



Exploring the Relationship Between Reading Motivation and Reading Ability Among Chinese University English Majors

Abstract

Aims: Although many studies have explored the association between reading motivation and reading ability across diverse educational settings, few have focused on Chinese English-major undergraduates. This study aims to examine the relationship between reading motivation and reading ability within this specific context at a Chinese university.
Study design: A cross-sectional design was employed to explore the association between the two constructs.
Methodology: Data were collected from 148 English-major undergraduates using measures of the Test for English Majors (Band 4) and the Adult Motivation for Reading Questionnaire. The statistical analysis of Pearson Correlation focused on the strength and direction of the relationship between motivation and proficiency across reading comprehension.
Results: The results revealed a significant positive and moderate correlation (r = 0.40, p < .001) between reading motivation and reading ability, indicating that higher motivation is associated with greater reading proficiency.

Conclusion: These findings enlighten English language teaching practices in tertiary contexts, highlighting the integration of motivational strategies into literacy instruction when designing language curricula. Recommendations for future research include longitudinal and experimental designs to clarify causal directions, the use of objective and qualitative measures to triangulate motivation data, and cross-cultural studies to explore contextual factors shaping reading motivation and ability. 
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1. Introduction 

“Reading motivation is recognized as a significant factor influencing students’ engagement with reading materials and their overall language proficiency” (Guthrie & Wigfield, 2000; Wigfield & Guthrie, 1997). “In the context of English language education, fostering students’ motivation to read is essential for developing their reading ability and overall language skills. Research has shown that students’ motivation to read is closely linked to their reading achievement and language learning outcomes” (Schiefele et al., 2012; Gambrell et al., 2011). “Motivated readers are more likely to engage in extensive reading, persist in challenging texts, and employ effective reading strategies, leading to improved reading comprehension and language proficiency” (Guthrie et al., 2004).

“Moreover, research has consistently shown an inseparable link between reading motivation and reading skills” (e.g., Han, 2021; Stutz et al., 2016; Ölmez, 2015; Pecjak & Sosir, 2008). McGeown et al. (2015) highlight “the importance of reading motivation as a predictor of reading comprehension and skills in adolescents”. Morgan and Fuchs (2016) assert “a bidirectional relationship between reading skills and reading motivation, emphasizing the need for interventions that effectively promote both aspects simultaneously. Therefore, understanding the relationship between reading motivation and reading ability among EFL and ESL learners (L2) is essential for informing effective language instruction and curriculum design. While numerous studies have investigated the relationship between reading motivation and reading ability in various educational settings, there is a need to explore this association within the specific context of Chinese English major students at the undergraduate level”.

“Building on previous findings, this study focuses on undergraduate English majors at a university in China, a context where English proficiency is both a core requirement and a critical pathway to academic and professional opportunities” (Wang et al., 2023; Bo et al., 2023). In such settings, students’ motivation to read in English may be shaped by factors unique to private higher education, including curricular design, instructional approaches, perceived relevance to career goals, and the availability of authentic, accessible English reading materials. Yet, there is limited empirical evidence detailing the extent to which reading motivation associates reading ability among Chinese English learners at the university level. By examining this relationship, the study aims to illuminate whether and how motivational constructs translate into concrete reading outcomes, thereby informing targeted instructional practices and curriculum development. To achieve this research objective, this study aims to answer the following research questions:

Research Question: What is the strength and direction of the association between reading motivation and reading ability among Chinese English major students at the university level?

2. Literature Review

2.1 L2 Reading Comprehension Skills

“In L2 English learning, reading serves as a primary channel for accessing academic information and knowledge, contributing to learners’ linguistic and cultural development” (Mubarok & Sofiana, 2017). Reading is widely regarded as essential for developing overall proficiency in the target language. Krashen and Brown (2007) highlight reading as one of the four core language skills that drive language competence. Rao et al. (2022) further emphasize that “reading underpins all academic activities, noting that our communicative abilities, reading skills, and capacities to explore and advance knowledge rely on proficient reading”.

Anderson et al. (1985) define “reading as a process in which the text’s information and the reader’s prior knowledge interact to produce meaning”. “As a complex ability to extract and construct meaning from text, reading is fundamental to achieving overall language proficiency” (Grabe, 2014; Krashen & Brown, 2007). “Reading is connected to all academic processes, and our abilities to communicate, investigate, and obtain information depend on reading” (Rao et al., 2022; Mubarok & Sofiana, 2017). “Becoming a proficient reader not only requires substantial practice, skill development, and access to diverse knowledge sources to overcome comprehension challenges” (Moreillon, 2007), but also needs reading motivation and engagement (Maghsoudi, 2022).  
According to Grabe (2009), “reading involves a complex repertoire of processes, with the central goal being comprehension. The reading comprehension process comprises multiple component abilities and strategies that ensure text understanding, yet skilled readers make reading largely automatic, decoding and comprehending efficiently and fluently with minimal conscious control” (Afflerbach et al., 2008). A general understanding of these component skills helps illuminate the reading process.

Grabe (2009, 2014) proposes that “reading comprehension skills include anticipating information, selecting, organizing, and mentally summarizing content, monitoring comprehension, repairing breakdowns, and aligning comprehension output with readers’ goals. His framework divides reading abilities into lower-level and higher-level processes, offering a comprehensive account of reading”. It is important to note, however, that this demarcation does not imply that lower-level components are easy or that higher-level components are inherently superior. For example, word knowledge remains a critical element of reading comprehension, such that “any program of remedial teaching to improve students’ understanding of what they read must include vocabulary development” (Davis, 1944, p. 191). “Moreover, higher-level processes often involve greater conscious reflection on the part of the reader” (Grabe, 2014).

“Given the importance of reading ability for L2 proficiency, a substantial body of research has explored how to improve this skill. Studies can be broadly categorized into three areas. First, a range of reading activities and interventions have been investigated, including artificial intelligence-assisted interventions” (Shafiee, 2025), reading circles (Liu, 2022), reading-strategy instruction (Yapp et al., 2023), and multimodal online reading (Meng & Tang, 2020). Second, researchers have examined the development of reading materials to enhance reading ability, such as culture-based texts (Adlis et al., 2022) and literature (Kaowiwattanakul, 2021). Third, investigations have focused on the various elements that contribute to reading development, including background knowledge (Smith et al., 2021), orthographic knowledge (Zhang et al., 2023), and vocabulary (Brooks et al., 2023). Collectively, proficient reading relies on substantial practice and skill development, access to diverse knowledge sources, and is shaped by reading motivation and engagement.
2.2 L2 Reading Motivation

Over the past decades, motivation research has expanded to identify and examine a range of beliefs, values, and goals that influence goal-directed behavior. Within language learning, several theoretical perspectives have highlighted distinct motivational constructs. For example, self-efficacy (Bandura, 1977), ability beliefs (Wigfield & Eccles, 1992), and intrinsic and extrinsic motivation (Ryan & Deci, 2000a) illuminate how learners’ confidence, perceived capabilities, and underlying incentives shape engagement and persistence. Importantly, motivations can be both general and domain-specific. Wigfield (1997, p. 62) notes that motivation spans broad dispositions as well as context-specific factors, while Bandura (1977) cautions that “general motivational traits may not predict behavior in particular domains, underscoring the need to examine motivation within specific activities. Given the focus on English language reading in this study, it is essential to treat reading motivation as a domain-specific construct rather than a general one”. Unrau and Quirk (2014) conceptualize “reading motivation as a domain-specific application of the broader motivation process, highlighting the roles of instructional, motivational, and engagement variables in shaping reading outcomes”.

Motivation is widely regarded as multifaceted and multidimensional. To capture this complexity, Wigfield, Guthrie, and McGough (1996) developed “the Motivation for Reading Questionnaire (MRQ), which assesses multiple dimensions of reading motivation, including reading efficacy, perceived reading challenge, avoidance of reading work, reading curiosity, reading involvement, the perceived importance of reading, competition in reading, recognition associated with reading, reading for grades, social aspects of reading, and compliance with reading tasks”. Subsequent refinements by Wigfield and Guthrie (1997) grounded these dimensions in motivational theory, providing a robust framework for studying reading motivation.

“Empirical work often conceptualizes reading motivation through intrinsic and extrinsic sub-constructs. Intrinsic motivation involves reading for internal reasons—such as enjoyment, personal goals, or curiosity satisfaction—whereas extrinsic motivation involves reading for external rewards or recognition” (Conradi et al., 2014). “Studies generally converge on the view that intrinsic motivation supports deeper engagement and sustained reading, while extrinsic motivation can influence reading behavior when tied to external goals” (Stutz et al., 2016). “This intrinsic–extrinsic framework remains a widely used lens for understanding reading motivation. A substantial body of research indicates that reading motivation significantly relates to reading performance, achievement, and broader academic success, and that reading motivation has a predictive power on L2 reading proficiency” (e.g., Ghavamnia & Kashkouli, 2022; Wolters et al., 2014; Schiefele et al., 2012; Wang & Guthrie, 2004). More recently, scholars have argued that language achievement in a second language also depends on the joint influence of cognitive and motivational factors, including both intellectual capacity and motivation for the language (Bermillo & Merto, 2022). Huang and Reynolds (2022) emphasize that “reading motivation enhances comprehension, fosters cultural and linguistic knowledge, and supports higher-level thinking. In view of the importance of reading motivation in L2 learning, some research also takes to identify the factors influencing reading motivation”. According to Khan et al. (2024), “reading motivation is resulted from the combined social and cognitive factors”. Thus, it involves the related activities to cultivate and enhance, such as reading aloud (Ceyhan & Yildiz, 2021), computer-supported learning (Hong & Lee, 2023), authentic materials (Namaziandost, et al., 2022), etc. Therefore, reading motivation in L2 relates to performance and broader academic success and needs to be integrated into specific practical strategies.
2.3 Theory Underpinning the Study

Self-determination theory (SDT; Ryan & Deci, 2000a, 2000b, 2017; Deci & Ryan, 1985) provides a useful framework for understanding how motivational processes influence second-language reading. “SDT posits three basic psychological needs—competence (feeling effective in reading tasks), autonomy (sense of agency in selecting and approaching texts), and relatedness (connections with peers, instructors, and the reading community)—as fundamental to fostering optimal motivation, engagement, and well-being” (Ryan & Deci, 2000a). “When these needs are satisfied within the classroom and institutional environment, learners are more likely to internalize reading-related goals and sustain purposeful, self-regulated reading behavior; conversely, need thwarting can undermine motivation and hinder reading development” (Legault, 2017). “SDT also differentiates intrinsic motivation (reading for inherent enjoyment and interest) from extrinsic motivation (reading for external outcomes), conceptualizing a continuum of internalization in which external regulations can be transformed into autonomous, self-endorsed actions through identification and integration” (Ryan & Deci, 2000b).

“SDT comprises six mini-theories that illuminate how context interacts with motivation to shape reading engagement. Cognitive Evaluation Theory focuses on autonomy and competence as determinants of intrinsic motivation. Organismic Integration Theory describes the spectrum of extrinsic motivation—from external regulation to integrated regulation—reflecting varying degrees of internalization. Core processes of causality orientation and intrinsic/extrinsic motivation explain how individuals regulate reading behaviors. Basic Psychological Need Theory examines how environments support or thwart need satisfaction. Goal Content Theory assesses how intrinsic versus extrinsic goals influence well-being, while Relationship Motivation Theory highlights the role of supportive social relationships in fulfilling basic needs. In educational settings, autonomy-supportive teaching and instructional practices that satisfy competence and relatedness tend to bolster intrinsic motivation and autonomous internalization, whereas heavy reliance on extrinsic rewards can diminish motivation quality” (Ryan & Deci, 2020).

“In recent years, more attention has been given to SDT in L2 learning, in that it provides the framework for supporting learners’ motivation and intensive reading through instructional strategies” (Lin, 2025; Svrcek & Abugasea, 2022; Qiao et al., 2022). In the context of L2 English reading, SDT suggests that cultivating autonomy, competence, and relatedness within reading activities can enhance students’ intrinsic motivation to read, promote deeper engagement with texts, and facilitate the internalization of reading goals. This, in turn, is likely to translate into more sustained reading practice, better strategy use, and improved reading comprehension and language proficiency. The framework also accommodates the role of classroom social dynamics, including teacher support, peer collaboration, and access to authentic and challenging reading materials, which influence motivation and reading outcomes. By applying SDT to Chinese English majors at the university level, the study can examine how need satisfaction and the internalization of reading goals relate to actual reading ability, thereby informing instructional approaches that support both motivation and reading development.

3. Methodology 

This study employed a cross-sectional, correlational design to examine the linear relationship between reading motivation and reading ability. Given the plan to analyze a single predictor–outcome association with Pearson’s r, the design focused on bivariate association without experimental manipulation.

3.1 Sampling and Participants

To ensure adequate power for detecting correlations between reading motivation and reading ability, G*Power was used. With a two-tailed test, an anticipated correlation of r = 0.30, α = 0.05, and power = 0.80, the minimum required sample size was 84. At the university, over 2,000 English-major students span four years. We recruited 148 undergraduate English majors using simple random sampling. Inclusion criteria were: (a) self-reported native Chinese speaker, (b) enrolled in the English major program, and (c) actively engaged in English reading courses. The age range was 18–22 years (M = 20.78, SD = 4.99), with participants drawn from Years 1–4 to capture diverse levels of study experience within the same discipline. Informed consent was obtained from all participants, and the study received approval from the institutional ethics review board.

3.2 Instruments 

The study used two primary instruments to assess reading motivation and reading ability among English-major undergraduates in China. Reading motivation was measured with the Adult Motivation for Reading Questionnaire (AMRQ) developed by Schutte and Maulouf (2007), which captures intrinsic and extrinsic dimensions across 21 items on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree). “Although designed for adults, the AMRQ provides a concise, domain-relevant assessment of reading motivation suitable for university students; prior research reports an internal consistency of α = .85, indicating reliable measurement of reading enjoyment” (Davis et al., 2018). In recent years, there have been several studies done to validify this scale, indicating that the AMRQ is a reliable and valid scale (e.g., Griffin & Mindrila, 2024; Kanbara & Lin, 2022; Kusmartini, 2022).
Reading ability was assessed using the TEM-4 reading component (2021 administration), “a criterion-referenced, standardized test designed for Chinese undergraduates majoring in English language and literature and administered by the National Advisory Committee for Foreign Language Teaching” (NACFLT, 2000) on behalf of China’s Higher Education Department. The TEM-4 reading section targets both higher- and lower-level reading processes—such as comprehension, vocabulary, and reading speed—in line with Grabe’s (2009) framework, “making it appropriate for examining the relationship between reading motivation and reading ability in this population. Over more than 20 years, numerous studies have been conducted to evaluate the feasibility, validity, and implications of the TEM system” (Xu & Liu, 2018). These studies have contributed to the refinement and reform of the test, which has undergone revisions in 1997, 2004, and 2016, aiming to develop TEM into a better criterion-referenced English proficiency assessment. The reading comprehension part of TEM4 before the reform in 2016 contained 4 to 5 passages with 20 multiple-choice questions in total. The 2016 reform has made substantial changes in the reading comprehension part by revising the 20 multiple choice questions (MCQ) items into 10 MCQ items and 5 short answer questions (SAQ) items. The total score is 20 points (1 point for each MCQ and 2 points for each SAQ). Students are required to complete the reading test in 35 minutes.
3.3 Data Collection

Prior to data collection, ethical approval was obtained from the university to ensure the protection of participants’ rights and confidentiality. Informed consent was be obtained from all participants, and they were assured of the voluntary and anonymous nature of their participation.

The data collection process involved administering the Adult Motivation for Reading Questionnaire and the reading test. The participants took the TEM 4 reading part under standardized testing conditions in a classroom to evaluate their reading ability. Subsequently, the questionnaire was distributed electronically by the Wenjuanxing Application. The participants were instructed to respond to the questionnaire items honestly and to the best of their abilities.

3.4 Data Analysis

Quantitative data analysis was employed to examine the relationship between reading motivation and reading ability among the participants. Descriptive statistics, such as means, standard deviations, were be used to summarize the characteristics of participants’ reading motivation and ability scores. Furthermore, correlational analysis, the Pearson’s correlation coefficient, was conducted to explore the association between reading motivation and reading ability.

3.5 Ethical consideration

All participants were provided with detailed information about the study’s purpose, procedures, reporting and dissemination plans, and the voluntary nature of participation. They were assured of confidentiality and anonymity, with personal data protected throughout the research. To safeguard privacy, identifiers such as names were removed from the data. Participants were also informed that the test results would not affect their class grades or academic standing, addressing any potential concerns about repercussions from participation.
4. Results 

To conduct the statistical analysis of Pearson Product-Moment Correlation, it is important to consider the distribution of normality of the reading ability scores and motivation scores. The skewness value for reading ability scores is 0.21 for reading and also 0.21 for reading motivation, within the range of -1 and +1, suggesting approximate symmetry, reinforcing the suitability of the Pearson approach. 

Participants’ reading comprehension and reading motivation were summarized to illustrate their typical performance and variability (Table 1). Reading comprehension (max = 20) showed a mean of 14.26 with a standard deviation of 2.40, indicating that, on average, participants performed at a moderate level with relatively low-to-moderate dispersion around the mean. Reading motivation (max = 5) had a mean of 3.64 and a standard deviation of 0.61, suggesting moderate motivation with modest variability across participants. The reported means and standard deviations contextualize the central tendency and spread of the two measures and set the stage for the subsequent inferential analysis.

Table 1 Descriptive statistics of the results of reading ability and reading motivation

	Variables
	N
	Min
	Max
	Mean
	SD

	Reading ability
	148
	9.00
	20.00
	14.26
	2.40

	Reading motivation
	148
	2.00
	5.00
	3.64
	.61


Table 2 reveals a statistically significant positive relationship between reading motivation and reading ability, r = 0.40, p < .001. This indicates that higher levels of motivation to read are associated with higher reading comprehension scores among the participants. The observed association is of moderate magnitude by conventional benchmarks, suggesting a meaningful but not exclusive link between the two constructs. In terms of explained variance, R² = 0.16 implies that about 16% of the variance in reading comprehension can be accounted for by differences in reading motivation within this sample. While motivation appears to be an important contributor to reading performance, a substantial portion of the variance—approximately 83.8%—remains attributable to other factors not captured by reading motivation in this study (e.g., prior knowledge, vocabulary, instructional quality, reading strategies, cognitive abilities, and environmental variables). The 95% confidence interval [0.26, 0.53] indicates that, across similar samples, the true population correlation is likely to fall within this range, reinforcing the reliability of the positive association observed here. 

Table 2 Correlation between reading motivation and reading ability

	Factors
	N
	Pearson Correlation
	Sig. (2-tailed)
	95% Confidence Intervals (2-tailed)

	
	
	
	
	Lower
	Higher

	Reading motivation
	
	
	
	
	

	Reading ability
	
	
	
	
	

	
	148
	.403
	<.001
	.259
	.530


5. Discussion

The present analysis revealed a significant positive and moderate correlation between reading motivation and reading ability among Chinese English-major students at the university level. “This finding suggests that students with higher levels of reading motivation tend to demonstrate greater reading ability, encompassing comprehension, vocabulary, and reading speed. The results align with prior research that highlights the importance of motivation in reading development” (Ghavamnia & Kashkouli, 2022; Maghsoudi et al., 2020) and “reinforce the view that motivational factors can influence a range of language-learning outcomes, thereby supporting efforts to promote reading motivation within educational settings” (Han, 2021; McBreen & Savage, 2021). It is worth noting, however, that Adem and Deneke (2024) reported a stronger correlation in a different context, suggesting that contextual factors—such as curriculum design, language exposure outside the classroom, and sample characteristics—may modulate the strength of the motivation–ability link.

“The observed moderate positive association between reading motivation and reading comprehension aligns with Self-Determination Theory (SDT), which posits that motivation and behavior are best explained when we consider the satisfaction of three universal psychological needs: autonomy, competence, and relatedness” (Ryan & Deci, 2000a). “When these needs are satisfied in the context of reading, learners are more likely to internalize motivation, engage in deeper processing, and persist through challenging tasks, all of which contribute to better reading outcomes. Thus, seen from the three components of SDT, first, in L2 learning, intrinsic motivation and perceived autonomy in reading tasks foster a sense of volition and ownership over the learning process. When learners choose texts that interest them, set personal reading goals, or exercise control over reading strategies, they experience greater autonomy support. This sense of agency is linked to sustained engagement, more elaborate processing, and persistence in the face of difficult passages, which in turn predict improvements in comprehension and vocabulary as learners invest effort in meaning-making rather than merely completing tasks” (Lin, 2025; Printer, 2023). “Second, when learners encounter texts that are appropriately challenging and receive constructive feedback that highlights progress, they experience increased confidence in their reading abilities. This enhanced competence supports more efficient decoding, better monitoring of comprehension, and the use of more sophisticated strategies (e.g., prediction, summarization, inference) during reading. Empirical work showing links among reading self-efficacy, strategy use, and higher-level comprehension aligns with SDT’s claim that competence satisfaction fuels persistence and performance improvements” (Svrcek & Abugasea, 2022; Lin, 2025). “Finally, in L2 English calss, collaborative reading activities, peer discussions, and supportive feedback environments can satisfy the relatedness need and can lead to greater intrinsic interest in reading, more willingness to take on challenging texts, and increased likelihood of sustained practice. When learners feel understood and supported within the reading-learning community, they are more likely to invest effort and recover from setbacks, which translates into gains in comprehension and fluency” (Jeon & Lee, 2023; Printer, 2023). To sum up, these SDT-grounded pathways help account for why intrinsic interest and reading self-efficacy consistently relate to better reading outcomes, therefore, instructors should evaluate motivation holistically by measuring changes in autonomy, perceived competence, and relatedness alongside traditional reading outcomes, to capture the full SDT-driven mechanism of gains.

However, several limitations should be acknowledged when interpreting the findings. First, the cross-sectional design limits the ability to infer causality between reading motivation and reading ability; longitudinal data would be needed to examine how these constructs influence each other over time. Second, reliance on self-report measures for reading motivation may introduce social desirability bias and subjective interpretation, potentially inflating associations. Future research should complement self-reports with objective indicators, behavioral observations, and qualitative data to achieve a more nuanced understanding of motivational processes. Lastly, the sample comprises Chinese English-major undergraduates from a single private university, which may limit generalizability to other institutions, programs, or cultural settings.

Based on the limitations, future research could pursue longitudinal designs or experimental interventions to clarify causal directions and examine how changes in motivation relate to shifts in reading ability over time. Investigations into the effectiveness of specific motivational strategies or instructional approaches—such as offering authentic, culturally relevant texts, providing learner choice, and delivering scaffolded strategy instruction—would help identify practical means to enhance reading motivation and, in turn, reading proficiency. Second, researchers should also explore potential mediators (e.g., use of reading strategies, self-regulated learning) and moderators (e.g., year of study, exposure to English outside the classroom) to unpack the mechanisms underlying the motivation–reading relationship. Finally, cross-cultural studies comparing diverse educational contexts would yield valuable insights for educators and policymakers aiming to foster sustainable reading motivation across settings.

6. Conclusion

This study examined the relationship between reading motivation and reading ability among English-major students at a Chinese undergraduate university. The results revealed a significant, positive, and moderate correlation, indicating that higher levels of reading motivation are associated with greater reading proficiency. These findings underscore the important role of motivation in shaping reading ability and, more broadly, language proficiency.

The study contributes to the English language learning and teaching literature by providing empirical evidence of the link between reading motivation and reading ability. By highlighting the impact of motivational factors on language learning, the findings emphasize the need for educators to consider students’ motivation in literacy instruction. The results add to the growing body of research supporting the integration of motivational strategies into language teaching and curriculum design to enhance students’ language learning experiences.

Based on the findings, educators and practitioners are encouraged to incorporate motivational strategies into their language teaching practices. This may include providing students with choices in reading materials, creating a supportive and engaging reading environment, and promoting the relevance of reading to students' personal and academic goals. Additionally, educators should consider the individual differences in students’ motivation and tailor instructional approaches to address diverse motivational profiles. By integrating motivational principles into language instruction, educators can potentially enhance students’ reading motivation and, subsequently, their reading ability and language proficiency.
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