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Introduction

Reading for pleasure can play an important role in a 
child’s development. A considerable amount of research 
has demonstrated a strong association between reading 
behaviour and good reading and language skills 
(Broekhof, 2011; Krashen, 2004). These skills are crucial 
for an individual’s educational success and post-school 
opportunities (McGeown et al., 2014) as well as for a 
country’s economic growth (Coulombe et al., 2004; 
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development, 2010). By reading for fun, children can 
also experience pleasure and gain general, cultural and 
practical knowledge (Cunningham and Stanovich 1998; 
Kortlever and Lemmens, 2012; Stichting Lezen, 2012). 
Stories can help children gain knowledge about their own 
and other’s feelings, thoughts and motives (Hakemulder, 
2011), and, as books can cover a wide variety of topics, 
children are presented with other perspectives and solu-
tions than they would have encountered in their daily 
lives (Kortlever and Lemmens, 2012).

Internationally, the Netherlands stands out in a negative 
sense when it comes to reading for pleasure. In the most 
recent international comparative study of reading 

achievement at the fourth grade, the Progress in 
International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS), conducted 
in 2011, 20% of Dutch primary school students (aged 10.2 
years on average) showed a positive attitude towards read-
ing and reported reading for fun on a daily basis compared 
to 28% of students internationally; and 27% of Dutch stu-
dents had the least favourable attitude towards reading and 
read only once or twice a month in their leisure time com-
pared to 15% internationally (Meelissen et al., 2012; 
Mullis et al., 2012). Moreover, 65% of Dutch fourth-grad-
ers considered reading for pleasure a useful activity com-
pared to 74% internationally, bringing the Netherlands 
close to the bottom of the international ranking list. 
Although primary school students in the Netherlands per-
form pretty well when it comes to reading proficiency, 
their reading achievement declined between 2001 and 
2011. In the international ranking list of PIRLS, the 
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Netherlands has dropped over the decade from second 
position in 2001 to ninth position in 2006, and thirteenth 
position in 2011 (Meelissen et al., 2012; Mullis et al., 
2012). This is out of line with the top-5 ranking ambition 
of the Dutch Government (Ministry of Education, 2013). 
Moreover, national statistics indicate that one-third of 
third graders achieve a standard ‘sufficient’ for compre-
hending texts (Van Berkel et al., 2007). A quarter of the 
students finish primary school with insufficient technical 
reading proficiency (Vernooy, 2009) and almost 14% of 
the 15-year-olds can be considered low-literate (Kordes 
et al., 2013).

Because of these concerns about reading in the 
Netherlands, the Dutch Government has paid extra atten-
tion to structural reading promotion at school over the last 
years (Sectorinstituut Openbare Bibliotheken, 2008). Part 
of this is the programme The Library at School.1 This com-
prises a structural cooperation between public libraries, 
municipalities and schools. Its main priority is to provide 
all students with a large, varied and up-to-date collection 
in a school library (Van Dam et al., 2013). In line with this 
programme, school library initiatives in primary schools 
aiming at reading promotion supported or even run by 
public libraries are becoming increasingly common 
(Oberon, 2009, 2011).

The present study focuses on the effects of a Dutch 
school library on the reading behaviour and reading attitude 
of primary school students with a non-western background 
in particular, an educationally disadvantaged group in the 
Netherlands as in other western countries (Gijsberts and 
Iedema, 2012; Schnepf, 2007). Since the 1960s, migrants 
have come to the Netherlands in large numbers. Statistics 
show that in 2014, the Netherlands counted almost 2.0 mil-
lion non-western migrants2 (i.e. 12% of the total popula-
tion), of which migrants with a Turkish, Moroccan, 
Surinamese and Antillean background constituted the larg-
est groups (Statistics Netherlands, 2015). Together with the 
arrival of migrants, schools with a considerable percentage 
of migrant students have become more common in the 
Netherlands over the past decades, especially in the most 
highly urbanized areas (Herweijer, 2008). In 2014, nearly 
17% of primary school aged children (4–12 years) were of 
non-western origin (Statistics Netherlands, 2015). These 
children generally grow up in families with a relatively 
weak socio-economic position (Herweijer, 2009), and they 
are often partly or even entirely raised in a language other 
than the Dutch language (Scheele, 2010). Moreover, com-
pared to native Dutch families, migrant children have fewer 
reading materials at home, are less likely to be read to, and 
their parents themselves are less inclined to read (De Vries, 
2007; Hermans, 2002; Scheele, 2010; Van Steensel, 2006). 
The situation of many non-western migrant students places 
them at a higher risk for poorer school performance 
(Gijsberts and Herweijer, 2009). Indeed, research has 
clearly demonstrated that the educational achievement of 

children with a non-western background – including those 
born in the Netherlands – lags behind that of natives, par-
ticularly when it comes to language ability and reading pro-
ficiency (Gijsberts and Iedema, 2012; Netten, 2014). Their 
disadvantages in the Dutch language are already manifest 
at the start of primary school and continue throughout pri-
mary school and beyond (Gijsberts and Iedema, 2012; 
Herweijer, 2009).

Given the crucial role of good reading and language 
skills, it is important to counter this ethnic inequality in 
school performance. Possibly school libraries provide an 
answer, since reading promotion, as provided by school 
libraries, is typically aimed at increasing children’s read-
ing frequency, and improving their reading and language 
skills as well as their attitude towards reading (Stalpers, 
2005), factors that are related in a reciprocal manner 
(Broekhof, 2011; Cubiss, 2012; Meelissen et al., 2012; 
Mol and Bus, 2011). Here, an upward spiral of causality 
has been suggested, where children who have more posi-
tive attitudes towards reading will tend to read more, 
which – through a process of incidental learning (i.e. learn-
ing without the intention of doing so) – translates to a 
higher reading and language ability. Conversely, in the 
case of a downward spiral, children with weaker reading 
skills feel less positive toward reading and are therefore 
less likely to read and practise their reading skills 
(Broekhof, 2011; Huysmans, 2013; McKenna et al., 1995; 
Meelissen et al., 2012; Melnick et al., 2009; Mol and 
Jolles, 2014; Stokmans, 2006). By providing access to a 
large and varied book collection for all students, thereby 
equalizing access to reading materials for disadvantaged 
children (Rodney et al., 2002), school libraries may con-
tribute to setting in motion an upward spiral among chil-
dren who are not accustomed to a reading culture at home. 
Based on an extensive literature review (Kleijnen et al., 
2015a), the next paragraphs discuss research on the impact 
of school libraries on children in general and migrant chil-
dren in particular.

Since the 1960s, research on the impact of school librar-
ies on student achievement has been accumulating outside 
the Netherlands (Roberson et al., 2003; Williams et al., 
2013). Reviews of these studies point to a variety of attrib-
utes of school libraries that are positively linked to student 
achievement, such as the presence of qualified, full-time 
school librarians and appropriate support staff, large and 
up-to-date collections and flexible library access (Kachel 
et al., 2013; Lonsdale, 2003; Scholastic, 2008; Williams 
and Wavell, 2001; Williams et al., 2013). Furthermore, it 
has been established that increased access to books, as pro-
vided by school libraries, is related to more reading 
(Krashen, 2004; Krashen et al., 2012) as well as to a higher 
enjoyment of reading (Lindsay, 2010). In line with this, 
school library users have been found to hold more positive 
attitudes towards reading than peers who do not use the 
school library (Clark, 2010).
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The – as yet – rather limited available data from the 
Netherlands also suggest positive outcomes of school librar-
ies. The research and statistics department of the public 
library in Vlissingen found that a school library was posi-
tively related to children’s self-reported reading behaviour 
(Oberon, 2011). In line with this, Geurtsen (2008), who con-
ducted a study in Hoorn, found that children who visited a 
school library reported more leisure time reading and a 
more positive attitude towards books than a control group of 
students. A pilot study of the Library at School programme 
involving 30 primary schools and seven libraries showed on 
the basis of library figures that book loans grew by 115% 
and youth membership by 65% after implementation of the 
programme (Oberon, 2011). Huysmans et al. (2013) studied 
the effects of the Library at School in the first year of the 
nationwide implementation of the programme. Multilevel 
regression analyses on questionnaire data from a sample of 
4682 students and 284 teachers from 68 schools showed that 
effects of the library at school on the students’ leisure read-
ing and attitude towards reading books could not yet be dis-
cerned in this initial phase, although slightly positive 
univariate effects were found. Nielen and Bus (2015) also 
studied the effects of the Library at School among fourth 
and fifth graders, comparing 31 schools that had imple-
mented this programme with 10 schools that lacked this pro-
gramme. They found that students attending the schools 
with the Library at School programme scored higher on 
reading comprehension, and that girls attending these 
schools read more and were also more motivated to read.

Although there are many studies on the impact of school 
libraries on children in general, little is known about the 
effects of school libraries on subgroups, particularly on 
groups of disadvantaged children (Lonsdale, 2003), includ-
ing ethnic minorities. Several American studies have found 
that a relationship between the characteristics of school 
libraries and better test scores appeared to persist after statis-
tically adjusting for school and student characteristics, 
including the students’ racial or ethnic background (Lance 
et al., 2005; Michie and Chaney, 2009). This seems to imply 
that so-called success factors of school libraries apply to 
youth of various racial/ethnic backgrounds (at least in the 
context the studies were conducted). Moreover, Lance and 
Schwarz (2012) discovered that African American and 
Hispanic students benefited proportionally more from strong 
school library programmes (in Pennsylvania) than students 
in general, suggesting that these programmes can play a role 
in helping to narrow the achievement gap between advan-
taged and disadvantaged students (Williams et al., 2013).

As indicated in the literature review by Kleijnen et al. 
(2015a: 10), literature that indirectly sheds light on the 
possible effectiveness of school libraries for migrant chil-
dren is not consistent.

On one hand, studies have indicated that the home environment –  
which is usually not that favorable among migrant families in 

the Netherlands – is of utmost importance, suggesting only a 
limited impact of (interventions taking place at) other socializing 
institutions (…). On the other hand, there are studies suggesting 
that, besides parents, public libraries and schools do play an 
important role, and that these institutions can even compensate 
for a reading-unfriendly home climate.

Current study

Although ample studies have addressed the impact of 
school libraries, there is still a lack of clarity as to the effects 
on children from migrant groups in the Netherlands. As 
outlined, many studies on the effectiveness of school librar-
ies have been carried out outside the Netherlands. These 
studies often focus on gains in student learning in relation 
to school library characteristics. Research explicitly focus-
ing on ethnic minorities is scarce, and literature on the role 
of the home environment, schools and libraries which sheds 
light on the possible effects of school libraries on children 
with a migrant background in the Netherlands is not con-
clusive. The few studies on ethnic minorities – conducted 
outside the Netherlands – have suggested that success fac-
tors of school libraries apply to students of various racial/
ethnic backgrounds and that ethnic minority students ben-
efited proportionally more from strong school library pro-
grammes. However, findings from studies conducted 
abroad cannot necessarily be considered valid to the Dutch 
context (Veenstra, 1999), not only because the implementa-
tion of school libraries, such as the role of the school librar-
ian, can differ (Brabantse Netwerk Bibliotheek, 2013), but 
also because the ethnic minority groups in the Netherlands 
are not readily comparable with ethnic minorities in coun-
tries such as the United States. For example, the primary 
language of the majority of Moroccan-Dutch families is 
Berber, a non-scripted language (Scheele, 2010), which is 
completely different from African Americans and Hispanics 
in the United States.

In order to guide contextual governmental policy (in the 
Netherlands and other western countries with the same or 
similar migrant groups), the gaps in existing research on 
the effectiveness of school libraries need to be bridged. 
Therefore, following a longitudinal design involving an 
experimental and a control school, the present study aimed 
to investigate whether an integrated library facility in a 
Dutch primary school can be an effective tool for non-
western migrant students in terms of increasing their read-
ing behaviour and improving their attitude towards 
reading, factors related to language and reading skills. The 
following research questions were addressed:

1. Does a school library have an effect on the attitude 
towards reading of non-western migrant students?

2. Does a school library have an effect on the reading 
behaviour of non-western migrant students?

3. Are the effects of a school library on the reading 
attitude and reading behaviour of non-western 
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migrant students differentiated by gender, age, 
parental educational level and reading climate at 
home?

Given that the school library (as school libraries in gen-
eral) was established in the belief that this facility posi-
tively impacts children’s reading, we hypothesized that 
the students who attended the experimental school would 
show more improvement in both their reading behaviour 
and reading attitude over time than the control school stu-
dents. With regard to the third research question, we 
expected to find that the effects of a school library on 
migrant students’ leisure reading and reading attitude dif-
fer for categories of gender, age, parental education level 
and reading climate. On the one hand, one would expect 
a larger positive change in boys, older children and chil-
dren from less advantaged and reader-friendly families 
since they have more to gain, given their generally less 
positive reading attitude and lower reading frequency 
(Clark and Foster, 2005; Cubiss, 2012; Huysmans, 2013; 
Logan and Johnston, 2009; Meelissen et al., 2012; 
Sainsbury and Clarkson, 2008; Siebelhoff et al., 2010; 
Swalander and Taube, 2007; Van Elsäcker-Bok, 2002; 
Witte and Van Nood, 2012). On the other hand, girls, 
younger children, children from highly educated families 
and children with a rich reading climate at home – who 
on average have a more positive reading attitude and read 
more in their leisure time – may be even further enthused 
and stimulated through a school library, with a mainte-
nance or even widening of the gap as a result. As the 
school library is aimed at motivating all students and pro-
viding access to an appropriate and attractive collection 
to all of them, we expected that the (possible) differences 
in reading attitude and reading frequency due to gender, 
age, parental educational level and reading climate at 
home would be less evident or disappearing over time in 
the experimental school, which is not expected to happen 
in the control school.

Method

Design

A longitudinal study with a quasi-experimental design was 
performed, involving an experimental group and a control 
group, without random assignment of participants because 
of the ‘real life’ nature of the study. Participants were stu-
dents in two Dutch primary schools:3 one school with an 
integrated library facility (i.e. the experimental school) 
and one school without such a school library (i.e. the con-
trol school). Questionnaires (online and paper versions) 
were used to gather data from the students. The data were 
collected over three successive school years (2011/2012–
2013/2014), with one wave of data collection each year. In 
the first school year, data were collected from children 

attending Grades 2 to 6. These students were also followed 
during the second and third school year (excluding those 
who moved to secondary education or left school for other 
reasons), as well as students who passed to second grade 
and new students (Grades 2 to 6) who entered school.

It should be noted that, as in many Dutch schools, books 
were also present at the control school and read in class. 
However, a major difference is that the experimental 
school had a school library at its disposal, run and facili-
tated by the town’s public library organization, with a 
large, well sorted and varied collection of reading materi-
als. The library covered 130m2 and provided a wide range 
of reading materials such as storybooks, comic books, pic-
ture books, and non-fiction books, with a total collection 
of approximately 5400 materials. Books for all age groups 
and reading levels were present, including books for chil-
dren experiencing more difficulty with reading than their 
peers. The themes covered by the total collection were 
very diverse and included topics such as animals, school, 
history, sports, holidays, humour, love, and friendship. 
Books were sorted by reading level, type of reading mate-
rial and topic. Every year, some books were weeded and 
other books (including newer titles) were purchased. 
Compared to the experimental school, the collection of the 
control school was smaller, far less varied and up to date, 
less well managed, and under the school’s own administra-
tion, with teachers (and not a teacher-librarian) being 
responsible for the book collection.

At the experimental school, a reading-media coach 
employed by the public library was responsible for the 
functioning of the school library. This person holds a 
Bachelor’s degree in Education and had experience as a 
school teacher. She had also finished a course for reading 
consultants as well as a reading coordinator course and 
was knowledgeable about children’s literature. Her cre-
dentials are therefore comparable to those of a teacher-
librarian in Anglo-Saxon school systems. Her main tasks 
included guiding students during library visits and helping 
them with finding appropriate books, developing, prepar-
ing and implementing reading promotion programmes for 
the students, and interacting with the school teachers.

Every three weeks, children attending the experimental 
school visited the library with their classmates and teacher 
to return and borrow books during school hours. With their 
personal school library card, which was kept in the library 
by the reading-media coach, the students could borrow the 
books they had chosen, making use of the self-service 
counters. The books were taken to the classrooms where 
they would be read during free reading time. (In the school 
year 2013/2014, at least 15 minutes per day were sched-
uled for free reading. In the prior school years, free reading 
also took place regularly, but it was not an explicit compo-
nent of the school programme.) In the school year 
2013/2014, it was also possible for all classes to visit the 
library on their own – without the guidance and advice of 
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the reading-media coach – to return and borrow books, in 
addition to the scheduled class library visits. Furthermore, 
during the regular class library visits, students of the 
experimental school would also, alternately, participate in 
a reading promotion lesson with the whole class or fill out 
a digital so-called ‘reading log’ individually in which they 
gave their opinion of the books they had read. The one-
hour reading promotion lessons consisted of several com-
ponents, including reading aloud to the children, creating a 
word web together and students working individually or in 
small groups on processing assignments (i.e. students 
actively performed tasks related to the theme of the lesson, 
such as drawing a picture, participating in a quiz, creating 
a poster, playing with books, playing a word game, search-
ing for information in books and on the Internet and writ-
ing a short article). The reading-media coach ascertained 
that the lessons fitted in with the theme covered in the 
classrooms during that period (e.g. sports, super heroes 
and the royal family) and were appropriate for the age and 
level of the students. After school hours, the library at the 
experimental school served as a public children’s library, 
meaning that during a couple of afternoons a week, books 
could be borrowed by all (young) citizens with a public 
library membership card.

Participants

Students of the experimental and control school qualified 
for participation in the present study if they attended Grade 
2, 3, 4, 5 or 6 during (one or more waves of) the data col-
lection. In our analyses, we only included data from stu-
dents with a non-western background (following the 
definition adopted by Statistics Netherlands2). Four chil-
dren were excluded due to a lack of parental permission. 
One other student was excluded from the analyses because 
she first attended the experimental school and then the 
control school during the time span of the study. The final 
sample consisted of 140 participants across both schools, 
with one, two or three observations per student. In total, 
261 student observations were available.

The present study focused on migrant children with a 
non-western background in particular because they can be 
considered a disadvantaged or vulnerable group, as 
described earlier in the Introduction. Western migrants 
were not included in the study, given that the number of 
western migrant students attending the schools involved in 
this study was limited, and given that they are not consid-
ered an at-risk group (e.g. the school performance of west-
ern migrant primary school students does not lag behind 
that of native Dutch students (Onderwijs in Cijfers, 2015)). 
Although it would also have been interesting to compare 
the non-western migrant children with native Dutch chil-
dren, this was not possible in the present study due to the 
limited number of students with a native Dutch back-
ground attending the experimental school.

The ethnic background of the students in the sample 
was primarily Moroccan (75%). Students from the other 
three major migrant groups in the Netherlands (Turkish, 
Surinamese and Antillean) made up 12% of the sample, 
and other non-western minority students accounted for the 
remaining 13% of the sample. The vast majority (93.1%) 
of the students were born in the Netherlands (i.e. second 
generation migrants). Data only available for a part of our 
sample showed that most (of these) participants grew up in 
families where both Dutch and another language (e.g. 
Berber or Turkish) were used.

Table 1 presents the characteristics of the sample (i.e. 
observations) by school and school year.

At the experimental school, a total of 128 observations 
were available from 72 students (1.8 observations per stu-
dent on average) and at the control school, a total of 133 
student observations were available from 68 students (2.0 
observations per student on average). The sample included 
children aged 7 to 13 years, with a mean age of 10.15 at the 
experimental school and 9.79 at the control school. At both 
schools, slightly more girls than boys participated in the 
study. In total, the sample consisted of 124 boys (47.5%) 
and 137 girls (52.5%). The educational level of the parents 
varied from ‘no education’ (given a score of 0) to ‘voca-
tional colleges/university’ (given a score of 4; see also the 
section ‘Measures of parental educational level’). The total 
mean score of parental education level was 1.82, with par-
ents of the control school scoring higher than those of the 
experimental school (2.19 versus 1.45), indicating that the 
parents of the students included in the study had a low edu-
cational level on average. This is in agreement with 
national statistics showing non-western migrants having a 
relatively low education level compared to the native 
Dutch population (Gijsberts and Iedema, 2012). The mean 
scores of the experimental and control school students for 
reading climate at home were 2.30 and 2.34, respectively, 
which is not that favourable, considering that a score of 1 
indicates the least reader-friendly climate at home and a 
score of 4 indicates the most reader-friendly climate (see 
also the section ‘Measures on reading climate’).

The students who were the subjects of the observa-
tions at the two schools differed in parental educational 
level, the experimental school having a statistically sig-
nificant lower level than the control school, F (1, 259) = 
21.57, p < .001. The groups did not differ with respect to 
age, F(1, 259) = 3.13, p = .078, gender, X2(1, n = 261) = 
.09, p = .768, and reading climate at home, F(1, 167) = 
.16, p = .689.

Procedure

In April 2012 (during school year 2011/2012) and in 
November and December 2012 and 2013 (during school 
years 2012/2013 and 2013/2014, respectively), a student 
questionnaire was administered at both the experimental 
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and control school to children attending Grades 2 to 6. The 
survey used in this study, a national questionnaire on 
school libraries called the Monitor the Library at School 
questionnaire (also referred to as ‘MQ’),4 was comple-
mented by an additional questionnaire (also referred to as 
‘AQ’) during the last two waves. The MQ has been spe-
cifically developed for the purpose of monitoring the 
effectiveness of the Dutch national Library at School pro-
gramme. This instrument includes questions about the stu-
dents’ reading attitude, reading behaviour and reading 
climate at home. The MQ was used at the experimental 
school as part of the Library at School programme, and the 
control school also agreed to participate in the MQ. The 
AQ contains a more extensive set of questions and has 
been specially designed for the present study in order to 
gain a fuller understanding of the students’ reading atti-
tude, leisure reading and reading climate at home, taking 
into account questionnaire items used in previous research 
and following literature on survey research among chil-
dren (Borgers and Hox, 2002; Borgers et al., 2004; De 
Leeuw, 2011).

In the introductory part of the survey, the children were 
told that the questionnaire was not a test and that they 
could ask the teacher for help if they did not understand a 
question. Most of the students of the experimental school 
filled out an online version of the questionnaire in a com-
puter room. This happened in groups of up to eight stu-
dents under the guidance of the researcher and/or the 
reading-media coach (and sometimes a teacher was pre-
sent as well) who clarified questions whenever necessary. 
At the request of a teacher, a few students filled out the 
questionnaire in the classroom, as this teacher preferred 
that these students did not leave the classroom the day the 
survey was being administered. As the control school did 
not have a separate room with computers, the school 
decided to administer the student questionnaires in the 
classrooms under the guidance of the teacher who clarified 
the questions whenever needed. However, there were only 
a limited number of computers in the classrooms and there 
was only a limited amount of time available to the teachers 

to help students. At the request of these teachers, a paper 
and pencil version of the survey was made available for 
the control school for reasons of efficiency. In the school 
years 2011/2012 and 2012/2013, almost three-quarters of 
the control school students filled out the paper version; 
during the last wave all the control school students com-
pleted the paper version. At the control school, in total 22 
student questionnaires were completed online (16.5%) and 
111 on paper (83.5%). At the experimental school, in total, 
122 digital questionnaires (95.3%) and six paper surveys 
were completed (4.7%).

A parental questionnaire was distributed at around 
about the same time that the student questionnaires were 
administered (i.e. in April and May 2012 and in November 
and December 2012 and 2013). During the second and 
third wave, parents who wanted to complete the survey but 
were having trouble with the Dutch language could make 
use of help offered during planned parent-teacher confer-
ences in the afternoons and evenings. Help was provided 
by a researcher and librarians, including a person who 
could translate the survey for parents with a Moroccan 
background. For a smaller group of parents no translation 
was available. However, for many parents needing help it 
was presumably sufficient to have someone explain the 
survey to them in Dutch, as they could understand spoken 
language, but were not (fully) able to read and understand 
the written survey. Some parents were also assisted by 
other persons, such as an older sibling or an uncle/aunt of 
the student who attended one of the schools or a neighbour. 
During the last wave of data collection, parents who had 
completed the survey received a gift card to the amount of 
€5 to be spent at a large Dutch retail and drugstore chain.

Measures

Reading attitude. With regard to reading attitude, students 
were asked in the MQ to respond to the following question: 
‘How do you feel about reading a book?’ on a 4-point scale. 
The children could choose between ‘annoying’; ‘do not like 
it so much’; ‘quite like it; and ‘like it very much’. To 

Table 1. Sample by school and school year, in number of student observations and means.

2011/2012 2012/2013 2013/2014 Total

 Exp.  
(n = 33)

Control  
(n = 42)

Exp.  
(n = 51)

Control  
(n = 44)

Exp.  
(n = 44)

Control  
(n = 47)

Exp.  
(n = 128)

Control  
(n = 133)

Age (mean) 10.34 10.12 10.22 9.58 9.91 9.70 10.15 9.79
Gender
 Boys (n) 17 17 24 22 21 23 62 62
 Girls (n) 16 25 27 22 23 24 66 71
Parental educational level (mean) 1.06 1.88 1.55 2.11 1.61 2.55 1.45 2.19
Reading climate (mean)a 2.09 2.31 2.49 2.36 2.30 2.34

Exp.: Experimental.
aNote that for reading climate only data from wave 2 and 3 are available for the experimental and control school (n = 81 and n = 88, respectively).
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measure reading attitude in more depth with the AQ, a scale 
in which both a hedonic and utilitarian component (i.e. 
enjoyable and useful, respectively) were represented was 
constructed on the basis of previous research (e.g. Stalpers 
2005; Stokmans and Broeder, 2009). The students were 
asked what they thought of reading a book in their leisure 
time, followed by 10 items that each consisted of four 
answer categories out of which the children had to choose. 
The response options were semantic differentials: a rating 
scale with bipolar adjectives. Such a response scale has the 
advantage that it avoids ‘yeah-saying’ and that both chil-
dren who think positively about reading and children who 
think negatively about reading see their opinion explicitly 
stated in the scale (De Leeuw, 2011; Stalpers, 2005). Fol-
lowing literature on survey research among children (Borg-
ers and Hox, 2002; Borgers et al., 2004; De Leeuw, 2011), 
the response options were fully labelled and the children 
were deliberately not offered a neutral mid-point category. 
Five items addressed the hedonic aspect of reading attitude 
(e.g. ‘very boring’; ‘pretty boring’; ‘pretty exciting’; ‘very 
exciting’) and the other five items referred to the utilitarian 
aspect (e.g. ‘very important’; ‘pretty important’; ‘not that 
important’; ‘not important at all’). Six items started with 
the answer that represented the most positive attitude 
towards reading while the other four items started with the 
most negative reading attitude. The items that started with 
the most positive or most negative attitude, addressing 
either the hedonic or utilitarian component, were mixed in 
the questionnaire. In the analyses, the items starting with 
the most positive attitudes were reverse coded, making sure 
that a higher score represented a more positive attitude. The 
mean score of all items (ranging from 1 to 4) formed the 
final reading attitude scale (with satisfactory reliability; 
Cronbachs α = .88) that was used in the analyses.

Reading behaviour. Reading frequency was assessed in 
the MQ through the following question: ‘How often do 
you read a book for pleasure at home?’ The five response 
options were: ‘never’; ‘a couple of times a year’; ‘a 
couple of times a month’; ‘a couple of times a week’; 
‘every day’. In the AQ, the students were asked in sepa-
rate items how often they read: (a) story books (fiction); 
(b) non-fiction (informative) books; (c) picture books; 
(d) magazines; (e) comic books; and (f) poems and 
verses in their spare time, using the same answer cate-
gories as the MQ item. The mean score of the six items 
was used as a scale in the analyses (reliability just satis-
factory; Cronbachs α = .71).

Diversity in reading preferences was assessed through 
the MQ. The students were presented with a list of subjects 
and they had to indicate which of these subjects they like 
to read about: love, sports, fairy tales, technology, history, 
school, creepy things, humour, nature, animals, other 
countries, war, and friendship. For the analyses, a final 
score was created by taking the sum of the number of 

topics the students liked (reliability satisfactory; Cronbachs 
α = .73). The higher the final score, the broader the stu-
dents’ preferences in reading.

Reading duration was asked about in the AQ in one 
question with five answer categories. Students were asked 
how much time they spent reading a book per day during 
their leisure time and they were presented with pictures of 
clocks indicating the time to illustrate the response catego-
ries: ‘I don’t read’; ‘15 minutes’; ‘half an hour’; ‘45 min-
utes’; ‘one hour or longer’.

Time. A time variable was constructed that indicated how 
many months a student had been visiting the school at the 
time the measurements took place, counted from Septem-
ber 2011 (i.e. the opening of the school library), excluding 
the summer holiday months (July and August). For the 
experimental school, this time variable was used as a proxy 
for months of availability of the school library, whereas for 
the control school it was used for comparison, indicating 
how many months the students had been visiting the con-
trol school. The way of constructing the time variable was 
guided by the fact that the questionnaires were not admin-
istered at the same time points during the different school 
years and the fact that a considerable number of students 
entered the experimental school during the second wave of 
the study. The schools’ student administration, which listed 
when students enrolled in school, was used to construct the 
time variable.

Gender. The schools’ student administration indicated 
whether a child was a boy or a girl.

Age. The students’ date of birth listed in the schools’ stu-
dent administration was used to determine the age of the 
students during the different waves of data collection.

Parental education level. In the parental questionnaire, 
respondents were asked to report their and their partner’s 
highest completed educational level, both in the Nether-
lands and in the country of origin, by choosing between 
10 and 9 categories, respectively. These options were 
derived from the Survey Integration Ethnic Minorities, a 
large-scale survey in the Netherlands that focuses on the 
integration of the four largest non-western migrant groups 
in the Netherlands, and from the Survey Integration New 
Groups that addresses new migrant groups (Hilhorst, 
2010). For the final parental educational level variable 
(ranging from 0 to 4), the highest completed educational 
level of either parent (or single parent) was assigned to the 
following categories: ‘no education’; ‘primary educa-
tion’; ‘lbo/mavo’ (i.e. junior vocational training/junior 
general secondary education); ‘havo/vwo/mbo’ (i.e. sen-
ior general secondary education/pre-university education/
senior vocational training); ‘hbo/wo’ (i.e. vocational col-
leges/university). This grouping was based on a 
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classification adopted by Statistics Netherlands and used 
in previous research (e.g. Gijsberts and Iedema, 2012; 
Kortlever and Lemmens, 2012), with the exception of the 
category ‘no education’ added in the present study to dis-
tinguish a group of parents with no or little experience 
with formal education. If not indicated by parents in the 
parental questionnaire, we used the information available 
in the schools’ student administration to determine the 
educational level of the parents.

Reading climate at home. The reading climate at home was 
assessed through a combination of three items included in 
the MQ and five items included in the AQ. In the MQ, the 
students were asked how often the following three situa-
tions happen: ‘My mother or father reads to me at home’; 
‘My mother or father talks to me about books’; ‘My 
mother or father accompanies me to visit the library’. The 
answer options offered in the first and second waved dif-
fered somewhat from the ones offered in the third wave 
and were (based on content) brought on the same 4-point 
scale: ‘never’, ‘sometimes’, ‘regularly’ and ‘often’. The 
following five additional items were adapted from instru-
ments previously used in reading research (Kraaykamp, 
2003; Leseman and De Jong, 1998; Notten, 2011; Stalp-
ers, 2005; Stokmans, 2007; Van Elsäcker-Bok; Verboord, 
2005): ‘I see my mother or father reading at home’; ‘My 
mother or father knows what book I’m reading’; ‘My 
mother or father gives me a book as a present’; ‘My 
mother or father tells me which books are fun’; ‘When I 
was a toddler, my mother or father read to me at home’. 
The four response categories were similar to those used 
for the MQ items. The final scale used in the analyses 
consisted of the mean score of all these items (with satis-
factory reliability; Cronbachs α = .81), ranging from 1 
(never) to 4 (often). As the three items only measured with 
the MQ during all waves appeared not to build up to a reli-
able scale on their own, and given that the five items 
measured with the AQ were only administered during the 
second and third wave, the reading climate variable is 
only available for these waves.5

Analyses

Given the hierarchical structure of the data, with the repeated 
measures of reading behaviour and reading attitude (Level 
1) nested in the students (Level 2), multilevel linear model-
ling was used to answer our research questions. Unlike more 
conventional statistical tests, multilevel modelling does not 
require independence of observations (Hox, 2002; 
Tabachnick and Fidell, 2007) and it gives more correct esti-
mates than models that neglect the nested data structure 
(Notten and Kraaykamp, 2010). Moreover, in multilevel 
modelling there is no need for complete data over occasions. 
To account for different intervals between the repeated 
measures, random intercepts and random slopes were 

considered for modelling the covariance structure (Snijders 
and Bosker, 1999), and the model was chosen that provided 
the best fit.

Our research questions were tested using different 
models. Model 1 addressed the effect of the school library 
on reading attitude (Question 1) and reading behaviour 
(Question 2), while controlling for differences between 
the schools in parental educational level. In this model, an 
interaction effect between school and the time variable 
was fitted, which indicated whether there was a difference 
in reading attitude and reading behaviour between the 
experimental and control school students over time. A sta-
tistically significant interaction effect, with scores of stu-
dents attending the experimental school increasing more, 
means there was a positive effect of the school library. 
Models 2, 3, 4 and 5 assessed whether the effects of the 
school library differed for categories of parental educa-
tion level, gender, age,6 and reading climate at home, 
respectively (Question 3). The effect of each factor was 
assessed in a sequential manner, whereby each effect is 
adjusted for all other effects added earlier to the model. In 
each of these models, we first examined whether there 
was a statistically significant main effect of the factor, 
indicating that this factor was a predictor of the outcome 
variable. In addition, for each factor, a three-way interac-
tion effect was fitted (e.g. school*time*gender), with a 
statistically significant interaction effect meaning that the 
size of the effect of the school library differed for scores 
on this factor.

Results

Descriptives

Table 2 presents the means and standard deviations on 
reading attitude and reading behaviour as assessed with the 
MQ and the AQ, broken down by school, with a higher 
score indicating a more positive reading attitude, more fre-
quent and diverse reading, and more minutes of reading a 
day. On average both the experimental and control school 
scored fairly high and they did not differ statistically sig-
nificantly on most outcomes, even when taking into account 
differences in parental educational level. Thus, on average, 
the students of both schools had a quite positive reading 
attitude and read fairly often. The scores on the reading 
attitude scale of the AQ were close to the reading attitude 
scores on the MQ, although, within the AQ, the scores on 
the utilitarian subscale were somewhat higher than those on 
the hedonic subscale, the latter meaning that, on average, 
the students considered reading somewhat more useful than 
enjoyable. Reading frequency scores, however, were higher 
on the MQ than on the AQ. According to the MQ, students 
read about a couple of times a week on average, whereas 
according to the AQ measure, students read about a couple 
of times a month on average.
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This seems to be a consequence of the fact that in the 
AQ, the students were explicitly asked about reading 
materials that are generally read less often. As can be seen, 
for both schools, picture books and poems and verses were 
the least popular reading materials, whereas story books 
and comic books were the most popular.

With regard to reading duration (AQ) and diversity in 
reading preferences (MQ), children of both schools reported 
reading on average approximately half an hour a day and 
they liked four to five different topics on average (Table 2).

In order to get more insight into the reading preferences 
of the students, the topics children liked to read about were 
sorted by popularity, as shown in Table 3. In general, the 
children preferred to read about sports, creepy things, 
friendship, animals and humour, which are in the top five 
of both schools. At the bottom of the list were fairy tales, 
history, technology and love. Students attending the exper-
imental school more often preferred fairy tales, whereas 
the control school students more often preferred reading 
about creepy things, technology and love. Subjects typi-
cally reported by boys were sports, technology and war, 
whereas girls more often preferred reading about love, 
fairy tales, school, animals and friendship (gender differ-
ences not depicted in Table 3).

Note that the descriptive statistics discussed in this sec-
tion represent the mean results for the whole period of the 
study, which does not say anything about the development 
over time. As we are interested in whether or not scores on 
reading attitude and reading behaviour increase due to 
(more months of) school library usage, multilevel analyses 

were conducted taking this time factor into account. The 
results will be discussed in the next sections.

Effect on reading attitude

In order to test for an effect of the school library on reading 
attitude, as measured with the MQ, a model was fitted with 
an interaction effect between school and the time variable 
(Model 1, Table 4). This effect parameter indicates the dif-
ference between the control and experimental school over 
time. Although the estimate was positive for the experi-
mental school – indicating an increase in reading attitude 
over time compared to the control school – the difference 
was not statistically significant F(1, 235) = 1.20, p = .275.

In Models 2 to 5 the main effects of gender, age, educa-
tional level and reading climate at home were added as well 
as their interaction with time and school, to examine whether 
the effect of the school library depended on these factors. 
The results showed that girls (Mean = 3.31, SE = .07) had a 
more positive reading attitude on average than boys (Mean = 
3.12, SE = .06), although the main effect of gender was not 
statistically significant, F(1, 127) = 3.90, p = .050. A negative 
main effect was found for age, F(1, 214) = 21.96, p = <.001, 
and a positive main effect was found for reading climate at 
home, F(1, 151) = 19.46, p = <.001, indicating that younger 
children and children from families with a higher score on 
the reading climate scale had a more positive reading atti-
tude. No statistically significant three-way interaction effects 
were found, suggesting that the effect of the school library 
did not depend on the factors included in the models.

Table 2. Means and SDs for reading attitude and reading behaviour by school (n = 261).a

Experimental school Control school

 n Mean SD n Mean SD

Monitor (MQ)
Reading attitude 128 3.26 .69 133 3.17 .68
Reading frequency 128 3.95 1.14 133 4.12 .90
Diversity in reading preferences 128 4.31 2.98 133 4.79 2.89
Additional questionnaire (AQ)
Reading attitude 93 3.20 .55 86 3.19 .54
 Hedonic 93 3.09 .58 86 3.09 .63
 Utilitarian 93 3.30 .57 86 3.29 .52
Reading frequency 93 3.12 .91 90 2.96 .85
 Story books 93 3.80 1.23 90 3.87 1.03
 Non-fiction books* 93 3.13 1.26 90 2.74 1.36
 Picture books 93 2.57 1.58 90 2.30 1.47
 Magazines 93 2.94 1.50 90 3.17 1.49
 Comic books 93 3.63 1.22 90 3.48 1.42
 Poems and verses*b 93 2.67 1.47 89 2.20 1.46
Reading duration 93 2.91 1.16 88 3.05 1.20

aThe number of student observations for the separate dependent variables are presented in the table.
bAfter controlling for differences in parental educational level, the difference between the schools was no longer statistically significant.
*p <.05.
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We conducted the same analyses for the reading atti-
tude scale as assessed with the AQ administered in the sec-
ond and third wave (not in Table7). Here, we did find a 
statistically significant interaction effect between school 
and time, F(1, 91) = 4.47, p = .037, with attitude scores of 
the children from the experimental school increasing more 
than those of the students attending the control school. 
This means there was a positive effect of the school library. 
We also found a positive main effect of reading climate at 

home, F(1, 130) = 107, p < .001. Analyses on the subscales 
of reading attitude revealed that the interaction effect 
between school and the time variable was statistically sig-
nificant for the utilitarian aspect, F(1, 94) = 5.36, p = .023, 
but not for the hedonic aspect, F(1, 89) = 2.64, p = .108, 
indicating that over time, students attending the experi-
mental school considered reading more useful than stu-
dents visiting the control school. Both subscales showed a 
positive main effect of reading climate: F(1, 134) = 33.19, 

Table 3. Reading preferences by school.a

Total (n = 261) Experimental school (n = 128) Control school (n = 133)

 Order % yes Order % yes Order % yes

Sports 1 52.1 1 52.3 2 51.9
Creepy things** 2 52.1 3 43.8 1 60.2
Friendship 3 47.9 2 51.6 5 44.4
Animals 4 44.4 4 43.0 3 45.9
Humour 5 42.1 5 38.3 4 45.9
School 6 32.2 6 35.2 8 29.3
War 7 31.0 10 25.8 6 36.1
Other countries 8 29.9 8 30.5 9 29.3
Nature 9 29.1 9 27.3 7 30.8
Fairy tales* 10 27.6 7 33.6 13 21.8
History 11 24.1 11 21.1 12 27.1
Technology* 12 21.8 12 15.6 11 27.8
Love** 13 21.1 13 13.3 10 28.6

aThe topics are ordered by popularity, with ‘% yes’ indicating the percentage of students who liked to read about the topic.
*p <.05 **p <.01.

Table 4. Multilevel regression of reading attitude (Monitor).

Model 1 (effect 
library)

Model 2 (effect 
education)

Model 3 (effect 
gender)

Model 4 (effect 
age)

Model 5 (effect 
reading climate)

 F p F p F p F p F p

Intercept .02 .88 .03 .86 .01 .92 .00 .99 .06 .81
Time .26 .61 .30 .58 .19 .66 .02 .89 .13 .72
School 1.61 .21 1.69 .20 1.79 .18 1.83 .18 1.91 .17
School*Time 1.20 .28 1.22 .27 1.32 .25 1.15 .29 2.13 .15
Education 1.40 .24 1.68 .20 1.49 .22 1.07 .30 2.90+ .09
School*Time*Education .39 .68  
Gender 3.90+ .05  
School*Time*Gender 1.22 .30  
Age 21.96*** .00  
School*Time*Age 1.36 .56  
Reading climate 19.46*** .00
School*Time*Reading 
climate

.55 .58

n 261 261 261 261 169
Parameters 7 9 10 10 10
-2LogL 750.21 764.90 759.14 744.80 486.14

Note: Because of iterative estimation procedures, combined with a relatively small n, (little) variations in p-values are possible in the different models 
(1–4) for the variables held constant: Time, School, School*Time and Education.
***p < .001 +p < .1.
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p = <.001, and F(1, 131) = 36.28, p = <.001, respectively. 
The main effect of gender was also statistically significant 
for the hedonic subscale, F(1, 99) = 4.08, p = .046, with 
girls (Mean = 3.20, SE = .07) reporting a more positive 
reading attitude than boys (Mean = 3.01, SE = .07).

All in all, with respect to our first research question, we 
were not able to demonstrate an effect of the school library 
on reading attitude as measured with the MQ, but we did 
find a positive effect of the school library on reading atti-
tude – more specifically, on the utilitarian dimension – as 
measured more extensively with the AQ. With respect to 
our third research question, we did not find that the effect 
of the school library on reading attitude differed for cate-
gories of gender, age, educational level and reading cli-
mate at home, although we did find that children from 
families with a more reader-friendly climate, younger chil-
dren and girls had a more positive reading attitude.

Effect on reading behaviour

The effect of the school library on reading frequency 
(MQ) was estimated similarly to reading attitude (Model 
1, Table 5). The interaction effect between school and 
time was not statistically significant, F(1, 135) = .54, p = 
.463, meaning that the school library did not have an 
effect on the students’ reading frequency.

Furthermore, in Models 2, 3 and 4 no main effects of 
educational level, gender and age were found, nor interac-
tion effects of these factors with school and time. The only 
statistically significant effect found for reading frequency 

as measured with the MQ was a main effect of reading 
climate at home, F(1, 161) = 15.19, p = <.001 (Model 5), 
with children from families with a more reader-friendly 
climate reporting more reading.

The main effect of reading climate at home was also 
positive and statistically significant for reading frequency 
as assessed through the AQ in the second and third wave, 
F(1, 148) = 63.06, p = <.001 (not in Table7). For this 
dependent variable, we also found that children of both 
schools from lower educated families scored higher over 
time (i.e. three-way interaction effect of school, time and 
educational level; F(2, 130) = 3.43, p = .035). In addition, 
a statistically significant interaction effect was found 
between school, time and age, F(2, 134) = 3.74, p = .026: 
At the experimental school, the reading frequency of older 
children increased more over time as compared to younger 
children, whereas at the control school, the reading fre-
quency of younger children increased more over time as 
compared to older children. There was no interaction effect 
between school and the time variable, F(1, 169) = .92 p = 
.339, indicating there was no effect of the school library on 
reading frequency (AQ).

When analysing the students’ reading frequency sepa-
rately for the six different types of reading materials (AQ), 
no effect of the school library was found (in Model 1) for 
story books F(1, 171) = .16, p = .688; non-fiction books, 
F(1, 171) = 3.01, p = .084; picture books, F(1, 170) = 1.50, 
p = .222; magazines, F(1, 170) = .03, p = .854; and comics, 
F(1, 170) = 3.38, p = .068. The interaction effect between 
school and the time variable was only statistically 

Table 5. Multilevel regression of reading frequency (Monitor).

Model 1 (effect 
library)

Model 2 (effect 
education)

Model 3 (effect 
gender)

Model 4 
(effect age)

Model 5 (effect 
reading climate)

 F p F p F p F p F p

Intercept .05 .82 .06 .81 .04 .84 .14 .71 .02 .88
Time .00 .98 .00 .95 .00 .95 .04 .85 .06 .80
School 1.79 .18 1.67 .20 1.69 .20 1.54 .22 1.39 .24
School*Time .54 .46 .53 .47 .51 .48 .80 .37 .66 .42
Education .94 .33 1.04 .31 .88 .35 1.06 .31 2.45 .12
School*Time*Education .61 .55  
Gender .19 .66  
School*Time*Gender .46 .63  
Age .51 .48  
School*Time*Age 1.43 .24  
Reading climate 15.19*** .00
School*Time*Reading 
climate

.30 .74

n 261 261 261 261 169
Parameters 8 10 11 11 11
-2LogL 739.57 754.23 752.45 757.32 487.37

Note: Because of iterative estimation procedures, combined with a relatively small n, (little) variations in p-values are possible in the different models 
(1-4) for the variables held constant: Time, School, School*Time and Education.
***p < .001 +p < .1.
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significant for poems and verses, F(1,168) = 4.05, p = 
.046, with only students of the control school showing a 
decline over time in reading this type of book. Although 
boys and girls did not differ on the total reading frequency 
scale, we did find main effects of gender when examining 
the different reading materials: girls (Mean = 2.87, SE = 
.16) read verses and poems more often than boys (Mean = 
2.16, SE = .16), F(1, 109) = 9.13, p = .003, whereas boys 
(Mean = 3.67, SE = .14) read comic books more often than 
girls (Mean = 3.28, SE = .14), F(1, 126) = 7.33, p = .008. 
Furthermore, for magazines there was a positive main 
effect of age F(1, 153) = 8.86, p = .003. Older children 
read this type of reading material more often than younger 
students. The main effect of reading climate was statisti-
cally significant for all types of reading materials, with 
students from a more reader-friendly home environment 
having a higher reading frequency.

With respect to diversity of reading preferences (MQ), 
no interaction effect between school and time was discov-
ered, F(1, 113) = 1.68, p = .198, meaning that no effect of 
the school library was discerned. There was a positive 
main effect of reading climate, F(1, 150) = 4.03, p = .047. 
Similar results were found for reading duration (AQ) 
regarding the effect of the school library, F(1, 168) = 1.89, 
p = .172, and the effect of reading climate, F(1, 151) = 
20.86, p < .001.

Thus, with respect to our second research question 
about the effectiveness of the school library on reading 
behaviour, our results revealed no effect on reading fre-
quency and diversity in reading preferences as measured 
with the MQ, nor was there an effect on reading behaviour 
as assessed through the reading frequency scale and the 
reading duration item of the AQ. With regard to our third 
research question, we found that at the experimental 
school the reading frequency (AQ) of older children 
increased more over time as compared to younger chil-
dren, whereas the opposite was true for control school stu-
dents. In general, magazines were more frequently read 
by older students than younger students, and girls read 
verses and poems more often than boys, whereas boys 
read comics more often. Moreover, reading climate at 
home was an important predictor of all measures of read-
ing behaviour.

Discussion

Using a longitudinal quasi-experimental design involv-
ing an experimental school and a control school, the pre-
sent study examined whether an integrated library facility 
in a Dutch primary school had an effect on the reading 
attitude and reading behaviour of non-western migrant 
students (Grades 2 to 6). Firstly, we investigated whether 
the school library had an effect on the attitude towards 
reading of non-western migrant students. Secondly, we 
analysed whether the school library had an effect on the 

reading behaviour in non-western migrant students. 
Thirdly, we examined whether the effects of a school 
library on the reading attitude and reading behaviour of 
non-western migrant students differed for categories of 
gender, age, parental educational level and reading cli-
mate at home.

The results showed that students in the two schools did 
not differ in their reading attitude over time, as measured 
by a national Monitor questionnaire during three school 
years. This indicates that no statistically significant effect 
of the school library could be discovered on the degree in 
which students think reading is fun. On the other hand, a 
positive effect of the school library was revealed on read-
ing attitude as measured during two school years in greater 
depth with an additional questionnaire designed for this 
study, with two subscales, a hedonic and utilitarian one 
(i.e. enjoyable and useful, respectively). It appeared that 
the utilitarian subscale was for the most part responsible 
for this result: students attending the experimental school 
considered reading increasingly more useful than children 
visiting the control school. Earlier research in the 
Netherlands (Stalpers, 2005; Stokmans, 2007) has indi-
cated that both the hedonic and utilitarian aspects of read-
ing attitude are related to reading behaviour, although the 
hedonic component is a stronger predictor.

With regard to reading frequency, measured with the 
Monitor and the additional questionnaire, no positive 
effect of the school library was found, nor with respect to 
diversity in reading preferences (Monitor) and reading 
duration (additional questionnaire). This seems to be a 
cause of concern given the importance of reducing learn-
ing disadvantages among non-western migrant children, 
which, it is suggested, is possible through more reading. A 
possible explanation for our findings may follow from the 
fact that the students of the experimental school were not 
allowed to take home the school library books they bor-
rowed during school hours (a decision made by the school 
management). Moreover, it should be noted that – in line 
with national statistics (Broekhof and Broek, 2013; Witte 
and Van Nood, 2012) – the students’ scores on both read-
ing frequency and reading attitude were quite high, leaving 
little room for improvement (ceiling effect).

The third focus was on gender, age, parental educa-
tional level and reading climate at home and whether the 
effects of the school library were differentiated by these 
factors. For the Monitor, no interaction effects were found, 
indicating that the effect of the school library on reading 
attitude and reading behaviour did not depend on these 
factors. For reading frequency assessed in more depth with 
the additional questionnaire, we found that at the experi-
mental school, the reading frequency of older children – 
who generally read less often than younger children (e.g. 
Huysmans, 2013) – increased more over time as compared 
to younger children, whereas the opposite was true for the 
control school.
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Furthermore, in line with the literature (e.g. Clark and 
Foster, 2005; Meelissen et al., 2012; Witte and Van Nood, 
2012), younger children and girls had a more positive 
reading attitude as assessed with the Monitor (although the 
latter effect was just not statistically significant). Girls also 
scored higher on the hedonic subscale of the additional 
questionnaire than boys. In general, girls more often pre-
ferred reading about love, fairy tales, school, animals and 
friendship, whereas topics typically preferred by boys 
were sports, technology and war. Girls read verses and 
poems more often than boys, whereas the opposite was 
true for comic books. Magazines were more frequently 
read by older students than younger students. School 
libraries seem to need to provide a wide range of reading 
materials covering a wide variety of topics in order to meet 
the preferences of all age groups and both boys and girls.

The final factor, reading climate at home, was found to 
be an important predictor of reading attitude and reading 
behaviour, regardless of the measurement instrument. This 
result corresponds with existing research (e.g. Kraaykamp, 
2002, 2003; Mol and Bus, 2011; Notten, 2011; Van 
Steensel, 2006; Verboord, 2003) and it stresses the impor-
tance of (non-western migrant) parents as important part-
ners for school libraries when it comes to reading 
promotion. It has been suggested that parents with a non-
western migrant background often feel less responsible for 
actively stimulating their child’s cognitive development 
and that there is a barrier between them and the school 
(Beks and De Natris, 2008). Increased effort may be 
needed for school libraries to reach and work together with 
these parents to inform and support them.

Although, given its focus on migrant students in par-
ticular, the present study contributes to the literature on the 
effectiveness of school libraries, several limitations should 
be noted. For example, the number of participants/obser-
vations in the present study was limited, resulting in a low 
statistical power to detect statistically significant differ-
ences. This means that there may be effects of the school 
library for non-western migrant children that could not be 
demonstrated in the present study. Furthermore, as in many 
Dutch schools, books were also present at the control 
school, although the collection was not as large, varied and 
up to date as in the experimental school. Perhaps more 
effects of the school library would be found if there had 
been a larger difference in the presence of reading materi-
als between the two schools.

Moreover, reading attitude and reading frequency were 
measured via self-reports and it is not certain that the chil-
dren’s answers completely covered their actual reading 
behaviour or attitude, as bias may occur caused by factors 
such as social desirability and insufficient understanding. 
Perhaps students were more inclined to respond positively 
to the questions with a teacher, researcher and/or reading-
media coach around (despite being told the survey was not 
a test), and some (younger) children may not have 

completely understood everything (despite help offered to 
them). However, this holds true for both schools and we 
have no reason to assume this applies more to one school 
or the other. The students’ scores on reading attitude and 
behaviour were also in line with national statistics, the reli-
ability of the scales was satisfactory, and literature on 
questionnaire research with children suggests that gener-
ally from seven years onward, children can complete a 
self-report; children below the age of seven do not have 
sufficient cognitive skills to be adequately questioned 
(Borgers and Hox, 2002; Borgers et al., 2004; De Leeuw, 
2011). Moreover, ‘reading’ could possibly have included 
digital reading for some of the children, as the reading 
source (i.e. paper-based or electronic books) was not spec-
ified in the phrasing of the items. However, reading digital 
books is not that common (yet) among primary school stu-
dents. A study on the reading behaviour of youth in the 
Netherlands showed that, in 2012, only 3% of children 
aged 7 to 15 years reported reading book apps (e-books) 
during leisure time (Huysmans, 2013). Furthermore, at the 
experimental school most student questionnaires were 
filled in online, whereas at the control school most surveys 
were completed on paper. We cannot rule out that this may 
have slightly affected the results.8 With regard to the 
parental questionnaire, we cannot be sure that every parent 
filled it in with complete understanding.

It should also be kept in mind that the school library 
programme was not implemented in the most optimal form 
in the experimental school. Library books borrowed dur-
ing school hours were not allowed to be taken home, while 
it is suggested that access to books is of importance for 
more reading and a more positive reading attitude 
(Krashen, 2004; Krashen et al., 2012; Lindsay, 2010). This 
relationship is also supported by the data of our own 
research project: students who reported having more books 
at home (see also Note 5) read more frequently, invested 
more time in reading, and read about a broader variety of 
subjects than children with fewer books at home, and they 
considered reading as more fun as well (Kleijnen et al., 
2015b). Also, the finding that children of the experimental 
school had fewer books at home on average than children 
attending the control school makes it even more plausible 
that taking library books home could have resulted in a 
positive effect of the school library on the reading behav-
iour and attitude of the experimental school students.

All in all, the present study among non-western migrant 
students showed no effect of a school library on the stu-
dents’ reading behaviour and the degree in which they 
thought reading was fun. Over time, students attending the 
experimental school did consider reading more useful than 
students visiting the control school. Although few effects 
were found in the current study, it cannot be said for sure 
that school libraries are barely effective for students with a 
non-western migrant background, as shortcomings of the 
present study may have affected the findings in a negative 
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sense. Possibly, a higher impact of the school library can 
be found in a study involving a larger sample, a greater 
difference in treatment between the control and experi-
mental group and an optimal implementation of the school 
library programme. It would also be interesting to compare 
the effects for non-western migrant children and native 
Dutch children in future research. The present study clearly 
demonstrates that reading climate at home is an important 
predictor of both reading attitude and reading behaviour. 
By providing non-western migrant children with access to 
books that can be taken home and by informing and sup-
porting parents, school libraries may enhance the students’ 
reading climate at home, and, thereby, contribute to more 
reading and a more positive reading attitude. Further 
research is needed to examine this premise.
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Notes

1. See www.debibliotheekopschool.nl
2. According to Statistics Netherlands a person is considered 

migrant if at least one parent was born outside the Netherlands, 
with a further distinction being made between migrants origi-
nating from western countries – Europe (excluding Turkey), 
North America, Oceania, Indonesia and Japan – and migrants 
coming from non-western countries – Turkey, Africa, Latin 
America and the rest of Asia (Alders, 2003).

3. In the Netherlands, the central government sets quality 
standards and learning objectives that apply to all primary 
schools, including the ones involved in the present study. 
The Inspectorate of Education monitors the schools’ com-
pliance with central rules and regulations, and the quality of 
education provided by the schools (Nusche et al., 2014).

4. More information (in Dutch) about the Monitor can be 
found at www.debibliotheekopschool.nl

5. In the Monitor, children were also asked to indicate how 
many books they had themselves, by choosing between 
five answer categories: ‘0’, ‘1–20’, ‘21–50’, ‘51–100’ and 
‘more than 100’. In general, children of the control school 
had more books at home (Mean = 2.79, SD = .98) than chil-
dren attending the experimental school (Mean = 2.43, SD 

= .86), F(1,259 ) = 9.96, p = .002. As this item refers to the 
availability of reading materials at home, it can also be con-
sidered as a measure of reading climate at home. However, 
given that the response options substantially differed from 
the other eight items addressing reading climate at home, we 
did not consider including this item in the reading climate 
scale as well. Moreover, we preferred not to include this sin-
gle item separately in the analyses for the sake of brevity. 
Correlation of the item with the reading climate at home 
scale was r = .26, p = .001.

6. Because of the way the study was designed, with an influx 
of new subjects and outflow after the final grade during 
the years the study was in the field, there is no artificial 
(almost) perfect relationship between ‘’time’ and ‘age’. 
For all children, the time variable indicates the number of 
months between the date of a measurement occasion and 
September 2011 (or a later date in case a student entered 
one of the schools after September 2011), regardless of age. 
This means, for example, that during the third measurement 
occasion at the beginning of November 2013, both children 
aged 8 years and children aged 12 years had been visiting 
the experimental or control school for 22 months.

7. The results of the multilevel analyses conducted on the data 
from the AQ are discussed in the text only in order to avoid 
presenting two tables with outcomes of multilevel analyses 
on a similar dependent variable (i.e. reading attitude and 
reading frequency as measured with (a) the MQ and (b) the 
AQ). We have chosen to present the results of the analyses 
on data from the MQ in tables, since this instrument was 
administered during all the waves of our study.

8. Research on effects of survey modes (performed among 
older respondents, in other settings, and using other meas-
ures) comparing paper-based administration methods with 
online administrations methods has reported somewhat 
mixed findings (Carini et al., 2003). Hardré et al. (2010) 
found that scores of respondents in a paper-based condi-
tion were slightly higher than the scores of those in a web-
based condition, whereas the opposite was found in a study 
by Carini et al. (2003). Carini et al. (2003) have indicated 
that mode effects were generally small, and other studies 
(Hardré et al., 2007, 2010) found no effect of the adminis-
trative method on the reliability of the measures.
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