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Abstract
The narrative review examines the current state of research on reading for pleasure 
and its relevance in education and personal development. By analysing 22 studies 
published over the past several years (2014–2022), the authors have sought to iden-
tify the key trends and areas of focus within this field. The selected articles have 
been coded and analysed, and the results have been used to, among others, examine 
the type of research on reading for pleasure, the subject areas covered, the research 
methods used, the variables analysed, and the target groups involved. A particular 
attention has been paid to possible conceptualisations of reading for pleasure and 
reading for pleasure pedagogy, to the type of reading and the texts reading for pleas-
ure may predominantly be associated with, as well as to its social dimension and 
relationship to the digital literary environment. The literature review shows that 
the studies on reading for pleasure highlight the importance of personalisation in 
reading for pleasure pedagogy and acknowledge the role of the material and social 
dimension of reading. Further, there are signs of a broader definition of reading 
materials, like comics, also in the educational context. The findings of the present 
review indicate the gaps in the research of reading for pleasure and highlight the 
need for a more profound understanding of the title concept and its benefits, thus 
contributing to the development of its future research and promotion.
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Introduction

Broadly speaking, reading for pleasure refers to any kind of reading the reader gets 
pleasure from. It is not limited to any genre (there is no universally defined literature 
for pleasure that reading for pleasure would refer to) and is usually associated with 
non-obligatory reading of self-chosen texts and characterized by high level of read-
er’s engagement and enjoyable experience of flow (Csikszentmihalyi, 1991).

Two large-scale ongoing surveys, PISA (2000–2018) and PIRLS (2001–2016), 
routinely demonstrate that students who like reading are better and stronger read-
ers, which means that reading motivation and the pleasure associated with reading 
are among the key conditions for high reading achievement and should therefore 
be properly addressed and acknowledged.1 While a direct comparison on reading 
for pleasure between PISA and PIRLS data is not possible due to different response 
categories and target groups, the results of both of the surveys urge us to think about 
new ways of luring students into reading. Especially older students’ reading habits 
as presented in PISA are cause for concern. The parameters in the cycles that looked 
in detail at reading performance, that is, in 2000, 2009 and 2018, show that in the 
majority of countries the number of students reading for enjoyment is decreasing. In 
all countries and economies, girls reported much greater enjoyment of reading than 
boys, and the fact that girls on average in every assessment clearly outperform boys 
in reading, suggests there is indeed a strong association between reading achieve-
ment and enjoyment of reading, as confirmed not only by PISA and PIRLS but also 
by many other researches (Guthrie et al., 2010; Mol & Jolles, 2014; Nurmi et al., 
2003; Petscher, 2009).

What’s more, enjoying reading seems to be the decisive indicator of success-
ful reading performance and academic attainment in general. Students who enjoy 
reading, and make it a regular part of their lives, are able to improve their read-
ing skills through practice. Better readers tend to read more because they are more 
motivated to read, which, in turn, leads to improved vocabulary and comprehension 
skills (PISA 2018 Results, vol. II. ch. 8, OECD, 2020). In fact, gaps in reading scores 
attributable to different levels of reading engagement (of which enjoyment is a key 
component) are far greater than the reading performances gaps attributable to gen-
der. In other words: reading engagement is an important factor that distinguishes 
between high-performing and low-performing students, regardless of their gender. 
Boys who are more engaged in reading tend to outperform female students who are 
less engaged in reading (Literacy Skills for the World of Tomorrow, OECD/UNE-
SCO Institute for Statistics, 2003).2

1 For the PISA and PIRLS results documentation see https:// www. oecd. org/ pisa/ data/ and https:// www. 
iea. nl/ studi es/ iea/ pirls.
2 According to PISA definition, reading engagement refers to time spent reading for pleasure, time spent 
reading a diversity of material, high motivation and interest in reading (Kirsch et al.: Reading for change, 
results from PISA 2000). In 2019 PISA survey, the definition of reader engagement was complemented 
in line with OECD 2016 broader conception of reading, which recognizes the existence of motivational 
and behavioural characteristics of reading, in addition to cognitive ones, stating that engaged readers find 
satisfaction in reflecting on the meaning of the text and are likely to want to discuss the texts with others.

https://www.oecd.org/pisa/data/
https://www.iea.nl/studies/iea/pirls
https://www.iea.nl/studies/iea/pirls
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This article presents a narrative literature review based on recent academic arti-
cles on the topic of reading for pleasure. The study systematically reviews peer-
reviewed articles published between 2014 and 2022 with the aim of investigating 
how reading for pleasure figures in academic articles and identifying the most cur-
rent themes of the research on reading for pleasure as well as the areas that still need 
to be researched. One of the focuses of the study is the idea of reading for pleasure 
pedagogy and it aims to highlight the ways in which reading for pleasure could be 
implemented in educational environment and in practice, since this is where policy-
makers could have a positive influence.

In the section “The Concept of Reading for Pleasure” we first try to present the 
title phenomenon and its related notions by drawing on the many existent defini-
tions, taken from mainly older (book) studies (not articles) that were not included 
in the review, with the intention to see how the 22 articles under examination relate, 
differ or elaborate on the existing idea of reading for pleasure.

After explaining the methodology of our review and the data analysis procedure, 
we present the results divided in several topics.

The initial general research questions of the study were: What kind of peer-
reviewed articles have been published on reading for pleasure between 2014 and 
2022? How is reading for pleasure understood in peer-reviewed articles between 
2014 and 2022? And, what is the relationship between reading for pleasure and ped-
agogy in peer-reviewed articles? These were our broad issues of interest, that guided 
us through the review, which provided us with some more or less specific answers.

The Concept of Reading for Pleasure

Literature on reading for pleasure uses a variety of definitions and interpretations of 
the concept as well as different denominations. Often, reading for pleasure is used 
interchangeably with ‘reading for enjoyment’ (Clark & Rumbold, 2006), ‘leisure 
reading’ (Greaney, 1980), ‘free voluntary reading’ (Krashen, 2004), ‘independent 
reading’ (Cullinan, 2000), or ‘recreational’ (Manzo & Manzo, 1995; Ross et  al., 
2018) and ‘self-selected reading’ (Martin, 2003), but also ‘engaged’ (Garces-Bas-
cal et al., 2018; Paris & McNaughton, 2010), even ‘aesthetic’ (Jennifer & Ponniah, 
2015) and ‘ludic reading’ (Nell, 1988). It is variably described as: “reading that we 
do of our own free will, anticipating the satisfaction we will derive from the act of 
reading” (Clark & Rumbold, 2006, p. 6), “a purposeful volitional act with a large 
measure of choice and free will” (Powell, 2014, p. 129), and “non goal-oriented 
transactions with texts as a way to spend time and for entertainment” (The Reading 
Agency, 2015, p. 6).

In contrast, reading for academic purposes typically involves texts that are 
assigned as part of a curriculum, and then evaluated or tested on. It has a more 
structured and goal-oriented focus, whereas reading for pleasure tends to be open-
ended and driven by the reader’s own interests and preferences (Wilhelm & Smith, 
2014). It typically involves materials that reflect our own choice, at a time and place 
that suit us. Instrumental views on reading do not necessarily preclude pleasure as 
one can certainly experience pleasure when reading assigned literature, and many 
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situations fall in-between work and leisure, but the primary context for reading for 
pleasure is undoubtedly linked to a relaxed and obligation-free atmosphere.

For struggling and/or reluctant readers, reading for pleasure is harder to experi-
ence when reading individually and is almost an achievement in itself. There is a 
proven correlation between skill and enjoyment which is why good readers tend to 
enjoy reading much more: If the student does not read fluently, it means that the 
effort and energy the student has to put into reading is greater than the pleasure (s)
he gets from reading. Therefore, (s)he prefers to avoid reading, if possible. Conse-
quently, bad readers become worse, and vice versa (see Stanovich, 1986 for Matthew 
effect, and also Möller & Schiefele, 2004). It is thus important that the chosen texts 
(their content, composition, stylistic features and their level of complexity) match 
the reader’s reading ability, level of pre-existing knowledge and reader’s interests 
(Sherry, 2004). All this plays a vital role in ensuring reading motivation, another 
concept reading for pleasure is closely connected to.

Reading motivation is a complex notion, which is usually divided into intrinsic 
and extrinsic motivation. Intrinsic motivation to read comes from personal interest 
or enjoyment of reading and is related to positive experiences with reading itself. 
Studies have shown that intrinsic incentives, such as personal interest in the material, 
curiosity, involvement in the text, and a preference for challenge (e.g., McGeown 
et  al., 2012) are better predictors of reading frequency and comprehension than 
extrinsic incentives, such as rewards or grades, parental pressure etc. (Becker et al., 
2010; Lau, 2009; Schaffner et  al., 2013; Schiefele et  al., 2012; Wang & Guthrie, 
2004). Even so, extrinsic motivation can gradually change into intrinsic (see also 
the notion of emergent motivation, Csikszentmihalyi et al., 2005). Intrinsic motiva-
tion refers to being motivated and curious to perform an activity for its own sake. 
It is the prototype of fully autonomous or self-determined behaviour and therefore 
represents the most optimal form of motivation (Ryan & Deci, 2000). In the case 
of reading, this means that children read because they enjoy it and become fully 
engaged in reading. Many studies report that intrinsic reading motivation generally 
declines over the school years (Kirby et al., 2011; McKenna et al., 1995; Wigfield 
et al., 2015), while further findings suggest that extrinsic motivation decreases over 
time as well (Paris & McNaughton, 2010; Schiefele et al., 2012).

In an educational system, where there is a focus on reading for assessment pur-
poses, offering students opportunities for reading for pleasure can help them develop 
a lifelong love of reading. By showing them that reading can be enjoyable and intro-
ducing them to different reading materials and reading-related activities, everyone 
can find something to their liking (Collins et al., 2022; Merga, 2016). For conquer-
ing reading for pleasure, it is equally crucial to master the skills of reading as to 
reach the state of fully engaging and immersive reading, that is, feel a sustained 
impulse to read characterized by intense curiosity and a search for understanding 
(Baker & Wigfield, 1999; Wang et al., 2020). It is much easier to achieve it if one is 
a ‘good-enough’ reader.

Several studies have by now clearly demonstrated that the benefits of reading for 
pleasure far surpass the direct literacy-related aspects. Apart from improved reading 
comprehension, critical thinking skills and increased vocabulary, reading for pleas-
ure can provide cognitive benefits, encourage social interactions, as people often 
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discuss and share their reading experiences with others (Boyask et al., 2021, 2023), 
improve emotional and psychological well-being (Mak & Fancourt, 2020a), healthy 
behaviours (ibid., 2020b) and a sense of personal enjoyment (Department for Edu-
cation, 2012; The Reading Agency, 2015). Reading for pleasure is seen as a crucial 
foundation for lifelong learning and social and cultural participation, and can con-
tribute to improved relationships with others, as well as to a better understanding of 
personal identity (The Reading Agency, 2015).

After providing this basic outline of reading for pleasure we will now present our 
review strategy.

Methodology

This study utilizes a narrative literature review, an approach suited for examining 
topics that have been studied from various perspectives across different research 
fields. A narrative literature review provides a thorough examination of a subject, 
facilitating the development of theoretical frameworks or laying the groundwork 
for further research (Snyder, 2019). This methodology is effective in mapping out 
a research area, summarizing existing knowledge, and identifying future research 
directions. Additionally, it can offer a historical perspective or timeline of a topic.

To conduct this review, the authors undertook a series of methodical steps: ini-
tially, they established a focus for their research before refining their research ques-
tion as necessary. Subsequent steps involved identifying key search terms and estab-
lishing inclusion and exclusion criteria for the literature search. Upon retrieving 
relevant literature, the quality and pertinence of the identified studies were rigor-
ously assessed. The data from these studies was then synthesized. Finally, in align-
ment with the procedures and findings the authors critically reviewed and presented 
the accumulated evidence, ensuring a comprehensive understanding of the research 
topic.

Data and Data Collection

The material for this research was gathered through a two-phase process. In the first 
phase, an extensive search based on the key words ‘reading’ and ‘pleasure’ was con-
ducted using the search machine Volter which implements searches of the 502 data-
bases of the University of Turku. The search returned articles from the following 
databases: EBSCOhost Academic Search Premier, EBSCOhost Education, EBSCO-
host SocINDEX, Taylor and Francis Social Science and Humanities with Science 
and Technology, SAGE Journals Premier 2022, Elsevier ScienceDirect Journals 
Complete, JSTOR Arts and Sciences II and III, Literature Online (LION), ProQuest 
Central and Cambridge Journals Current Subscription Content. However, the key 
words returned articles outside our focus area (in total 1473 hits) regarding the con-
tent and the field of sciences. Therefore, we decided to limit the search and tested 
several key word combinations: (1) education, reading for pleasure pedagogy, (2) 
reading for pleasure pedagogy and children, (3) reading, pleasure, motivation and 
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(4) reading, pleasure and children. As these searches returned almost the same arti-
cles and did not limit the data enough (all the searches with more than 1000 hits), 
we decided to stay with the original search code “reading” AND “pleasure” but limit 
the data with following limitations: the field of science (excluding medical studies 
and natural science), the type of the publication (articles in academic journals), and 
open access. The publication year was restricted to articles published between 2014 
and 2022, and only peer-reviewed articles written in English were included. The 
search resulted in 101 articles (originally 143 but as the duplicates were removed 
101 remained) on a variety of topics, including foreign language learning and liter-
ary criticism. These articles were saved in a secure Google Drive folder and were 
only accessible to the researchers using a specific keyword.

During the second phase of the research process, all three researchers carefully 
read through the articles obtained in the first search and excluded those that only 
marginally dealt with reading for pleasure. Among others, we eliminated review 
articles and those that mainly belonged to the field of literary studies. Any dupli-
cate versions were also removed. At last, we investigated the articles of the previous 
searches, and decided to add three of them to our final list. The second phase thus 
ended up with 22 articles which formed the data of this study. The list of the articles 
included in the review is presented in Table 1 together with the name of the journal, 
the author(s) and the title of the article.

Data Analysis

After defining the data, the data-analysis began. The data was analysed according 
to multi-phased, regulated and controlled coding (see Thorne, 2008), using mainly 
qualitative analysis supported with quantifications. The preliminary analysis started 
with reading the articles individually multiple times to acquire an overall picture of 
the content and to identify the categories on the basis of which we would then code 
the articles. This phase was mainly data-driven, but theory-driven analysis was used 
to support the researchers in defining the coding categories.

Apart from the basic information on each article, which included the title and the 
author(s), the name of the journal and publication year, we also took note of authors’ 
institutional and national affiliations. We then defined 12 categories for coding the 
articles, which are: the type of the article (theoretical and/or research); the target 
group of the study (according to age, type of readers and profession, if applicable); 
the methodology that was used (qualitative and/or quantitative); whether and how 
reading for pleasure was defined in the article, whether the article addressed read-
ing for pleasure in an educational-context or not; whether reading for pleasure was 
understood as a means for better (school-related) achievement or rather in connec-
tion with other benefits; the focus of the article; whether the article was based on 
traditional view of reading (i.e., printed books only) or not; whether there was any 
consideration of the digital dimension; did the article talk about reading for pleasure 
pedagogy; did it consider the social aspects of reading; and did it define the meaning 
of pleasure itself. When possible, we also marked whether certain aspects (such as, 
e.g., traditional understanding of reading) were explicit or just implied. Finally, each 
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article was equipped with a short summary of the content. This helped us to better 
grasp how reading for pleasure is understood and contextualized.

Each researcher independently analysed the 22 articles according to the above 
categories, and the results were then compared and discussed within the group. In 
most categories, the researchers reached a consensus, only in some instances there 
were slight differences in how individual categorisation was interpreted or described 
(as in question when a definition of a certain concept is explicit or implied). These 
discrepancies were addressed and resolved through discussion. On the basis of the 
above-described article categorisation the articles were coded to allow for quantifi-
cation of the data.

The analysis took a two-folded approach, incorporating both qualitative and 
quantitative methods. In the qualitative analysis, the researchers carefully read 
through the analysis of the articles and identified the prevalent categories and 
themes. The goal was to gain a descriptive understanding of the current research on 
reading for pleasure. Coded categories were then used in the quantitative analysis 
yielding a basic overview on the prevailing topics, approaches and aims of the arti-
cles included. Both analyses were first carried out independently by each individual 
researcher and then confirmed by all. The results of the qualitative and quantitative 
analyses are presented separately and then synthesised in the conclusion.

As already implied, the reliability of the analysis was supported by researcher 
triangulation, meaning that several researchers study the same phenomena, using the 
same methods, techniques and theoretical framework of departure. If the researchers 
come to the same conclusions, the research process can be considered valid.

Results

Publication Year, Represented Disciplines, National Affiliations

The results of the literature review show that the journals the articles were published 
in belong to various fields of knowledge: educational sciences, literacy, reading and 
language research, as well as library and information science and psychology. Half 
of the articles (n = 11) were published in journals concentrating on education and 
school context, and one third of them (n = 7) in journals on literacy, reading and 
language research, including also the research on second and foreign language learn-
ing. The rest of the disciplines mentioned above are represented by two journals 
each. In three cases, the same journal contributed two articles to our literary review 
data; these journals were Literacy, Cambridge Journal of Education and Reading in 
a Foreign Language. All the other journals in our selection are represented by one 
article each, which suggests that the topic of reading for pleasure is quite evenly 
handled in various disciplines.

The analysis shows that the articles on reading for pleasure were published rela-
tively evenly throughout the years 2014 and 2022. However, over half of the arti-
cles were published after 2017 which might indicate a growing interest in the topic 
(Table 2).
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Then again, if we take into consideration the advance online publication date 
(DOI number links), the numbers change (most notably for the year 2020), and the 
increase after 2017 seems less noticeable (Table 3).

According to the analysis, reading for pleasure is being researched on almost all 
the continents—Africa, Asia, Australia, Europe and North America. About one third 
of the articles derives from Europe, with United Kingdom having the highest num-
ber of published articles on the topic (n = 5). These are articles written by Burnett 
and Merchant (2018), Kucirkova and Cremin (2018), Kucirkova et al. (2017), Reedy 
and De Carvalho (2021), Sullivan and Brown (2015). Almost all the authors come 
from academic institutions, such as institutes and universities. However, there is also 
one primary school teacher (Reedy in Reedy & De Carvalho, 2021), a high school 
professor (Arai, 2022) and a librarian (Shabi in Abimbola et al., 2021). The origin 
countries of authors’ institutions are presented in more detail in Table 4.

Even though the articles of our data come from several continents and have pub-
lication forums of different disciplines, they seem to concentrate on similar themes 
and have in most cases practical aims. The most common topics were the benefits 
and effects of reading for pleasure, the perceptions and attitudes of children/students 
on reading for pleasure, and the relation of reading for pleasure to digital reading. 
The articles apparently aimed at understanding the nature and meaning of reading 
for pleasure. The requirement for a broader definition of reading was pronounced as 
well as a role of pedagogy in ensuring reading for pleasure.

Type of the Articles, Research Methods and Target Group Contexts

Most of the articles in the data are traditional research articles (n = 15). One third of 
the articles (n = 7) have a more theoretical focus and may reference previous inter-
ventions or other empirical data sources. The methods used in the research vary: 
nearly half of the studies (n = 10) use qualitative methods, about one third (n = 6) use 
quantitative methods, and a few (n = 4) combine qualitative and quantitative meth-
ods. Two of the articles do not employ any methodology.

The target groups of the studies presented in the articles vary from minors to 
adults. Nevertheless, it appears that reading for pleasure research focuses mainly on 
children and the young, as half of the articles investigate this target group, and one 
fifth (n = 4) deal with both minors and adults. This means that only one third of the 
articles (n = 7) discuss reading for pleasure in relation to non-minor population: two 

Table 2  The publication years of the articles in the review

Publication year 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022
Number of publications 1 2 2 1 5 2 0 7 2

Table 3  The publication years of the articles in the review considering advance online publication date

First online publication year 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022
Number of publications 1 2 3 2 4 2 2 4 2
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of them specifically address librarians and library professionals (Merga and Fergu-
son, 2021; Ramírez-Leyva, 2016), while the other five are about university students. 
Some of the studies used existing data sets or data originally collected for other pur-
poses (e.g., Sullivan & Brown, 2015). The size of the data varies depending on the 
characteristics of the data, ranging from under twenty to thousands of participants.

There is a wide range in the age of the groups studied, with some studies focus-
ing on specific age groups, such as children or teenagers (e.g., Retali et al., 2018; 
Wilhelm, 2016), while others include a more diversely aged population (e.g., Kavi 
et al., 2015; Kucirkova et al., 2017). In most cases, the data concerned participants 
that were over 15 years old: secondary or high school students and second language 
learners at a university. Accordingly, a wide majority of articles (n = 15) relate to the 
educational context: primary and secondary schools and universities.

The analysis shows that very few studies identified reading groups according to 
their reading attitudes. One of the studies explicitly concentrated on investigating 
good readers (Thissen et al., 2021), and another (Wilhelm, 2016) focused on read-
ers who were marginalised in a sense that they did not read the materials approved 
or used in school. It is somewhat surprising that weak or reluctant readers were not 
targeted as an object of study, as the articles seem to concentrate on using good or 
average readers as models for reading for pleasure. The only article that calls for 
pedagogy as well as for materials adjusted for the diverse readers (Kucirkova & 
Cremin, 2018) does not refer to any specific target group. Other than that, the only 
target group with challenges in reading were the second language readers (e.g., Arai, 
2022; Ro & Chen, 2014).

Understanding of Reading, the Digital Dimension and the Social Aspect 
of Reading

Over half of the articles (n = 13) define reading in a sense that exceeds the traditional 
idea of reading the verbal printed books. They talk about ‘multimodal approaches 
to reading’ (e.g., Kavi et al., 2015; Ramírez-Leyva, 2016; Vanden Dool & Simpson, 
2021), and ‘wide reading’ (McKnight, 2018), and use a more inclusive repertoire 
of genres, not habitually read in schools, such as comics, graphic novels and song 
lyrics (Reedy & De Carvalho, 2021; Retali et  al., 2018; Wilhelm, 2016), as well 
as various (literary and non-literary) digital formats, which blur the lines between 
texts and films, text and games, and text and music, thus offering the reader more 
choice and potentially a more personal and pleasurable reading experience (Kucirk-
ova & Cremin, 2018). Except for underlining the importance of self-chosen nature 
of the texts, most articles do not limit the type of literature appropriate for read-
ing for pleasure. However, there is a noticeable albeit implied emphasis on narrative 
and fiction, that is, texts which tell stories of lived experience (Barkhuizen & Wette, 
2008 in Kucirkova & Cremin, 2018).

The digital dimension is mentioned in half of the articles (n = 11), mostly when 
referring to reading material. One research examines the interaction the readers 
experience with media texts (Burnett & Merchant, 2018), another deals with how 
gamified reading might improve the reading interests and feelings of pleasure (Li & 
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Wah Chu, 2021), Chireac et al. (2022) investigate the effects of creating videos on 
reading for pleasure, and Kucirkova and Cremin (2018) emphasise how the digital 
libraries, applications and digital storybooks allow for a more personalised reading 
experience.

The social aspect of reading in terms of its collective and shared experience is 
addressed in half of all the reviewed articles (n = 11), mainly published after 2018. 
This can partly be attributed to the digitalisation of the reading experience they 
refer to, which has a more pronounced social dimension. However, reading aloud, 
collective reading and discussion with others on what was read may all form part 
of pleasure experience with the printed text as well. According to Kucirkova et al. 
(2017), reading for pleasure is a social practice in a sense that the reader’s pleasure 
from engaging with a narrative is increased through the possibility of sharing this 
experience with others. With digital books, this engagement can be even expanded 
and intensified as readers can share their insights with others both remotely and/
or immediately. Kucirkova and Cremin (2018) consider participation, defined as 
shared and sustained reading for pleasure engagement, as one of the six facets of 
children’s reading for pleasure engagement, which are particularly brought to the 
fore by digital books (together with affective, creative, interactive, shared and sus-
tained engagement).

Despite being referred to in half of the articles, the social dimension in reading 
is more thoroughly examined only in a few of them: see McKnight (2018) for ‘new 
and participatory media forms’; Mahasneh et al. (2021) for ‘community-based read-
ing intervention’, Kucirkova and Cremin (2018) for ‘community-oriented interactive 
space’, and Burnett and Merchant (2018) for ‘affective encounters’.

The Meaning of Reading for Pleasure

More than half of the articles (n = 14) include definitions of reading for pleasure, 
while eight of them do not. In four cases reading for pleasure is explained only via 
synonyms (Ghalebandi & Noorhidawati, 2019; Li & Wah Chu, 2021; Ro & Chen, 
2014; Sullivan & Brown, 2015), which we did not count as a definition, in the other 
four articles, that do not define reading for pleasure, its meaning is either implied 
(e.g., as in contrast to reading from textbooks in Willard & Buddie, 2019), or the 
term is used without further explanation (Sénéchal et al., 2018; Willard & Buddie, 
2019). The concept is addressed evenly in research and theoretical articles.

The articles can be divided in two groups according to the level on which they 
try to grasp the notion of reading for pleasure. The first can be labelled as descrip-
tive, loose and instrumental, and as such closer to the already discussed Clark and 
Rumbold’s broad understanding of reading for pleasure (2006), emphasizing free 
choice and free will, experience of engagement, availability of various materials, 
and the context of leisure, entertainment and engagement. There are seven articles 
that can be categorized as such (among others: Mahasneh et  al., 2021; Merga & 
Ferguson, 2021; Vanden Dool & Simpson, 2021). The other seven articles employ a 
more analytical approach, taking the above outlined idea of reading for pleasure as a 
basis, but opening it up to a more complex scrutiny, trying to detect different types 
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of reading for pleasure, as well as various dimensions of pleasure and components 
of the reading experience that may affect it (e.g., Arai, 2022; Thissen et al., 2021; 
Wilhelm, 2016). The potential of environmental and material aspects of pleasure-
reading is addressed, especially in relation to the digitization (Burnett & Merchant, 
2018; Chireac et al., 2022; Reedy & De Carvalho, 2021). Rather than settling for 
one monolithic idea of reading for pleasure, these authors talk about the personal-
ized pleasure-reading experience and emphasize the role of children’s agency and 
choice (Arai, 2022; Kucirkova & Cremin, 2018; Reedy & De Carvalho, 2021; Wil-
helm, 2016).

Three of the reviewed articles offer a comparatively more in-depth approach to 
reading for pleasure. Thissen et al. (2021) discuss how different experiential dimen-
sions of fiction reading—a sense of presence, identification, feeling of suspense and 
cognitive involvement—relate to pleasure, and suggest that flow is what integrates 
them all together, making it the strongest predictor for reading pleasure. “Flow is not 
only a key predictor of the pleasures of reading narratives but also modulates other 
important dimensions of the fiction reading experience, such as a sense of being pre-
sent in the story world, identification with protagonists, feelings of suspense, cogni-
tive involvement with the story, and text comprehension” (2021, p. 710). Similarly, 
Arai (2022) defines pleasure as flow experience and relates it to the perceived book 
difficulty. Burnett and Merchant (2018) discuss the notion of the affect and enchant-
ment in reading for pleasure in the context of digital reading and everyday literacy. 
They present reading as inextricably entangled not just with the text but also with 
other people, places and things, and describe the enchantment as an affect generated 
in the relations between these various elements. Their examples show the complex 
and diverse ways in which reading and pleasure are entwined, and that can range 
from immersive to ephemeral, individual to collective, and encompass anything 
from momentary hilarity to deep engagement.

All these (7) articles that delve deeper into the understanding of contemporary 
reading for pleasure tend to apply it to new media. The new media affect the nature 
of pleasure, especially when it comes to the young, which is why methods of reading 
motivation have to be adjusted to digital media environments. Being new and rel-
evant they are more likely to engender feelings of pleasure in young people. Chireac 
et al. (2022) for example suggest creating videos (in which readers explain why they 
have chosen to read a certain book) as a support reading-related activity in order to 
boost pleasure and enhance reading comprehension.

Another aspect that characterizes the more in-depth discussions on reading for 
pleasure in the reviewed articles is the pronounced attention on the reader and on 
the pursuit of a personalized version of pleasure reading. Reedy and De Carvalho 
(2021) state that children’s agency must be fostered in order to create a pathway 
towards reading for pleasure; they present a number of case-study examples illustrat-
ing this practice with a special emphasis on the children’s co-creation of the read-
ing setting. Kucirkova and Cremin (2018) talk about fostering reading for pleasure 
with personalized library managements systems, which can recommend book titles 
through algorithmic analysis of available titles and users’ past engagement with 
texts. They see huge potential in both—personalized books (print and digital) and 
in personalized response to text. Wilhelm (2016) also focuses on the perspective of 
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the reader and analyses where s/he gets the pleasure from when reading voluntarily. 
In responses of avid adolescent readers, he detects five distinct types of pleasure: 
the immersive pleasure of play, intellectual pleasure, social pleasure, the pleasure 
of functional work, and the pleasure of inner work, underlining the pleasure of play, 
that is, the pleasure of living through a story, as the most important one.

These analytical articles reveal that reading for pleasure is a complex concept 
that should be explored in depth, in order for its various layers to be understood 
and translated into practically useful pedagogical approaches in the contemporary 
contexts.

The Need for Reading for Pleasure Pedagogy

Reading for pleasure pedagogy is addressed in nine out of 22 articles. It is usually 
not specifically defined and mainly refers to different practices and approaches of 
implementing reading for pleasure in the school curricula. The concept is more or 
less equally present in research as well as in more theoretically inclined articles. 
While the majority of research and intervention-based articles in our review describe 
various tools and techniques on how to incite reading for pleasure in the educational 
context, there are also a few that offer a more in-depth insight on the topic and build 
up on professional knowledge, developing a specific type of pedagogy, that is, read-
ing for pleasure pedagogy (Kucirkova & Cremin, 2018; McKnight, 2018; Vanden 
Dool & Simpson, 2021; Wilhelm, 2016).

A common finding of the articles regarding reading for pleasure in general and 
reading for pleasure pedagogy in particular is that more opportunities should be 
afforded to include reading for pleasure in the school curricula (e.g., McKnight, 
2018; Reedy & de Carvalho, 2021), or—as Wilhelm puts it: “the power and poten-
tial of pleasure suffers from a degree of neglect in schools, teaching practices and 
in research base” (2016, p. 31). If nothing else, students should be able to choose 
the texts themselves or at least have more frequent possibilities to do so. Next, there 
is an evident consensus that too much focus is placed on reading as a technical and 
functional skill, framing it as a measurable result rather than a lived experience and 
process. In contrast to reading competence, reading for pleasure is not assessed and 
is frequently side-lined by high-profile focus on reading instruction, decoding and 
comprehension. This is reflected in the fact that more articles (n = 10) view reading 
for pleasure primarily as a means to achieve better literacy and literacy-related ben-
efits, rather than as a goal that brings other, unmeasurable positive outcomes (n = 7). 
Four articles refer to both sides, and one article refers to neither option. Even so, the 
authors generally agree there should be a balance between the ‘skill to read and the 
will to read’.

Another common thread of discussion regarding reading for pleasure peda-
gogy is a call for working on a better understanding of pleasure and on what brings 
pleasure in the context of reading, since this is a base for a successful transaction 
between the reader and the text. In order to achieve this, several components should 
be acknowledged: a broad understanding of reading; personalized approach, adapted 
to the individual reader; attention to contextual elements (the setting, time and place 
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of reading, atmosphere), and social dimension, that is, potential for interaction. An 
effective reading for pleasure pedagogy should therefore take into account new and 
participatory media forms, that would correspond to twenty-first century reading 
practices, and acknowledge a reader’s individualized interest (reflections, attitudes 
and lived experience) and his/her own perception of pleasure. It should involve an 
active role of the teacher as a reader and create an authentic teacher–child dialogue 
(Kucirkova & Cremin, 2018; McKnight, 2018). However, in practice, curriculum 
constraints and time limitations very much impede the effective reading for pleas-
ure pedagogy, making it heavily dependent on individual teacher’s endeavours and 
beliefs (Chireac et al., 2022; Vanden Dool & Simpson, 2021), rather than on explicit 
knowledge of a reading for pleasure pedagogical framework, which is why a greater 
professional understanding of reading for pleasure pedagogy should be ensured.

Discussion

Apart from confirming the reputation of reading for pleasure as “a fuzzy concept” 
(Burnett & Merchant, 2018, p. 62), being loosely rather than exactly defined, this 
study also shows the concept has been expanding to include a wider range of reading 
materials, such as e-books and comics (e.g., Kavi et al., 2015; Kucirkova & Cremin, 
2018; McKnight, 2018; Ramírez-Leyva, 2016; Retali et al., 2018; Reedy & De Car-
valho, 2021; Vanden Dool & Simpson, 2021; Wilhelm, 2016). As more children are 
exposed to digital media, it is important to understand how these materials can be 
used to motivate children to read and encourage a love of reading (Kucirkova & 
Cremin, 2020). Studies also highlight reading in a second language, traditionally 
observed merely as a language learning activity, as a possible pathway towards read-
ing for pleasure.

The loose definition of reading for pleasure makes it difficult to compare and 
fully understand the results of different studies. It is important to gain further knowl-
edge on the nature of pleasure and on where the pleasure may come from, in order 
to be able to evoke it in the context of reading and develop effective reading for 
pleasure approaches. As observed, some of the examined articles address these very 
issues and try to detect the different components or criteria contributing to pleas-
ure reading. The two most underlined notions in this regard refer to the importance 
of personalisation and to the acknowledgment of material and social dimension of 
reading. As already implied, by personalisation we think of approaches that encour-
age reading by taking in consideration the specifics of an individual reader, his or 
her interests, needs, wishes and choices. This does not exclude the foregrounding 
of the social dimension of reading as the latter is exactly what many readers need, 
and besides, personalized approach often results in grouping readers with similar 
agenda, which in itself could incite motivation.

The experience of pleasure may vary with individuals, and it is important to 
study and try to understand where the pleasure for different individuals comes from 
and then try to link it to reading. The personalised reading approach addresses 
intrinsic motivation and may as such also help encourage the reluctant readers, who 
have been rather side-lined in the examined selection of texts, as well as narrow 



1 3

New Zealand Journal of Educational Studies 

the gender gap, a challenge that—despite being very foregrounded in the PISA and 
PIRLS results—is surprisingly not very explicit in the reviewed articles.

Reading for pleasure pedagogy plays a crucial role here. It refers to teaching 
methods and approaches that aim to promote reading for pleasure among students 
and typically involves a wide range of reading materials to choose from, encour-
aging students to read for enjoyment and personal fulfilment. Reading for pleasure 
pedagogy can take many forms and practices, including social reading environ-
ments, reading aloud, independent reading and informal book talks (Safford, 2014). 
It implies studying the specific characteristics of texts and materials that are most 
likely to be engaging and enjoyable for students, and provides guidelines on how 
teachers can use these materials to encourage reading for pleasure. However, there is 
a need to further investigate reading for pleasure pedagogy in order to better under-
stand the specific strategies and approaches that are effective in promoting pleasure-
reading among students.

We need new ways of contextualizing reading for pleasure that would fit with the 
range of practices emerging in an increasingly digital age. We have to pay attention 
to the environmental and interactive dimension of reading encounters. In short, we 
need to grasp reading for pleasure as personalised, embedded and situated phenom-
enon and ensure the conditions for practicing it. On the basis of the above obser-
vations a solid standardised methodology for ‘measuring’ reading for pleasure, or 
rather for measuring the efficacy of reading for pleasure pedagogy, can and should 
be created. What we need is an integration of a more detailed knowledge and prac-
tice, which would help educators and policy makers gain a deeper understanding of 
how to promote a love of reading.

The real actor in the pedagogy of reading for pleasure, however, is the teacher. 
Teachers’ knowledge of children’s and young adult literature and other texts, of their 
reading practices, of reading for pleasure itself and of pedagogical approaches with 
concrete tools and equipment is the key factor in promoting reading for pleasure. In 
line with the need to develop personalized methods and relational approaches, we 
need to equip teachers with professional knowledge and also with enough time to 
get to know the readers and develop appropriate and tailored strategies to integrate 
reading for pleasure into the curricula. This requires systematic support and cannot 
depend on individual teachers.

One of the ways in which it would be possible to help the teachers and other read-
ing mentors getting to know the readers is creating the methodology for profiling the 
readers according to their skills, practices and attitudes, on the basis of which a more 
thorough personalisation could be made. This is even more important since there is 
a pronounced need for a more targeted research on poor and reluctant readers, which 
are the least represented in the research, the hardest to reach, and for whom reading 
for pleasure is more difficult to experience.

Apart from that and in order to provide support for the often over-burdened 
teachers we believe schools could benefit from cooperation with the external ‘read-
ing motivators’, properly educated and school-unrelated librarians, that would take 
over a set of reading for pleasure-related workshops, tailor-made on the basis of 
the profiles and the related reading pathways, as well as on individual interaction. 
Also, bringing somebody from ‘the outside’ could help create a more relaxed, less 
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‘schoolish’ atmosphere and contribute to a more effective pursuit of reading for 
pleasure.

So far, what seems to have been achieved through research on reading for pleas-
ure is a recognition of the importance of reading for pleasure; now we need to 
ensure it finds its regular place in everyday contexts. Despite the obvious emphasis 
on children and the young in school context, we have to keep in mind that reading 
for pleasure needs to be fostered also in relation to other populations, not necessarily 
linked to educational institutions.

Conclusion

In this study, we conducted a narrative review of a selection of articles published 
between 2014 and 2022 that focused on reading for pleasure. The review analysed 
articles on reading for pleasure published in various disciplines, mainly in educa-
tion and in literacy, reading and language research, but including also library and 
information science, and psychology. Most of them are traditional research articles 
using qualitative methodology. Research on reading for pleasure has been conducted 
in various countries and continents, indicating that there is a widespread interest in 
understanding the benefits and promoting this activity. As the majority of the arti-
cles were published after 2017, the trend might be indicating a growing interest in 
the topic. The target groups of the articles varied, with a majority focusing on minor 
readers (e.g., Ghalebandi & Noorhidawati, 2019; Kucirkova et  al., 2017; Vanden 
Dool & Simpson, 2021), although there was a wide range in the ages and sizes of 
the populations studied. Participants in the research were mostly fluent readers, that 
is, good and average high or secondary school and university students (Sullivan & 
Brown, 2015; Thissen et al., 2021; Willard & Buddies, 2019), which indicates the 
centrality of educational context in the discourse on reading for pleasure. This is 
also reflected in the fact that more articles consider reading for pleasure primarily 
as means to achieve better reading skills and literacy-related benefits, rather than 
in connection to other positive outcomes (e.g., Arai, 2022; Kavi et al., 2015; Li & 
Wah Chu, 2021). A good half of the reviewed texts considers a broad understanding 
of reading, including digital media forms, and acknowledges the importance of the 
social dimension in reading for pleasure (e.g., Burnett & Merchant, 2018; Kucirkova 
& Cremin, 2018; McKnight, 2018).

Referring to our initial research questions, we could summarize that the articles 
focus on the benefits of reading for pleasure, present practical examples of reading 
for pleasure promotion, especially in relation to the digital environment, analyse per-
ceptions and attitudes towards reading for pleasure, discuss the nature of pleasure, 
and the role of schools and libraries in ensuring reading for pleasure. The findings 
suggest that reading for pleasure has a positive impact on various aspects of educa-
tion and personal development (e.g., Sullivan & Brown, 2015; Willard & Buddie, 
2019), and that it is important to promote and encourage this activity. Almost two 
thirds of the articles in some way or another define reading for pleasure, almost one 
third analyse it in more detail and over one third specifically address reading for 
pleasure pedagogy. What stands out is a noticeable endeavour for a better, in-depth 
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understanding of what brings pleasure in reading, the focus on the reader and a per-
sonalized approach of reading for pleasure, as well as the articulated need of devel-
oping reading for pleasure pedagogy.

Limitations

A relatively small number of the articles under examination limits the representabil-
ity of our review results, however, we believe that we have nevertheless identified 
the current trends and challenges, as well as signalled potential solutions and thus in 
a small way contributed to the empowerment of reading for pleasure.
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