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Abstract: This article examines gender differences in book reading for pleasure among students in pri-
mary and secondary education in Portugal, based on a representative sample comprising over 20,000 
pupils. Drawing on concepts of socialisation and reading practices, the study analyses how the main 
agencies of socialisation shape the differentiated relationships that boys and girls develop with rea-
ding. The research adopts a quantitative methodology, combining descriptive statistical analysis, 
odds ratio and cluster analysis to map the distribution of practices and associated dispositions. The fin-
dings show that gender differences emerge early and become more pronounced throughout compul-
sory schooling. However, these differences are significantly reduced and statistically insignificant 
among avid readers, suggesting the importance of intensive socialisation trajectories characterised by 
early, sustained, and multifaceted exposure to reading. The article thus contributes to an understan-
ding of reading practices as the product of socially constructed dispositions, revealing the persistence 
of gendered cultural differences even within contexts marked by plural affiliations and multiple agen-
cies of socialisation.

Keywords: book reading practices, gender differences, socialisation, compulsory education 
students.

Resumo: Este artigo analisa as diferenças de género nas práticas de leitura de livros por prazer dos alu-
nos dos ensinos básico e secundário em Portugal, a partir de uma amostra representativa que inclui 
mais de 20.000 discentes. Com base numa abordagem dos conceitos de socialização e de práticas de lei-
tura, o estudo examina o modo como as principais instâncias de socialização influenciam a relação 
diferenciada de rapazes e raparigas com a leitura. Recorre-se a uma metodologia quantitativa, combi-
nando análise estatística descritiva, razão de probabilidades e análise de clusters, para captar a distri-
buição das práticas e as disposições associadas. Os resultados mostram que as diferenças de género 
emergem precocemente e acentuam-se ao longo da escolaridade obrigatória. No entanto, estas cliva-
gens são fortemente atenuadas, perdendo significância estatística, no grupo dos grandes leitores, o que 
sugere a importância das trajetórias de socialização intensiva e de percursos marcados por uma 
exposição precoce, continuada e multifacetada à leitura. O artigo contribui assim para o entendimento 
das práticas de leitura como produto de disposições socialmente construídas, revelando a persistência 
de diferenças culturais de género mesmo em contexto de pluralidade de pertenças e agências 
socializadoras.

Palavras-chave: práticas de leitura de livros, diferenças de género, socialização, alunos do ensino 
básico e secundário.

Introduction

Contemporary Western societies have increasingly been characterised by marked
structural and functional differentiation (Parsons, 1971) alongside growing identity
fragmentation resulting from the multiplicity of circles of belonging (Giddens, 1991;
Simmel, 2009), the fluidity of social relations (Bauman, 2000), and the plurality of
socialisation agencies transmitting heterogeneous and often contradictory disposi-
tions (Lahire, 2003). Despite this multiplicity of affiliations and forms of socialisation,

2 João Trocado da Mata, José Soares Neves, Miguel Ângelo Lopes e Andreia Nunes

SOCIOLOGIA ON LINE, 2025, n.º 37, e20253711, pp. 1-35 | DOI: 10.30553/sociologiaonline.2025.37.11



gender cleavages in cultural reading practices have not been eliminated. Research
conducted over recent decades (Cameira, 2022; Donnat, 2005; Lages et al., 2007; Neves,
2011; Mata et al., 2020, 2021; Mata et al., 2025; Octobre, 2005) continues to highlight a
persistent trend towards the feminisation of these practices, underscoring both the
continuity and, in some cases, the intensification of gender asymmetries.

The study of reading practices therefore remains a privileged field for exam-
ining how socialisation agencies reinforce, legitimise, or weaken the symbolic
value of reading, thereby contributing to differentiated practices and orientations
among girls and boys, even within contemporary contexts marked by increasingly
plurality, fluidity, and social differentiation.

This article adopts an approach grounded in the sociology of reading, articu-
lating cultural reading practices with processes of socialisation and the differenti-
ated internalisation of dispositions. It seeks to clarify how socialisation agencies
(family, school, and peers) transmit forms of relating to reading shaped by gender1

and social class, thereby contributing to the production and reproduction of signif-
icant social cleavages.

The research examines differences in book reading practices among girls
and boys in primary and secondary education in mainland Portugal, using
cross-sectional data from study Students’ Reading Practices in Portugal (PLEP)
(Mata et al., 2020, 2021), a large-scale survey involving over twenty thousand pu-
pils. By comparing groups across educational levels and stages, the analysis pro-
vides an approximate understanding of when gender differences become visible
or tend to intensify throughout compulsory schooling.

The article is structured as follows: it begins with a review of the literature on
reading practices, socialisation, and the social construction of gender differences,
with particular attention to the role of socialisation agencies in differentiating prac-
tices and shaping dispositions towards reading. This is followed by the presenta-
tion of the methodological strategy, including the study design and sample. The
third section discusses the main empirical findings, combining the analysis of indi-
cators of reading practices with odds ratio estimates to identify statistically signifi-
cant gender asymmetries across educational levels. It also introduces a typology
derived from cluster analysis, which allows for the identification of distinct pro-
files of relationships with reading and an examination of their distribution by gen-
der and agencies of socialisation. The article concludes by summarising the main
findings and outlining directions for future research.
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Reading for pleasure practices

The article adopts the concept of reading for pleasure as a cultural practice
(Bourdieu & Chartier, 1993), aligning with an established body of research on the
reading habits of pupils in primary and secondary education (Baudelot & Cartier,
1998; Clark & Rumbold, 2006; Clark & Teravainen, 2017; Cremin, 2007, 2020;
Cremin & McGeown, 2025; Kucirkova & Cremin, 2020; Mata et al., 2025; Merga,
2021; OECD, 2002, 2010, 2019a, 2019b). The concept refers to forms of reading moti-
vated by the reader’s own interest and is frequently described in the literature as
leisure reading (Schüller et al., 2016), recreational reading (Melo, 2020; Pennington &
Waxler, 2018; Ross et al., 2006, 2018); reading for enjoyment (OECD, 2002, 2010,
2019a, 2019b), volitional or free voluntary reading (Clark & Rumbold, 2006; Krashen,
2004; Kucirkova & Cremin, 2020), or even personal reading (Baudelot & Cartier,
1998). Within this conceptual diversity in the specialised literature, reading for
pleasure is characterised by the mobilisation of the reader’s agency, as a cultural
practice that tends to escape the logic of institutional prescription. Nevertheless,
this agency is socially shaped and should therefore be analysed within the frame-
work of the influences exerted by different institutions of socialisation.

Despite intersections between school time and free time, as well as between
the different motivations that may lead to reading (Segré, 2001), this article consid-
ers, for operational purposes, reading for pleasure as an activity not directly linked
to school curricula or to school-related reading activities. It is thus regarded as an
autonomous practice, situated outside formal school requirements and marked by
the reader’s individual choice (Ariño Villarroya, 2010, p. 92), even when it takes
place in institutional contexts such as schools or libraries. The concept is distin-
guished from processes of decoding and textual comprehension (Kucirkova &
Cremin, 2020), although the interdependence between reading for pleasure and
reading skills should be recognised (Cremin & McGeown, 2025), particularly re-
garding the role of dispositions, competencies, and resources in the production of
meaning and enjoyment (Mata et al., 2025).

Finally, reading for pleasure is resistant to approaches that frame reading
predominantly in instrumental terms (Cameira, 2022; Lopes & Antunes, 2001;
Monge & Quesada, 2019), whether utilitarian or pragmatic, and centred on the ac-
quisition of technical skills or on the attainment of school outcomes. In this per-
spective, the formats or media of reading (print or digital) lose analytical relevance
when compared with motivations and experiences associated with leisure-time
reading (Mata et al., 2025).
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The social construction of gender differences

The assertion that gender differences are socially constructed, together with the
rejection of essentialist explanations, is broadly consensual within sociological
theory (Baudelot & Establet, 2007; Bourdieu, 1990, 2005; Giddens, 1992; Goffman,
1977; Lahire, 1998, 2001, 2006; Octobre, 2005; Parsons, 1959), and constitutes a
common denominator across diverse theoretical perspectives. Sex categories are
understood as products of social and historical processes rather than biological
determinism (Giddens, 1992), although they are frequently naturalised in every-
day experience (Bourdieu, 1990, 2005; Goffman, 1977). As Lahire notes, “among
the various categories that the social sciences traditionally use in their research,
sex categories (together with age categories) are usually the most naturalised”
(Lahire, 2001, p. 9), highlighting their deep-rooted nature and resistance to
problematisation.

The concept of gender underlines the relational, historical, and symbolic
character of these differences, and can be defined as a psychological, social, and
cultural construct, emphasising that many of the differences between men and
women are not of biological origin (Giddens, 1992, p. 158). Gender refers to histori-
cally constructed and potentially hierarchical social relations that vary over time
and space, rather than merely to individual attributes. It also involves the social
production of meanings, expectations, values, and representations that structure
the practices associated with masculinity and femininity.

The construction of these differences is attributed to socialisation, a central
concept in the sociological tradition that has attracted renewed interest and
revitalisation in recent decades (Abrantes, 2011; Abrantes et al., 2024; Guhin et al.,
2021). Sociological explanations for gender differences are grounded in diverse
perspectives on the role of socialisation. This article draws on contributions from
authors associated with different theoretical traditions (particularly functional-
ism, social reproduction, and social dispositions) with the aim of developing a
broad and critical understanding of how differences are produced and reproduced
in the reading practices of girls and boys. This theoretical diversity also reflects the
multidimensional nature of socialisation, which involves structures, dispositions,
and practices within contexts shaped by gender relations.

Socialisation, internalisation of commitments, and gender roles

In functionalist theory, socialisation fulfils the function of developing in individu-
als both commitments (the internalisation of general societal values and of one’s
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role within the social structure) and the capacities required to perform adult roles
(competence and conformity with expectations). The family and the school, partic-
ularly the classroom group, act as the main agents of socialisation during child-
hood and adolescence. Parsons (1959) argues that the family is the principal
socialising agency until the child enters school. Within the family status is attrib-
uted according to biological position (generation, sex, and age). It is a hierarchical
structure that transmits the affective and symbolic matrix for gender differentia-
tion, socialising the child into the gender role—the sole fundamental feature for fu-
ture roles determined within the family. Upon entering school, the class group
becomes the dominant socialisation agency, orienting pupils towards achievement
criteria (merit and performance) that transcend gender roles. However, sex segre-
gation within peer groups—which partly replace the family as the primary object
of emotional dependence during primary education—reinforces identification
with gender roles. Intensive association with same-sex peers and participation in
gender-associated activities contribute to strengthening the sense of group belong-
ing and accentuating contrasts with the opposite sex.

Parsons’ analyses shows that both primary and secondary socialisation incul-
cate gender roles, shaping the ways in which boys and girls position themselves in
relation to school and cultural practices. The alignment between family, school,
and peer socialisation is particularly cohesive in the case of girls, reinforcing expec-
tations associated with the performance of the feminine role (especially the valori-
sation of schooling). Consequently, reading is more readily appropriated by girls,
whose socialisation promotes continuity with school values, reinforced by the
feminisation of the teaching profession.

Dispositions, habitus, and the symbolic reproduction of gender
differences

The functionalist perspective on socialisation has been increasingly criticised for
its normative determinism, conceptualising male and female roles as mechanisms
of social integration. Pierre Bourdieu argues that “it is necessary to abandon all the-
ories which explicitly or implicitly treat practice as a mechanical reaction, directly
determined by the antecedent conditions and entirely reducible to the mechanical
functioning of pre-established assemblies, ‘models’ or ‘roles’” (Bourdieu, 2013, p.
73) Building on this premise, a critical approach grounded in a dispositional model
is developed, interpreting social reproduction through the concepts of habitus and
the overall volume of capital. The notion of habitus seeks to overcome the limita-
tions of the concept of socialisation and has achieved great prominence in social
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theory in the last decades of the twentieth century. Defined as “a system of lasting,
transposable dispositions which, integrating past experiences, functions at every
moment as a matrix of perceptions, appreciations, and actions” (Bourdieu, 2013, pp.
82-83), the concept asserts that social structures are embodied and internalised by
individuals, becoming modes of action. Habitus is produced within a three- dimen-
sional social space, which comprises the volume of capital, the structure of capital,
and individual trajectories. The primary differences that distinguish major classes
of conditions of existence are rooted in the overall volume of capital: economic, so-
cial, and cultural (Bourdieu, 2005, p. 114). Cultural capital—which exists in three
states (Bourdieu, 1979a, p. 4): embodied (dispositions, knowledge, skills, and ac-
quired tastes), objectified (books or works of art), and institutionalised (diplomas
and educational credentials)—is transmitted through socialisation, a process initi-
ated in the family home, the central locus of social reproduction and symbolic legit-
imation of the established social order (Bourdieu, 1993, p. 35).

The family, as the primary site for inculcation of habitus, transmits a “sex
ethos” (Bourdieu, 1979b, p.90), that is, socially constructed dispositions regarding
what is considered appropriate for girls and boys. These dispositions are “the
product of the internalisation of the division of labour between the sexes as it is
realised within a given social class, which also contributes to orienting invest-
ments, inclining, for example, girls towards literary and artistic studies and boys
towards scientific or economic and legal studies (Bourdieu, 1979b, p. 90)2. This
logic, which guides differentiated pathways and symbolically legitimates this di-
vision, assigns to women the function of conserving cultural capital and to men the
representation of new culture, oriented towards innovation, action, and power
(Bourdieu, 2005, p. 315).

The concept of a “sex ethos” helps to explain the association of book reading
with the symbolic feminine universe, which is reflected in girls’ greater exposure to
and investment in reading both at home and at school, and in boys’ tendency to re-
ject practices perceived as feminine—such as reading fiction or poetry—within the
school context. Girls are socially authorised to express sensitivity and introspec-
tion, whereas boys are encouraged to engage in practices more closely associated
with objectivity and rationality.

From this perspective, the school contributes to the reproduction of the sym-
bolic order of gender by naturalising the sexual division of labour. The function of
conserving cultural capital also reinforces girls’ proximity to the school universe.
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Thus, the school institution does not actively impose gender difference, but rather
reinforces dispositions that have already been internalised, particularly through-
out school transitions (choice of study areas, curricular differentiation, vocational
guidance) (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1964, 1978).

Dispositional plurality, socialisation, and gendered cultural
practices

Bourdieu’s approach has paved the way for perspectives that, while maintaining
the centrality of social dispositions, emphasise their heterogeneity and variability,
in contrast to the idea of a unified and coherent habitus. Bernard Lahire (2003) high-
lights the plurality of individuals’ dispositions, resulting from their exposure to
multiple socialisation agencies whose principles are often contradictory. This di-
versity in loci of transmission of dispositions may be interpreted as an effect of the
process of structural differentiation in modern societies (Parsons, 1971), which has
intensified institutional specialisation and increased the number of social circles
(Simmel, 2009) in which children and adolescents participate, shaping their indi-
viduality and fragmenting their frameworks of belonging. A similar idea is present
in Giddens’s (1992): the existence of diverse socialising agencies leads to diver-
gences between the perspectives of children, adolescents, and the parental genera-
tion. However, despite variations in family structures, parental availability, and
the time spent with children, the family generally remains a central agency of
socialisation from childhood into adolescence and even beyond, as part of a devel-
opmental sequence linking generations (Giddens, 1992, pp. 76-77). This centrality
is also highlighted by Lahire (2019), who conceives the family as a mediating in-
stance between multiple socialisations, performing a filtering function in relation
to the diversity of influences to which individuals are exposed.

According to Lahire, in highly differentiated societies, children are exposed to a
wide range of socialising agents (family, nanny, nursery, kindergarten, school, study
centres), which transmit norms, values, and expectations that are frequently at odds
with one another (Lahire, 2003, 2005, 2019). However, not all dispositions acquired
display the same durability, flexibility, or resistance to change. As Lahire affirms,

“Ultimately, gendered forms of socialisation (and their effects) are those that are sta-
tistically most likely to correspond to the model of habitus. (…) Masculine and femi-
nine dispositions are not experienced as one choice among other possible options, but
rather as an evident necessity. Gendered social dispositions (or habits) are thus those
that most closely correspond to the permanent, omnipresent, and transversal disposi-
tions described by habitus theory” (Lahire, 2001, pp. 12-13).
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These dispositions tend to be experienced as internal necessities rather than exter-
nal impositions, inhibiting detachment from gender roles and contributing to the
persistence of differentiated (cultural) practices between boys and girls. This early
internalisation is particularly visible in the sphere of cultural and reading prac-
tices, with the family, as suggested by Octobre (2005), functioning as the “first fac-
tory of gender”, acting as a space for the early differentiation of tastes, exposure to
legitimate culture, and the incorporation of gendered models of socialisation.

In this article, socialisation is understood as a relational, reflexive, and dy-
namic process, involving multiple agencies whose influence is unequal, trans-
mitting plural dispositions appropriated and internalised by individuals. The
concept diverges from normative and functionalist readings and is mobilised
here to understand the differentiated formation of reading dispositions, with
particular attention to the interplay between social structures and everyday
practices. This approach recognises the existence of structural constraints and
the persistence of gendered dispositions, as well as the diversity of trajectories
and the possibility of selective and counter-hegemonic appropriations. As
Lahire (2019) argues, although children are, from an early age, particularly de-
pendent on the adults to whom they are attached, especially the family, and
their spheres of action and reaction are shaped by these bonds, they are not pas-
sive actors; they possess autonomy to engage in selective appropriations and
differentiated enjoyment.

Reading practices and gender differences: contributions from
empirical research

The analysis on reading practices among school-age population from international
large-scales studies (PISA, PIRLS, and National Literacy Trust) reveals a structural
difference in book reading that is large insensitive to the indicators used: girls en-
joy reading more, read more books than boys and devote more time to reading for
pleasure (Clark & Picton, 2020; Clark & Rumbold, 2006; Clark & Teravainen-Goff,
2020; Mullis et al., 2023; OECD, 2010, 2019b, 2021). This difference is also observ-
able among students in Portugal (Lages et al., 2007; Mata et al., 2020, 2021; Mata et
al., 2025). These studies, particularly PISA, have also revealed significant differ-
ences in attitudes and orientations between boys and girls: reporting book reading
as a favourite pastime and enjoyable activity is more frequent among girls,
whereas boys tend to describe their reading as imposed and/or instrumental in na-
ture, and display even greater disinterest in reading (Clark & Akerman, 2008;
Clark et al., 2008; Mata et al., 2021; OECD, 2019b; 2021).
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To understand these persistent differences, the literature emphasises the role
of socialising agencies in shaping reading dispositions and practices. Attention is
therefore directed to the relations, dynamics and expectations within these mediat-
ing contexts, which help consolidate differentiated orientations towards reading.

Within primary socialisation, several authors have highlighted the need to
take family dynamics into account as explanatory factors for reading practices: the
family’s relationship with reading (Cameira, 2022; Lahire, 2008; 2019; Mata et al.,
2020; 2021; Octobre, 2005) and the ways in which reading encouragement is
reproduced across generations (Santos et al., 2007, pp. 210-212). Drawing on a
large-scale survey3 of French children’s cultural consumption, Octobre (2005)
shows that girls, from a very early age, are more exposed to culturally legitimised
activities such as reading and artistic practice, and display greater familiarity with
formal cultural institutions (libraries, art workshops). The author interprets this
precocity as the combined effect of three factors: the social categorisation of cul-
tural activities (with the most legitimate ones associated with femininity), the
gendered division of educational tasks within the family (with mothers playing a
central role), and children’s active incorporation of gender roles. This early incor-
poration of a “female cultural habitus”, according to the author, helps explain girls’
stronger adherence to reading practices and their early autonomy in relation to this
activity. As Octobre summarises: “Girls and boys are not equal in terms of the ex-
pression of tastes, because parents do not orient them towards the same activities
and because, in the sphere of leisure, parental models—those of the mother and the
father—shape children differently depending on whether they are girls or boys”.
(Octobre, 2005, p. 2). This framework contributes to a refined understanding of
socialisation processes, articulating family structures, gender representations, and
everyday practices. Octobre’s analysis aligns with more recent studies conducted
in other national contexts that identify early and gender-differentiated trajectories
of involvement with reading, shaped by the combined action of family, school, and
cultural agencies (Merga & Roni, 2018a; Scholes, 2020).

It is now relatively consensual that girls receive more encouragement to read
than boys from parents and teachers, as a result of diverse family and school socia-
lisation patterns that transmit distinct social roles and professional expectations
and, in doing so, reproduce gender stereotypes, a central finding in several studies
(Encinas-Martín & Cherian, 2023; Eloy et al., 2020; Muntoni & Retelsdorf, 2018;
2019; Nunes, 2019; OECD, 2019a, 2019b; Tepper, 2000). Parents who consistently
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encourage reading contribute to the formation of lifelong readers (Merga, 2014a),
reinforcing the influential role of parents in fostering a lasting love of reading
(Merga & Roni, 2018a). Studies have also found that parental behaviours re-
lated to leisure reading exert a stronger impact on daughters’ reading habits
(Wollscheid, 2014). Although boys read less frequently, girls receive more en-
couragement, potentially reinforcing and perpetuating gender differences in
reading frequency (Merga & Roni, 2018b). Moreover, research testing the gen-
der-stereotype hypothesis has shown that fathers have a stronger impact on
sons’ reading behaviour, while mothers exert an even stronger influence on
daughters (Wollscheid, 2014).

In turn, the influence of peers and friends, as contexts and agents of socialisa-
tion, tends to increase during adolescence (Giedd, 2012, as cited in Merga, 2014b),
and this phenomenon may be associated with a decline in the influence of the fam-
ily. Although peers and friends are often treated as equivalent, research in this field
reveals notable differences regarding their influence: friends have a stronger im-
pact on reading choices (Hopper, 2005; Howard & Jin, 2007; Mansor et al., 2012, as
cited in Merga, 2014b) as well as on reading habits. Merga (2014b) identifies a posi-
tive correlation between adolescents’ attitudes and their perceived attitudes of
friends: the more adolescents perceive that their friends enjoy recreational book
reading, the more favourable their own attitude towards this practice tends to be.
However, the strength of this correlation varies by gender. Among boys, the corre-
lation is moderate, whereas among girls it is weak. These results indicate a greater
alignment between boys’ dispositions and those of their friends, while girls dis-
play a more autonomous stance in relation to friendship circles, which is particu-
larly significant in contexts where reading is devalued. Analysis of data on sources
of encouragement to read shows that girls receive more stimulation from friends:
25% report being encouraged by them, a figure that contrasts with what is ob-
served among boys (11%).

While broadly distinguishable representations of book reading can be identi-
fied among boys and girls—greater devaluation among boys and greater apprecia-
tion among girls (Clark & Akerman, 2008; Clark et al., 2008)—this does not imply
boys have an innate disinterest in book reading (Scholes, 2017a) nor that groups of
avid male readers do not exist. Many boys find pleasure and meaning in the stories
they read, identify with them, develop literary skills, and broaden their under-
standing of the world (Scholes et al., 2021). Treating boys and girls as homoge-
neous categories tends to oversimplify analysis, promoting generalisation and
obscuring the multiplicity of social groups encompassed within each category
(Scholes, 2015).
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The analysis of gender differences in reading practices is therefore more com-
plex. Although girls value the social aspects of reading more highly (Scholes,
2019a)—partly as a result of the impact of masculine social constructions on boys’
attitudes towards reading, which suggests the importance of challenging these
constructions in order to promote positive reading experiences for boys (Scholes,
2017a, 2017b)—this does not mean that all groups of girls value or engage in read-
ing in the same way. Reading practices and preferences are shaped by social expec-
tations, group dynamics, and cultural norms, which may create barriers to active
engagement with reading (Scholes, 2021).

Boys’ relationship with reading, similarly to girls’, can be affected by diverse
influences such as family dynamics, peer interactions, and school environments;
promoting positive engagement requires support, encouragement, and relevance
to boys’ interests and identities (Scholes, 2019b). Boys’ reading identities are also
shaped by factors such as social class, cultural context, and the diversity of mascu-
linities they may embody (Scholes, 2020). Understanding how these dimensions
interlink and impact boys’ reading experiences reveals that their preferences are
more diverse and mutable than previously recognised (Scholes et al., 2021). Boys’
and girls’ positioning towards reading for pleasure can thus be understood as a
product of socialisation that attributes values and meanings to reading as leisure,
stemming from exposure to influential social agents such as parents, teachers,
friends, and peers (Merga, 2014a; Merga, 2014b).

Methodology

The statistical data analysed in this article were produced within the framework of
the study Students’ Reading Practices in Portugal (PLEP) (Mata et al., 2020, 2021),
conducted between 2019 and 20214.

The study adopts a quantitative, large-scale methodology based on a survey
questionnaire administered to a representative sample of students enrolled in pri-
mary and secondary education in mainland Portugal. The research design is
cross-sectional, collecting data from different groups of students at a specific point
in time, without following the same individuals longitudinally.
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4 This study was commissioned by the National Reading Plan 2027 and conducted at the Centre for
Research and Studies in Sociology (CIES-Iscte). It was supported by the body responsible for natio-
nal education statistics, the Directorate-General for Education and Science Statistics (DGEEC), as
well as by the School Libraries Network (RBE), a Ministry of Education programme created in 1996,
which encompasses 2538 school libraries, each managed by a teacher-librarian. The RBE collabora-
ted in implementation the school survey, particularly in administering the digital version of the
questionnaire, under the supervision of the research team (Mata et al., 2020, 2021).



Data collection was organised around four educational stages, for which
three age-adapted questionnaires were developed: primary education (Grades
3-4); primary education (Grades 5-6); and a single questionnaire covering both
lower secondary education (Grades 7-9) and upper secondary education (Grades
10-12). These questionnaires were designed to accommodate students’ ages, cogni-
tive development, and symbolic universe.

Data collection began in 2019 with the survey operation targeting students in
lower and upper secondary education. Data for the primary education were col-
lected in 2021, following delays caused by the COVID-19 pandemic.

The surveys were administered in classes selected according to predefined strat-
ification parameters, established by the research team and detailed below. Students
completed the questionnaires in computer-equipped rooms using an electronic plat-
form, under the supervision of a teacher (usually the school librarian teacher), and in
accordance with a Fieldwork Manual. Participation required explicit parental consent.

The sampling procedure for each educational level was based on three strati-
fication criteria: region (NUTS II), urban area typology, and type of educational in-
stitution (public or private schools). Table 1 presents the sample distribution by
level of education and type of institution. In total, 20 296 students participated in
the study (Mata et al., 2020, 2021).

Given that reading practices presuppose prior learning processes—namely the
acquisition of basic reading and text comprehension skills in the early years of school-
ing—students in the 1st and 2nd grades were excluded from the analytical sample.

The assessment of gender differences in reading practices across the stages
and levels of education that comprise compulsory schooling was carried out using
the odds ratio, a measure employed to gauge the strength of the association be-
tween binary variables and to indicate the likelihood of a given event occurring be-
tween groups5. This measure was chosen because it is “not sensitive to the
magnitude of rate or percentage values, thus fitting the comparative evolution of
event occurrence with different starting points” (Merle, 2009, p. 63). It is therefore
well suited to the analysis of social divides in educational and cultural contexts.

The variable “sex” (female/male), as collected in the questionnaire, was used
to evaluate gender differences in reading practices, which were measured through
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5 The ratio between the probabilities of a given event occurring in one group compared with
another. A value of 1.0 indicates no difference between groups (parity). Values greater than 1.0
indicate that the event is more likely in the group placed in the numerator, whereas values be-
low 1.0 indicate a higher probability in the denominator group. In the present study, odds ratios
were calculated by placing girls in the numerator and boys in the denominator, based on the ob-
served values of reading practices, thereby allowing an assessment of the relative magnitude of
gender differences.



the following variables, transformed into dichotomous (yes/no) variables for ana-
lytical purposes:

— Books read in the last 12 months;
— Time spent on reading—more than 30 minutes;
— Reading books at the time of the survey (originally dichotomous).

Subsequently, gender differences were analysed within book reader groups, corre-
sponding to the “type of reader” (see note to Table 3 with quantitative specifica-
tions of types). To enable the application of the odds ratio, this variable was also
transformed, resulting in three dichotomous variables (yes/no):

— Occasional;
— Moderate;
— Avid.

The current research also sought to explore students’ dispositions towards reading
based on their stance regarding a set of statements. The evaluation of responses to
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Public Schools

Level of Education Sub-universe Sample Size* Margin of Error

Primary education (Grades 3-4) 158 141 6 623 1.18%

Primary education (Grades 5-6) 170 582 4 642 1.42%

Lower secondary education (Grades 7-9) 295 347 3 214 1.72%

Upper secondary education (Grades 10-12) 260 145 2 965 1.79%

Total Public Schools 884 215 17 444 0.73%

Private Schools

Level of Education Sub-universe Sample Size * Margin of Error

Primary education (Grades 3-4) 23 151 744 3.53%

Primary education (Grades 5-6) 22 884 818 3.36%

Lower secondary education (Grades 7-9) 42 382 659 3.79%

Upper secondary education (Grades 10-12) 70 811 631 3.88%

Total Private Schools 159 228 2 852 1.82%

Total 1 043 443 20 296 0.68%

Source: DGEEC (2019, 2021); CIES-Iscte (2019) (PLEP, lower secondary education and upper secondary

education); CIES-Iscte (2021) (PLEP, primary education).

Note *: The survey of students in primary education was conducted in 2021.

Table 1 Sample of students by level of education and by type of educational institution
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these statements provides insight into how reading is perceived and valued, as an
observable and measurable manifestation of socially shaped dispositions that
structure individuals’ relationships with this activity. For this purpose, an explor-
atory multivariate approach was undertaken, centred on cluster analysis. This pro-
cedure was guided by the identification of profiles of relationship with reading,
based on combined response patterns to five statements:

— Reading is one of my favourite pastimes;
— I like talking to others about books;
— I only read if I am forced to;
— Reading is a waste of time;
— I only read to find information I need.

Responses to the statements were measured on a four-point Likert scale (0 = 
“Strongly disagree”; 1 = “Disagree”; 2 = “Agree”; 3 = “Strongly agree”). The inter-
nal reliability of the set of items was evaluated using Cronbach’s Alpha, with the 
value obtained (α = 0.820) indicating high internal consistency. The correlation 
ma-trix confirmed the coherence of the measurement process, validating the 
joint use of the five items as a single block of variables for typological 
segmentation (profiles of relationship with reading).

Cluster analysis was performed in two phases. In the first phase, a hierarchi-
cal method (Ward’s method, with squared Euclidean distance) was used to explore 
the structure of the data and determine the optimal number of clusters, based on 
dendrogram inspection and variance evaluation. The choice of Ward’s method is 
grounded in its capacity to maximise internal homogeneity within each cluster and 
heterogeneity between groups, generating statistically robust and easily interpret-
able solutions. As some authors note, Ward’s method yields the most homoge-
neous clusters and the best separation between clusters in SPSS Statistics (Marôco, 
2021, p. 532). This property makes it particularly suitable for identifying consistent 
dispositional profiles in ordinal data, such as responses to agreement scales. The 
analysis indicated a four-cluster solution with both statistical and interpretative 
coherence. In the second phase, the K-means method (IBM SPSS 29) was applied, 
using the four identified clusters to optimise case classification into cohesive and 
comparable groups.

After cluster formation, a cross-tabulation analysis was conducted with the 
variables “sex” and “level of education” to verify the existence of significant differ-
ences in the distribution of profiles of relationship with reading. This procedure 
further deepened the study of gender divides across school levels previously
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identified in the descriptive phase, strengthening the analysis of dispositions to-
wards reading. Subsequently, the profiles of relationship with reading were exam-
ined in articulation with different socialisation contexts, aiming to clarify how 
these agencies contribute to reinforcing, reconfiguring, or distancing reading prac-
tices according to the identified profiles.

Finally, it is important to note that a significance level of 1% (α = 0.01) was 
adopted in evaluating gender differences (Tables 2 to 6). This decision aims to 
reduce the risk of statistical overinterpretation, considering that in large 
samples (such as in this study), very low p-values are commonly obtained even 
for weak associations, given that significance tests (such as chi-square) are 
sensitive to sample size.

Results

The evaluation of gender differences in reading practices begins with the use of
three indicators: books read in the last year, reading at the time of the survey, and
daily time devoted to reading, segmented by sex and level of education (Table 2).
The statistical data reveal two clear and consistent trends: girls present higher val-
ues than boys across all indicators and educational stages, and reading levels show
an overall decrease as students’ progress through the education system.

Gender differences are present from the early stages of schooling, shortly after
the acquisition of reading skills, and tend to widen progressively throughout com-
pulsory education, regardless of the variable considered. In primary education
(Grades 3-4), girls are 1.6 to 2.0 times more likely to demonstrate reading practices
than boys. This difference deepens progressively, reaching maximum values in up-
per secondary education—odds ratios of 3.3 for books read in the last year, 2.7 for
reading at the time of the survey (currently reading), and 2.6 for daily reading time.
These differences are statistically significant in all indicators and educational stages,
as evidenced by chi-square tests and Cramér’s V values, which indicate the strength
of association between categorical variables. These coefficients range from 0.06
(weak association) to 0.25 (moderate association), with an increasing trend across
stages, confirming the progressive deepening of differences throughout schooling.

It is also important to highlight the particularly low values reported by boys
in upper secondary education: only 15.9% declared being engaged in reading a
book at the time of the survey, and 19.4% reported dedicating 30 minutes or more
to daily reading. These data suggest a progressive distancing of boys from reading
as they advance in the educational system, indicating differentiated forms of en-
gagement with reading.
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Moreover, the indicator of reading at the time of the survey reaches its high-
est values in primary education (Grades 5-6) for both sexes. This exception to the 
general declining pattern may reflect specific contextual conditions at this stage, 
such as reading promotion initiatives, without undermining the overall trend of 
decline throughout compulsory schooling.

Finally, it is relevant to note the narrower magnitude of gender differences 
observed in the daily time devoted to reading (odds ratios ranging from 1.8 to 2.6). 
However, it should be recognised that this indicator distinguishes only between 
students who declare reading 30 minutes or more daily and those who read less, 
without differentiating moderate from intensive reading practices within that 
group. This segmentation may conceal relevant variations in the intensity of read-
ing investment and limit a more nuanced interpretation of practices. Nonetheless, 
even with this limitation, statistically significant gender differences are evident 
from early schooling stages and consistently deepen throughout the educational 
stages. This underlines the early onset and robustness of gendered dispositions to-
wards reading.

More detailed analyses of reading intensity and the impact of digital technol-
ogies (Almeida et al., 2011; Espanha, 2012), the electronic mediation of social activ-
ity, and increasing competition for leisure time that reduces the time available for 
reading (Mata et al., 2025) remain promising areas for future research

The information presented in Table 3 deepens the analysis of reading prac-
tices by enabling an examination of theirintensity through the segmentation of stu-
dents by reader type6 (occasional, moderate, and avid), sex, and level of education.

Overall, the analysis reveals that, as students progress through schooling, 
reading practices become less frequent and gender differences tend to become 
more pronounced among occasional and moderate readers. Association tests 
(chi-square) and Cramér’s V coefficients indicate statistically significant differ-
ences (p < .01) in lower and upper secondary education, within these reader groups, 
with greater intensity in the final stage of compulsory schooling (V=0.084 and 
V=0.075, respectively). However, these associations are weak. Regarding avid 
readers, a clearly distinct pattern emerges: gender differences are not statistically 
significant (p <.01), with odds ratios very close to parity (between 1.0 and 1.2). This 
lack of statistical association between gender and intensive reading constitutes a 
relevant and analytically distinct finding, in clear contrast with the patterns ob-
served in the other segments.
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6 The classification is based on the number of books read in the last 12 months, with scales adjus-
ted to the different stages of schooling, as specified in the note to Table 3.
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The group of avid readers clearly challenge the dominant trend of gender di-
vide in reading practices, constituting empirically robust and theoretically rele-
vant evidence. The parity observed in this segment, in contrast with other profiles,
suggests the existence of intensive socialisation trajectories that are less con-
strained by dominant gender norms, in which reading is appropriated as an iden-
tity practice. Intensive reading thus appears to constitute a space that is less
permeable to social gender norms or,at least, one marked by greater detachment
from hegemonic models of masculinity and femininity that constrain students’
practices. This finding does not preclude the possibility of differences in the types
of books read, their demands, or the meanings attributed to reading; however, this
hypothesis does not compromise the central evidence: among the most intensive
readers, gender loses explanatory power as a factor shaping practice. This result
constitutes a solid basis for future research, particularly qualitative in nature,
aimed at exploring internal variations within the group of avid readers and the
conditions favouring the emergence of these less predictable gender trajectories.
This interpretation is reinforced by findings from a recent study (Mata et al., 2025),
which identified a higher proportion of avid readers among students with elevated
familial cultural capital.

How students choose the books they read and what they think
about reading

The analysis of reading practices gains depth when considering the forms of sym-
bolic relationship with reading, including the role played by socialisation agencies
and the dispositions internalised by students in relation to reading activity. Within
this framework, attention shifts to the processes of mediation associated with read-
ing, seeking to identify the types of influence on book choice and to explore how
these choices and perceptions are structured differently according to gender and
level of education. This approach makes it possible to clarify the articulation be-
tween reading practices, socialisation agencies, and symbolic dispositions, thus
paving the way for understanding the mechanisms involved in the reading trajec-
tories of girls and boys.

The information presented in Table 4 highlights the influence exerted by fam-
ily, friends, and teacher(s) on the choice of books that students report reading, con-
tributing to the identification of potential explanatory factors for the widening of
gender differences in reading practices in the final stages of compulsory schooling.
Female students report higher percentages than males at all levels of education, in-
dicating a stronger influence of the main socialising agencies in book selection.
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According to the responses obtained, friends are the agency most frequently 
acknowledged in book selection for both sexes, though with unequal expression. 
Among boys, this influence is declared in around 35% of cases, whereas among 
girls it exceeds 54% in lower secondary education and rises to nearly 60% in upper 
secondary education. The latter figure constitutes an exception to the general pat-
tern: among girls, the influence of friends increases during the transition to upper 
secondary education, making it the only category of mediation for which the per-
centage rises at this stage.

The data thus show that book selection is shaped by socially structured net-
works of influence, with gender-differentiated patterns. Association tests (chi-square) 
and Cramér’s V coefficients confirm that the observed gender differences are statisti-
cally significant across all indicators analysed (p < .001). The strength of association 
ranges from weak (V = 0.075 for teacher recommendation at upper secondary educa-
tion) to weak-to-moderate (V = 0.235 for friend recommendation at upper secondary 
education). These associations are systematically higher in the latter years of compul-
sory schooling.

These results reinforce the idea that girls establish denser relationships with 
the main socialising agencies of reading, being more receptive to familial, teacher, 
and especially peer mediation. This finding is further supported by odds ratios, 
which range between 1.4 and 2.6, with the highest values for “recommended by 
friends”, where girls are 2.6 times more likely than boys to indicate this influence in 
upper secondary education.

This combination of evidence suggests greater articulation between the main 
socialisation agencies (Giddens, 1992; Parsons, 1959) in the formation of feminine 
reader dispositions, supporting the idea of a cumulative process. The information 
presented allows the argument that reading among girls is sustained by multiple, 
denser, and more plural chains of symbolic reinforcement, while among boys’ re-
course to these sources of support and legitimation is more limited. This difference 
seems to confirm the argument that plural socialisations marked by coherent and 
convergent principles favour the consolidation of practices, whereas the absence 
or greater dispersal of such support may weaken adherence to practices like read-
ing, especially among groups for whom reading is symbolically constructed as a 
feminine activity.

The greater density and plurality of mediations among girls therefore contrib-
ute to a widening of gender differences in reading practices during the final stages of 
compulsory schooling, in line with the results shown in previous tables. This pattern 
is particularly evident in the influence exerted by friends and family, with girls dis-
playing significantly higher percentages and odds ratios. The combination of greater
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exposure to socialising agencies and higher receptiveness to their influence seems to
reinforce more consistent and socially legitimised reading dispositions among girls,
especially in upper secondary education.

Beyond the influence of socialising agencies on book selection, it is also im-
portant to deepen the analysis of the dispositions guiding students’ relationship
with reading. While the data analysed so far reveal who influences book choices
and which mediation patterns are most frequent, it now becomes relevant to ex-
amine how students position themselves in relation to reading as a cultural prac-
tice. To this end, a cluster analysis was conducted to identify reading relationship
profiles among students in lower and upper secondary education, structured on
combined response patterns to a set of evaluative statements (described in the
methodology).

Four reading relationship profiles (see Figure 1) were identified through
cluster analysis:

— Instrumental (35.6%): reading is mainly associated with practical functions
and is neither rejected nor valued as a pastime or topic of conversation;

— Enthusiastic (33.1%): reading is associated with pleasure and valued as a
form of sociability, with the idea of obligation or waste of time being rejected;

— Disbeliever (18.1%): reading is regarded as an irrelevant or negative activity;
— Indifferent (13.2%): reading is neither valued nor openly rejected.

The analysis shows that the Instrumental and Enthusiastic profiles predominate,
together representing over two thirds of students (68.7%). This indicates that, in
most cases, students maintain a positive, utilitarian, or pragmatic relationship
with reading. It is also important to note the minority profiles, which represent
forms of symbolic distancing from reading. The Disbeliever profile (18.1%) consti-
tutes the most distinctly negative group, viewing reading as an uninteresting, un-
necessary activity or an imposed obligation, devoid of utility or pleasure. This
represents an active rejection, often coupled with dispositions more distant from
school culture. For their part, the Indifferent profile (13.2%) expresses a more pas-
sive or detached form of devaluation: they do not openly oppose reading, but nei-
ther do they recognise it as a relevant activity in their daily lives. This stance may
reflect an absence of significant socialisation around reading, or an intermittent
and diffuse relationship with the cultural object. The identification of these two
profiles reinforces the idea that reading is not universally valued and that, for a sig-
nificant proportion of students (around one third), symbolic investment in reading
is weak, diffuse, or even non-existent. These findings also highlight the importance
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of differentiating between active rejection and passive disinterest, as they imply
distinct socialisation dynamics and require differentiated mediation strategies.

The analysis of the distribution of reading relationship profiles reveals very
marked differences between girls and boys across all levels of education (Table 5).
In lower secondary education, nearly half of the girls (43.5%) exhibit a reading
relationship characterised by pleasure, motivation, engagement, and conviction,
placing them in the Enthusiastic profile. The Instrumental profile also holds con-
siderable weight (34.2%), with about one in three female students displaying a
more functional and pragmatic relationship with reading. Among boys, only
19.0% display an Enthusiastic relationship, with the Instrumental (37.7%) and Dis-
believer (27.2%) profiles predominating, the latter being associated with symbolic
devaluation of reading.

In upper secondary education, this divide tends to widen. The proportion of
girls classified within the Enthusiastic profile rises to 48.1%, while the figure for
boys remains nearly unchanged (19.5%). In turn, the Instrumental (38.8%) and Dis-
believer (26.0%) profiles continue to be predominant among male students. The
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33.1%

35.6%

13.2%

18.1%

Enthusiastic

Instrumental

Indifferent

Disbeliever

Figure 1 Distribution of students’ reading relationship profiles (percentage)

Source: CIES-Iscte (2019) (PLEP, lower and upper secondary education).

N = 7.469
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Level of

Education
Sex Enthusiastic Instrumental Indifferent Disbeliever

Test and

measure of

association

Lower

secondary

education

(Grades 7-9)

Female 43.5 34.2 11.4 10.8
�² (3) = 340.63

p < .001
V = 0.297

(n = 3873)
Male 19.0 37.7 16.2 27.2

Upper

secondary

education

(Grades 10-12)

Female 48.1 32.3 09.8 09.8
�² (3) = 382.85 

p < .001

V = 0.326

(n = 3596)
Male 19.5 38.8 15.7 26.0

Source: CIES-Iscte (2019) (PLEP, lower and upper secondary education).

Indifferent profile also deserves attention, as its positioning may reflect a fragile in-
tegration of reading into socialisation processes or the presence of contradictory 
socialisations. This profile is more prevalent among boys (16.2% in lower second-
ary education and 15.7% in upper secondary education), reinforcing the notion 
that distancing from reading can manifest in different forms: an overt rejection (the 
Disbeliever profile) or a detached and apathetic relationship (the Indifferent 
profile).

The relative stability in the distribution of reading relationship profiles 
across levels of education suggests that dispositions are formed early and tend to 
remain consistent throughout compulsory schooling. Nevertheless, some adjust-
ments can be observed in the transition to upper secondary education. Among 
girls, the most notable change is the increase in the Enthusiastic profile, alongside a 
decrease in the Instrumental, Indifferent, and Disbeliever profiles. Among boys, a 
slight increase in the Enthusiastic profile is observable, accompanied by a similarly 
modest decline in the Indifferent profile. More pronounced, however, is the de-
crease in the Disbeliever profile, which is matched by an almost equivalent in-
crease in the Instrumental profile. This shift may be interpreted as a dispositional 
adjustment oriented by curricular demands, whereby reading ceases to be openly 
rejected and comes to be recognised as a useful practice, albeit one lacking sym-
bolic or affective value. This functional adjustment underlines the plasticity of dis-
positions and their potential reconfiguration in response to educational contexts 
and normative pressures.

Association tests (chi-square) and Cramér’s V coefficients (V = 0.297 in lower 
secondary education and V = 0.326 in upper secondary education) confirm that 
gender differences are statistically significant (p < 0.001) and indicate a moderate

Table 5 Reading relationship profiles by sex and level of education

(percentage)
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association across all levels of education. The data thus demonstrate that gender
divides in types of reading relationship are robust and tend to deepen in the final
stages of compulsory schooling. This intensification of dispositional segmentation
aligns with information analysed in previous tables, pointing to processes of dif-
ferentiated and cumulative socialisation throughout school trajectories.

In this domain, it becomes relevant to identify how different socialisation
agencies contribute to sustaining or transforming these dispositions, particularly
in relation to the identified profiles. Table 6 allows a deeper examination of this ar-
ticulation by crossing reading relationship profiles with the main mediators re-
ported by students, according to sex and level of education.

The analysis of affirmative responses regarding the influence of family,
friends, and teachers clarifies how these mediation instances contribute to sustain-
ing or undermining reading practices, while also revealing marked changes dur-
ing the transition to upper secondary education. The data show that students
within the Enthusiastic profile most frequently report mediation by all socialising
agencies. Within this profile, girls stand out clearly, displaying systematically
higher values across all levels of education. In lower secondary education, 54.0%
report family influence, 52.6% friends, and 49.9% teachers; in upper secondary ed-
ucation, these figures rise to 61.5%, 57.7%, and 57.7%, respectively. This association
suggests that the appreciation of reading is built and consolidated through a cumu-
lative chain of social reinforcement and legitimisation, particularly dense among
girls, and appears to support the persistence of the gender divide in reading prac-
tices. Family influence is especially prominent, being the most frequently cited
agency among girls in this group (61.5%), which suggests the existence of early
reading-oriented socialisations supported by high cultural capital and consistent
symbolic models.

In contrast, at the opposite extreme, the Disbeliever profile, expressing rejec-
tion or devaluation of reading, concentrates the lowest observed levels of reference
to mediation, particularly in upper secondary education and in relation to family
and peer influence. This pattern suggests a disengagement from cultural socialisa-
tion networks and may be associated with more fragile or interrupted trajectories.

The behaviour of students within the Instrumental profile, whose motivation
appears oriented towards utilitarian goals, also warrants attention. This group oc-
cupies an intermediate position between the Enthusiastic and Disbeliever profiles,
characterised by levels of mediation that are neither residual nor fully convergent.
In lower secondary education, references to mediation occur at moderate levels, in-
dicating the presence of social influences that sustain a relationship with reading,
albeit in a less dense and less cumulative manner than in the Enthusiastic profile.
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Within this group, boys report higher levels of mediation across all agencies. 
Among girls, reported mediation remains lower than in the Enthusiastic profile 
but higher than in the Indifferent and Disbeliever profiles, pointing to forms of en-
gagement with reading supported by partial and fragmented mediation networks 
rather than by dense and cumulative chains of symbolic reinforcement. A similar 
configuration is observed in upper secondary education.

Statistical tests confirm a significant association between reading profile, 
gender, and mediation agency in all intersections, with high chi-square values and 
Cramér’s V coefficients ranging from 0.14 to 0.31. The strength of these associations 
is generally moderate but shows a clear tendency to strengthen in upper secondary 
education. This increase in relational intensity, particularly regarding the influ-
ence of friends (V = 0.317), supports the thesis of deepening gender divides 
throughout compulsory schooling. As they progress through their educational 
pathways, boys and girls reveal increasingly differentiated dispositional trajecto-
ries and mediation networks, reflecting cumulative socialisations and contrasting 
symbolic orientations towards reading.

Conclusions

This study provides further evidence of structural differences in book reading
practices between girls and boys enrolled in primary and secondary education in
Portugal, showing that these divides emerge early, shortly after reading acquisi-
tion, and become more pronounced throughout compulsory schooling. Statistical
analyses indicate that, regardless of the indicator used to assess reading practices,
girls exhibit a significantly higher probability of maintaining more regular, in-
tense, and sustained reading habits. This trend, however, shows a notable inflec-
tion when focusing exclusively on avid readers, a minority group in which gender
differences blur or vanish, ceasing to be statistically significant across all educa-
tional levels. This evidence points to the existence of relatively autonomous trajec-
tories that resist gender constraints, allowing some boys to maintain an intense and
sustained relationship with reading, thus contradicting the overall pattern. Gen-
der dispositions can thus be challenged and reconfigured in specific contexts, high-
lighting the importance of familial and sociocultural factors, such as the presence
of early socialisations strongly focused on reading, the existence of cultural models
supported by high volumes of cultural capital, and the internalisation of reading as
an identity practice. Consequently, plural and intensive socialisations with read-
ing can produce less predictable trajectories, even in contexts marked by persistent
gender norms.
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The exploration of students’ dispositions towards reading, through cluster anal-
ysis, identified four distinct profiles of relationship with this practice: Enthusiastic, In-
strumental, Indifferent, and Disbeliever. Girls predominate in the Enthusiastic profile,
associated with reading for pleasure, more regular habits, and stronger influence from
socialisation agencies, whereas boys are more frequently represented in the Instru-
mental, Disbeliever, and Indifferent profiles, reflecting greater symbolic distance from
reading. This typology shows that reading dispositions are not distributed homoge-
neously either within gender groups or across educational levels. At the same time, it
confirms the existence of statistically significant patterns pointing to processes of dif-
ferentiated socialisation, revealing the persistence of a strongly internalised “sex
ethos” (Bourdieu, 1979b), which underscores the strength and stability of gendered
dispositions. The identified reading relationship profiles thus result from socially
structured pathways articulating socialisation agencies, dispositions, and reading
practices.

Gender differences in reading-related dispositions should thus be inter-
preted as products of social trajectories, structured by the combined action of the
main socialisation agencies—family, school, and peers. These tend to transmit,
from early age, more cohesive, convergent, and durable dispositions among girls
regarding reading. This greater normative and symbolic consistency favours cu-
mulative processes of reinforcement and legitimisation of reading practices. This
finding contributes to understanding why girls identified with the Enthusiastic
profile (reading for pleasure) exhibit particularly high levels of influence from dif-
ferent socialisation agencies, markedly distinguishing themselves from boys who
display less intense mediations. Girls’ trajectories more frequently benefit from
chains of symbolic reinforcement that consolidate the value of reading as a plea-
surable, socially recognised, and legitimate practice. Therefore, identifiable inten-
sive socialisation trajectories emerge, marked by early and frequent exposure to
reading through multiple convergent socialising agencies. Reading for pleasure
thus appears associated with regular practices formed within the framework of
early, plural, cumulative, and convergent socialisations.

The persistence of gender differences in reading practices should therefore be
understood as the result of social processes that can become the focus of public in-
tervention. The analysis presented in this article highlights the need for public poli-
cies promoting reading, as well as pedagogical strategies aimed at countering
cultural reproduction logics, which require recognising the significance of gender
in the relationship with books and reading. It is also important in this domain to
support families in their central mediating role, by creating conditions for the con-
struction and consolidation of reading dispositions from children’s earliest years.
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Finally, these findings open relevant pathways for future sociological re-
search on socialisation processes and reading practices, particularly through
qualitative methodologies. An in-depth exploration of students who appear
more resistant to the “sex ethos” such as avid male readers, boys in the Enthusias-
tic profile, or girls in the Disbeliever profile, may reveal mechanisms through
which students incorporate, interpret, transform, and contest dominant cultural
norms. It will also be important to explore other axes structuring students’ read-
ing dispositions and practices, such as youth cultures, social class, ethnic origin,
and territory, thereby contributing to a more nuanced analysis of reading differ-
ences and to the design of informed public policies reflecting the diversity of so-
cial experiences.
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