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Abstract: Reading is often viewed as the foundation of all learning including postgraduate study. It is
common for most institutions of higher learning to assume that postgraduate students come equipped
with the basic competencies of literacy and the required academic reading skills. Nevertheless, studies
have shown that some international students for whom English is a foreign language (EFL) face several
challenges in academic reading skills. This study examined how the academic reading skills of a group
of postgraduate students can be enhanced through a six-month treatment program referred to as the
PAH (Pedagogy-Andragogy-Heutagogy) Continuum which emphasized a methodology that shifted
from full dependence to negotiated learning and independence. The study employed a quasi-
experimental research design and involved an intact group of 50 postgraduate students studying in a
private university in Malaysia, where English is the medium of instruction. Data were collected through
pre and post reading comprehension tests, questionnaires and five focus group interviews. Quantitative
data were analysed using descriptive and inferential statistics, whilst qualitative data were analysed
using thematic analysis. The findings showed that the six-month PAH-Continuum Training Programme
enhanced the learners’ academic reading skills and gave them the confidence to do well in their
postgraduate studies. The findings also implied that the PAH-Continuum Training programme can be
utilized as a viable teaching and learning framework to help adult mature postgraduate learners develop
basic competencies in postgraduate study.
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1. Introduction

Reading is often viewed as the cornerstone of all learning and it entails a complex process that
requires a variety of skills which should ultimately lead to reading comprehension and meaning
construction. Thus, reading skills that assess reading comprehension ability have received significant
attention from linguistic researchers. As a general indicator of reading achievement, it is broadly
associated with acquiring and integrating printed text to derive meaning. In today's technological age
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of fast-paced turnover of knowledge and information, a competent scholar needs to be well-equipped
with both basic and critical reading skills to be able to sieve through numerous websites and articles
before deciding on the required information. Thus, literacy in both digital and reading skills has become
the call of the day. Such literacy skills can pose crucial challenges for both EFL (English as Foreign
Language) and ESL (English and a Second Language) postgraduate (PG) students who have to read
widely in a language that is not their own. They need to master basic reading skills to sieve through
voluminous books and countless journals online, which is necessary to succeed in their academic life.
Thus, the significance of possessing effective reading skills cannot be underrated for postgraduate
students as they need to read efficiently and critically alongside possessing other essential 21st-century
digital literacy skills. These challenges at the cognitive level include searching and gathering relevant
information, comprehending the texts from multiple resources, and integrating various kinds of
information to build up representations of connected sources (Singh, 2019).

Although studies have shown that EFL and ESL learners often face obstacles when applying
various reading strategies (Shehata, 2019), little attention has been given to postgraduate students’
limited reading skills to help them meet the needs of postgraduate study. This is especially true for EFL
and ESL learners studying overseas in a country where English is the primary medium of instruction.
There appears to be limited empirical evidence of studies that have addressed postgraduates’ reading
skills (Sidhu, et al., 2023). This leaves a gap in the current literature in addressing academic reading
skills among postgraduate students as most institutions of higher learning (IHLS) often assume that
postgraduate students come equipped with the necessary basic competencies in reading and writing
before embarking on a PG study program.

Furthermore, Sidhu et al., (2022) and Arias (2015) note that a majority of these EFL and ESL
PG students in a university where English is the medium of instruction, often come from countries that
lack autonomous learning behaviours This situation is most probably due to traditional teaching
approaches and learning environments where they have limited or no exposure to native English
speakers or are living in a homogeneous environment where no one is speaking English. The lack of
responsibility for their learning or developing into autonomous learners among both EFL and ESL PG
students can be viewed as another potential gap in current literature.

As mentioned above, most IHLs often assume PG students come equipped with the necessary
skills to succeed in postgraduate study. As a result, it is a common phenomenon in most PG departments
where supervisors can often be heard lamenting their PG students’ limited competency in both academic
reading and writing skills. Though this is also a common scenario at the undergraduate levels, most
IHLs do have structured programs to enhance their academic reading and writing skills. On the other
hand, most IHLs do not cater for such structured programmes in their PG course and what one can
expect are probably short seminars or one-to-three-day clinics.

Therefore, the main aim of this quasi-experimental study was to enhance PG students’ academic
reading skills via a six-month treatment program referred to as the PAH (Pedagogy-Andragogy-
Heutagogy) Continuum Training Programme. This training programme is based on an innovative
instructional framework that embodies both formal and informal learning and encourages pedagogy and
cybergogy. It also embraces the principles of adult learning since it is meant for working and mature
PG students.

This paper presents the findings of one component of a larger study that aimed to build basic
competencies among PG students. This paper will however investigate an intact group of PG students’
self-perceived and actual level of their reading skills and the effect of the PAH Continuum Training
Programme in a bid to enhance their reading skills. The study is guided by the following three main
research questions:

(1) What are postgraduate students’ self-perceived performance of their reading skills?

(2) What are the postgraduate students’ actual performance of their academic reading skills?

(3) What are the effects of the PAH Continuum Training Programme in enhancing PG Students’
reading skills?
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2. Literature Review

In the current higher education setting, the role of reading skills for PG students is more
pertinent than ever. As the academic landscape advances with the rapid development of information
and the ever-increasing complexity of research, the ability to read critically, comprehend, and
synthesize scholarly literature remains fundamental. The following sections elucidate the pivotal
significance of enhancing PG students’ reading skills through the PAH Continuum Training
Programme.

2.1 Academic Reading Skills

Reading is a functional skill to understand and utilize textual information for learning purposes,
which is often considered elementary and learned. With comprehension being the ‘overall goal’, reading
is treated as perfunctory, especially for students entering IHLs thus leaving them devoid of any form of
support (Andrianatos, 2019). However, academic reading is more complex as it requires more focus.
Sengupta (2002) defines it as a “purposeful and critical reading of lengthy academic texts for studying
specific major subject areas” (p.3). Aligning with 21st-century learning practices, students in IHLs need
to master not only the 4Cs—critical thinking, collaboration, creativity, and communication—but also
information, technology and media literacy which necessitate academic reading abilities. At the same
time, academic proficiency is reflected by a combination of academic reading skills along with oral and
written communication abilities, reflective learning, as well as personal and analytical skills. These are
all crucial and transferable skills required for students at the tertiary level to be efficient learners
(Richard, 2018; Yousefi & Mohammadi, 2016), especially for PG students who need to cope with their
tasks and complete their studies successfully within the given duration of time (Sidhu et al., 2023).

For students pursuing a Master’s or doctoral degree, they are required to read a vast amount of
literature to stay updated with the latest research in their respective fields. With the ever-increasing
volume of scholarly articles and specialized texts, PG students must be able to master multifaceted skills
that would enable them to critically analyse and evaluate academic texts, identify key arguments, and
synthesize information from multiple sources for their writing. Moreover, skilled readers perform better
than poor readers and are more efficient in making inferences and allocating cognitive resources than
less skilled readers (Hahnel et al., 2018; Haiming & Cheng, 2019). In such environments, strengthening
the students’ reading skills will help them achieve better improvement in their academic fields.

Nonetheless, Maguire et al. (2020) argue that the role of academic reading is not visibly
addressed in academic programmes at the tertiary level. Studies have also shown that PG students face
academic difficulties and problems (Sundran et al., 2022; Lacasse et al., 2019) with academic skills,
such as reading and writing, often considered poor and below their supervisor's expectations
(Priyadarshini et al., 2022; Shehata, 2019; Sidhu et al., 2016). Arieff et al. (2021) meanwhile found that
PG students’ self-perceived perceptions of their academic skills in reading, writing and research skills
were higher than their actual performance. These findings highlight the significance of research in this
field of study that PG students may possess minimal reading skills which warrants the need to examine
the basic academic reading skills among PG students.

2.2 Addressing Reading Skills

The predominant pedagogical approach to teaching reading skills has historically been
characterized by didactic instruction, a structured curriculum, and a teacher-centred paradigm, often
involving lectures and prescribed readings. Various techniques can be employed to improve students’
reading skills in EFL/ESL reading. For instance, the CSR and Jigsaw techniques benefit collaborative
and peer learning in groups. Moreover, the Listening-While-Reading (LWR) technique and Personal
Reading Logs (PRLs) can assist adult English learners in developing their reading fluency and
becoming critical readers. In the meantime, there are many traditional models to teach reading, such as
the bottom-up, top-down, and interactive processing models. While these approaches have yielded some
positive outcomes in earlier stages of education, their limitations become increasingly evident when
applied to the unique context of PG students in the current landscape.
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Thus, Li and Zeng (2019) encouraged educators to provide innovative teaching methods, ideas,
and materials to improve PG students’ academic skills. Sohail (2015) who examined the use of
academic reading strategies among undergraduate and postgraduate students at Leeds Metropolitan
University found that a significant number of students have ineffective reading strategies apart from
poor reading habits. With the advent of technology, traditional classrooms need to be transformed and
replaced by more sophisticated and innovative approaches. As current students rely mainly on online
texts as the source of information (Hewagodage, 2020; Nawaila et al., 2020), Sain (2022) suggests that
the training of new forms of comprehension strategies and instructions would enable students to
effectively locate and read information in the digital environment.

Apart from that, to help students cope with the demands of academic reading, self-regulation is
important to ensure that they remain motivated to read academic journals and articles (Elizabeth & Ena,
2019). Several studies that were conducted among graduate students in Indonesia (Diasti & Mbato,
2020; Mahardika & Kuswadono, 2022) found that self-efficacy as well as strategies such as enhancing
interest in reading and goal-oriented self-talk can help sustain motivation for academic reading.
Henceforth this study aimed to examine the effectiveness of an innovative instructional framework to
enhance PG students’ academic reading skills that not only includes strategy training but also
incorporates the PAH continuum teaching and learning philosophy for building autonomous learning
skills to sustain motivation.

2.3 The PAH Continuum

According to Luckin et al. (2010), the PAH Continuum learning framework emphasizes the
learning process. It moves from explicit teaching and learning based on the principles of pedagogy (the
study of the methods of teaching) and moves to more negotiated learning based on the principles of
andragogy (adult learning theory). Finally, it encourages the development of autonomous learning and
self-determined learning based on the principles of heutagogy (the management of learning for self-
managed learners).

Blaschke and Hase (2015) add that the PAH Continuum teaching philosophy is a learner-
centred approach with theoretical roots in humanism and constructivism and explores how people can
learn most efficiently. It embraces an approach whereby the learner moves from pedagogy to heutagogy
according to their degree of sophistication. Based on the PAH Continuum learners can be guided to
shift from full dependence (pedagogy) to guided independence (andragogy) and finally full
independence (heutagogy). The open context model of teaching is created for the post-web 2.0. At its
initial pedagogical stage, the teacher is not a facilitator but someone who delivers the confidence to
understand the subject and make learners study collaboratively. The goal is to encourage learners to
express their preferences because when they can design their own learning activities, they can be deeply
involved with the learning process. Below in Table 1 is the outline of the PAH Continuum:

Table 1. PAH Continuum Outline (Blaschke, 2012)

Stage Pedagogy Andragogy Heutagogy

Locus of Control Teacher Teacher/Learner Learner

Education Sector Schools Adult Education Research

Cognition Level Cogpnitive Meta-cognitive Epistemic cognition

Since the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic, online learning has become a dominant feature
in the teaching and learning process in almost all subjects in all countries around the world. In this
study, both instructors and students had to embrace online learning overnight during the pandemic. The
third phase of the PAH Continuum training program which was conducted during the pandemic, turned
out to be a blessing in disguise. This is because it forced the researchers to include online learning
resources in the program for busy adult students which enabled these students to learn on their own and
at their own pace. In addition, the third stage of the program (the heutagogical stage) required learners
to be resilient, hence there were few face-to-face (F2F) seminars and more individual work so that they
could become autonomous self-determined learners capable of taking responsibility for their learning.
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2.4 Theories Underpinning the PAH Continuum

The PAH- Continuum framework employed in this study to enhance postgraduate students’
reading skills involved a gradual transition based on theories of pedagogy, andragogy and heutagogy.
This framework is based on theories, such as cognitivism, Krashen’s Five Hypotheses, humanism,
constructivism and connectivism. Since the development of the program was of English language
reading skills among EFL learners, the theory of second language acquisitions put forward by Krashen
(1986) in his five hypotheses, namely the acquisition-Learning Hypothesis, the Monitor Hypothesis,
the Natural Order Hypothesis, the Input Hypothesis and the Affective Filter Hypothesis, also were taken
into consideration. Therefore, the five hypotheses proposed by Krashen can provide many implications
for teaching regarding the acquisition, input and output, affective domain, autonomy, and sequence of
learning. For instance, Purwati (2022) contends that when applying the PAH Continuum principles, it
is vital to create a “climate setting”, which means creating a comfortable learning atmosphere, which
might affect learners’ affective domain. In such a situation Krashen’s (1986) hypothesis on the affective
filter need to be embraced by instructors so that they keep their students’ affective filter low so that
learning can be more effective in a non-threatening classroom environment.

In the theory of cognitivism, new knowledge is constructed based on prior knowledge and
experience, which supports the principle of self-concept in andragogy. In the theory of adult learning,
it is assumed that adults have a competing interest, which is an extension of constructivism principles.
It believes that adult learners need to apply effort and meaning in their learning to be effective learners,
as well as emphasizing social interaction and collaboration, and they can learn from their peers and
community of learning. The theory of humanism suggests that learners are responsible for their learning,
and it is their inclination and motivation to learn, and the self-awareness they have of their learning
capacities. This will also put them on the path of becoming self-determined learners (heutagogy)
capable of taking more responsibility for their learning. This served as a robust theoretical basis for
adult learning theory, which assumes that adult learners are self-directed, and possess internal and
external motivation and the readiness to learn. Finally, in today's digital learning environment, the
theory of connectivism proposes that learning objectives should not be defined before academic
interventions, and learners need to find the required knowledge in the networks using the power that
technology offers. The above four theories underpinned the PAH Continuum principles used in this
study.

3. Methodology

This study employed a quasi-experimental research design with a mixed-methods approach. It
was conducted at a faculty of education in a private university in Petaling Jaya, Selangor, Malaysia.
The private university in this study is referred to as University X and the medium of instruction at this
university is English. The study involved an intact group of 50 first-semester EFL and ESL postgraduate
students who had embarked upon a postgraduate degree, i.e., a PhD (Education) by research mode.

This group of PG students were in Year Two Semester 2 of their three-year PG study
programme and were working on their research proposal. In their first semester, they had completed
their main coursework which entailed three courses — namely the Research Proposal and Seminar.
Advanced Quantitative Research Methods and Advanced Qualitative Research Methods courses.

Data were collected via a three-pronged approach involving pre-and post-reading
comprehension tests, questionnaires and focus-group interviews. The same reading text was employed
for both the pre- and post-reading tests. The reading comprehension test was validated by a panel of
two language experts. It comprised four reading passages with 30 MCQ questions examining both
reading skills such as skimming, scanning, making inferences and drawing conclusions. On the other
hand, the study employed two questionnaires (Questionnaire A and Questionnaire B) which examined
respondents’ perceptions of their reading skills and the implementation of the PAH Continuum in
developing learners’ basic reading skills. Both questionnaires were similar in all aspects, except that
Questionnaire B comprised two more sections which investigated respondents’ perception of the
implementation of the PAH-Continuum. Five focus group interviews were conducted with volunteers
at the end of the six-month PAH-Continuum Training programme. Each group comprised between four
to five respondents. According to Merriam (2009), the focus group interview can offer valuable
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qualitative data and provide a setting for the relatively homogeneous group to reflect on the questions
the interviewer asks. The validity of the instruments was assessed by a panel of three experts while the
reliability was obtained via a pilot study with a group of 35 PG students from another faculty at
University X. The reliability of the pilot test on the questionnaire recorded a score of 0.92 on the
Cronbach’s alpha analysis indicating the scales were internally consistent and good. The quantitative
data were analysed using descriptive and inferential statistics, while qualitative data involved thematic
analysis. The trustworthiness of the qualitative data was analyzed via procedures such as triangulation
and member-checking (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).

This quasi-experiment study implemented the six-month PAH continuum instructional
framework to enhance PG students’ academic reading skills. The six-month program was implemented
following the ADDIE model, which is a leading learning development model often utilized by many
professional instructional designers for technology-based teaching.

3.1 The Implementation of the Instructional Design

The ADDIE model involves five stages: analysis, design, development, implementation, and
evaluation. The first step was to analyse the learners’ reading skills via a reading comprehension test.
After analysing learners’ learning needs, the researchers designed the six-month instructional PAH-
Continuum framework to develop the respondents’ academic reading skills. This was followed by
developing relevant teaching and learning materials. Experienced English language instructors from the
private university conducted the six-month PAH-Continuum training program in collaboration with the
researchers.

Table 2. Implementation of the PAH continuum instructional framework

Stage Basic Reading Skills PAH Continuum
Teaching Principles
1 - Blended (face-to-face (F2F) seminars and online resources, Pedagogy
two offline and one online reading task) (Explicit teaching)
- One reflective journal entry
2nd Blended (two full-day intensive F2F seminars and Andragogy
independent work online, one offline and two online tasks) (Negotiated Learning)
3rd - Self-determined learning (One F2F seminar only, no online  Heutagogy
resources provided) (Self-determined learning)

- Autonomous learning tasks (Scopus indexed journals’
reading and two self-chosen reading tasks)

Table 2 outlines the implementation of the three stages of the PAH Continuum. During the
implementation, the trainers ensured a gradual transition of the teaching and learning process that
moved from full dependence at Stage 1 (Pedagogy) to more negotiated teaching and learning at Stage
2 (Andragogy) and guided to full independence at Stage 3 (Heutagogy).

Stage One was conducted over five weeks. The first week was for orientation to the program,
and each week comprised a one-day face-to-face (F2F) training seminar for approximately eight hours.
At Stage 1 (Pedagogical Stage), learners received training for four full-day seminars totalling 32 hours.
The training also included online learning independently, as all learners were encouraged to work
collaboratively to complete one online task and two in-class (offline) reading tasks.

The same amount of time (32 hours) was also allocated for training during Stage 2 (Andragogy)
and Stage 3 (Heutagogy). At both Stage 2 and Stage 3, less time was allocated for F2F seminars with
more time assigned for learners to perform online peer and individual learning tasks. At Stage 3, learners
were encouraged to learn at their own pace using web-based sources and reflect on their learning via
reflective journaling.

The basic reading skills covered over the six-month training program were skimming and
scanning, identifying main ideas and supporting details, inferencing, using contextual clues and basic
referencing. The learning materials employed at Stage One (Pedagogy) were mainly reading
comprehension passages sourced from the MUET (Malaysian University English Test) Reading Test
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and IELTS reference books and a few simple journal papers. The learning materials at Stage Two and
Three comprised mainly articles from Education Journals. The data collected and analysed from the
use of multiple (three) data sources were triangulated before conclusion findings were drawn for the
study.

The six-month training was conducted by three lecturers cum trainers who were teaching
English as a Second Language (TESL). In this study they were referred to as Trainer A, Trainer B and
Trainer C. Trainer A is a lecturer attached to a public university in Malaysia with more than ten years’
experience teaching reading at the undergraduate level. Trainer B, from University X has more than 35
years of experience teaching reading at both the undergraduate and postgraduate levels. Trainer C is a
professor and has been teaching TESL for close to forty years. Each trainer was involved in leading one
stage of the training and assignments. Trainer A was the lead at Stage 1- Pedagogy Trainer B at Stage
2 (Andragogy) and Trainer C for Stage 3 ( Heutagogy).

Finally, the study also adhered to ethical considerations in research such as obtaining
permission and consent from both University X and the respondents involved in the study. The data
collected was also kept in a password-encrypted laptop which was accessible only to the researchers.

4, Results

The following section will highlight the main findings obtained from the three main data
collection tools, i.e., Reading Comprehension pre and post-tests, Questionnaires A and B and the five
Focus Group Interviews. The findings are presented based on the three main research questions that
guided this study.

4.1 Demographic Profile of Respondents

The study involved an intact group of 50 EFL and ESL PG students at University X, a private
university in Malaysia located in the Klang Valley. Of the 50 participants, twenty (20) or 40% were
male, whilst the remaining sixty per cent were females. The respondents’ ages ranged between 32 years
and 35 years old. Most of them were lecturers and working adults. Thirty-two (32) or 64% of them are
single, whilst the rest are married. All of them are pursuing a Ph.D. in education at University X where
the medium of instruction at this university is English.

4.2 Respondents’ Actual Reading Skills Performance

The first research question in this study aimed to examine respondents’ reading performance in
the following skills: skimming and scanning, identifying main ideas and supporting details, inferencing,
using contextual clues and basic referencing. These PG students were required to sit for a reading
comprehension test based on four reading passages with 30 MCQ questions. Table 3 shows the results
of the respondents’ performance in the Pre-Reading Comprehension Test.

Table 3. Postgraduate students’ actual performance in basic reading skills (pretest)

Item Mean SD
Actual Basic Reading Skills

1. Overall Skimming and scanning 3.46 721
2. Overall Identifying main ideas and supporting details 3.28 754
3. Overall Inferencing 3.02 .673
4. Overall Using Contextual Clues and basic referencing 3.05 .874
Overall 3.20 756

*Scale: 1=Weak, 2= Limited, 3=Fairly, 4= Good, 5= Excellent

As shown in Table 3, the mean rating of the overall actual performance of PG students' reading
skills is 3.20 (SD = 0.756), indicating a moderate performance. The results also indicated better
performance for skimming and scanning (M = 3.46, SD = 0.721) and identifying main ideas and
supporting details (M = 3.28, SD = 0.754). Nonetheless, limited performance was seen in higher-order
reading skills such as inferencing (M = 3.02, SD = 0.673), using contextual clues, and basic referencing
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(M = 3.05, SD = 0.874). This fair performance revealed that learners needed help with even basic
reading skills to succeed in their postgraduate study at the university.

Learners also admitted this moderate performance during the focus group interview sessions.
In this study, interviews were with five focus group discussions (Groups A to E). Each group comprised
four (4) to five (5) participants (referred to as Respondents 1 to 5). The learners pointed out the
difficulties of using the English language to pursue their postgraduate degrees. Many also addressed the
importance of reading and consider reading behaviour a measure to overcome obstacles in their
academic writing.

‘Critical thinking and writing are both very important, but personally, to me, reading is the thing that
takes a lot of time because you have to read.” (D2)

‘The more I read not only practice to be a critical reader but also can increase my English proficiency
through seeing how they structure the sentences and the vocabulary in it.” (R5)

‘Work out this ... reading. Reading good articles, reading Ph.D. thesis, articles papers and to copy how
they construct their ideas.” (R2)

‘Yeah, the more you read maybe the better you write.” (R1)

Besides, the participants also expressed their difficulties in academic reading, such as the
deficiency in basic reading skills and the weakness of being a foreign language learner.

‘Skimming and scanning is one of my weaknesses as | tend to go over it a few more times before | can
understand clearly.” (R7)

‘In my case, it’s like, when I read different articles, I tend to like forgot the main idea behind it. So, I
lose count, so I lose focus while I was reading.” (D2)

‘[ think the most problems are in the listening aspects. And the writing and reading skills also have
some problems... | have to read a few times the same article before I can understand and before | can
write my proposal.' (B3)

‘Compared with all the English native speakers, we, we only read, we take a lot of time and that is time-
consuming and takes a lot of our energy too." (D3)

The above excerpts indicate that most of these PG EFL and ESL learners are still grappling
with basic reading skills and admit that they do have to spend a lot of time reading a few times before
obtaining a good understanding of journal articles that they are required to read to write a good research
proposal.

4.3 Effect of PAH-Continuum on Respondents’ Reading Skills

Research Question Two in this study investigated the effect of the six-month PAH continuum
Training Programme that was designed to enhance PG students’ reading skills. The results obtained
from the pre-test revealed that the PG students lacked basic academic reading skills. Hence the
programme focussed on four academic reading skills which the researchers felt were important to
address first before moving on to other more advanced or critical reading skills.
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Table 4. Paired samples t-test on reading skills for pretest and post-tests

Reading Post- Pre- Mean t df Sig. (2-
Skills Test Test difference tailed)
Skimming & scanning 4.52 3.46 1.06 561 49 .000
Identifying main & supporting 4.35 3.28 1.07 574 49 .000
details

Inferencing 3.81 3.02 .79 3.51 49 .000
Contextual clues & basic 3.74 3.05 .69 2.85 49 .000
referencing

Overall 4.11 3.20 91 473 49 .000

*Scale: 1=Weak, 2= Limited, 3=Fairly, 4= Good, 5= Excellent

This study employed the same reading comprehension for both the pre and post-tests. The
results are displayed in Table 4. below. From the results, the respondents' overall reading skills
performance improved in all the reading skills. They improved their ability to identify main ideas and
supporting details, skimming, and scanning. Their ability to inferencing, using contextual clues and
basic referencing showed improvement but were still at a fair performance level.

Furthermore, the paired t-test revealed an overall significant improvement in their reading
skills, which was also recorded for all the reading skills investigated in this study. The overall score of
basic reading skills or for each item, their p-value is 0.000, less than 0.01, indicating a significant
difference between their actual reading performance after the implementation of the six-month PAH-
Continuum training program. This significant improvement in all reading skills shows the effectiveness
of the PAH-Continuum Training program in enhancing their academic reading skills. The next section
will present the PG students’ perception of the training programme.

44 Respondents’ Perceptions of the PAH-Continuum Training Program in Enhancing
Their Reading Skills

Research Question Three in this study examined respondents’ perceptions of the
implementation of the PAH Continuum. Information for this question was obtained from the five focus
group interviews and Questionnaire B. Based on the data obtained the thematic analysis provided here
will be presented on the respondents’ perceptions of the reading skills.

441 Effect of the PAH Continuum Training on Skimming and Scanning Skills

Based on the findings almost all PG students in the five focus groups highlighted that they were
now more capable of skimming and scanning articles when surfing the Internet For instance, Participant
C1 said: “In this programme, I learned some reading skills like skimming that helps me read fast and
take a shorter time to get the main words because, in classes, teachers would tell which words are
important and all.” (Line No. 55)

Others had the following to express. For instance, Participant C4, said “I think | developed my
reading ability the best because it was difficult for me to understand the main ideas of academic papers.
However, after this course, | improved and learned effective reading skills. ” Participant C1 highlighted
that "For reading courses, | can identify the general ideas, research problem, solutions, results and
such significant parts of research fast when | read.”

Likewise, responses from Questionnaire B on the whole pointed out that they could now skim
and scan more quickly the main ideas in a text (R23) and a journal article and decide if the article was
suitable for their study or not (R15).
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4.4.2 Effect of the PAH Continuum Training on Identifying Main Ideas and Supporting
Details

Evidence for improved skills in identifying main ideas and supporting details was also well
articulated by PG students in both data sources. For instance, Participant D3 from Focus Group D said
“I can read more efficiently, for example, I can quickly find the main idea of the passage and can erase
the useless part of the passage.” (Line No. 241). Other participants articulated their development in
identifying main ideas and supporting details skills similarly. For instance, R3 said that after the
programme, she “developed the skill of finding useful ideas”. Some reiterated that they “consciously
look out and ask myself, questions like ‘what the point is here’” (E3) whilst some expressed that ‘when
reading now we must talk to ourselves and think what is the main idea and what is supporting that idea
and | think, this helps us also to become a good reader ” (E5).

Data from Questionnaire B also highlighted that PG students were confident in reading journal
articles and some expressed their ability ‘to pick out the main idea in a literature review’ (R12) whilst
others like Respondents 6, 9 and 45 said that identifying main and supporting details was a ‘useful skill’
as it helped them to better understand the article.

4.4.3 Effect of the PAH Continuum Training on Inferencing Skills

Data from participants in Focus Group B revealed that PG students expressed the positive effect
of the training programme as it helped to improve their inferencing skills. Participant B1 stressed that
inferencing is “the skill of reading and applying a concept to other situations” and she “feels though |
have improved I think I still need training after the program.” She said, "The theory is one thing but
applying theoretical knowledge to the life is another thing. I think we lacked the practice.” (Line No.
274).

Other data sources showed evidence that PG students appreciate the importance of these skills
and R7 highlighted that “inferencing is important when we read, and this makes us think more” while
R19 highlighted that she “improved my inferencing skills as I now can do reading between the lines to
get the true meaning”

Respondent D4 from Focus Group Four noted that one of her gains was knowing how to
“compare the works and the integrate their advantages and disadvantages.”

4.4.4 Effect of the PAH Continuum Training on Using Contextual Clues and Basic
Referencing

The effectiveness of the programme in improving these two skills was not well articulated by
respondents probably because they may be using them but did not stress the importance of these two
skills. Nonetheless, a few participants expressed the importance of contextual clues in Questionnaire B
when R25 highlighted that “using contextual clues in a clever way can help me understand an article
better.” A few others highlighted that they liked the training on basic referencing and ‘how to cite
references within my proposal’ whilst R2 from Focus Group Two reiterated that “how to quote parts is
most helpful to me if | clearly guide how to quote other articles so as will avoid that | will produce
plagiarism which is very detrimental to the learning process of my PhD.”

445 Effect of the PAH Continuum Training on Summarizing and Synthesizing Skills

Almost all the participants in the five focus groups stressed their improvement in summarizing
and synthesizing skills. This was also evident in the findings obtained from Questionnaire B. For
instance, Participant C3 from Focus Group C said: “It is easier for me to summarize the research
articles after attending the programme.” (Line No. 284). This was succinctly reiterated by Participant
E1 from Focus Group Five and she highlighted that:

"In my opinion summarizing and synthesizing skills are very important when we write a literature
review. | think I learned a lot during this training on how to summarize and how to synthesize the
information we have read in a few articles and put it into writing when we are writing a literature
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review... | know many of my friends also enjoyed this lesson. It has helped all of us... because sometimes
our supervisors tell us we are not synthesizing information read but writing summary — so I think in
proposal writing we must have the skills of how to summarize when we are reading the journals."

All the above excerpts alongside the quantitative findings indicated that the structured PAH-
Continuum training programme did significantly enhance their reading skills in the five reading skills
that were investigated. Besides enhancing their reading skills the PG students also provided favourable
response to a few other aspects of the training.

4.4.6 Effect of the PAH Continuum Training Programme

As mentioned above, a majority of the PG students found the six-month program helpful in
enhancing their reading skills. Overall, data from both sources (questionnaire and interviews) revealed
that participants viewed the implementation of the PAH Continuum instructional framework in a
positive light and highlighted the main learning gains they experienced while attending the PAH
Continuum Training programme. They also highlighted the role of facilitators and collaborative
learning. Given below are some excerpts that articulate these thoughts.

With regard to the three trainers that were involved in the six-month programme, the PG
students overall comments highlighted the strength of the trainers’ reading instruction and willingness
to help them. They also emphasised that the learning materials and PowerPoint notes shared on
Blackboard (online learning platform utilised by University X) was very useful and they could refer to
the notes when required. Given below are a few excerpts that support the above finding.

o “Lecturers were very nice to answer our questions and their lectures were very clear as they
provided us with many many examples and strategies on how we can improve our reading
skills... And that’s what I like most.” (R2)

o  “The teacher's teaching is very planned and professional, covering even the feelings and
emotions involved in the reading process — especially when we have to read many journal
articles and some of us from China sometimes get frustrated because we have to Google
Translate almost all passages and some long sentences —so | really like the emotional strategies
that we can use...” (R4)

e | also like the many learning materials that the lecturers shared with us on Bb (Blackboard) .
..I like their teaching , they went slowly and explain kindly when we do not understand and |
like all the trainers.” (E4)

Besides that, the respondents also expressed other favourable aspects such as the systematic
structure that was provided and the learning tasks. Given below are some of the excerpts taken from
focus-group interviews

o  “The most important part of learning [ think was the last few stages (Andragogy &
Heutagogy)... during the pandemic, we were still able to learn in a classroom context digitally
where we were able to share our opinions among friends. The online group work also helped
us a lot as we were able to talk to our friends and when we work on the same task online on
Blackboard we also can learn from each other — | like the group work because I learn a lot also
from my friends.” (C3)

o “Itwas really a very nice learning journey because as we learn together, we share ideas with
our other friends, we share our experiences, even from our countries we try to share things that
are happening in relation to research work and everything.” (R3)

o “[ think this training program is very useful, especially for us Chinese learners. It is not only

beneficial to our thesis writing but also to your future academic development as we did learn
many new strategies and techniques on how to read academic journals . . It arouses our
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concern for academic reading and now we know that reading is very important in doing a
PhD.” (R5)

o “The thing I like most about it, it shows procedure, a procedure of learning and at the beginning
we had many good lessons from the teachers and then we worked in groups and pairs talking
about articles and our proposal writing and lastly we had to look and find and read articles for
our study on our own — | think it is a good program for me and my friends." (B4)

From their responses, it can be concluded that the students have gained strategies on how they
could improve their academic reading skills. They also expressed the advantages of peer online learning
which gave them control of what, how and when they wanted to learn and get together online. The
above discussion shows that the respondents viewed the six-month implementation of the PAH
Continuum training program favourably. More notably, the program significantly enhanced their
reading skills and gave them the confidence needed to move forward and complete their PG study.

5. Discussion

This study aimed to enhance PG students’ academic reading skills performance based on a
guasi-experimental design that saw the implementation of a six-month PAH Continuum instructional
framework. The first research question revealed that PG students did not perform well on basic
academic reading skills before the quasi-experiment. Their levels of all the investigated skills were
between the range of fair to good, which is insufficient to complete an academic dissertation at the PG
stage. Thus, this warrants that reading skills need to be investigated further in more detail (Ali &
Shabbir, 2017; Kilpatrick, 2015).

For the second research question, the findings revealed significant improvement in all reading
skills after the quasi-experiment, which indicated the effectiveness of the six-month PAH Continuum
instructional framework. There were significant improvements in all four reading skills, but a modest
improvement was seen in learners’ ability to make inferences and use contextual clues and basic
referencing. This finding is similar to findings recorded by Sidhu et al. (2022) and Arieff et al. (2021)
who found that PG students’ ability to make inferences while reading was rather limited in their study.
Similar findings were also noted in a study by Ali and Shabbir (2017) who revealed ESL Learners’
limited ability in inferential comprehension skills. Nonetheless, these findings reiterate Maguire et al.’s
(2020) call to highlight the importance of academic reading in the development of academic and
professional identities.

For the third research question, the researcher integrated data from questionnaires and
interviews. Respondents highlighted the program’s strengths in its instructional design as it gradually
helped them learn autonomously and become more efficient in academic reading skills and reflective
thinking. Besides, reflection motivates them to be more engaged in learning. This further validated the
findings of a study by Ghanizadeh (2017), which pointed out that reflection significantly impacts
academic achievement. In the same vein, the findings resonate with other studies that emphasized the
importance of motivation for improving students’ academic reading skills (Diasti & Mbato, 2020;
Elizabeth & Ena, 2019; Mahardika & Kuswadono, 2022). In addition, participants also expressed
satisfaction with the learning procedure in this program, which helped them develop to be learners who
can acquire and build upon their knowledge through personal learning environments. At the same time,
the finding is consistent with a study by Ekoto and Gaikwad (2015) that adult learners overall
experience learning satisfaction in this approach.

During the interviews, participants articulated that after gaining a higher level of basic reading
skills, they found it easier to grasp the main idea and find the relevant resources quickly. This is
consistent with the findings by Hahnel et al. (2018) that proficient readers are more efficient than poor
readers. Participants were also told the rationale of the PAH Continuum teaching framework and found
that the teaching procedure was logical. Meanwhile, respondents consider trainers well-planned and
very helpful. These factors probably motivated them to take more responsibility for their learning.

Compared with existing studies, this study is different in the following aspects. Firstly, it is a
quasi-experimental study that tests learners’ basic academic reading skills, not related to their academic
performance as other researchers did. Furthermore, this study triangulated the quantitative findings with
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qualitative data analysis from reflective journals and interviews, making the results more credible.
Thirdly, this study puts forward an alternative teaching framework that is rarely explored. The strategies
for applying it included employing both F2F and distance collaborative learning by assigning group
work online and offline. It is hoped that in the future this framework can be further developed as a tool
for designing and improving other language skills for the adult learner.

6. Conclusion

In conclusion, this study challenges the assumption that PG students inherently possess the
necessary language skills and academic competencies for their PG study. It underscores the importance
of recognizing and addressing the specific challenges faced by EFL PG students, particularly in
academic reading. Therefore, PG supervisors need to examine their students’ basic competencies and
if required, address their students’ fundamental academic skills including academic reading skills.
Supervisors or IHLs need to put into place some innovative approaches such as the PAH Continuum
that can help transform EFL/ESL PG students from novice readers to proficient readers. Furthermore,
since reading skills are viewed as the foundation of all learning, this competency becomes even more
critical at the PG level as students need to read a vast amount of literature from previous scholars
accurately and skilfully before they can draw conclusions to identify the gap in current literature.

The results of this quasi-experimental study demonstrate that the PAH-Continuum Training
Programme, which emphasizes a shift from full dependence to autonomous learning, significantly
enhanced the participants' academic reading competencies. This improvement was validated through a
combination of reading comprehension tests, questionnaires, and focus group interviews. Furthermore,
the study highlights the development of confidence among the participants in their PG studies. This
suggests that the PAH-Continuum approach imparts skills and empowers students to ultimately be able
to complete their studies on time.

Nonetheless, future studies are necessary to identify the long-term impact of this programme.
A longitudinal study would help provide insights into the sustained effects of the training programme.
Other than that, comparative studies would be useful to examine students from varying study
programmes, levels of English proficiency and even cultural background to determine the PAH
Continuum’s applicability in different contexts.

Finally, it needs to be acknowledged that this study has some limitations. Firstly, due to the
small number of students in the study, the findings may only apply to a specific EFL/ESL population
of PG students. Nonetheless, the study has put forward a valuable instructional framework based on the
PAH-Continuum that may be expanded to develop other related skills for learners in tertiary institutions
to become capable lifelong learners.

To conclude, this study not only highlights the efficacy of the PAH-Continuum Training
Programme but also opens avenues for further research and refinement of pedagogical approaches
tailored to the unique needs of EFL PG students, ultimately enriching the landscape of PG education.
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