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Abstract: The influence of the family on the education of children is indisputable, and the mother
plays a fundamental role as a direct influence on the educational process of children, especially on
their reading competence. Systematically, the role of education has been delegated to the teacher
when, even in academic aspects, the values of a society influence the education of the new generations.
A sustainable society goes through a sustainable education, instilling values from a well-developed
emotional intelligence. The objective of this study is to establish for first time the existence of
relationships among reading habits, sex, and mother′s emotional intelligence regarding the reading
comprehension of children. Participants included 521 adolescent baccalaureates aged between 16
and 17 years old, who attended three public baccalaureate schools in the province of Málaga and
four public high schools in the province of Granada, all located in areas of medium socio-cultural
context. Mediation and factorial analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) analyses were performed. The
results show that girls with higher emotional intelligence and whose mothers have higher reading
habits obtain higher reading competence.

Keywords: reading competence; emotional intelligence; baccalaureate; mediation analysis; facto-
rial ANCOVA

1. Introduction

We have the assumption that learning for life is traced within families, education
begins within the family and the sustainability of society is rooted in that education. It is
transmitted from grandparents to parents, and from parents to grandchildren. It also seems
that cultural and social learning is established in this way. From this point of departure,
it is interesting to analyze how the reading habits and, by extension, the acquisition of
reading competences begins and develops in the family environment, because the family is
the first socializing and cultural element of the learner.

In this direction, objective four of the UNESCO [1] Sustainable Development Agenda—
a collection of 17 interlinked global goals to fulfill a “better and more sustainable future
for all”—already pointed, as an innovative strategy, that the family environment is one of
the fields where the transformative change of learning operates. It is in the bosom of the
family where the most important educational germ is produced, education in values that,
as the first learning, generally comes from the hand of a consolidated reading habit.
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This learning is linked to the development of reading competence, which is closely
related to school performance, according to reports such as the so-called Program for Inter-
national Student Assessment or PISA [2], citizens committed to culture and art (reading,
writing, visiting museums...) rather than the culture of consuming or watching TV. It is
already included in the Spanish Royal Decree 1105/2014 of 26 December, which establishes
the basic curriculum of secondary and compulsory education and of the baccalaureate,
that one of the fundamental objectives that must be developed in the baccalaureate is “to
secure habits of reading, study and discipline, as necessary conditions for the effective
use of learning, and as a means of personal development” [3] (p. 188). In this sense, the
development of reading habits and the associated reading comprehension are a concern
that is being addressed in current studies through various procedures [4], since they are a
necessary base for the process of student socialization [5,6].

1.1. Family, Learning, and Reading

Family as an engine for sustainable change, for the extension of the reading culture,
should be the main reading space. Several international studies reveal the importance of
the family environment, in addition to other reading spaces such as schools and libraries,
in academic performance—always related to motivation—and, especially, in the process
of acquiring reading habits [7–10]. This situation leads us to consider in this study the
approach of the family environment as a variable of study in the development of reading
habits, as well as reading comprehensively [11–13]. Gómez-Quina [14] (p. 59) also points to
the following idea: “If the family does not provide an environment rich in both writing and
reading experiences, it is very difficult for the child to hypothesize and build knowledge
about reading and writing”. Other studies have shown that the level of study and the
cultural origins of parents are often influential factors in the acquisition of constant study
and reading habits for students [15,16].

In primary school, basic activities can be practiced as a family, the bedtime story is
well known but little practiced during the first years of childhood [17], as well as activities
related to reading aloud by adults.

As indicated by Pascual [16] (p. 315): “Si tenemos en cuenta la influencia familiar en
la creación y consolidación de los hábitos lectores de sus hijos, la acción educativa deberá
transcender más allá de lo meramente escolar y abordar actuaciones que fomenten la
animación lectora a la familia y a la sociedad en la que ésta se incardina” (If we consider the
family influence in the creation and consolidation of the reading habits of their children, the
educational action must transcend the school and address actions that encourage reading
in the family and society).

Taking into account the aforementioned comments, one could say that both the family
and the school are the first sources of children’s contact with reading and the habits around
it, but as Márquez [18] (pp. 11–12) indicates, “The reading habits can originate at home,
but the role of the school is key in the contexts of poverty and the community, they provide
little help to acquire that learning”. Jiménez-Pérez [19] already said that the habit of reading
should be considered as reading inertia, although it is not reflected directly in the laws of
education in Spain. Braslavsky [20] maintains that we can assume that minimum levels of
acquisition of reading and writing processes should be established through collaboration
among families, the family environment of the child, and the school. On the other hand, the
family structure can be considered as a variable contemplated to observe the most specific
sociological characteristics of the family context, such as whether the student lives with
his father or mother, or both [21]. It should be noted that comparative studies between
countries indicate that there is a gap in school achievement between students who live in
families with both parents and those who live in single-parent families or with the father
or mother absence [22].

On the other hand, studies highlight the fact that the results of the development
of cognitive, emotional, or intellectual capacities depend, to a large extent, on the social
rooting or uprooting of the family or on the support provided by official institutions [23–26].
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Regarding the support from the official institutions of each country, it can be affirmed that,
although many of these educational systems dedicate part of their curricular organization
to fulfil the objectives of reading, reading habits, or reading comprehension, the results are
not always what is expected or what is desirable [27]. Therefore, it is not only about the
low reading levels of primary or secondary students; the problem also involves the low
reading levels of the adult population [28].

In line with the results of the study by Miller, Topping, and Thurston [29], Mora-
Figueroa, Galán, and López-Jurado [30] demonstrated, from a family reading program,
that students with reading difficulties in primary education improved their reading per-
formance when the family environment was involved in the process of acquiring reading
habits. Likewise, other studies have shown that the perception—positive or negative—that
the student shows towards the reading habit depends, to a large extent, on how the parents
present reading activities to their children in the family environment. The value that moth-
ers and fathers give to reading, their reading habits, and the quality of reading material is
related to their children’s attitudes towards reading [31]. When students learn that reading
is a tool that helps them to decode written symbols inserted in messages of daily life, they
begin to place greater importance on reading as a study habit [32].

Going a step further in education, analyses have been developed with subjects in
university education that have traced the reading habit that students acquire during their
academic development. According to the results, university students prefer to read in
their own home, rather than at the university [33,34]. In addition, we cannot ignore that
these students, like those of primary and infant education, form their reading habit using
information and communication technologies (ICTs). Both the reading process and the
acquired habit will also be conditioned by the usability of ICTs (another worthy variable of
study) and the current ways of reading all types of text [8], since the textual typology has
varied with current technologies [19,35–37].

1.2. Reading and Maternal Influence

From another point of view, studies applying the Wechsler Intelligence Test shed
light on the influence of maternal education in the process of the development of cognitive
abilities [38]. The results indicate a relationship among the educational level, age, and socio-
economic characteristics of the mother that directly influence the intellectual development
of infants. It is revealed that, with a higher educational level of the mother, even with levels
of studies “slightly higher” than those of the father [16] (p. 343), the boy or girl will be
favored to achieve better academic performance.

In this line, the PIRLS-TIMSS 2011 report (international study of progress in reading
comprehension, mathematics, and science) revealed, in the case of performance in reading,
that the children of mothers with higher educational levels than the father show more
advantageous scores than those of the children of mothers with educational levels lower
than those of the father [39] (p. 166). This situation may be motivated by the greater role that
mothers continue to play in the upbringing of children, being one of the family members
who spend the most time helping with homework at home [40,41]; as a consequence, a
higher qualification of mothers, produces roughly better academic outcomes.

According to González et al. [7], children choose different places of reading such as
school or, in many cases, the family home, as a second option, even the workplace of the
mothers. The idea that there is a latent problem has already appeared, but little studied,
which reveals that mothers are an essential element in the development of their children’s
learning, question on which we want to deepen this work. On the other hand: “La creciente
participación laboral de las mujeres que buscan contar con ingresos monetarios para el
bienestar familiar está ligada a la dinámica del mercado laboral, que presentan jornadas
sobrecargadas que originan el poco interés o escasa motivación para participar en la vida
de la escuela” (The increasing labor participation of women who seek to have monetary
income for family well-being is linked to the dynamics of the labor market, which present
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overloaded days that cause little interest or little motivation to participate in the life of the
school.) [42] (p. 167).

In this sense, Larrañaga and Yubero [43] stated that children perceived that adults
in their environment liked to read, but that it was the mother who devoted most of their
time to it, after teachers, emphasizing the maternal reading habits that are the focus of
the present study. In many cases, the figure of the mother is fundamental in transmitting
from values to habits, so it can be one of the most important gears in the sustainable
transformation of society to objectives of social improvement.

1.3. Emotions and Reading

From a different perspective, it is possible to introduce another element of study
in the present work if we take into account that reading and emotional intelligence are
two interrelated elements that affect the student’s school environment [23,44–47]. Certain
studies have specified that not only are teacher–student relationships more positive, but
work habits improve considerably [7,48,49]. The ability of students to express their own
emotions through speech or writing has been associated with sustained academic and social
achievement: participants demonstrated significant improvement in social and emotional
skills, behavior, and academic performance [50].

Several studies have found that secondary students with a high motivation for reading
improve their results in mathematics, vocabulary, and oral expression [15,51,52] compared
to those who read only from time to time. That is, the academic performance establishes
a relation with the habit and the training of reading comprehension, which affect the
variables of the operative memory of the student [53].

Mayer and Salovey [54] (p. 20) already argued with respect to the binomial of the
studied emotional intelligence that “literature is probably the first home of the emotional
intelligences”. In this sense, authors consider reading an essential instrument for the
development of emotional competencies [49,55–57] and they are the cornerstone of the
evolution of society from a sustainable perspective. Considering this approach, it seems
possible to understand reading as a significant tool that allows the identification and
empathy of the reader with their characters, while encouraging students to externalize
their emotions, doubts, and fears. These emotions evoked during the reading were pointed
out in the study by Johnson [58], explaining how certain readers who had just read a story
that encouraged sympathy or compassion described feeling more empathic emotions and
were more likely to exhibit behaviors of help.

If we also add to the binomial that titles this section (emotions and reading) the
maternal figure, we should highlight the study by Aram and Aviram [59], which shows that
the selections of books made by mothers are related to the socio-emotional development of
their children. According to the results, the mothers whose questionnaire about reading in
relation to the emotions raised was answered in a similar way to the experts in children’s
literature, had children evaluated by their teachers with greater emotional harmony, and
balanced people reinforce a sustainable society. In addition, other studies reveal that
the usual reading of children ages four to six by their families allowed them to identify
desires and beliefs different from their own, as assessed by the tasks of the theory of mind,
specifically the proven success in the tasks of false beliefs. It is explained in this sense that
the use that mothers make of the language of mental state during reading can help their
children develop an understanding of the psychological world, because the frequency and
the varied use of cognitive and emotional terms correlated positively with the performance
of the false beliefs of children [60,61].

As we have seen, there are many studies on emotional intelligence and education, or
on reading competence and education, or on family and education, but none relates to how
a maternal social habit can influence the formal education of their children, depending on
emotional intelligence. This is the first study that seeks to give scientific argumentation to
what intuition and logic already point out.
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Therefore, this study has a general objective to evaluate the influence of the variables
of maternal reading habits, sex, and emotional intelligence on reading comprehension in
high school students. The specific objectives are to:

(1) Examine whether the relationship between sex and reading comprehension (RC) is
mediated by emotional intelligence (EI).

(2) Examine whether the relationship between sex and RC depends on the moderating
effect of maternal reading habits (MRH).

(3) Examine whether the relationship between sex and RC is mediated by EI and, in turn,
whether this relationship changes according to the values of MRH.

(4) Examine differences in RC based on MRH, controlled sex, and the effect of EI.

2. Materials and Methods

The present study was established with a longitudinal quasi-experimental design
for a sample of high school students framed within the Spanish academic curriculum
located in the autonomous community of Andalusia, for the first course of the educational
stage. The ethical indications necessary for an investigation on human beings have been
respected, and the following guidelines were taken into account: informed by the right
to information and protection of personal data; confidentiality guarantees; guarantees of
non-discrimination for any reason; and free intervention that can be abandoned at any time
at the request of the student.

2.1. Participants

The sample consisted of 521 adolescents in the first year of high school (46.8% male,
53.2% female), aged between 16 and 17 years (M = 15.98, SD = 0.14). Three public secondary
education centers from the province of Málaga (N = 264) and four public secondary
education centers from the province of Granada (N = 274) participated. The centers
were located in areas of medium socio-cultural context. The sample selected was for
research convenience.

2.2. Measures

• Reading competence test (CompLEC) [62]: The test is composed of five texts, of which
three are continuous and two discontinuous, with a total of 20 questions prepared fol-
lowing the PISA 2000 parameters. The length of the texts varies from 274 to 426 words,
and the texts are mainly expository and argumentative, in relation to the continuous
and diagram and graph with a minimum of 130 words the discontinuous texts. The
questions are open-ended and closed-ended types but predominantly multiple choice,
because this test has been designed with the aim of programming it to facilitate its
correction. For this reason, open-ended questions would hinder this purpose, because
they cannot completely enclose certain types of questions from a computational lin-
guistic point of view. The 20 questions are divided, following PISA guidelines, into
information retrieval, integration, reflection on the content, and form of the text. The
CompLEC obtains satisfactory internal consistency (α = 0.79) and corrected homo-
geneity indexes of the items with values between 0.41 and 0.48. Although this test
has been designed for adolescents of 15 years, the texts and questions that have been
used are perfectly valid for higher age ranges, since the types of texts and questions
suggested by the PISA have been used for both schoolchildren and adults.

• Spanish version [63] of the Wong and Law Emotional Intelligence Scale (WLEIS) [64]:
This scale is made up of 16 items with a seven-point Likert-type scale response format
that evaluates emotional intelligence in the organizational area, structured in four
dimensions: (1) evaluation of one’s own emotions; (2) evaluation of the emotions of
others; (3) use of emotions; and (4) regulation of emotions. It allows obtaining a total
score, so that the higher the score, the greater the emotional intelligence. The test is
administered to subjects from 16 years of age, so it is appropriate for the present study.
It shows satisfactory internal consistency values measured by the Cronbach alpha
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coefficient (α), oscillating between 0.83 and 0.90. In the study sample, the results are
like those of the original version, obtaining values of internal consistency for the four
dimensions between 84 and 0.89, as well as an α = 0.89 for the total score.

• Basic reading habits questionnaire: The questionnaire was published by the Spanish
Ministry of Education, Culture and Sports [65] and consists of 50 questions addressed
to high school students. The test aims to obtain information about the socio-economic
situation of students, as well as their reading habits and the reading context that
surrounds them. The items directly related to reading habits were selected, discarding
those of a socio-economic nature, that is, from question 6 to question 20: the reader is
considered, the father reads, the mother reads, books are given, questions are asked
about reading, reading is recommended, there are books at home, there is talk of
books, teachers recommend, use of the library, attendance at the book fair (added),
awareness of the taste for reading, teachers encourage reading, parents encourage
reading, and desire to read.

2.3. Procedure

A session of two hours prior to any action was carried out to give instructions to
the teachers of the centers responsible for carrying out the tests and answer possible
doubts. We sought to establish the best way to pass the questionnaire so that the students
were not tired, stressed or unmotivated and thus ensure a more objective performance
of the students. Therefore, we agreed that the teachers of the subject administered the
questionnaires during the last week of the academic year on three alternate days (one
questionnaire per day), in the usual classrooms, to prevent fatigue among those students.
The exams had ended a week before, to avoid stress. The first questionnaire that was used
was that of Reading Habits of the Spanish Ministry, on a Monday at the third hour of class.
The second was the emotional intelligence one on Wednesday at the same time, 10:30 a.m.
The last one was held on Friday in the same time slot. The time is the one that seemed
most appropriate to avoid fatigue (last hour) or lack of interest (first hour). The reading
habits questionnaire lasted 50 min, the emotional intelligence 15 min and the reading skills
50 min. No student needed extra time and there were no incidents in the development of
the tests in the usual classrooms.

The questionnaires were scored by the authors of the present study.

2.4. Analysis of Data

In the first place, descriptive analyses of the variables of RC, EI according to sex, and
MRH were carried out. Subsequently, linear regression analysis was performed using
models of mediation, moderation, and moderate mediation. In this context, we used the
concepts of mediating variable (M), which assumes an indirect effect, and moderating variable
(W), which supposes a conditional effect, in addition to the widely known independent or
predictor variable (X), dependent variable or result (Y), and covariate.

First, a mediation analysis was carried out to explain how or why an independent
variable produces a certain effect on a dependent variable (i.e., explain the causal relation-
ships). The mediating variables can be variables of different kinds (cognitive, affective,
biological, behavioral, etc.) that are related to the independent variable and the dependent
variable. As indicated above, the mediating variables suppose an indirect effect, which
quantifies the effect of the independent variable on the dependent variable through the
mediating variable. This analysis allows to obtain theoretical explanations that help to
understand the underlying processes that occur in reality.

Secondly, a moderation analysis was carried out to analyze the circumstances under
which the effect occurs (i.e., when or in what situations this effect occurs). This analysis
examines whether the relationship between the independent and dependent variables
changes in the different levels of the moderating variable, so that the sign and strength of
the relationship between both variables depend on the influence of the moderating variable.
The moderator is included in the analysis as an interaction term [66].
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Third, a moderate mediation analysis was carried out, which combined the analysis
of mediation with the analysis of moderation, making it possible to discover whether
the mediating variable produces a differential effect in the different categories of the
moderating variable. Therefore, suppose that the mechanisms that explain the effects of
an independent variable on a dependent variable can be different depending on certain
moderating variables.

In the mediation, moderation, and moderate mediation analyses, the variables under
study were the following: the total score in RC is the dependent variable (Y), the sex
the independent variable (X), the EI score the mediating variable (M), and the MRH the
moderating variable (W). In the analysis of mediation, three types of effects are calculated:
the total effect (c) quantifies the effect of sex on RC; the indirect effect (a × b) quantifies
the effect of sex on RC through EI; and the direct effect (c‘) measures the effect of sex on
RC, eliminating the indirect effect of the total effect of sex on RC (c‘ = c − a × b). There is
mediation when the direct effect (c‘) decreases when adding the mediation effect (a × b).
To test the statistical significance of the indirect effects, the bootstrapping method with
5000 bootstrap samples was used to construct the 95% confidence intervals, since it is
considered the best in terms of power and type I error.

In the analysis of moderation, the variable of MRH is introduced as a moderating
variable. This analysis examines whether the relationship between sex and RC changes
at different levels of MRH. Then, a moderate mediation analysis was carried out to check
whether the relationship between sex and RC is mediated by EI and, in turn, whether this
relationship changes according to the values of MRH. For this, the moderate mediation
index (b3

m × b2
y) was calculated, quantifying the indirect conditional effect of the sex

variable on RC. This effect indicates how the effect of sex on RC through EI changes
according to the values of the MRH. To test its statistical significance, the bootstrapping
method with 5000 bootstrap samples was used to construct the 95% confidence intervals.

Finally, for verifying that EI mediates the relationship between sex and EI, a 2 × 2
factorial ANCOVA was performed. The dependent variable was the total score in RC,
and the factors were the MRH (yes or do not), sex (woman or man), and the covariable
score in EI. The objective of this analysis was to control the effect of the covariate (EI
score) on the relationship between the variables of sex and MRH with RC scores. In this
analysis, the magnitude indices of the association (ω2

partial) and effect size f (Cohen, 1988)
were calculated.

3. Results
3.1. Descriptive Analyses

The results of the descriptive analysis of the variables of RC and EI according to the
sex and the MRH are shown in Table 1.

Table 1. Average descriptive statistics (M) and standard deviation (SD) of the variables reading
comprehension (RC) and emotional intelligence (EI) according to sex and the mother′s reading
habits (MRH).

RC EI

M SD M SD

Sex Woman 14.38 3.13 80.63 18.23
Man 13.31 3.01 90.78 16.36

MRH Yes 14.23 3.14 88.60 19.12
Do not 13.38 3.02 82.39 15.55

The results obtained indicate that adolescent girls show a higher average in reading
comprehension and emotional intelligence than adolescent boys. Likewise, adolescents
with mothers with reading habits again show higher average scores in reading comprehen-
sion and emotional intelligence.
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3.2. Mediation Analyses

In order to analyze if the relationship between sex and RC is mediated by EI (objec-
tive 1), a mediation analysis was carried out. The results show that the effect of the sex
variable on EI is statistically significant (a), which indicates the existence of a relationship
between both variables in the sense that girls to obtain better EI scores higher than boys,
as well as the effect of EI on RC controlling for the effect of sex (b), This again shows the
relationship between these two variables, and shows that the higher the score in EI, the
higher the CR scores tend to be, maintaining control over the variable sex. In turn, the
direct effect of sex on RC was also significant (c‘) (Figure 1), which shows the relationship
between these two variables showing that girls show higher CR scores than boys, without
taking into account the effect of the variable IE.
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The indirect effect was statistically significant (a × b = 0.39, p < 0.001), since the 0 was
not in the 95% bootstrap confidence interval (0.19–0.65). This result indicates that of the
total effect between the variable sex and RC (c = 1.08, p < 0.001), part is due to the effect
produced by the mediating variable EI, that is, the results show that the presence of the
variables EI reduces in 0.39 units the score of the CR in its relationship with the sex. In
turn, the indirect effect represents 36.11% of the total effect, that is, more than a third of the
relationship between the variable sex and CR due to the presence of the IE. This highlights
a partial mediating effect of EI on the relationship between sex and CR.

3.3. Moderation Analyses

A moderation analysis was carried out to evaluate whether the relationship between
sex and RC depends on the MRH (objective 2). The results show that the interaction effect is
not significant (β = 0.75, p = 0.17), indicating that the relationship between sex and RC does
not change at the different levels of the MRH. In other words, regardless of the mother’s
reading habits, girls show greater reading comprehension than boys (Figure 2).

3.4. Mediated Moderation Analyses

This analysis aims to verify whether the relationship between sex and RC is mediated
by EI and, in turn, whether this relationship changes depending on the values of the MRH
(objective 3). The results show that all effects are statistically significant (Figure 3).
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A significant relationship is again obtained between the variable sex and the IE, the
sex and the CR, and the sex and the RC mediated by the EI. These results are consistent
with those obtained in the previous analyzes. Finally, the moderate mediation index
was statistically significant (b3m × b2y = 0.24), since the 0 was not in the 95% bootstrap
confidence interval (0.02–0.50). This reflects that the effect of the variable sex on the CR
is mediated by the IE, and this relationship changes depending on the values that the
variable MRH takes, that is, this mediated relationship does not always have the same
effect but varies in function of the values that the variable MRH takes. In particular, the
results indicate that girls with greater emotional intelligence and whose mothers have
higher reading habits score greater reading comprehension.

3.5. Comparative Analyses

To examine differences in RC scores according to the sex and the RHM, while control-
ling the effect of EI, a 2 × 2 ANCOVA (objective 4) was performed. The factors were sex
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(woman or man) and the mother’s reading habits (yes or do not), and the covariable was
emotional intelligence.

The results show that the covariable of EI is statistically significant (F(1, 516) = 21.57,
ω2 = 0.52, p < 0.001), which indicates that it maintains a linear relationship with RC. This
fact justifies the incorporation of the covariable of EI in the analysis because it highlights
the effect of EI on the relationship between the factors of sex and MRH and the scores
in RC.

The main effect of the sex factor is statistically significant (F(1, 516) = 4.84, p < 0.05),
indicating that adolescent girls show a better adjusted mean in RC scores than boys.
Likewise, the magnitude of the association between sex and the RC score obtained by the
ω2

partial index was 0.33, which shows that 33% of the variance of the RC score is due to
the variable of sex, excluding the effect of the variable of MRH. In turn, the effect size
calculated from the estimation index f obtained a value of 1.04, which shows a very large
effect size.

The main effect of the factor of MRH is also statistically significant (F(1, 516) = 4.03,
p < 0.05), showing that the adolescents with the highest adjusted means in the RC score
are those whose mothers state that they possess the greatest reading habit. The magnitude
of the association is high (ω2

partial = 0.30), indicating that 30% of the variance of reading
comprehension scores is due to the mother’s reading habits, excluding the effect of sex. The
size of the effect obtained is large (f = 1.04). The means and deviations of the main effects
of the variables of sex and reading habits of the mother are shown in Table 2. Finally, the
interaction effect (sex×MRH) is not statistically significant (F(1, 516) = 0.98,ω2

partial = 0.00,
p = 0.32).

Table 2. Descriptive statistics adjusted mean (adjustedM) and standard deviation (SD) of the reading
comprehension variable (CL) according to sex and the mother′s reading habits (MRH).

CL

adjustedM SD

Sex Woman 14.10 0.19
Man 13.49 0.20

MRH Yes 14.07 0.17
Do not 13.53 0.21

These results are consistent with those obtained in previous analyses, as they confirm
that girls have greater reading comprehension than boys, regardless of the reading habit of
the mother.

4. Discussion

As we have seen, the scientific literature already points to the importance of the
family in the formal education process [1,7–10], not only in childhood but in any of the
educational periods through which the human being goes through. In this sense, it is not
current feminine empowerment that defines the fundamental role as an educating element
of their children, but the traditional way in which society develops currently. In it, women
play an irreplaceable role as a family engine, the central axis of the education of children
and the primary influence on them, despite the fact that the concept of family unity has
evolved considerably and no longer focuses on the triangulation of father, mother and son
or children.

Similarly, since Salovey and Mayer [54] determined what is emotional intelligence in
the decade of the 90s, for the past ten years a series of studies have been developed with a
decisive interest in relation to the world of education. It was inevitable that studies would
emerge where parallels and relationships between educational processes and emotions
were established. In addition, the importance of reading competence and emotional
intelligence for the education of trained and committed citizens, as well as for citizen



Sustainability 2021, 13, 1803 11 of 16

participation, should be specifically highlighted. In this sense, Delgado-Algarra [67]
already linked emotional competence with education and citizenship.

And we add that the natural way to train reading competence is reading [2,19], that
is, it is not necessary to carry out specific activities or use categorized texts or a battery of
specific questions about children′s understanding of reading. For instance, Finland, one of
the countries that best scores systematically in reading competition, does not contemplate
the training of reading competence in its educational system, neither from an official nor
extra-school or familiar point of view. However, there is a social relationship with reading
that influences the reading competence of its students. Simply, reading is part of their
cultural DNA: whole families frequent the library twice a month and, in some cases, carry
suitcases to carry books. It is a symbiotic relationship between the culture of reading and
reading competence [68].

Therefore, this research has gone beyond the formal studies of motherhood and her
emotional intelligence and has focused on maternal reading habits to understand what
type of relationship can be established not only with that of the children but with their
reading competence, that is, the extent which a social education can influence a formal one:
the sustainability of society is rooted in that family education. Thus, in the present study
we wanted to establish the fundamental relationship between mothers and their children
in the most intuitive sense, not starting from the formal motherhood studies but from their
reading habits, and what role emotional intelligence plays as a mediator in this relationship,
taking sex differences into account. Then, this is the first study that demonstrates what
intuition already pointed out, that is, that reading mothers positively influence both the
formal education of their children and their emotional intelligence.

Responding to the initial objectives, the first of them in this investigation is the result
of the reading comprehension, sex and emotional intelligence in sons and daughters. In
this line, the result of the analysis shows that there is a partial mediation effect of emotional
intelligence on the relationship between sex and reading comprehension. However, there
are no other conclusive studies that have significant scores between EI and reading compre-
hension in relation to sex. It is possible to mention the study by Guerra and Guevara [69],
which find out statistically significant differences in favor of the male sex in relation to
their reading strategies and their motivation towards reading. On the other hand, when
including the gender variable in relation to EI and reading comprehension, Castellano [70]
does not obtain significant results in this direction.

However, the relationship between sex and reading competence through the mediation
of the reading habits of the mother are not significant—that is, girls, regardless of maternal
reading habits, score better, which informs us of the second objective raised. On the
other hand, maternal reading habits show a significant effect according to gender in
reading competence through emotional intelligence, controlling for emotional intelligence,
indicating that girls score significantly better than boys in reading competence, within the
third objective.

Finally, the emotional intelligence shows a linear relationship with the reading com-
petence, which indicates its influence with respect to this variable. The results show that
girls have a better average than boys in reading competition, controlling for the variable
of emotional intelligence. Likewise, the reading habits of mothers show a directly propor-
tional influence on the reading competence of their sons and daughters—that is, the greater
the reading habit of older mothers, the greater the reading competence of children. In this
sense, another study has already shown that the socio-familial context (considering father
and mother together) provides a prediction around 20% in Spanish-speaking countries and
15% in English-speaking countries; in this case, the most significant incidence on student
reading performance is produced by the average educational level of the parents and the
parents’ involvement in school events or activities, and the educational support to their
children [71].

In summary, this study shows the influence exerted by mothers through their reading
habits on the development of their children’s reading competence. Girls prove to be better
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than boys in competition, independently of this maternal influence, which is why the
natural female inclination towards the world of reading stands out, as has already been
demonstrated [27,46]. However, the fundamental role of the mother in the family is clear,
given the positive influence she exerts on the emotional aspect as well as on the reader,
which is in addition to the need for working mothers to reconcile work and family life
consistently, in a society with patriarchal biases, as it is our society.

Finally, it should not be forgotten that in order to achieve the Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs) the economic, social, environmental and scientific dimensions are essential,
but, in addition, the emotional aspects frame decision-making and actions. Currently, affec-
tive, and emotional dimensions are beginning to be influenced, which are very significant
in education for sustainability [72].

5. Conclusions: Limitations and Implications

We are aware of the limitations of this study. First, the non-random assignment of
the study may have led to biases to be considered between the control group and the
intervention group. Perhaps it would be necessary to expand the sample randomly to
the whole compulsory educational field for a better understanding on how the constructs
evolve through the different educational stages, which could help to understand the
strengths and weaknesses of the educational systems.

Secondly, this research was carried out during the last week of the course, so it was
not possible to control whether the level of stress generated in the period close to the exams
worked as a factor that influenced the results of the tests that were collected. In the same
line, the level of intellectual fatigue of the sample is beyond our control, since it is unknown
if the students were in optimal psychological condition due to the proximity of exams.
However, the last week there were no exams and was intended for rest and reflection for
the students to be relaxed.

Third, the tests used with the sample—the reading habits test from the Spanish Min-
istry [65], the emotional intelligence test of Wong and Law (WLEIS) [63], and the ComLEC
reading competence questionnaire [62]—are standardized tests in a timed environment
that require the intervention of the teacher, who conducted this task independently without
our supervision, although they followed our specific instructions on how to collect data
through questionnaires.

Fourth, there was no exhaustive control of digital devices such as smart watches or
hearing aids to prevent the students from falsifying the data involuntarily in the reading
competence questionnaire.

Finally, it is possible that the partial participation in the experiment could have influ-
enced the behavior of the teaching staff, so that the delivery of materials, interviews, and
meetings with the professors by the research group and other questions of an investigation
of this type could have influenced the results in ways we do not recognize. We stop to
decompose the reading competence in cognitive factors that can be trained in a specific way
and that require training and effort in the students. The saccadic movement of the eyes, the
immediate memory or the strategies of reading comprehension are subjects of investigation
of the specialists. Maybe it is time to consider strengthening reading for pleasure in the
classroom more firmly, as well as reorganizing school planning by stages and levels. With-
out forgetting the importance of maintaining contact with families, especially with mothers,
and promoting intergenerational reading clubs, or incorporating beneficial customs such
as spending Christmas Eve reading after opening gifts, which are always books.

Women’s empowerment in today’s society should point out the strengths of women
within their reading environment, in this case, the home and the family, given the positive
influence of the mother on her children. Mothers with greater reading habits have sons
and daughters who score significantly better in reading competence, independently of the
fact that girls already show higher performance in the constructs of emotional intelligence
and reading competence.
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Perhaps governments should design reading as a tool for social improvement, not
just for schools, so the publishing industry could be identified as a contributor to the
socio-economic development of a country, beyond other industries such as the automobile
and technology industries, or even some operations intelligence platforms [73].

Finally, it would be interesting in future research to explore the possible relationship
between the editorial investment of countries, with emphasis on the educational field [74],
and the economic situation of the countries, including their per capita income and gross
domestic product.
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