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 Academic reading is an inescapable task in higher education. Due to its 
importance for study success, students are required to maintain their 
academic reading engagement. With engagement, they would be enabled to 
persevere and be more spirited in their reading efforts. However, not all 
students perceive academic reading positively, particularly in EFL learning 
environment where English reading is seen as something daunting. Academic 
reading engagement is essentially determined by a number of dimensions, 
one of which is affective dimension. This research aims to portray the 
affective dimension of the academic reading engagement among student 
teachers of English as a Foreign Language (EFL) in a teacher-training 
university in Indonesia. Eight EFL student teachers were selected from three 
classes of an English content course which required a lot of academic 
reading. These student teachers were interviewed using a semi-structured 
guide. The results show that many EFL student teachers’ efforts in coping 
with course-related reading materials were externally driven. They showed 
low liking for learning, demonstrated little enthusiasm, interest, enjoyment, 
and confidence in relation to academic reading. Also, they did not always 
understand the values of academic reading and text relevance for their 
development as teachers. 
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1. INTRODUCTION  

Reading is a critical means to access knowledge and information in academic life [1]. Such a critical 
skill to access knowledge and information is highly necessary in higher education [2-4]. Higher education 
students are confronted with various resources which are mostly presented in English. Besides, they are 
expected to make an analysis and synthesis of texts with varying levels of difficulties [4, 5]. Therefore,  
to succeed academically, English reading skills should be fostered so that students can develop personally 
and hence succeed academically [4, 6-9].  

Unfortunately, although reading is crucial, research has found that many students dislike it [10],  
let alone reading in a foreign language. Students of various disciplines in the second year of university level 
were found to be not enthusiastic about reading. A similar phenomenon also occurs in other education  
levels [11-13]. Bektas-Cetinkaya [2] reveals a contradictory practice in which students admit their enjoyment 
for reading but in reality, spend insufficient time on the activity. These findings show that reading is not  
a favorite academic activity among the students [2, 14]. They seem to be unprepared to confront the reading 
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demands imposed on them [4]. Nevertheless, they acknowledge the significance of English reading for their 
study success but prefer reading in their native language [2]. Likewise, in addition to insufficient time spent 
on academic reading, Yulia, Ena, and Prabandari [15] unveil the absence of willingness among English 
teacher candidates too, in carrying out their responsibilities to read academic materials.  

It is undeniable that academic reading can be arduous. The nature of the texts, the level of language 
sophistication, and the complexity of the concepts of the disciplines [6, 7, 16-18] are some of the reasons. 
Moreover, further issues enhance the complication, i.e. the limited background knowledge in the related area, 
the insufficient reading practice required of the students, as well as the inadequate ways to cope with the 
given reading tasks [19]. Research has discovered that students at higher education level have not been 
adequately successful in coping with academic reading tasks [3, 9, 19, 20]. They have a substandard level of 
academic comprehension [3] and low level of readiness in dealing with academic reading tasks [4, 9].  
In consequence, they frequently complain about the reading demands required of them. They tend to avoid 
rigorous text processing and employ inappropriate strategies when their anxiety level is heightened [21], thus 
giving up reading easily.  

Reading engagement is said to be crucial to enhance reading success [22, 23]. Such engagement is 
useful for students to deal with academic reading in any levels of education because it will enable them to 
boost their spirit, spend longer time, and make more efforts in the act of reading. Reading engagement 
enables them to interact meaningfully with a text in terms of social aspect, behaviors, cognition and  
affect [23, 24]. One of the aspects of reading engagement which concerns students’ emotions in diverse 
classrooms contexts [25] is affective dimension. It has to do with what drives students to read and participate 
in various activities around reading [17]. It means to say that affective reading engagement deals with 
students’ motivation to read as well as emotional reactions that they feel while doing the reading tasks, such 
as interest, boredom, happiness, sadness, and anxiety [26].  

Motivation for reading may be extrinsic [11, 27, 28] or intrinsic [8, 13, 28]. Intrinsic motivation 
occurs when they are empowered to read because of the enjoyment and fulfillment reaped from the  
activity [8, 13]. Meanwhile, extrinsic motivation occurs when L2 reading is done because they want to  
obtain something from reading, such as to complete assignments and to receive good grades [11, 27]. 
Reading motivation may predominantly be affected by teachers, followed by home and peers [29].  

The research gap suggests investigating reading engagement in academic materials among student 
teachers of English as a Foreign Language (EFL), since extensive research on the area has been conducted 
mainly in L1 settings and ESL settings from elementary to high school levels (e.g. [6, 14, 27, 30-32]). 
Research on academic reading engagement in the tertiary level has not sufficiently explored university 
students in EFL settings. Some existing studies are [2, 19, 20, 23]. On top of that, little is known about  
the academic reading engagement of university students who are prepared to be English teachers,  
whereby reading in English is mandatory throughout their academic and working lives.  

This article is limited to addressing this question: How is EFL student teachers’ affective 
engagement in academic reading described? As stated earlier, affective dimension is one aspect of reading 
engagement which has to do with one’s motivation and emotional reactions that accompany the process of 
academic reading [26]. The choice of EFL setting was unearthed from the synthesis of previous research 
findings. The results of the study would provide a portrayal of the EFL student teachers’ affective 
engagement in academic reading and inform EFL teacher educators in their efforts to promote such 
engagement in their student teachers, specifically for the design of more rewarding content courses. 

 
 

2. RESEARCH METHOD  

This study employed a qualitative design, phenomenology, in its attempt to capture the diversity of 
engagement experience [33, 34]. Eight research subjects who were student teachers from an EFL teacher 
training university in Yogyakarta, Indonesia, participated in the study. They were taken among eligible 
subjects who had plenty of experiences in learning content courses related to English Language Education 
major which used English as a medium of instruction and which required them to do a lot of academic 
reading in English. At the time the research was conducted, there was only one content course that met  
the selection criteria. The accessible course was a linguistic course offered in the sixth semester, namely 
Sociolinguistics, which had three parallel classes. From these classes, subjects were taken to represent two 
different groups of reading engagement shown during the teaching-learning processes. They were selected 
carefully based on the teacher educators’ evaluation on the student teachers’ engagement in the class and  
the researchers’ observations. Group 1 consisted of four EFL student teachers who showed high engagement, 
while Group 2 consisted of four students who showed low engagement. A semi-structured interview was 
used to obtain data portraying the affective dimension of the EFL student teachers’ engagement in reading 
academic materials. The discussion was initially concerned with the content course they were taking that 
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semester, but it was also extended to elicit their relevant experiences in other content courses as appropriate. 
Triangulation was conducted by using multiple sources of data. The researchers compared the responses 
across subjects and across time in follow up interviews.  

 

 

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION  

This section presents and discusses the findings obtained from the data. It describes the reading 
motivation and emotional reactions which the EFL student teachers felt in dealing with academic reading 
tasks, such as their likes and dislikes, interest, enthusiasm, enjoyment, and confidence in their undertaking.  
In addition, it also discusses their perception on the values of academic reading and text relevance.  
As mentioned earlier, there were two groups consisting of four participants each. The members of Group 1 
were A, B, C, and D. Meanwhile, E, F, G, and H were the members of Group 2. Of these, A, B, F, and G 
were male, whereas C, D, E, and G were female. They were all from the sixth semester.  

The first immediate emotional reactions that the EFL student teachers demonstrated varied from 
neutral, neutral to negative, and negative. The neutral emotional reactions occurred among EFL students’ 
teachers who showed high engagement (Group 1). They seemed to have been aware of the required reading 
tasks at the tertiary level. It indicated that these student teachers belonged to a small number of students who 
had been prepared for the reading demands at university level which were required of them [4, 9]. Rather, 
they did not perceive it as a burden, viewed it as something habitual, and showed commitment to academic 
life requirements [35]. This point was apparent in the statement of one of the student teachers in Group 1. 

 
“My reaction is just neutral. It is something ordinary and habitual. I have been used to 
reading demands since I was in the first semester. It is something normal in college life. 
Even though there were times, not frequently, when there were multiple assignments and I 
somehow felt the reading was just giving more load on me.” (D, Group 1) 
 
This excerpt supported [36, 37] in that it implied that they had engagement which enabled them to 

persevere and exhibit higher dedication in their study. Despite any barriers which may sometimes be in their 
way, they kept on reading and were not so much affected by any external factors.  

However, the neutral to negative reactions happened when there were a high number of assignments 
from multiple courses and these assignments slightly distracted their concentration for course reading, as A, 
B, and D admitted. Consequently, they would prioritize the urgent assignment first. Moreover, mood was put 
forward by B, C, and G as an influential factor in reacting towards academic reading. It was evident in the 
following student teachers’ statements.  

 
“My reactions depend on my condition at that moment. When I feel lazy and I am not in a 
good mood, I am reluctant to read. Not every day though, but it occasionally happens. I feel 
not so spirited to read.” (C, Group 1) 
 
“It depends very much on my mood. When my mood is good, I will take it positively, I will 
do it, but when my mood is not good, I am lazy to do it. I am bored with doing the reading 
over and over. So, my reactions will be either neutral or negative. Other than being not in a 
good mood, usually negative reactions occur when I am not fit because of too many works 
to do. Rarely do I feel excited when asked to read.” (G, Group 2) 
 
Meanwhile, those showing negative emotional reactions mostly belonged to Group 2, which 

demonstrated low reading engagement. E, F, and H acknowledged that they were fed up with being asked to 
do course reading over and over, and they were reluctant to do it. Some of the evidences were as follows. 

 
“I am so reluctant knowing or hearing that I am assigned to read. Why should I read?? The 
teacher rarely explains. She just instructs us to read, discuss it with our group, explain our 
own parts to other group members and we should listen to each other. I am very confused 
whom to trust. In a word, reading course materials is a burden for me. I am disinclined to 
do it.” (F, Group 2) 
 
“When there are many pages to read in class within limited amount of time, I am hesitant to 
do it. Usually I grumble. I am bored when I am assigned to do course reading. No fun at 
all. I feel it is just an additional burden.” (H, Group 2) 
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These excerpts denoted the complaints E, F, and H made on the instructed reading assignments,  
as [4] had also unveiled. They were unhappy with other parties, such as the teacher educators’ ways of 
teaching, the learning activities, and/or the reading materials. They did not have awareness that reading 
academic materials is a compulsory activity to uptake knowledge in higher education level [1] and the key to 
academic life success [4, 6-9]. Sadly, none of the EFL student teachers exhibited positive emotional reactions 
towards course reading, which was an unavoidable activity during their study. The finding was consistent 
with previous studies [10-13]. 

Subsequently, the EFL student teachers were asked to reflect on their own practices in terms of what 
made them read or not read course materials. From their responses it was obvious that internal factors as well 
as external factors played a role in their participation. Concerning the internal factors which influenced their 
willingness to do academic reading, A, C, D, and G mentioned interest and curiosity in the topics, B, D,  
and F mentioned physical fitness, and B, D, G, and H mentioned mood. Their mood was influenced by the 
teacher educators’ ways of teaching, the amount of required reading, and the types of content courses.  
For instance, B and D revealed that they were not in favor of education courses because they did not intend to 
become teachers.  

As for the external factors which affect their academic reading participation, B, C, E, F, G, and H 
claimed that teacher educators’ ways of teaching were mostly influential. Meanwhile, A, D, E, and H stated 
that the existence of post-reading assignments was another influential factor. Furthermore, E and F argued 
that text factor had an influence on their willingness to read. They revealed that they would read if the texts 
were interesting and not complicated. It supported Wickramaarachchi [5] that simplification of vocabulary 
and syntax of a reading text of a foreign cultural origin would be of great help to improve the comprehension 
of L2 learners whose academic comprehension was low or insufficient. Additionally, they reasoned that the 
reading texts should have good layout and illustrations to interest them. This statement implied that they were 
not dedicated readers who would keep on reading no matter whether the text was interesting or not [29]. 
Furthermore, B, D, and G brought out the issue of environment as an influential factor. Environment referred 
to the physical surroundings where they did the course reading, or people with whom they got along.  
When some EFL student teachers, like F, G, and H, befriended people who did not like reading or studying, 
they would be affected. Or else, when they became a wanted person to share their understanding with their 
peers, like B and D, they would also be more encouraged to share their reading activities with their friends to 
make them more knowledgeable [11, 27]. The peer factor was in agreement with [29] and [38], claiming that 
motivation may be affected by peers and others. Up to this point, it was apparent that the EFL student 
teachers’ involvement in academic reading activities was more extrinsically motivated [11, 27, 28].  

All of the participants agreed that the existence of assignments which must be done after course 
reading predominantly moved them to read. The compulsory post-reading tasks somehow pushed them to 
read. Surprisingly, all the EFL student teachers, except F, admitted that they liked the post-reading activities 
which the teacher educators designed. Nevertheless, some of them had preference over types of post-reading 
activities even though they did not have unanimous opinion on the issues. For instance, A, B, and C disliked 
mind mapping because in their opinion mind mapping was very personal and depended on individuals’ 
understanding and logic. It would not be easy to follow other people’s way of thinking if they did not share 
the logic. These student teachers preferred completing activity sheet, containing gap-fills or comprehension 
questions, which they thought was simple and easy to understand, presentation and roundtable discussion. 
The last two activities were preferred by EFL student teachers who disliked writing and favored an oral 
activity instead, such as B and C.  

The involvement of many EFL student teachers in the post-reading activities was influenced by the 
degree to which they liked the activities. However, to some of the EFL student teachers who were 
autonomous, like B, C, and D, their activity preferences did not have a large effect on their reading 
participation. They could take charge of their own learning and to them their responsibilities were the 
priorities [39]. As the following student teachers reported:  

 
“Although I have preference over the post-reading activities, it does not affect my 
involvement in them. I am aware I have responsibilities to finish the assignments.” (B, 
Group 1) 
 
“My involvement is not so much influenced by the type of post-reading activities employed. 
For instance, I do not like presentation, which takes longer time to prepare, and I am not 
comfortable speaking in front of people. What is more, when I have to work with people 
who are not pleasing, it makes the task harder for me. But I still do my best despite my 
dislike.” (D, Group 1) 
 



Int J Eval & Res Educ.  ISSN: 2252-8822  
 

Affective engagement in academic reading: What EFL student teachers reveal (Made Frida Yulia) 

795 

Additionally, H avowed that her involvement in the post-reading activities was also determined by 
the physical fitness, the partners with whom to work, and the need to avoid failing the course.  

The EFL student teachers in Group 2 liked doing post-reading activities as long as they were done in 
groups. They argued that they could share burden and responsibilities as well as learn from each other [40].  
It was evident from the following expressions: 

 
“I like activities which are done in group whereby I can have discussions in them, 
completing worksheets or creating digital content. I also do not mind with presentations, 
and mind mapping. I prefer interactions whereby I can listen first to others presenting and 
ask questions.” (F, Group 2) 
 
F and G also touched on the issues of mutual enrichment that they may obtain from discussions.  

The evidence was shown in the following excerpt:  
 
“Yes, I like the activities which should be done after reading. They are intended to make me 
understand what I read. Whatever the activities are, I do not mind as long as they are done 
in groups. Discussion with other people may enrich understanding.” (G, Group 2) 
 
When they were asked about their willingness to find additional sources for enrichment other than 

the prescribed course books, all the EFL student teachers acknowledged that they relied mostly on the 
prescribed reading texts, except for E and F who would attempt to find internet sources which were simpler, 
shorter, and more comprehensible when the texts were too difficult, even though they were not citable 
sources. Their purpose was mainly to substitute the prescribed texts, not to complement them. Only one EFL 
student teacher in Group 1, C, claimed that she was willing to find additional sources because she needed 
them to successfully complete her assignments, which were mostly papers. It indicated that the additional 
references she found were not to substitute the prescribed reading texts, but to complement them. 
Additionally, B and D stated that they would endeavor to find more sources, be they journals or books,  
only when the courses interested them or the topics aroused their curiosity. It implied that their search for 
additional sources was intrinsically-oriented, which had something to do with fulfillment [8, 13].  

When the EFL student teachers were invited to evaluate the interestingness of the course materials, 
they, except B, E, and F, responded that the topics they learned in the content course were objectively 
interesting because those topics were closer to their daily life. Furthermore, they had ambivalent opinions on 
their enthusiasm in learning the course materials. Their enthusiasm may be somewhat affected by their lack 
of passion to become a teacher, as A, B, D, F, and H unveiled. F and H stated that they were in EFL teacher 
education because their family wanted them to be there. Whereas A, B, and D, although they did not want to 
be teachers, realized that English is a stepping stone to gain a better life and, thus, they liked learning English 
and wanted to use it later for professions other than teaching. In general, all of the reasons for the presence 
and absence of enthusiasm were driven by external forces. These forces stemmed from the types of content 
courses, the topics, the difficulty level of the reading materials, and the teacher’s teaching style. The last one 
was in line with [29], claiming that motivation may be affected by teachers and others. Of eight people,  
only C was highly eager to become an English teacher; hence, she was enthusiastic to learn all courses 
provided by the EFL teacher training university.  

 
“Yes, I believe they are important for me. Since I want to become a teacher, knowing the 
implications of the topics for teaching will be helpful for my career preparation. Besides, 
the content of the course is also beneficial, such as appropriate way of speaking, status, etc. 
They are vital for daily life.” (C, Group 1) 
 
Surprisingly, the majority of the EFL student teachers, except A, B, and F, believed that the course 

materials they learned were important for them, either as a language user or a future language teacher, 
although those belonging to Group 2 were not able to outline the direct benefits they felt, as seen from the 
following statements:  

 
“I think they are important for me as a language user and a future language teacher. I can 
apply them even when I am not in Java, such as the topics about language features, 
choosing variety or codes, style context register, function of speech, politeness. The factor 
that prevents me from reading is laziness, although I am interested in the topics and I am 
aware that they are important for me. My mindset now is I am not going to work hard if I 
do not feel it is necessary. When I can still handle it in a relaxed manner, why make it 



      ISSN: 2252-8822 

Int. J. Eval. & Res. Educ. Vol. 9, No. 3, September 2020: 791 - 798 

796 

difficult? I do not see any urgency for me to read course materials myself, because I can 
still manage through listening to others’ explanation.” (G, Group 2)  
 
Enjoyment while doing course reading was not found among EFL student teachers who showed low 

engagement. They felt compelled to perform the activity because they did not have free will to do it.  
The finding lent support to [15]. Their drive to academic reading was extrinsically-oriented; i.e. only for the 
sake of assignments [11, 27]. They were overburdened by the reading tasks. By contrast, the EFL student 
teachers who showed high engagement felt enjoyment when they could understand and relate the topics to 
their life context. For instance, when learning about code switching, the issue of Anak Jaksel dialect came to 
their mind and then was connected. It suggested that the new knowledge they learned could be related to their 
previous knowledge to yield a more meaningful learning [41].  

The EFL student teachers were also not confident in undertaking academic reading. They all 
perceived it as a difficult task, although they had been in the third year of university. There were some 
reasons which they put forward and they all strengthened the findings of previous studies. First, it was about 
the reading materials which did not arouse their interest [7], as B, D, and E revealed. Second, it was about the 
level of difficulties of the reading materials in terms of the complexity of the concepts and the language as 
well as the lack of background knowledge [6, 16-19], as C, F, G, and H acknowledged. Third, it was about 
the amount of reading which was required of them [4, 19], which E, F, G, and H reported as too much.  
They oftentimes had assignments from various content courses all at once, which made them feel 
overwhelmed and used it as an excuse to avoid reading. Fourth, the reading was viewed as tedious because of 
the absence of free will [15], such as what happened to F. Fifth, their dislike for reading itself, even in  
the native language [10], as A, F, and G experienced, prevented them from liking academic reading in 
English. Their reading process was painstaking in which repetition over and over should be done to gain 
understanding [21]. 

Concerning the issues of relevance of the course materials, EFL student teachers who showed high 
engagement could mention the relevance of the topics to their being a language user or a future language 
teacher, as follows: 

 
“Yes, they are relevant to my context, as a language user or a future teacher. For example, 
about social distance between student and teacher, the language use will be different when 
their relations are closer.” (A, Group 1) 
 
“In my opinion, the course materials I learn so far are all relevant. What is discussed in 
sociolinguistics is about society’s language, although not directly related to Java, but it can 
be universally applied to other places or contexts. Similarly, with other linguistics courses I 
can immediately see the relevance.” (D, Group 1) 
 
Unfortunately, the EFL student teachers who showed low engagement could not see the relevance of 

the materials in linguistic classes to their own context. What they could immediately see was the contribution 
of the contents of education courses to their future career. The statements of F and H lent support to  
this issue.  

 
“In the context of sociolinguistic course, I have not seen the relevance of the course, the 
implication it has for me or my future. What my friends answered in class when being asked 
about the implication of studying one particular topic was just very general and tended to 
be the same between one and another.” (F, Group 2) 
 
“I have not seen any relevance from sociolinguistic topics I learn to my life and also from 
other linguistics classes. What I can see is the direct benefits from education courses, to 
equip me to become a teacher.” (H, Group 2) 
 
 

4. CONCLUSION 

The study uncovered that the EFL student teachers’ affective reading engagement in academic 
materials was not positive. It was mentioned earlier that lack of preparedness to cope with the academic 
reading demands on tertiary education causes students to complain frequently about it. In this study only  
a few of the EFL student teachers demonstrated preparedness for the required academic reading which they 
should undertake in university life. This small number of student teachers divulged their learning autonomy 
and could sustain their persistence and learning commitment. Despite negative emotional reactions towards 
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academic reading which most EFL student teachers showed, they responded more positively to the post-
reading tasks. This may be due to the formats and/or the variety of the tasks. Their motivation to read was 
extrinsically-oriented and their engagement was driven by external factors, such as teacher educators,  
peers and reading texts. Their liking for reading and learning content courses was low, and so were their 
enthusiasm, interest, confidence, and enjoyment in academic reading activities. Most of them perceived 
academic reading as a burden and were not able to see the relevance of the content materials they learnt to 
their context as a language user and/or a future language teacher.  

The study shed some light into the issues of academic reading engagement. It provided a portrait of 
the affective engagement of the EFL student teachers in reading academic materials. The findings would 
inform EFL teacher educators in their efforts to promote the affective reading engagement of their student 
teachers, and specifically to design more rewarding content classes. Further research is needed to link 
affective dimension of academic reading engagement to reading proficiency and/or academic achievement, 
and may address teacher educators’ efforts to enhance student teachers’ reading motivation and positive 
emotional reactions towards academic reading in content classes.  
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