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Abstract

Recently, greater awareness has been reported regarding the problems associated with the weak reading habits of Malaysian millennials
and its lack. In a world where harnessing and using knowledge is of utmost importance, firstly, understanding the reading habits is vital
before moving forward to address this issue and emphasising its development. Therefore, the objective of this study was to investigate
the reading habits of university students and to identify its correlation to their academic performance. A small random sample of fifty
undergraduate students from an urban private university in Selangor participated in this quantitative study. Statistical analysis (SPSS)
was used to analyse the academic and recreational reading habits and ascertain the correlation between reading and academic perfor-
mance. The findings revealed the types of readings preferred by undergraduate students, the frequencies and found insignificant correla-
tion between reading habits and academic performance due to the low reading practise. This is concluded by suggestions for academics,
students and curriculum designers in tackling this long standing issue in Malaysia.

Keywords: Academic performance; Malaysian; Reading habits.

1. Introduction

Empirical studies have been conducted on the topic of reading and
numerous definitions have been derived from different perspec-
tives. Generally, reading habit is “the behaviour which expresses
the likeness of reading of individual, which occur regularly of
leisure reading approach, types of reading, tastes of reading, uses
of library services viewing on what they have read fixing on ob-
jectives of reading[1]. In the academic environment, early imbib-
ing of reading habits is an essential skill necessary in the acquisi-
tion of knowledge which is highly demanding in the life of a stu-
dent[2]. Krashen[3] believes that engaged reading is vital for stu-
dents to develop an interest and to achieve academic success.

However, weak reading skills amongst Malaysians have been a
long standing issue dating back to the 1980s. In a reported survey
conducted by the Malaysian National Library in 2005 indicated
that “Malaysians only read an average of two books per year
which was the same amount almost ten years earlier in 1996”[4].A
further international study conducted by the Central Connecticut
State University (CCSU) on 61 countries, found Malaysia ranked
sixth from the bottom in the list of World’s Most Literate Nation
(WLMN) ranking[5].

Academic achievement indicates the level of students’ compe-
tence in respect of the academic content[6]. Teachers at school
would guide the students in their learning process however; stu-
dents should also make full use of the library to satisfy their read-
ing needs. A majority of university courses require independent
learning skills and is a self-learning experience which requires
students to do their own readings. However, millennials may find
this task difficult due to their short attention span and other report-

ed characteristics reported. Black[7] pointed out that millennials
prefer inductive reasoning, desire frequent and quick interactions
with content and display exceptional visual-literacy skills. All
these components relate to the interactive interface of gadgets and
this is one of the challenges faced with reading, which is seen as a
sedentary and passive activity.

According to Bashir and Mattoo[8], reading habits determine the
academic achievements of students to a great extent. Both reading
and academic achievements are interrelated and dependent on
each other. Students often come from different environments and
localities with different levels of academic achievement. There-
fore, they differ in the pattern of reading habits. While some stu-
dents have good reading habits, others tend to exhibit poor reading
habits due to many variables. Hence, it is timely to better under-
stand this issue of reading which has riddled Malaysia for the past
4 decades.

1.1. Objectives of the Study

The main objectives of this study were:

e To examine the reading habits (styles) among Malaysian
students.

e To understand the frequency of students spent reading

e To identify the material students read when they visit
the library.

e To ascertain the relationship between reading habit and
academic achievement.

e  To provide updated information about reading habits of
urban Malaysian university students.
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1.2. Research Questions

In order to achieve these objectives, this study is governed by the
following research questions:

e What are the reading habits among Malaysian students?

e What is the correlation between (Students’) reading hab-
its and academic achievement?

2. Literature Review

2.1. Malaysian Reading Habits

To begin, reading habit is detailed as how often, what is read and
how much is read[9]. A majority of the studies on this topic have
centred on reading habits of children, per-university, adults, their
behaviours, preferences and its importance as a skill for future
success. In a study conducted to analyse the reading habits of un-
dergraduate students in Malaysia, Annamalai and Muniandy[10]
found that Malaysian polytechnic students have low interest in
reading. Moreover, students prefer technology related activities
compared to reading. The researchers also discussed the implica-
tions of the findings in terms of instructional material develop-
ment within reading context.

Abidin, Pour-Mohammadi, and Ooi[11] investigated if early inter-
vention in reading would influence reading habits of Malaysian
Chinese University students. Based on the findings, the students
prefer to read materials via electronic media during their free time
but preferred printed materials to pass exams. Students used text-
books and materials to help them with their homework. However,
very few read novels for leisure but read the newspapers some-
times. These findings are similar to Annamalai and Muniandy[10].
Earlier studies by Pandian[12] and later studies from Mokhtari et
al.[13] found little change in reading habits of Malaysian youth,
only focused on reading required academic material and cited the
advancement of technology as a cause for the dwindling interest in
reading.

Low reading habits have also long been seen to be prevalent
amongst lower-income households and from those living in rural
Malaysia[4].This was also discovered in an earlier profiling of
Malaysian readers by Pandian[12] which profiled only 20% of
Malaysians as ‘regular’ readers and the remaining termed ‘reluc-
tant’ readers. This large scaled study further found that 80% of
Malaysian university students fell into the category of ‘reluctant’
readers and further found that students from rural areas read less
than urban students.

2.2. Global Reading Habits

Below average reading habits are seen to be a worrisome trend in
other parts of the globe too. A recent report released by Singapo-
rean National Library Board to investigate the reading habits of
3,515 Singaporean residents conducted in 2016 discovered; 79%
spent a minimum of 30 minutes reading daily, 57% preferred read-
ing fiction, 46% of the sample either did not read any books or a
maximum of 3 books in the past year amongst other information
related to Singaporean read habits[14]. In a previous survey by the
National Arts Council (NAC) in 2015 also found low reading rates
amongst Singaporeans and citing lack of time and interest as the
main reasons for not reading[15]. In the US, a lack of reading
amongst college students is also a cause of concern. Reports by
the US National Endowment for the Arts found that young Ameri-
can adults had declined in reading[16]. Further in a large scaled
mixed-method study conducted by SuHua Huang et al. [17] on
1,265 participants discovered that American youth spent an ap-
proximately 2 -3 hours per day in total reading a variety of reading

material. In India, a comparative study conducted in Kashmir on
the reading habits of students from rural and urban areas, revealed
that ‘reading habits of rural and urban college students of the 21st
century show that the reading culture is more developed in urban
students than rural counterparts’[18]. Therefore, overall in all parts
of the world, the reading habit is on the decline and needs to be
further investigated for all angles.

2.3. Impact of Reading on Academic Achievement

The reading- writing process is interdependent to each other, thus
reading habits and academic achievement is studied widely. It is
effective reading habits that enable a student to excel academical-
ly[8] and it is in the educational process that a student enquires
these effective reading habits. Students who are actively engaged
in the reading habit are shown to be more informed learners and
performed well academically[19][20].Reviewing the literature on
the impact of reading habits on academic achievement, a study
was conducted in Ghana by Owusu-Acheaw and Larson[21] to
assess the reading habits among students at Koforidua Polytechnic
and their effects on their academic performance. The findings
showed that majority of the respondents acknowledge the im-
portance of reading. The researchers confirmed that reading habit
had an influence on the students’ academic performance and that
there was a relationship between the two factors.

Given the reported low number of readers among the millennial
population in Malaysia, the government has taken an initiative to
boost this number. On 16th April 2016, Youth and Sports Minister
Khairy Jamaluddin launched the 'Read Malaysia' campaign to
cultivate the reading habit amongst Malaysian youth. He said it is
important to encourage Malaysians to develop the reading habit
from young[22]. Besides this, it has been reported the literacy rate
of Malaysians is currently at 94.64% which indicates there is high
literacy however the earnestness is the question. As such, there
seems to be lack of motivation for students to read[23]. Therefore,
this is an area of research not delved in greatly in Malaysia with
many gaps still needed to be discovered. Consequently, to tackle
the core of this issue of reading habits and its relation to academic
achievement in an urban setting is the focus of this exploratory
study in-line with the objectives below.

3. Methodology/Materials

This study was conducted to determine the reading habits of stu-
dents and its correlation to academic performance. To achieve this
objective, a survey with a combination of adapted questions from
Gaona and Gonzalez[24] research paper were used to elicit infor-
mation from the students following all ethical considerations.

3.1. Participants

The target students’ population in this study were 50 randomly
selected Malaysian university students who studied in a private
university in Selangor, Malaysia located in an urbanised setting.
The demographics of these students were of middle to upper class
of society and mainly were educated at local public or private high
schools. The only criteria for the selection were that students were
in at least 2nd semester of the degree and Malaysian to ensure
reliability of data and results. 82% of participants were pursuing
their bachelor’s degree followed by 12% in their foundation stud-
ies and 6% in diploma. 72% were in their 4th semester and below
while 28% are in their 5th semester onwards.

Since all students entering university met the minimum English
requirement and had acceptable proficiency in English as set by
the National Educational regulatory agencies and Ministry of
Higher Education Malaysia (MOHE). In addition, students are
required to take an academic English course in their first semester.
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Therefore, by the second semester, all students would achieve a
minimum English proficiency.

3.2. Data Collection and Analysis

The data was collected via an online questionnaire which was
posted on social media. All responses recorded from the survey
are strictly confidential and only used for the purpose of this re-
search paper. Participants were assured of anonymity and confi-
dentiality. This study consisted of five variables: students’ Cumu-
lative Grade Point Average (CGPA), academic reading, recrea-
tional reading, library usage and opinion on reading. The data
would be analysed using Microsoft Excel. Figures and tables
would be used to summarize the findings. For the first research
question, the proportions of respondents in choosing the responses
were represented in percentages. Tables and graphs were used to
analyse the reading habits among students.

In order to answer the second research question, two variables
were tested to see if they have a relationship to students’ academic
performance. The two variables used were academic-related read-
ing and recreational reading. For each variable, a score is created
from the accumulated of students’ Likert response. The scores
were used to calculate the variance which will be used in the one-
way ANOVA analysis.

3.3. Limitations of the Study

The limitations of this study were time and a small sample size as
this was an exploratory study with generalized results. As such,
the results are not representative of the general Malaysian popula-
tion due to the small sample. However, it represents a relatively
small urban population of university students. In addition, the was
also a limited amount of variables studied in this paper which only
focused on duration spent on reading, material read and resources.

4. Results and Findings

This section reports the results and discussion for the reading hab-
its of university students in terms of academic reading, recreation-
al reading and resources.

4.1. Profile of Respondents

Out of 50 respondents, 56% of respondents have a CGPA of 3.50
and this category has the most respondents and followed by 34%

3.00-3.49 CGPA and lastly 2.50-2.99 CGPA representing 10% of
respondents.

4.2. RQ 1: What are the Reading Habits among Stu-
dents?

The reading habits among students were assessed based on three
sections: academic-related reading and recreational reading habits
per day, and materials student read when they visit the library over
the duration of a semester. This fulfils the first and third objectives
which are to examine the reading habits among students and to
examine the material students read when they visit the library.

Table 1: Differences between Academic Reading and Recreational Read-
ing

time.
2% spent more
than 4 hours.

time.
e 4% spent more .
than 4 hours.

Most . 56%  Fictional
72% Personal notes and Frequently books
lecturer’s notes. Read e 76%  Newspa-
Material pers/Online news
During
40% never read academic Semester | 52% often reads recreational
material. Break materials.
7 . -
42% read textbooks or ref Library 20% read novels.
erence books. Resource

Academic-Related Reading Factor [ Recreational Reading

o  34% spent less . 28% spent less
than 1 hour. than 1 hour.

. 32% spent 1-2 Outside . 58% spent 1-2
hours. Classroom hours.

. 26% spent 3-4 . 6% spent 3-4
hours. hours.

e 4% spent no . 6% spent no

Based on the factors listed, in academic-related reading, firstly,
during outside classroom hours; 34% spent less than 1 hour a day
while 32% spent 1-2 hours a day for academic-related reading. In
order to succeed in university, students are involved in academic
activities that require a significant amount of reading time. This
result is similar to a study by Annamalai and Muniandy[10] on
reading attitudes and habits of university students in Malaysian
Polytechnics which showed a lack of interest in reading. In con-
trast, 58% of respondents spent 1-2 hours, whilst 28% spent less
than 1 hour on recreational reading daily. Therefore comparing
these two from of reading material, it is evident that there is a
preference towards recreational reading. In a study by Ogbodo[25],
it was found that students normally desire a change in reading
materials after a long day at school. It helps learn to relax, cool
their brain and avoid mental fatigue, as in the findings there is an
increased appreciation for recreational reading material as more
time is spent on this form of reading compared to academic mate-
rial.

To identify the level of reading habits, the lower percentages of 4%
who spent no time reading and 34% of participants who spent less
than 1 hour per day on academic material and similarly 6% and 28%
of participants who less between 0-59 minutes per day for recrea-
tional reading were tabulated. The tabulation of these findings
indicated that 38% of the participants had low readings of academ-
ic material and 34% of participants have similar low reading hab-
its of recreational reading material. This is significant as it has
been the believe that low reading habits are related towards lower
income parts of society, nevertheless in this study it is found that
even the urban population of university students are not inclined to
reading.

Despite the sample participants being of high to average academic
achievers with CGPA of between 3.50 to 2.5, the findings showed
only a small sample of 4% read academic-related material for
more than 4 hours per day and 2% of the participants spend more
than 4 hours per day on recreational material. Therefore, we can
see that the reading habit even amongst the urban population is
only popular to a smaller group of students and the overall reading
habits of Malaysian urban university students can be seen as a bell
curve with small percentages at the two ends of the spectrum and
the majority of the participants possessing average reading habits
which depicts Pandian’s[12] labelling of ‘reluctant’ readers clearly.

The second factor assessed was most frequently read material
between academic reading and recreational reading during week-
days. It was found that personal notes and lecturer’s notes were
two of the most frequently read academic materials. 72% respond-
ents read both materials often. Nearly all lecturers provide notes
for the students’ convenience. They would test their students
based on the topics arranged in their slides or lecture notes and
these forced students to read these materials as their grades relied
heavily on them. Personal notes were prepared by the students as
it suits their style of learning. Some students read their own notes
if the lecturers did not provide them. Regarding the frequency of
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materials read during weekdays a majority of 56% of the partici-
pants read for recreation and fictional books came out on top fol-
lowed by 76% reading newspapers/online news. Therefore, the
researcher concludes that fictional and online reading materials are
most popular forms of reading among millennials. The popularity
of online news is in line with the preference of millennials and
findings by Akarsu & Dariyemez[26].

The third factor assessed in the study was the reading frequency
during semester breaks. The majority of 52% of the participants
indicated that they read recreational materials during semester
breaks. However, 40% of participants did not read any academic
material during their semester break. This clearly shows that uni-
versity students’ use their leisure and semester holidays for recrea-
tional reading and are more focused on academic reading during
the semester.

Lastly, 42% of respondents often read textbooks or references
book provided in the library and is also a popular book source for
students. Students would often use this because it is the lecturer’s
teaching source with recommended reading material apart from
slides. For recreational reading only 20% often read novels pro-
vided by the library, whilst the other relied on online resources
and technological gadgets to download recreational reading mate-
rial.

In a final analysis of the data collected in Table 1, it is understood
that the participants spent time reading a combination of reading
materials; academic and recreational materials. Only a small per-
centage of participants had high and reading habits whilst the re-
mainder possessed average reading habits. Their choice of reading
materials was also based on their involvement in university aca-
demics combined with fictional and online news. During semester
breaks, the participants were more inclined to read recreational
materials and read their academic materials less. Finally, the li-
brary continues to be an important resource centre in meeting the
students’ reading needs.

4.3. RQ 2: What is the Correlation between (Students’)
Reading Habits and Academic Achievement?

The second research question was aimed to assess the effect of
reading habits to participants’ academic performance and to ascer-
tain the relationship between reading habit and academic perfor-
mance. The one-way ANOVA test was carried out with the first
variable being the students’ CGPA whereas the second variable
was the score accumulated from the Likert responses based on
academic-related reading or recreational reading. If the p value
exceeded 0.05, the null hypothesis was accepted. If the p value
was below 0.05, the null hypothesis was rejected thus confirming
the existence of a relationship between reading habits and academ-
ic performance. Based on Table 2, the p value from the one-way
ANOVA test is more than 0.05, thus indicating that the two varia-
bles have no relationship.

Table 2: Summary of Mean and Variance for Academic-Related Reading

tween 3.00-3.49, the mean was 26 and the last category of CGPA
between 3.50 and above was 24.536. This indicated a very small
comparison between the categories between academic achieve-
ments.

Table 3: Summary of Mean and Variance for Recreational Reading

Group N Mean -

Variance p-value
2.50-2.99 5 26.2 33.7 0.8295
3.00-3.49 17 27.294 79.471
3.50 and 28 25,893 45.284
above

Group N Mean .

Variance p-value
2.50-2.99 5 23 50.5 0.4525
3.00-3.49 17 26 18.625
3.50 and 28 24536 27.147
above

Given the limitations of this study, the short time, small number of
participants and low reading habits of the participants derived
from the first research question, it can be seen that due to their
weak reading habits there is insignificant implications to academic
results. From the findings of duration of time spent reading aca-
demic material, a majority of 68% spent less than 2 hours per day
reading academic material Based on Table 2, the mean partici-
pants CGPA of 2.50-2.99 is 23, the next category of CGPA be-

In a similar analysis of Table 3, we can see that the mean partici-
pants CGPA of 2.50-2.99 is 26.2 while the next category of CGPA
of 3.00-3.49 had a mean of 27.294 and lastly the CGPA of 3.50
and above had the lowest mean of 25.893. Correspondingly, there
is further insignificance of 0.8295 when identifying the correlation
between recreational reading and academic achievements. There-
fore, this indicates that due to the low involvement in reading
there is no impact on academic achievement. It is evident from the
first research question and fiction genre being their preferred rec-
reational reading, there is no relevance to their academic work,
whereas reading academic material would be more significant to
their academic success. From this data, it is clear that there is no
application of knowledge used from the academic or recreational
reading into academics. It is hence clear that both research ques-
tion are aligned and the analysis is reliable as these findings indi-
cate that reading habits has insignificant influence on academic
achievement and is not the only determinant to academic success
as previously believed[8][21] and as Williams (1984) explains,
people read for differing purposes and reasons.

5. Conclusion

5.1. Summary

This study embarked on identifying the overall academic and rec-
reational reading habits of urban students and how the hours spent
reading in these differing purposes correlated to their academic
performance. It was found that students’ were more inclined to
read for recreational purposes whereby; they spent less than 1 hour
for academic reading but more hours for recreational reading dai-
ly. Provided lecture notes and personal notes are always read by
university students because it eases the learning process. It can be
seen that despite identifying this issue for the past three decades
and numerous initiatives, the overall reading habits in relation to
duration were low which is parallel to the highlighted national
problem of weak reading habits amongst Malaysian. As such, it
can be said that irrespective of socioeconomically or urban-rural
divide, weak reading habits is a reoccurring pattern in society.
Fiction was identified as a preferred genre of recreational reading
material and reading via online was the preferred mode of reading.
In addition, the library was the main source of academic material.
The one-way ANOVA test showed that academic-related reading
and recreational reading have insignificant implications to stu-
dents’ academic performance which can be contributed to the low
hours dedicated to reading. Although the study had limitations in
sample size and time, it was able to provide fruitful information
regarding the academic and recreational reading habits of students.

5.2. Recommendations

A few recommendations can be made in order to improve the
reading habits. Firstly, it is reinstated that parents play an active
role in instilling and actively cultivating reading habits from a
young age. The curriculum at university should also provide stu-
dents with more time for reading, be it academic or recreational
material. For educators, this study is also beneficial when assign-
ing reading materials for students to also include a variety of read-
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ing materials in accordance to reading inclinations besides aca-
demic notes but to include online materials, resources via e-library
and non-academic material. Further to this, critical reading skills
need to be included into teaching repertoire to enable students to
apply the material they read to class assignments and not com-
partmentalise their reading. Efforts need to be made to redesign
this mundane and passive activity into an exuberating activity
through simple reading competitions and Book Clubs, which need
to be established at higher educational institutes. Overall, it is
imperative that we create conducive reading environments for our
youth. This would provide them with the tools and resources to
enable students to apply knowledge in real-life applications and
most importantly not distinguish their reading habits towards aca-
demic or recreational, as knowledge from both will be more em-
powering.
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