanese children must learn a 

large number of Kanji characters through extensive rote learning not only at school but also 

at home or in some form of private tutoring (Harnisch, 1994). In other words, children who 

had access to those additional educational resources (15.9% of primary school children in 

Japan attend private tutoring; Bray & Lykins, 2012) had a better chance to learn Kanji 

characters outside of school, and this might have eliminated the possible link between task-

focused behavior rated by school teachers and children’s reading skills. Second, the lack of a 

significant relation could also be attributed to the type of outcome measures used in the 

study, both of which were word reading tasks rather than spelling or text-level reading 

measures. Indeed, some previous studies have shown that task-focused behavior may be more 

closely related with spelling and text reading skills than word reading skills (e.g., Hirvonen, 

Georgiou, Lerkkanen, Aunola, & Nurmi, 2009; Liao et al., 2013; Manolitsis et al., 2009). 

The results of the present study have some educational and theoretical implications. 

From an educational viewpoint, our results showed that, among the motivational processes 

examined in this study, task-focused behavior may be relatively closely associated with 

children’s reading performance across Western and East Asian contexts. This suggests that 

when children show poor early reading skills, we need to be concerned about both their 
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reading skills and achievement strategies in classrooms (see Metsäpelto et al., 2017, for a 

similar argument). From a theoretical viewpoint, our results showed that whereas reading 

performance was associated with reading self-concept in the Canadian sample, this was not 

the case in the Japanese sample. This suggests that developmental dynamics between 

motivational processes and academic performance may not be the same across cultures. The 

processes in which cultural and educational demands influence the relations between 

motivation and academic performance should be a focus of further research across different 

cultural settings. 

The present study has some limitations that should be noted. First, our findings can be 

generalized only to the languages under investigation and for the ages of the participants we 

had in our samples. A future study should examine the same relations across a more diverse 

group of cultures. Second, the reading skill measures used in the study were not strictly 

matched across the two languages as English and Japanese belong to different language 

families and have considerably different orthographic and phonological characteristics. Third, 

the questionnaire assessing task-focused behavior might be culturally biased. Although some 

cultural biases are inevitable when conducting cross-linguistic studies, we took all the 

necessary measures to ensure that the measures, as well as the administration procedures, 

would be as comparable as possible across languages (van de Vijver & Hambleton, 1996). 

However, future studies should consider using measures on the motivational processes that 

are validated separately in each culture. Fourth, the high stability of reading skills across the 

relatively short interval between time points left little room for other variables to explain 

variance in them. Finally, we used composite scores instead of latent variables for each 

construct in the models, and this might have resulted in the underestimation of the 

relationships between motivational processes and reading skills due to measurement errors. 

Future research with a much larger sample in both language groups should consider testing 
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alternative models that include latent variables for each construct to test the relations between 

the constructs (see Mägi et al., 2018). 

In conclusion, our results showed that the association between children’s reading 

skills and reading self-concept was stronger in the Canadian sample than in the Japanese 

sample. In addition, reading self-concept had an indirect effect mediated by task-focused 

behavior and early reading skills on later reading skills in the Canadian sample but not in the 

Japanese sample. Taken together, our findings suggest that the relations between motivational 

processes and reading skills were, at least partly, moderated by the characteristics of each 

culture. While it is likely that there is a positive association between motivation and reading 

skills, the developmental dynamics between them may not be the same across cultures. A 

future study should replicate our findings using a larger sample of children across different 

cultural contexts. 
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Table 1 
Descriptive Statistics for the Measures in the Study 
 Canadian (N = 160)  Japanese (N = 146) 

Measure M SD Skew Kurt n of 
outliers   M SD Skew Kurt n of 

outliers 
Time 0            

  Block Design 10.41  2.95 –0.13  0.10 0  10.80  3.47  0.17 –0.31 0 

  Mothers’ educationa  4.42  1.93 –0.26 –0.87 0  2.73  1.21 –0.07 –0.98 0 

Time 1            

  Reading self-concept  7.13  2.15 –0.26 –0.49 0   7.40  2.34 –0.60 –0.42 0 

  Reading interest 25.19  4.31 –0.38 –0.54 2  28.32  2.49 –0.39 –0.46 2 

  Task-focused behavior 18.49  5.68 –0.56 –0.67 0  17.56  5.07 –0.59 –0.20 0 

  Reading accuracyb 49.87 15.01 –0.45 –0.08 0  27.86  9.45  1.42  1.26 3 

  Reading fluencyc 54.81 19.12 –0.46 –0.70 0  46.17  9.41 –0.17  0.04 0 

Time 2            

  Reading accuracyb 58.96 12.26 –0.27 –0.38 0  37.79 14.18 1.60  1.52 3 

  Reading fluencyc 65.92 14.76 –0.53 –0.20 1  48.97  9.77 –0.18  0.28 0 
Note. Skew = skewness; Kurt = kurtosis. 
a The possible maximum scores were 7 and 5 for the Canadian and Japanese samples, respectively. b The possible maximum scores were 106 and 
120 for the Canadian and Japanese samples, respectively. c The possible maximum scores were 104 and 100 for the Canadian and Japanese 
samples, respectively.
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Table 2 

Correlations Between the Measures for the Canadian (Below) and Japanese (Above) Samples 
    1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9   10 

 1. BD_T0   .15  .03  .03  .04  .13  .24**  .21*  .04 –.01 

 2. M_Edu_T0  .02   .02 –.15 –.06  .11  .10  .06  .18  .12 

 3. Age_T1 –.14 –.03   .05 –.07  .01  .05  .02  .00  .06 

 4. RSC_T1  .10  .00  .05   .34**  .05  .10  .07 –.03 –.02 

 5. RI_T1  .14 –.08  .07  .29**   .10  .04  .06 –.04 –.10 

 6. TF_T1  .12  .23**  .22*  .24**  .19*   .28**  .20*  .27**  .18* 

 7. RA_T1  .19*  .12  .01  .34**  .09  .40**   .90**  .32**  .22* 

 8. RA_T2  .23**  .16 –.03  .32**  .08  .41**  .92**   .36**  .29** 

 9. RF_T1  .18*  .12 –.01  .38**  .11  .42**  .92**  .89**   .73** 

10. RF_T2  .21*  .11 –.02  .33**  .14  .42**  .81**  .85**  .86**  

Note. BD = Block Design; M_Edu = mothers’ education; RSC = reading self-concept; RI = 

reading interest; TF = task-focused behavior; RA = reading accuracy; RF = reading fluency; 

T0 = Time 0; T1 = Time 1; T2 = Time 2. 

* p < .05; ** p < .01. 

  



MOTIVATION AND READING DEVELOPMENT 33 

 

 

Figure 1. The hypothesized model for the relations between self-concept, interest, task-

focused behavior, and reading skills. 
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Figure 2. The models for the relations between motivational processes and reading skills for 

the Canadian (a) and Japanese (b) samples. Standardized coefficients are shown. Solid lines 

represent significant paths and dashed lines represent non-significant paths. 

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. 
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