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Abstract

This paper provides a literature review on reading definitions, issues and
challenges of reading English materials at primary level, parents’ roles in in-
stilling reading habits among pupils and measures that could be employed to
equip the pupils with relevant strategies and knowledge in reading hyperme-
dia reading materials. Reading in Malaysia is not a habitual action. The prob-
lem starts even at the early stage of education when the pupils are in primary
school. Thus, they need to change their perception of reading. They must also
change their reading strategies in accordance with the current trend of read-
ing via websites and the internet and various applications via online. If they
cannot cope with the English Language, they cannot read the English reading
materials, thus, reading will not be their favorite habit. Parents’ role is also
one of the important factors to change the children’s reading habits. Parents
need to be equipped with knowledge so they can lead their children. Hope-
fully, with various approaches and workshops on reading, the pupils will be
ready to change their reading habits. In this conceptual paper, a number of
mobile applications will be introduced towards the primary school pupils to
gather their attention and equip them with effective hypermedia reading
strategies. Furthermore, in this 21st Century Learning, applications and gad-
gets are relevant to their interest. Parents, community, and the pupils them-
selves need to familiarize themselves with new applications to promote read-
ing activities and develop a better understanding of reading materials.
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1. Introduction

Reading is essential for everybody, especially in the 21st century. People will
need to read an email, text, or messages from the phone, referring to the grocery
list or for the simplest act of all, ordering food from the menu. If they cannot
read, they have to ask someone to read for them. Only 12% of the people in the
world could read and write in 1820, and today the figure has reversed: only 14%
of the world population, in 2016, remained illiterate. Over the last 65 years, the
global literacy rate has increased by 4% every 5 years—from 42% in 1960 to 86%
in 2015 (Roser & Ortiz, 2020). Roser and Ortiz added, despite large improve-
ments in the expansion of basic education, and the continuous reduction of
education inequalities, there are substantial challenges ahead. The poorest coun-
tries in the world, where basic education is most likely to be a binding constraint
for development, still have exceptionally large segments of the population who
are illiterate. While developed countries show a significant increase in literacy,
some countries in Africa show slow progress due to poverty and limited access
to education. The comparison is to show how poverty may contribute to the
percentage of literacy globally. The Malaysian context provides a particularly in-
teresting case study because of the rapid increase in the availability of technology
which is enabling access to the various hypermedia reading materials. Yet, there
is limited evidence to guide practice.

The positive attitude of reading behavior must be instilled at an early age. It is
the parents’ and community responsibility on how to attract them to love read-
ing and allow the children to read as much as they could. Regardless of the
teachers’ effort, pupils themselves also play an important role to develop good
reading habits. If their attitude towards reading is just for the sake of completing
their academic assignments, then all the well planned reading programs, all the
campaigns and promotions towards pleasure reading will be less effective. Fur-
thermore, the pupils nowadays, known as Z Generation, prefer to play online
games, attached to the handphone and its applications. Their interests are more
on gadgets than in books. There is a rise of a new generation that is “loca-
tion-aware” and speaks a “technological-language”. This has great impacts on
the teaching-learning environment as the current pupils are more equipped with
technology-related knowledge than typical Generation X (teachers), which in-
creased complexity of the education process involving instruction, guidance, and
supervision (Cilliers, 2017).

Many pupils perceived that physical books make them sleepy and bored be-
cause they could not interact via two-way communication with the reading ma-
terials. Therefore, interactive books make them happy. As Glassner (2017) hig-
hlighted, the combination of storytelling and gaming has all the qualities of a
great story or game. Parents, pupils, and the community should develop a para-
digm shift to promote reading via the internet due to the 21st Century learning
environment. This change is widely spread globally, and we should embrace it.

Therefore, measures need to be taken to ensure the pupils change their atti-
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tude towards reading English materials. With the help of technology and various
online applications, hopefully, the change is permanent. Malaysians need to read
extensively and it will only happen with the constant and vigorous effort from
the parents, community, and pupils. Therefore 21st reading strategy programs to
read English reading materials will be a small step for primary school pupils to
transform their mindset into new perceptions towards reading in English and
make reading as a habit.

This paper includes the literature review on pupils’ literacy, and reading habits
among pupils in Malaysia. After that, the literature review covers the issues and
challenges faced by pupils. After identifying the issues and challenges, measures
to tackle them are then discussed particularly on mobile learning. Later, this pa-
per includes the literature review on parents’ roles. Parents should play their

roles in instilling their children with a positive attitude and reading habits.

2. Pupils’ Literacy

When elementary school children struggle with reading, teachers and parents
are worried. When young children are reluctant to even engage in the act of
reading, the situation becomes more worrisome. The words and phrases describe
these children’s attitudes as reluctant, disengaged, unmotivated, falling behind,
at-risk. A growing number of students are wearing these labels at schools
(Bright, 2017). He added, from kindergarten to the first grade, the foundation of
basic literacy is supposed to be laid as a larger access skill for nearly every area to
follow. “Reading difficulty is a particularly salient marker for achievement in
young children because it is a primary focus of early education and a principal
predictor of current and later achievement” (Grills-Taquechel, Fletcher, Vaughn,
& Stuebing, 2012: p. 36). Low proficiency and low confidence in using the Eng-
lish Language resulted in the primary pupils’ fear to read in English. Moreover,
they become a laughing stock among their peers when they mispronounce some
words when they are asked to read aloud reading texts in their English lesson. As

a result, their self-esteem could be adversely affected.

3. Reading Habit among Pupils in Malaysia

In 2018, the adult literacy rate in Malaysia was 94.9%. The adult literacy rate has
increased from 82.9% in 1991 to 94.9% in 2018, growing at an average annual
rate of 2.30% (World Data Atlas, 2018). The numbers indicate that the majority
of Malaysians could read. The ability to read starts from pre-school or earlier
and it continues throughout one’s lifetime. However, in 2014, Malaysians, on
average, read about 15 books a year based on a study conducted by the National
Library. However, this is still a long way to go compared to those from devel-
oped countries who read an average of 40 books a year (Meikeng, 2019). 53% of
Malaysian students could not meet the minimum proficiency level in interna-
tional Reading Tests. Based on the results released by the Organization for Eco-

nomic Cooperation and Development (OECD), in 2018, Malaysia scored 415 in
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Reading literacy in Program for International Students Assessments (PISA)
(Chin, 2019). The results are as in Figure 1 and Figure 2.

It is compulsory for the pupils to be involved in NILAM (Nadi Ilmu Amalan
Membaca) or as known as “Reading is the Heart of Knowledge” Program (Pre-
school to Year Six). Then, this program continues from Form 1 until Form 5 in
Secondary School. The implementation of this program indicates that the Ma-
laysian Government takes reading as a serious matter Under NILAM program,
primary and secondary school pupils must read a certain number of books or
reading materials. After achieving a certain number of books, they will be
awarded with stars. Refer to Table 1 for the indicators.

Based on Table 1, pupils must read extensively to get rewarded by a star or

Snapshot of performance trends in MALAYSIA

PISA 2000 m

PISA 2003 m

PISA 2006 m

PISA 2009 414

PISA 2012 398*

PISA 2015 m

PISA 2018 415

Average 3-year trend in mean performance +2.2

Short-term change in mean performance (2015-2018) M

Overall performance trajectory stable
Reading

Proficiency levels (2009 to 2018)

Percentage-point change in top-performing students (Level 5 or 6) +0.4

Percentage-point change in low-performing students (below Level 2) +1.9
Reading

Variation in performance (2009 to 2018)

Average trend amongst the highest-achieving students (90" percentile) +5.6*

Average trend amongst the lowest-achieving students (10t percentile) +1.1

Gap in learning outcomes between highest- and lowest-achieving students Stable gap

*indicates statistically significant trends and changes, or mean-performance estimates that are
significantly above or below PISA 2018 estimates.
Source: OECD, PISA 2018 Database, Tables 1.B1.7-1.B1.15 and 1.B1.28-1.B1.30.

Figure 1. Malaysia’s reading literacy in PISA 2018.

Mean score in Programme for International Student Assessment 2018
Reading;

Mainland China
Singapore
Macau
Hong Kong
Taiwan
Malaysia
us

Britain
Japan
Australia
Canada

OECD average 487
Source: Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development

Figure 2. Malaysia reading score amongst other countries in PISA 2018.
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Table 1. NILAM program reward chart.

Reward Number of .Reading 2 Reward Number of .Reading
- Materials ) Materials
(o] e]
g 1K 144 287 5 14 120 239
(&) w
w2 - -
v 2 288 431 ; P 240 359
E: g
3 3% 432 575 cz) 3k 360 479
& 4K 576 719 2 4K 480 599
wv
5 A& 720 and more 5 & 600 and more

two. It is doubtful for them to achieve the school aim based on the current read-
ing habit among pupils. As mentioned earlier, the attitude towards reading plays

an important role for the pupils to change their reading habits.

4. Issues and Measures to Tackle the Issues

In general, the issues faced by pupils in reading could be divided into socioeco-

nomic factors, school equipment, and pupils’ commitment.

4.1. Family Income

The socioeconomically disadvantaged schools with low ESCS mean outper-
formed the socioeconomically disadvantaged students from school with high
ESCS mean in PISA 2009+ and PISA 2012 (Thien, 2016). The financial standing
of a family plays an important role in pupils’ academic performance. For exam-
ple, parents with better socioeconomic ability could afford to buy books or to
pay for the tuition classes (Mohamad & Zakaria, 2018). Their findings also indi-
cate that extensive reading and sufficient assistance when pupils face difficulties
in reading could help them to become more effective readers.

However, many pupils from poor families could also excel in their academic
performance if the pupils possess high motivation to succeed and strive to excel
constantly. Therefore, the people around them such as parents, community and
teachers play important roles to ensure that the pupils are motivated to read.

Low proficiency and low confidence in using the English Language resulted in
the primary pupils’ fear to read in English. Moreover, when they become a
laughingstock among their peers when they mispronounce some words, slowly,
their self-esteem vanishes... The Internet is the encyclopedia of information re-
lated to every topic of the world. It is a medium for getting information about
the world (Blair-Larsen & Vallance, 2004). When browsing for information via
the internet, reading skills are necessary to read materials in English.

4.2. School Facilities

For many students, especially those from low income family, they depend much
on school facilities for books and internet accessibility. School facilities help the
pupils to develop the ability to read and write. For example, netbooks, websites,

and books in the library.
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Teachers and school administrators need to know how to arrange and use the
facilities wisely. For less equipped schools—with no internet line, no netbook to
use, or only 2 or 3 computers, they have to think of alternatives to make teaching
and learning more meaningful and exciting. Teachers could use recycled prod-
ucts, and equipment available in the school. Teachers could also get the mem-
bers of the Parents and Teachers Association (PTA) to find solutions on how to
overcome the problems of limited financial resources in order to pay for the in-

ternet and purchase other facilities.

4.3. Pupils’ Commitment

There is no secret how most pupils behave in school and at home. Under their
parents’ observation, they can do chores, for example, washing dishes, watering
plants, or taking out the rubbish. They can even read with adult supervision.
However, when the parents are not around, they tend to play online games,
watching YouTube or television, or even sleep at their ease. They need to be re-
minded and monitored constantly to do their reading.

A timetable would be one of the best ways to solve this problem. They will
obey the schedule or roster accordingly. Well, no doubt they are quite devious

and cunning, but, with the discipline, it can be done successfully.

4.4. Parents’ Roles

Reading is also necessary to satisfy one’s thirst for knowledge. However, in Ma-
laysia, many books are written in English. Undoubtedly, the importance of
reading in English is a global awareness because it is a major language that we
need to learn and master. Parents play an important role to make reading activi-
ties successful. As mentioned earlier, they could show a good example by being a
role model for their children. Parents should read together with their children,
buy suitable books according to their children’s level of interest, and make sure
they spend enough time to read every day in order to make them proficient
readers. Currently, as most parents are working, the time spend with their
children is limited. Most of the time, their children do their reading to complete
their schoolwork. They perceive reading as a chore, not a pleasurable activity.

In Malaysia, English is not our National Language, but it is a second language.
English is taught as a compulsory subject from primary school until the tertiary
level. Most of the references at tertiary institutions are written in English thus
the pupils need to be equipped with reading strategies to read in English. Read-
ing for pleasure has influenced pupils’ academic performance. The parental role
is pivotal in developing children’s interest in reading because healthy reading ac-
tivities can help them to also develop critical thinking and analytic skills. Read-
ing for pleasure could also develop their vocabulary to a great extent. Conse-
quently, children exhibit improvement in their overall academic performance
(Bano, Jabeen, & Qutoshi, 2018). Findings also indicate that parents who focused

on putting efforts to improve reading interest and habit of their children at an
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early age could better develop the reading habit as the children’s routine activity
(Bano, Jabeen, & Qutoshi, 2018). Li, Nan, Xu, and Li (2020) findings indicate a
significant positive correlation between the frequency of parent-child literacy ac-

tivities and children’s perceptions of the quality of the parent-child relationship.

Reading Program

It is known that parents’ involvement contributes to children’s overall educa-
tional achievement as well as their literacy development. Home literacy, in par-
ticular, is critical in helping children who read below grade level. Studies also
prove that quality interaction between the child and parent is important (Brown,
Schell, Denton, & Knode, 2019). No doubt parents play a crucial part to make
reading as part of their favorite pastime. As a role model, children tend to follow
their parents in many aspects. When they read together, it will show a good ex-
ample for their children to make it a part of their habit. Reading habits need to
be nurtured from time to time. Parents have the authority to mold their children
according to their preferences. This will affect their future generation and hope-
fully will make their children love reading. Brown et al., 2019, added, educators
encouraged all parents to be involved in literacy practices at home, but special
care is necessary when working with English Language (EL). Some parents may
not believe they can contribute to their children’s reading success because of
their own EL low proficiency status and unfamiliarity with literacy practices. In
Malaysia, fluent EL parents mainly cluttered in the urban area or/and the out-
skirts of the city, and seldom to be found in the rural areas, but, parents in the
rural areas could still have reading activities as their family practices.

The reading programs should expose the parents to relevant reading strategies
and how to select appropriate reading materials for their children. Among the
relevant reading strategies are on how to develop connections with extratextual
materials, such as materials relating to oneself, other texts, and other people
(Hamdan, Mohamad, & Shaharuddin, 2017). Cognitive strategies such as infe-
rential thinking, intertextuality, monitoring comprehension, and evaluation are
deeply linked to sociocultural reading strategies such as connection to self and
socio-affective strategies. For example, making inferences using their back-
ground knowledge can develop their critical analysis of a text. This reading
strategy mainly focuses on relating their new knowledge with their former
knowledge gained from their experiences. For example, when they stumbled
upon a word in English (i.e. huge) the parents should guide the pupils through
their experience or memory about the object related to the word ‘huge’. Through
this technique, pupils can relate the words they do not know in English and at-
tempt to find the solutions to know the words’ meaning. It helps the pupils to
make reading more interesting and meaningful and will continue reading the
book. The reading strategies employed by good and poor language learners va-
ried. Good language learners tend to use more effective strategies while poor
language learners employ more compensation strategies (Ling & Yamat, 2020).

The following are some measures that could be employed by parents, com-
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munity and teachers in order to develop effective readers among Malaysian pu-
pils.

5. Measures to Improve Reading Ability

Some of the proposed measures are:
1) introducing mobile learning
2) organizing reading English materials workshop
3) organizing reading competitions

4) organizing hands-on workshop for parents and community

5.1. Introducing Mobile Learning

The studies on mobile usage indicate that youth tend to be more attached to
mobile applications than older people. Mobile learning is the process of learning
that can be done anywhere at any time by using mobile technologies and the in-
ternet (Masrom, Nadzari, & Zakaria, 2016). Mobile learning is obviously not
merely a combination of “mobile” and “learning”. There is no standard defini-
tion of mobile learning as many authors and researchers have given various de-
finitions. However, to simplify the definition, mobile learning or “m-learning” is
defined as the subset of “e-learning” while “e-learning” is the subset of distance
learning. It is a type of distance education that focuses on learning across context
and learning with mobile devices. In addition, “m-learning” is the ability to use
mobile devices to support teaching and learning (Masrom, Nadzari, Mahmood,
Zakaria, & Ali, 2016).

There are many benefits of mobile learning. First, mobile learning could
eliminate geographical boundaries (Masrom, Nadzari, Mahmood, Zakaria, &
Ali, 2016). Second, mobile learning could provide a collaborative learning envi-
ronment among groups, locally and globally. Third, the Internet is the encyclo-
pedia of information related to every topic of the world. It is a medium for get-
ting information about the world (Blair-Larsen & Vallance, 2004).

Due to the various benefits of mobile learning, it should be implemented in
Malaysia to assist and improve the learning process. However, when browsing
for information via the internet, reading skills are necessary to read materials in
English. Therefore, it is essential to equip pupils since primary schools with mo-
bile reading strategies to help them become effective readers, especially in read-
ing English reading materials.

The mobile applications workshop should be held via hands-on to ensure the
pupils completely understand the functions and the usage of the app. They need
to be shown and guided on how to install the apps, and how to use them (Noor
Diana, Maslawati, Wee, & Melor, 2018). They also recommend that facilitators
can be appointed from the school teachers or personnel who use the apps fre-
quently.

5.2. Organizing Reading English Materials Workshop

Reading workshops can be carried out not necessarily in schools. For example, it
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can be done in tournaments like fishing tournaments, football tournaments, and
family days. The content of the workshop should include how to develop good
reading strategies based on their reading abilities and where to find the reading
materials. Active participation from various parties is needed to make sure the

workshops are interesting and beneficial for the pupils.

5.3. Organizing Reading Competitions

This competition can be held at schools or mass gatherings to attract them to
reading books. The competition should be based on the children’s reading flu-
ency, intonation and pronunciation, and the technical part of reading. This
competition is suitable to be held among schools at the district level. They can
have fair experience in reading and moreover will gain knowledge of the reading

activities conducted by other schools.

5.4. Organizing Hands-On Workshop for Parents and Community

The parents and community participation in such programs are very essential.
They can equip themselves with appropriate knowledge and later can guide the
pupils in reading. The workshop can be held at school and conducted by the
teachers or other bodies to encourage participation from the children’s parents

and community.

6. Conclusion

Clearly, parents, teachers, and community play an important role to help pupils
to read fluently and proficiently. No doubt with the help of various parties, it will
enhance the pupils’ reading ability and performance. Teachers need to work
beyond classroom activities to ensure the success of this program. The parents
should monitor their children’s progress at home and give feedback to the
school. Pupils need to give their full commitment towards this program and the
results will show after a month or two if they follow the instructions closely. All
and all, the reading programs will be a great success if all the parties are willing

to work hand in hand.
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