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Scaffolding the development of academic 

reading skills online 
Vasiliki-Celia Antoniou University of Essex 

 
 
The ability to read academic texts proficiently is critical to successful tertiary 
education, but is considerably more challenging for students who study English 
for Academic Purposes (EAP). University students using English for academic 
purposes face pressures to act as independent learners similarly to native 
speakers with the added challenge of having to continue to develop their language 
level (Alexander, Argent & Spencer, 2008, p. 272). Gradually, this autonomy 
includes working within university learning management systems (LMS) such as 
Moodle. 

The purpose of this paper is to explore how Moodle can support EAP 
students in becoming successful autonomous academic readers. It reports on a 
study on finding a balance between providing adequate scaffolding and support 
for online learning with opportunities for students to monitor and assess their 
progress in EAP reading skills development. 
 
 

1. Introduction 
 
The ability to read academic texts proficiently is critical to successful tertiary 
education, but is considerably more challenging for students who study English 
for Academic Purposes (EAP). University students using English for academic 
purposes face pressures to act as independent learners similarly to native 
speakers with the added challenge of having to continue to develop their language 
level (ibid., p. 272). Gradually, this autonomy includes working within university 
learning management systems (LMS) such as Moodle. 

The purpose of this paper is to explore how Moodle can support EAP 
students in becoming successful autonomous academic readers. It reports on a 
study on finding a balance between providing adequate scaffolding and support 
for online learning with opportunities for students to monitor and assess their 
progress in EAP reading skills development. 
 
 

2. Course learning design 
 
2.1 Characteristics of course management systems 

Course management systems (CMSs) are sophisticated, virtual environments, 
such as Moodle and Blackboard, designed to enable real-time computer-mediated 
interaction. Within these settings, learners can access course contents in different 
formats (text, image, sound), as well as interact with instructors and classmates, 
via message boards, forums, chats, video-conferencing or other communication 
tools. Apart from the pedagogical functions, these platforms provide a set of 
management features for learner registering, monitoring and evaluation activities, 
enabling the contents‘ management via the Internet. The following features of 
these environments are highlighted as being particularly useful for language 
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learners and educators for the purposes of the present study: a) organization 
features that allow users to access content in a well-structured way, b) a variety 
of task creation options, c) opportunities for synchronous and asynchronous 
collaborative/peer activities, d) links to the internet or other online sites, and e) 
multiple evaluation options. 
 
2.2 Pedagogic approach and scaffolding 

There is very little work in the area of language use for ‘regulatory purposes ‘, 
especially when L2 learners are engaged in genre-focused pedagogic tasks 
(Gánem-Gutiérrez & Roehr, 2011, p. 299), such as the learning of EAP reading 
discourse. The present study extends the boundaries of the instruction context by 
transferring the learners‘ activities and training online within a course 
management system like Moodle, and by adopting a Socio-Cultural Theory (SCT) 
approach.  

Building on Vygotsky’s ideas about human development and 
internalization, Galperin proposed three stages in the process by which such 
transformation occurs. These stages included progressing from physical action to 
oral verbalisation and, finally, to ‘internal speech’ (Galperin, 1989). Importantly, 
according to Galperin, the transformation of material actions into internalised 
‘mental processes’ is a complex procedure that involves mastery of cultural tools 
such as language functions. Based on these theoretical claims, Galperin developed 
his mental action model, according to which he interpreted actions as ‘conscious 
attempts to change objects according to some intended results’ (Arievitch & 
Haenen, 2005, p. 159).  

During this process the learners’ actions require support. Bruner (1975, p. 
60) defined the term ‘scaffolding’ as ‘a process of “setting up” the situation to make 
the learner’s entry easy and successful and then gradually pulling back and 
handing the role to the learner’.  

The scaffolding framework used for the present online course was adapted 
by Fu-Yun Yu (2009, p. 24) and had the following features: a) reflective social 
discourse features (i.e. comment boxes, peer-evaluation, notification system with 
message alerts), b) process prompts (i.e. built-in hints for the completion of the 
tasks), c) process displays (i.e. task completion and progress indicators, learner 
portfolios), and d) process models (i.e. accessing exemplary answers, concept 
maps, external links, etc.). 
 
2.3 Target academic reading skills and materials  

For the purposes of the current project, academic reading as a skill will be 
approached by adopting the SCT theoretical approach. This includes seeing the 
development of reading as closely linked to the use of higher-order cognitive 
processes such as reasoning, development of concepts, planning and voluntary 
attention.  

Therefore, the students for the present study were expected to plan their 
approach when reading a text online by identifying top-level structures or by 
formulating self-generated questions. The students were then trained to focus 
their attention on specific terminology by underlining and then planning and 
depicting the relationships of specific article terms with the use of concept-
mapping, to develop their understanding of concepts.  
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The specific reading skills that were addressed during this training were 
the following: a) developing reading comprehension abilities (i.e. strategy use and 
strategic processing, goal setting, and activation of schemata, b) developing the 
awareness of academic genres (i.e. identifying different purposes for reading and 
different types of texts will also lead to more emphasis either on a text 
comprehension or text interpretation (Kintsch, 1998), and c) developing the 
awareness of discourse structure knowledge, since this could enable readers to 
organise the content and thus develop reading comprehension and retention. 

With regards to the materials used to support the development of the 
reading skills, there were three academic articles with a focus on applied 
linguistics topics such as motivation, input and feedback. All students worked in a 
lab. in front of a computer, and logged into Moodle in order to complete their tasks. 
All tasks were designed by the researcher. 
 
 

3. Reading course delivery and online tutoring 
 
From a socio-cultural perspective, reading and speaking are viewed as social 
practices, involving collaborative, co-construction of meanings between the 
(multiple) voices of the text and the reader (Bakhtin, 1994). Texts/speech do not 
exist in isolation, but rather in relation to both the reader/speaker and the 
writer ֺ’s/audience’s contexts (Hirvela, 2004, p. 18).  
 
3.1. The teaching cycle 

The purpose of this section is to present an overview of the project within which 
the teaching cycle stands, which is of crucial importance in order to understand 
the instruction process.  

The Pedagogic Unit ‘Scaffolding Advanced Academic Skills’ (SAAS) was 
organised into three teaching units on Moodle. The first teaching session was an 
introduction to the topic, the treatment text and understanding the main ideas. 
The second session was a hands -on practice, where the students experimented 
with identifying specific text details and concepts, with peer-evaluating work 
online. In the final session the students were trained on summarizing text parts, 
reducing content for presentations, note-taking and creating a presentation 
structure. The students worked on an academic article about the notion of noticing 
during the three-day training, and they went through a series of tasks, whose 
design and objectives will be analyzed later on. Their activities were recorded by 
digital recorders and by using screen-capture software. At the end of the session 
the students were asked to submit their presentation of the academic article 
online and to deliver it orally. 
 
3.2. Participants 

The participants in this project included student volunteers (N=13) and a 
language tutor at the University of Essex. The students’ native languages included 
Chinese, Arabic, English, Hungarian and Greek. The students were enrolled in a 
general English course at an upper-intermediate level (level C1 according to the 
CEFR), and were also attending an MA course in the Department of Linguistics. 
Their familiarity with computer enhanced learning (CEL) ranged from none to 
some familiarity, but they were all computer literate, and familiar with Moodle, 
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which is the platform used at the University of Essex for course management and 
academic article reading. The participants for the study were guided by the 
researcher, who also acted as facilitator of this pedagogical intervention unit.  
 
3.3. Reading tasks 

This section will provide an example online reading task that the students who 
participated in the online EAP training course had to complete. This will function 
as an example to showcase how various scaffolding mechanisms were 
implemented to support the development of the students’ reading skills. 
 
3.3.1 Task 1 

The first example task is a concept map task that was also offered to students 
during the first session of their online training (see Fig. 1) 
 

 
 
Figure 1 Task 1 

 
The task offered scaffolding in the form of comment boxes (forum area), peer 
assessment (comments) and by the provision of model concept maps (external 
link to website) (see Fig. 2). 
 

Commented [J1]: Poor quality graphic, as are Figs. 2 & 3 
below. 

Commented [SMB2]: Would it be possible to provide a 
better quality graphic? 
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Figure 2 External link 

 
The materials provided included a word document for the concept map and the 
forum area of the Moodle course (see Fig. 3). 
 

 
Figure 3 Forum Area 

Commented [SMB3]: Can this be provided as a better 
quality image?  Also what is the reference to ‘External 
link’ – and are there any copyright issues? 

Commented [SMB4]: As for other figures re quality 
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The aims of the task were to enable students to develop an understanding of text 
structure and to identify the main ideas and concepts of each article section (see 
Fig. 4). 
 

 
Figure 4 Student map 

 

 
4. Student evaluation of the scaffolding features 
 
The evaluation cycle comprised a mixed-methods approach to data collection and 
analysis in order to gather introspective and empirically based information about 
the students’ evaluation of: a) the scaffolding features of the reading exercises, and 
b) the features’ support in developing specific reading skills. The data in general 
was gathered in a sequence of 3 sessions: a) one 2-hour pre-teaching session, b) 
three 2-hour main training sessions, and c) one 2-hour post-teaching session and 
interview. 

For the evaluation of the scaffolding features the 11-item questionnaire 
that examined the students’ perceptions of the usefulness of various scaffolding 
designs included a 5-point Likert scale. These questionnaires were disseminated 
for individual completion, and the 5-point Likert scale ranged from 0 (none or 
almost none) to 4 (major). The questionnaire also required the evaluation of a 
statement on a five-part discrete scale ranging from strongly disagree (1) to 
strongly agree (5). The statement was: ‘During the course, using the various 
scaffolding features helped me complete the tasks successfully’. All of the above 
were afterwards compared to the qualitative interaction patterns of the students’ 
recorded online activity.  

With regards to the questionnaire, it was found that the students’ attitudes 
towards the scaffolding features were very positive, as 95% of the respondents 
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agreed with the initial arrangement. Regarding the 11-item questionnaire about 
the students’ perceptions of the usefulness of various scaffolding features, the 
following two were perceived as offering the most support: ‘having access to 
model answers during the tasks’ (reported by 88% of the students) and ‘receiving 
notifications about task updates’ (86%). The scaffolding features were designed 
to offer students the opportunity to develop their learning and conceptual 
understanding, while completing specific reading tasks.  

In terms of the four broad scaffolding techniques, the recordings of the 
students’ online activity revealed that the process models (i.e. accessing 
exemplary answers, concept maps, external links, etc.) were viewed as providing 
the highest support, with almost 60% of the students indicating this support level 
as ‘major’. The reflective social discourse features (i.e. comment boxes, peer-
evaluation, etc.) were rated second, as 50.81% indicated they offered major 
support. Process prompts (i.e. built-in hints for task completion) were rated third 
as 43.67% indicated they offered major support. Finally, process displays (i.e. task 
completion and progress indicators) were the least supportive features, with only 
a 20.41% indicating they offered ‘major’ support. 

Moreover, the post-training interviews revealed the students’ views about 
scaffolding during the training. For instance, students mentioned that they 
understood concepts in more depth after receiving training feedback, and that 
they could apply the same suggestions to other articles or tasks to achieve the 
same outcome. Other students observed that ‘the creation of the mind maps 
[concept maps] was really helpful since it helped to decide on the relationship 
between terms, their definitions and how this is reflected [in] the article’. The 
comments about the concept maps in the forum area helped them move gradually 
from a stage of simply representing knowledge to the state of linking ideas in 
creative ways. In addition, other students mentioned that the feedback comments, 
even in the cases where they simply highlighted the correct answers, helped the 
students revisit past knowledge, remember information and act accordingly. As a 
result, the students revealed that the overall training scaffolding experience 
offered them the opportunity to develop conceptually by gradually developing and 
employing reading strategies that allowed them to read effectively. In this respect, 
it was found that 11 out of 13 students were able to combine skills, synthesise 
information critically and present it effectively by the end of the training.  

The following sub-sections will present in more detail the students’ views 
with regards to features that were very frequently commented on during the post-
training interviews. 

 
4.1 Clarity of instructions 

One of the scaffolding options included consulting task instructions before the 
completion of the tasks. Students found this feature helpful since nine out of 13 
mentioned it during the interview, and most of their references to it suggested that 
‘the instructions were clear and most of the times indicated the steps we should 
take in order to complete the tasks’ (Student 1). Student 10 also mentioned that 
‘there were a lot of tasks for which simply reading the instructions was enough in 
order to perform them’.  
 
4.2 Clarity of task examples 
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The students were presented with the option of consulting example answers to 
the tasks by clicking and having a look, by downloading relevant files or by 
consulting external links. Students found this feature quite helpful, since it was 
mentioned by at least 10 students and most comments stated that the example 
answer triggered the students’ ‘creativity and provided a guide towards the right 
direction’. (Student 5).  

 
4.3 Forum area 

The forum area of the pedagogic unit was a space designed to provide general 
support to students with regards to questions or feedback both from the tutor and 
peers. It was also a place where tasks were uploaded and submitted as a means of 
showcasing work and comparing with others to improve further. Student 1 
mentioned that ‘it was very enjoyable to be uploading work there as it was fast’ 
and they ‘could see the work and feedback of others and incorporate feedback or 
take ideas’. In total, 11 out of 13 students showed a clear preference in favour of 
using the forum area and thought that it significantly contributed to successful 
task completion. 
 
4.4 Glossary 

One of the students’ options in terms of understanding unknown words was the 
use of the glossary, and, at quite an early stage, students were invited to enter 
definitions of key terminology from the article. They found this feature quite 
helpful; it was mentioned as a useful scaffolding tool by 11 students and most 
comments centred on the fact that the glossary enabled students ‘to check the 
meaning of specific article terms quickly’ whenever they needed (Student 3). 
Student 4 also mentioned that ‘when unsure about which word I would have to 
use during the task, it helped a lot to check the glossary’.  
 
4.5 Peer-assessment workshops 

The use of comment boxes was a quite frequently used source of scaffolding for 
students. It was mentioned by nine out of the 13 students, and it was mostly 
related to cases where the students received (or gave) feedback from/to peers or 
the tutor, in either the workshop or forum areas. Student 7 mentions that in one 
case the ‘comments provided in the workshop area’ allowed him to develop the 
stages of a task later on, and that the advantage of this was that feedback was not 
visible to other users. With regards to the peer-feedback option, Students 3 and 6 
mentioned that it was ‘it was enlightening to experience this and see the 
perspectives others have on doing the same task’. 

 
4.6 Favourite scaffolding mechanisms 

Apart from the scaffolding mechanisms that students particularly enjoyed, they 
also welcomed built-in hints. This was an additional type of support that students 
received when completing tasks and included the option to consult hints that 
could trigger them  and enable them to move on. This type of scaffolding 
mechanism was quite popular (11 out of 13 students mentioned it) and usually 
appeared in the form of pop-up windows that, as Student 5 mentions, ‘were 
consulted at times just to make sure we’re on track’ or ‘when we run out of ideas 
about what to do’ (Student 1). 
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5. Conclusion 
 
This study contributed to the growing body of research into the potential role of 
scaffolding in online environments as a means of facilitating L2 learners’ EAP 
training, and into the use of online environments to develop students’ reading 
skills and lead to overall conceptual development. With regards to suggestions, 
students mentioned that an additional idea would have been to ‘use more external 
links to websites with examples of how to perform a specific task such as creating 
a concept map’. Finally, it has also been found that in the future more online 
feedback should be provided to the students who make mistakes, if they wish to 
see more examples of specific suggestions, for instance. This opens up possibilities 
for further research studies with a higher number of online participants and with 
a longer duration.  
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