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Numerous studies have highlighted the influence of leisure reading habits on 

second language proficiency. The present study investigates the relationship 

between students’ reading habits, vocabulary and writing performance. A 

reading survey, productive vocabulary test and writing test were administered to 

33 university English language learners (ELLs) students in Malaysia. The results 

indicate that participants had not received a lot of support for reading from their 

English teachers at elementary schools or at secondary level and had limited 

access to reading resources. The university students in the study were aware of 

the value of reading in English, albeit spending a considerable amount of time 

on the Internet compared to reading off-line.  More than half of the participants 

agreed that they would read something if it was recommended by their 

lecturers. In addition, the present study also found that participants had not 

acquired the adequate vocabulary size required for tertiary studies. The findings 

have important implications for English language practitioners both at school 

and tertiary levels.  
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For decades, the reading habits of students are said to have had a strong influence on their 

language learning. A sizeable number of studies have attested that reading plays a significant 

role in second language acquisition (Elgort & Warren, 2014; Elley & Mangubhai, 1983; Grabe, 

2008; Ito, 2011). Research in reading habits and writing in the first language (L1) has mostly 

treated as two separate, independent fields of study (Clark & Foster, 2005; Hopper, 2005; 

Parodi, 2007; Shanahan, 2006). Most studies find that reading and writing are related (e.g., 

Jenkins, Johnson & Hileman, 2004; Berninger, Abbott, Abbott, Graham, & Richards, 2002; 

Loban, 1963; Maula, 2015). Like in the L1 setting, studies in reading habits and writing in the 

second language (L2) settings were mostly conducted separately (e.g. Erdem, 2015; Florence, 

Adesola, Alaba, & Adewumi 2017; Iftanti, 2012). Little data exists on the links between the 

reading habits of university students and their writing and most of the studies concentrate 
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almost entirely on primary and secondary students (Douglas & Miller, 2016). We were 

disappointed by the scarcity of published research studies that address the impact of reading 

habits on the writing performance of university students. 

 

The study reported in this paper was conducted in the English language learners (ELLs) context 

in Malaysia. It aimed at investigating whether university students’ reading habits are related to 

their vocabulary and writing production at the start of their university studies. This paper begins 

with a definition of leisure reading, followed by an overview of reading habits in Malaysia. 

Reading and writing relationships are also discussed. It continues to describe the 

methodological tenets used in collecting data. The paper then presents the findings and 

discusses the implications in ELL language education.     

 
Literature Review 

Leisure Reading as a Habit 

When reading act is done repeatedly, it becomes a habit. This habit is measured by the amount 

of materials being read, the frequency of reading and the amount of time spent on reading 

(Wagner, 2002). The International Reading Association or IRA, defines leisure reading as 

“independent, self-selected reading of a continuous text for a wide range of personal and social 

purposes.”  It is the reading students choose to do on their own. Leisure reading is often 

referred to as recreational reading, pleasure reading, free voluntary reading, spare time reading 

and independent reading. It takes place anytime in and outside of school. 

 

Readers may read a wide range of texts including fiction, nonfiction, magazines and 

newspapers. Leisure reading is generally intrinsically or socially motivated and a pleasurable 

activity for the reader (Leisure Reading, 2014).  

 
Reading Habits in Malaysia 

Students’ reading habits are by and large shaped by their home and school environments 

(Chin, Lee, & Thayalan, 2007; Dijk, 2015; Kennedy & Trong, 2010), and their writing 

production is determined by their vocabulary size. We draw on the sociocultural perspectives 

on literacy. Sociocultural theories related to literacy focus on ways people practice literacy in 

which they exist (Perry, 2012). Viewing literacy as a diverse set of contextualized practices 

helps researchers and practitioners understand the types of knowledge the learners use literacy 

which extend beyond their classroom learning. 

 

Many of the studies conducted in Malaysia have reported that matriculation and university 

students spend very little time on leisure reading in the traditional sense. These students, who 

have undergone Malay medium instruction and have learned English as a single subject in 

schools preferred reading in Malay rather than in English (see Pandian & Ibrahim, 1997; 

Shameen, 2016; Subashini & Balakrishnan, 2013). Similarly, Malaysian Chinese students who 

learned English as a subject and graduated from Chinese secondary schools, tended to read 

Chinese materials rather than materials in English or Malay (Abidin, Pour-Mohammadi & Ooi, 

2011). Most of these students, labelled as reluctant readers (Pandian, 2000), have low interest 

in reading. A study by Chin, Lee, Thayalan (2007) found that students may be interested in 
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reading, but they have not acquired reading as a habit, and this is consistent with Mohd 

Ariffin’s (2010) findings. 

Like many countries, access to new forms of media is becoming widespread in Malaysia. In a 

recent study, it is reported that Malaysian undergraduates spend more than 6 hours online 

using social media technologies (Lim, Agostinho, Harper, & Chicharo, 2014). In a report from 

the Pew Research Centre, 70 per cent of users logged into Facebook at least once a day, and 

about 45 per cent logged into the site several times a day (Duggan, Ellison, Lampe, Lehnhart, & 

Madden, 2015). In the present study, we identified some popular social network platforms on 

mobile and web applications namely Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, Whatsapp, Instagram, 

WeChat, and Google Plus.  

 

The impact of digital media on students’ learning engagement has been the subject of study by 

researchers from different disciplines such as psychology, computer science, education, 

literacy studies, and library and information science. With the accessibility of digital 

information and the increasing amount of time people spend reading electronic media, the 

digital environment has begun to affect people’s reading habits (see Chen & Yan, 2016; Chou, 

2001; Junco, 2011; Lenhart, Purcell, Smith, & Zickuhr, 2010; Rosen, Carrier, & Cheever, 

2013). Electronic media use among university students has a profound impact on students’ 

reading. Today’s young adults are more digital active than any previous generation as reported 

by Pew Research Centre (Zickuhr & Smoth, 2012). Reading on digital devices or online 

reading can be considered as a form of reading. The underlying question is whether students 

engage deeply with a digital text in the same way they do when reading a printed text. Other 

studies such as Liu (2005) and Picton (2014) found that the habits in reading on screen or 

screen-based reading has been the most common habit for young people. Students who prefer 

screen-based reading often spend more time browsing and scanning, keyword searching, 

reading selectively and spend little time on in-depth reading. Attention span while reading is 

also shorter. Although annotating and highlighting is common in print reading, it has not yet 

“migrated” to the digital environment when people read electronic texts (Liu 2005, p. 707). 

 

A study on scholars as the student subjects by Nicholas, Huntington, Jamali, Rowlands, 

Dobrowski, and Tenopir (2008) found that there is a large proportion of full-text reading on 

screen. This shows an increasing screen-based reading habits of late due to the relatively more 

time spent reading electronic documents (Liu, 2005). Some studies report that students rather 

view than read and do not possess the critical and analytical skills to retrieve the information 

found on the Internet (see e.g., Rowlands et al. 2008). In the present study, we did not explore 

the state of e-book reading i.e., long-form writing in digital format when participants were in 

primary and secondary schools. This is because most of these students were from suburban and 

rural regions where there is limited or no access to the Internet. Computers at schools are also 

not readily available as school computer laboratories are restricted to teaching technology 

rather than for accessing internet resources (Abidin, Pourmohammadi, Varasingam & Ooi, 

2014). Also, mobile phones and ipads are prohibited at schools. Although in the present study 

students’ exposure to social media was not the main focus, their reading habits were shaped by 

the social and cultural contexts where they were situated. 
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Reading and Writing Relationships 

Research traditionally approached writing and reading as distinct areas of exploration (Langer 

& Flihan, 2000). Only in the 1960s, spearheaded by the Center for Cognitive Studies at 

Harvard, were writing and reading regarded as related language processes. In his seminal 

paper, Loban (1963) reported strong relationships between reading and writing i.e., students 

who wrote well also read well, and that the converse was true. Since then, such relationships 

have become more widely recognized (Harl, 2013). Stotsky (1983) investigated reading and 

writing relationships through her much cited synthesis which spans approximately fifty years 

from the beginning of the 1930s to 1981. She claimed that “better writers tend to be better 

readers”, “better writers tend to read more than poorer writers”, and that better readers tend to 

produce more syntactically mature writing than poorer readers” (p. 636). In other words, 

reading experience appears to be a consistent correlate of, or influence on, students’ writing 

ability. In a similar vein, Pearson (2002) refers to the relationship between reading and writing 

as synergistic. Parodi’s empirical study (2007) further showed significant coefficients between 

reading and writing of argumentative texts. However, these studies on reading and writing 

relationships were all conducted in the L1 contexts.  

 

In second language (L2) learning, prominent scholars in vocabulary studies (Goulden, Nation & 

Read, 1990; Laufer & Goldstein, 2004) claim that one of the key predictors is lexical 

competence. Studies on the relationship between vocabulary size and the skills of reading, 

writing and listening have suggested that vocabulary knowledge is a strong predictor of general 

proficiency in a foreign language. This is especially evident as far as L2 writing is concerned. 

Studies on relationships between vocabulary and L2 writing have found that as L2 vocabulary 

size increases, so does the ability to write more effective texts (Cumming, 1989). In fact, 

numerous studies have highlighted the role of L2 proficiency in L2 writing ability and L2 

writing fluency (Sasaki, 2000; Yun, 2005, Tseng & Schmitt, 2008; Wong, 2012). The general 

consensus is that the restricted vocabulary of L2 learners limits their writing quality and 

fluency. This realization has further strengthened the theory that vocabulary knowledge is 

central to the development of L2 writing (Ashrafzadeh & Nimehchisalem, 2015; Lee, 2014; 

Wong, 2012). As emphasized by Milton (2010, p.58), “current thinking advocates that 

vocabulary may be crucial to the development of language performance overall”. Hence, the 

current enquiry on the role of vocabulary size in writing is deemed fitting in the current 

Malaysian academic setting. 

 

Despite increased attention in the L2 or ELL context, the empirical evidence for the relationship 

of reading habits and writing in a second language is largely unexplored. A majority of studies 

have been either on the reading habits (see Abidin, Pour-Mohammadi, & Ooi, 2011; Pandian 

& Ibrahim, 1997; Shameen, 2016; Subashini & Balakrishnan, 2013) or the writing performance 

of ELLs (Chow, 2007; Maarof, Yamat, & Li, 2011; Wong 2005). It is not altogether clear 

whether ELLs’ reading habits are integral to their writing performance. To address these gaps in 

the previous research, we designed our studies to involve first year university students in a 

reading survey, a productive vocabulary test and a writing task with no direct instruction from 

the lecturers. Thus the current investigation took the form of a correlation study to determine 

whether students’ reading habits prior to and at university entrance correlate with their 

vocabulary size and writing. 
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Method 

Design 

The study was primarily quantitative in nature as it attempted to explore the reading habits of 

ELL university students and the relationship between the variables in the study. The 

independent variable was participants’ reading habits and the dependent variables were their 

vocabulary size and writing performance. Two sessions were set aside for data collection: the 

vocabulary test was the first to be administered, while the reading survey and the writing task 

were conducted on the same day.  

 
Research Questions 

This study addressed the following research questions: 

1. What are the English reading habits of ELL first year university students in Malaysia? 

2. What is the English vocabulary knowledge of ELL first year university students in 

 Malaysia? 

3. What is the relationship between ELL first year university students’ English reading 

 habits and their writing performance? 

4. What is the relationship between ELL university students’ English vocabulary  knowledge 

 and their English writing performance? 

5. What is the relationship between ELL students’ English reading habits and their 

 English vocabulary knowledge? 

 
Participants 

The present work used a convenience sample of 33 ELL university students majoring in 

different fields of study. Participants were in their first-year university programme and were 

taught by one of the researchers in this study. Although initially 47 students took part in the 

data collection, 14 were absent during the second session and had to be excluded from the 

study. The participants were all indigenous students whose age ranged from 19 to 22. English 

was not their first language but all of them had learnt the target language for more than 12 

years before enrolling in the university. The participants’ level of English ranged from low to 

intermediate and they were all taking English as a prerequisite subject in their course 

programme. The low level is equivalent to A2 Level which is a Basic User in Common 

European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR) and the intermediate level is 

equivalent to B2 Level which is an Independent User in CEFR. Most participants were staying 

in student dormitory where a television room was not provided. Although there was wi-fi on 

campus, the connection was often disrupted unless they were in hotspots. Most students had 

their own Internet connection, but they rarely watched movies or Youtube online unless they 

had free access to the Internet. The university library was at a distance from their hostels.  

 
Data Collection and Instrument 

ELL learners’ vocabulary size, written skills and reading habits were assessed by administering 

a productive vocabulary level test (PVLT), a writing test and a reading habit questionnaire.  

 

Productive Vocabulary Level Test (PVLT). Although there are three main productive vocabulary 

tests in the literature: Lexical Frequency Profile (LFP; Laufer & Nation, 1995), PVLT; Laufer & 

Nation, 1999) and the Lex30 (Meara & Fitzpatrick, 2000), the PVLT (Laufer & Nation, 1999) 
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was chosen as it is a reliable, valid and practical measure of vocabulary growth. The PVLT is 

intended to assess controlled productive vocabulary, in contrast to receptive vocabulary as 

measured by the VLT. The PVLT measures students’ productive knowledge in a limited context 

i.e., fill-in task where a sentence context was provided and students had to provide the missing 

word. The test comprised five sections; 2000 level, 3000 level, 5000 level, academic word 

level and 10000 level. The maximum possible score for each section was 18 and participants 

were given 45 minutes to complete the test. 

 

Reading Behaviour Questionnaire. A reading behaviour questionnaire was used to elicit 

information on participants’ reading habits. The questionnaire consisted of four sections; 

Sections A, B C and D. Section A (Home Variables) consisted of 9 items which elicited 

information regarding participants reading habits at home. This includes the frequency of 

reading English materials at home and possession of English reading materials at home. Section 

B (School Variable) consisted of 9 items which elicited information regarding reading habits at 

school. This includes involvement in reading activity in English, teachers’ encouragement to 

read English materials in school and library assignments in English. Section C (Behaviour, 

Attitudes, Opinion towards Reading) consisted of 13 items which elicited information regarding 

participants’ overall perception and attitude on reading. Section D (Demographic) consisted of 

4 items which elicited information regarding participants’ background. All items were 

presented in English and Malay. Participants were given 20 minutes to complete the 

questionnaire. 

 

Writing Task. A writing task consisting of writing an expository essay on the topic “Mobile 

devices can be effective learning tools for university students. Do you agree with this 

statement?” was administered in the study. This topic was deemed appropriate as it was 

something that university students could relate to. Participants were given 40 minutes to 

complete the task which required them to provide points relevant to the topic. The reading 

behaviour and the writing task were conducted on the same day.  

 
Evaluation of Students’ Writing 

Students’ writing was evaluated based on the Essay Writing Score Guide which was adapted 

from ESL Composition Profile (Jacobs, Zinkgraf, Wormuth, Hartfiel, & Hughey, 1981, p.30). 

This analytic rating scale was chosen as it is one of the most widely used and recognizable 

rubrics in second language writing (Brooks, 2013). Additionally, the ESL Composition Profile 

has been recognized to have a high degree of both internal and external validity (Bacha, 2001). 

For this reason, many researchers have utilised the profile to measure second language writing 

performance (Ito, 2011; Mukundan, Mahvelati, Mohd Amin Din & Nimehchisalem, 2013; 

Reimer, 2013; Zare-ee, Hematiyan & Matin, 2012). The original Profile consists of five main 

component scales – Content, Organisation, Vocabulary, Language Use and Mechanics. For the 

purpose of this study, only three of these components were measured: Content, Vocabulary 

and Language Use. 

 

Data Analysis Method. Two main statistical analyses were employed in the present study. First, 

descriptive statistics were calculated on the responses to the scaled questions in the 

questionnaire. Frequency distribution was carried out to describe participants’ reading habits, 
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level of vocabulary and writing performance. Following this, inferential statistics were carried 

out using a correlation analysis. The Pearson Product-Moments correlation test, which is a 

parametric test, was used in the present study to examine the relationships between the PVLT, 

reading habits and writing performance. Meanwhile, the responses to the open-ended 

questions were coded and then categorized according to themes developed through the 

analysis.  

 
Results 

In Section A of the questionnaire, students were asked to indicate the types of reading materials 

they have at home and their exposure to reading English materials. Findings showed that 80% 

(N= 26) of participants said that they did not have any English reading materials at home. 

However, over 50% (N=18) said they had English comics, while about 70% (N=22) said they 

had English newspapers at home. With regard to exposure to reading English materials at 

home, it was discovered that 58% of the participants reported having had their parents read to 

them in English. However, the findings do not show the age at which parents stopped reading 

to them. Only 38% of students received books as presents and a lower number of students 

(18%) had parents/siblings reading English materials. 

  

In terms of access to English reading material available at home, it was found that over half of 

the participants in this study possessed not more than ten English reading materials at home. 

For this question, students were asked to indicate the number of English reading materials at 

home specifically English books, English magazines and English comics as opposed to the first 

question which only indicated English reading materials in general. Findings also indicate that 

a majority of students (58%) reported not having any English newspapers at home, 24% 

reported having only one to two newspapers per week and only 9% reported having seven or 

more newspapers in a week. Additionally, most students (91%) reported that they have never 

purchased any e-books. 

 

Section B of the questionnaire asked students about the type of support in reading they 

received in school. The support here included provision of supplementary reading materials in 

school, library assignments and encouragement from teachers. As seen in Table 1, 85% of the 

respondents and 93% of the respondents did not receive any supplementary reading materials 

in primary school and secondary school respectively. These percentiles inform us that other 

than the textbooks prescribed by the schools, there were no other reading materials given by 

teachers. This includes work that required library research: about 80% claimed that they did 

not need to go to the library to do their homework. Over 94% reported not receiving any 

encouragement from primary school teachers to read for pleasure in English. Similarly, a 

collective 100% of students reported not receiving encouragement to read for pleasure in 

English while they were in secondary school. The data further indicate that only 9% of the 

students witnessed their teachers reading English materials in school.  

 
  



 
Research 

 

 
Lee and Wong - Page 164 

 

Table 1 

Support and encouragement to read English materials in school 

Type of materials Yes No 

Received supplementary English reading materials in primary school 15% 85% 

Received supplementary English reading materials in secondary school 3% 93% 

Were given library assignments in English 21% 79% 

Encouragement from primary school teachers to read for pleasure 6% 94% 

Encouragement from secondary school teachers to read for pleasure 0 100% 

Seen English teachers reading English materials 9% 91% 

 

RQ 1: What are the English reading habits of ELL first year university students in Malaysia? 

Section C of the questionnaire listed eight reading behaviour-related items for which students 

indicated their degree of agreement on a scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). 

The findings suggested that a majority of the respondents (over 50%) agreed that reading is 

useful only for those who want to study and that reading is only for those who don’t have a 

hobby. 75.8% agreed that reading is better than doing other activities. This may not necessarily 

mean that they would read; it could mean that they wish they read more. However, about 67% 

disagreed with the idea that reading is boring. Another interesting finding also suggests that 

most students would read something if it was recommended by the lecturer. 

 
Table 2 

Habits towards reading 

 Strongly 
disagree 

Disagree Do not 
know 

Agree Strongly 
agree 

Reading materials are only for people who 
don’t have a hobby 

39.4 36.4 6.1 12.1 6.1 

Reading is useful only for those who want to 
study 

24.2 18.2 3.0 12.1 42.4 

Reading is better than doing other activities 0 18.2 6.1 60.6 15.2 

I like surfing the Internet and prefer watching 
TV/DVD to reading 

3.0 6.1 15.2 48.5 27.3 

I will read something if it is recommended by 
my lecturer 

0 27.3 18.2 48.5 6.1 

Reading is boring 30.3 36.4 24.2 9.1 0 

 

With regard to students’ activities after class, it was found that 45% of the students seldom read 

English books after class. As seen in Table 3, 52% of students said that they sometimes read a 

book in English. They spent most of their time (73%) on social media and talking with friends 

(67%), and 48.5% sometimes or often checked their email in English. Interestingly, few 

students watched television (30%).  
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Table 3 

What students do after class 

 Never Rarely Sometimes  Often 

Read a book in English 3 42.4 51.5 3 

Watch television 42.4 27.3 12.1 18.2 

Do homework 0 6.1 75.8 18.2 

Talk with friends  0 12.1 21.2 66.7 

Engage in social media 0 3.1 21.2 72.7 

Check email in English 6.1 45.5 39.4 9.1 

 

RQ 2: What is the English vocabulary knowledge of ELL first year university students in 

Malaysia? 

 

Descriptive statistics for the vocabulary measure is presented in Table 4. As can be seen, scores 

for 2000 level test ranged from 5 to 17, with a mean of 11 and a standard deviation of 3.39. 

For the 3000 level test, scores ranged from 2 to 15, with a mean of 9.3 and a standard 

deviation of 3.67. For the 5000 level test, scores ranged from 0 to 11, with a mean of 4.1 and a 

standard deviation of 3.32.  For the academic level test, scores ranged from 0 to 11 with a 

mean of 6.0 and a standard deviation of 2.7. For the 10000 level test, scores ranged from 0 to 

4.0 with a mean of 0.9 and a standard deviation of 1.2. These distributions suggest that the 

2000 level vocabulary test was not difficult for the students given the relatively high mean 

scores and that some individuals achieved almost maximum possible scores. Results also 

suggest that the 3000 level, 5000 level and Academic level tests were difficult for the students 

given the low mean scores and the fact that some individuals scored 0. The 10000 level test 

was the most difficult for the students given the relatively low mean scores and that the highest 

score was only 4. 

 

Table 4 

Vocabulary test scores of ELL students  

 Minimum Maximum 
Maximum 
possible score 

Mean SD 

2000 Level 5.0 17 18 11 3.39 

3000 Level 2.0 15 18 9.3 3.67 

5000 Level .00 11 18 4.1 3.32 

Academic Level .00 11 18 6.0 2.70 

10000 Level .00 4.0 18 .9 1.20 

 

RQ3: What is the relationship between ELL first year university students’ English reading habits 

and their writing performance? 

 

A correlational analysis was conducted to investigate the relationship between students’ 

reading habits and writing performance. As presented in Table 5, no significant correlation was 
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found between reading habits and content scores (p = .851). Similarly, no significant 

correlations were found between reading habits and language scores (p = .538) or between 

reading habits and vocabulary scores (p = .621). Contrary to expectations, participants’ reading 

habits were not associated with their writing performance. Table 5 also reports the relationship 

between writing performance and the frequency of loaning library books. The findings indicate 

positive correlations between language scores and the frequency of borrowing library books, r 

= .424*, p = .014. There was also a positive relationship between vocabulary scores and the 

frequency of borrowing library books, r = .384*, p = .028. However, no correlation was found 

between content scores and frequency of borrowing library books, r = .166, p = .356. Overall, 

the finding suggests that as the frequency of borrowing library books increases, so does the 

likelihood of students getting higher writing scores, particularly in language and vocabulary.  

 
Table 5 

Correlations among writing scores, reading habits and the frequency of borrowing books 

 Borrow library books Reading Habits 

Content .166 .034 

Language .424* .111 

Vocabulary .384* .089 

 

 N = 33 

* p < .05, ** p < .01 

 

RQ 4: What is the relationship between ELL university students’ English vocabulary knowledge 

and their English writing performance? 

 

Bivariate correlations between the vocabulary test and writing scores are presented in Table 6. 

The overall findings indicate positive relationships between students’ writing performance and 

vocabulary knowledge. As can be seen, there were significant correlations between language 

scores and 2000 level (r = .497**) and between language scores and 5000 level (r = .456**). 

Similarly, there were significant positive correlations between vocabulary scores in writing and 

the 2000 level (r = .416*) and vocabulary score and the 5000 level (r = .421*). Although the 

rest of the findings did not show significant correlations, the overall results show a trend 

towards a relationship between vocabulary size and writing performance. 

 

Table 6 

Correlation between vocabulary test and writing scores 

 2000 Level 3000 Level 5000 Level 
Academic 
Level 

10000 Level 

Content .282 .164 .314 .100 .205 

Language .497** .278 .456** .230 .305 

Vocabulary .416* .258 .421* .144 .272 
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N = 33 

* p < .05, ** p < .01 

 

RQ 5: What is the relationship between ELL students’ English reading habits and their English 

vocabulary knowledge? 

 

Table 7 presents the relationships between vocabulary scores and habits towards reading. As 

can be seen, there is a significant correlation between reading habits and the 2000 level test, 

r=.409*, p=.018. Additionally, results also showed that there is a significant correlation 

between reading habits and the 5000 level test, r=.458**, p=.007. The overall finding showed 

a trend towards a relationship between reading habits and vocabulary which suggests that as 

positive reading habits develop, so does vocabulary size. A bivariate correlation analysis was 

also carried out to explore the relationship between reading habits and interest in learning 

English. The finding indicates a significant correlation between the two variables, r = .432*, p= 

.012. This suggests that as interest in English develops, so do reading habits. 

 
Table 7 

Correlation between vocabulary test and reading habits 

 
Interest in 
learning English 

2000 Level 3000 Level 5000 Level 
Academic 
Level 

10000 Level 

Reading 
habits 

.432* .409* .298 .458** .036 .308 

 

N = 33 

* p < .05, ** p < .01 

 
Limitations and Future Research 

There are a number of limitations suggesting the results should be considered with caution. A 

major limitation was the inability to ensure all the students were present on the two days of 

data collection.  As a consequence, the data collected from 33 participants may not be able to 

represent the reading habits of ELL university students. A replication of the same study with a 

larger sample size would provide more reliable and generalizable results. Another limitation 

was the divided views for some of the items in the reading behaviour section. Although some 

items yielded conclusive and interesting findings, some remained inconclusive. Hence, future 

studies could possibly include a qualitative measure to ascertain students’ reading habits to 

yield more decisive responses. This data could then be triangulated with the quantitative data 

so that a more substantive conclusion regarding students’ reading habit can be made.  Another 

limitation of the present research was that students were not asked specifically what they did 

online. The inferences that we made about their engagement in social media was restricted to 

social interaction in a fun and entertaining way. Whether students use social media such as 

Facebook, Twitter or Whatsapp for information gathering was not clear, although the 

credibility of news available through social media is a source of concern. Future research that 

considers change over time in the platform in students’ reading is planned. This may entail an 



 
Research 

 

 
Lee and Wong - Page 168 

 

investigation of students online reading habits, online activities, vocabulary size and how these 

variables correlate with each other.  

 
Discussion and Implications 

Based on students’ performance on the PVLT, writing test and responses from the Reading 

Behaviour Questionnaire, four key findings emerged. Firstly, it was discovered that participants 

neither received a lot of support in terms of fostering reading in English from their teachers at 

elementary schools nor at secondary level. Areas of neglect include the lack of library 

assignments in school and encouragement to read for pleasure. Two-thirds of the participants 

believe that English benefits them, yet they do not see the connection between the importance 

of reading and language learning. This can be justified as only half of the participants read 

occasionally.  

 

The second key finding relates to students’ use of social networking sites. The present study 

confirms that millennial generations (adults between 18 and 29) have a high reliance on the 

Internet and social networking usage as previous studies have demonstrated (Chen & Yan, 

2016; Chou, 2001; Junco, 2011; Lenhart et al., 2010; Rosen et al., 2013). Although students 

like surfing the Internet and spend most hours online i.e., about 94% (see Tables 2 &3), it is 

uncertain whether they engage in any form of deep reading. This form of reading which 

requires attention may be difficult for them as they tend to multitask with ICT (i.e., constant 

switching of phone/computer screens, where attention to content changes at a rapid rate). As 

Carrier, Cheeverb, Rosena, Beniteza & Changa (2009) have argued, digital natives utilised 

various types of media at the same time. Additionally, it was noted that students have been 

reading on screen, but often times they are browsing and scanning (Liu, 2005; Picton, 2014). 

Despite the surge in popularity of e-books in other parts of the world, a majority of the 

participants in the present study had never purchased an e-book. Yet, they were active social 

media users. Although this seems to be a hindrance in the development of good reading habits, 

it can also be regarded as an opportunity to motivate students to read via a much-preferred 

platform. Digital natives may be more open to the idea of accessing reading assignments via 

social media platforms such as Edmodo, Schoology and even Facebook. Thus, educators in 

general need to be aware of this changing habit in reading and address it by accommodating 

students’ preferred reading medium via popular social media platforms. This can be made 

possible by supplementing conventional reading classrooms with virtual reading classrooms 

which blend online learning and face to face discussion through Edmodo or Facebook. This 

method allows the extension of regular classroom reading assignments which students can 

access conveniently. For instance, a recommended text posted by the teacher can be read, 

downloaded and discussed electronically. Online discussion such as this is a value-added 

channel as it encourages students who are reticent to share their views in a non-threatening 

way. 

 

The third key finding of the present study relates to students’ level of vocabulary and its relation 

to students’ reading habits. Firstly, it was discovered that participants have not acquired the 

necessary vocabulary size required for university studies. Among all the vocabulary measures, 

the 2000-word level was the least difficult for the students. Results further indicated that the 

3000 level, 5000 level, 10000 level and the Academic level tests were difficult for the students. 
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This vocabulary deficiency may prevent students from comprehending and writing academic 

text at the university level. This finding echoes that of Harji, Balakrishnan, Bhar and 

Letchumanan (2015) which revealed that undergraduates are not equipped with necessary 

vocabulary size for university studies. This is a great concern as a threshold level of vocabulary 

is needed for successful language learning. As mentioned in previous studies (Hsueh-Chao & 

Nation, 2000; Morris & Cobb, 2004; Waring & Nation, 2004) vocabulary knowledge is a 

significant predictor of academic performance and a prerequisite for academic success 

especially where second language is concerned. In order to achieve success in language 

learning, a second language learner must at least acquire a lexical base of 3000-word level 

(Harji, Balakrishnan, Bhar & Letchumanan, 2015).   

 

Secondly, it was also found that positive reading habits were significantly correlated with 

students’ vocabulary size. This implies that as positive reading habit develops, so does 

students’ vocabulary size. Based on these salient findings, certain pedagogical implications can 

be made. For the most part, teachers should strive to encourage students to read English 

materials for pleasure. Given the fact that half of the participants agreed they would read 

something if it was recommended by their lecturers, the responsibility to encourage students to 

read may rest with the teacher. As mentioned previously, teachers should give extended 

reading assignments via virtual reading classroom to extend students’ reading activities. In an 

age where digital technology is pervasive, it would seem appropriate for teachers to develop 

and improve students’ digital literacy skills. Other than that, teachers should integrate the 

teaching of vocabulary with the teaching of reading comprehension strategies. This integration 

allows for multiple approaches to reading tasks and may cater to learners’ of different L2 

proficiency levels. According to Hunt and Beglar (2005), the most effective form of learning 

with regard to vocabulary instruction involves a careful blend of both explicit and implicit 

instruction and learning. As such, explicit instruction through decontextualized lexis for 

acquisition of new words and implicit lexical instruction through meaning-focused reading 

should be carried out in ELL traditional and virtual reading classrooms. Explicit teaching 

involves teaching a set of words that are related to students conceptually which may appear in 

texts that students have read or will be reading later. This is followed by providing students 

multiple exposures with the aim to deepen understanding in addition to giving opportunities to 

students to use and internalise the words in different contexts such as group discussions, 

individual activities or teacher-led groups. These exposures promote incidental vocabulary 

learning i.e., learning words as a by-product of reading, listening, discussing and writing. In 

short, the combination of vocabulary instruction in reading activities will give students the 

exposure to new lexicon as well as enhance students’ reading skills such as paraphrasing and 

summarizing. Other than teaching words that students will be expected to read, selecting 

useful words from the academic word lists to build students’ academic vocabulary will also 

benefit second language learners. Many of them are unlikely to encounter much academic 

language in their everyday lives. Therefore, developing activities for them to use academic 

language for interaction among themselves and with the teacher to accelerate their vocabulary 

is crucial for their academic achievement. 

 

The fourth key finding of the present study affirms that there is a relationship between 

productive vocabulary size and writing performance, particularly for language and vocabulary 
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scores. This finding is consistent with previous literature (Ashrafzadeh & Nimehchisalem, 2015; 

Lee, 2014; Wong, 2012) which links vocabulary size to writing performance. Indeed, this 

further emphasizes the significant role of vocabulary as one of the strongest predictors of 

writing quality. Based on this discovery, a practical implication can be made. Similar to the 

integration of vocabulary in reading, lexical instruction should also be integrated in writing. 

While reading gives students exposure to vocabulary and syntax, writing activities give students 

practice in using them. According to Wong (2012), by emphasizing and integrating vocabulary 

in writing lessons, students will be more accustomed to thinking of vocabulary as part of the 

writing process. In this regard, teachers could apply explicit vocabulary instruction by 

demonstrating how newly learned words can be utilized in a production task and how lexical 

variation can affect writing quality. This form of scaffolding method may require teachers to 

model and demonstrate the use of vocabulary in writing activities, provide appropriate 

language prompts for writing task and pre-teach vocabulary in preparation for a task.  

   

Overall, the combination of findings in the current work provides some support for the 

conceptual premise that vocabulary, reading and writing are interconnected. It is argued that 

the integration of these interrelated skills in classroom activities may lead to successful 

language acquisition. It is also argued that in line with the change in students’ reading habit 

and their high reliance on Internet and the social network, social media platform should be 

used as instructional tools for expanded reading instruction and vocabulary acquisition. 

Despite its exploratory nature, this study offers some insights into the possible initiatives that 

English language teachers could implement to develop vocabulary acquisition, and good 

reading habits.  
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