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ABSTRACT

The ability to navigate academic journals is a critical skill for third-year EFL students as they transition from general literacy to autonomous research. This study aims to analyze the interaction patterns of EFL students with academic journals, specifically focusing on how these patterns facilitate research idea development and data exploration. Using a concurrent mixed-methods design, data were collected from 15 third-year students in the English Education Study Program at Universitas Kuningan through a MARSI-based Likert scale and open-ended questionnaires. The results reveal a paradoxical interaction pattern. On one hand, students demonstrate high strategic proficiency in Idea Development (Mean: 4.33 – 4.80), utilizing abstract prioritization, selective reading, and Artificial Intelligence (AI) as cognitive scaffolding to synthesize theoretical frameworks. On the other hand, Data Exploration remains the weakest point (Mean: 3.67), characterized by an "Empirical Bypass" phenomenon where students skip complex visual and statistical data in favor of author narratives. This study concludes that while digital tools help overcome linguistic barriers, the gap in multimodal literacy limits students' ability to independently verify scientific claims. These findings suggest that EFL academic reading instruction must move beyond prose comprehension to include explicit training in interpreting visual and empirical data to support robust research independence.
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INTRODUCTION
In the contemporary landscape of global higher education, academic literacy has transcended its status as a mere technical skill to become a fundamental determinant of a student's successful integration into the international scholarly. At the heart of this integration lies the act of reading academic journals a foundational language skill that enables students to understand complex information clearly and serves as a basic pillar for improving overall academic performance (Hakim & Wahyuni, n.d.). Academic journals serve as the primary conduits for cutting-edge knowledge, where the mastery of specific reading strategies is critical for success, particularly within English as a Foreign Language (EFL) contexts (Bozgun & Can, 2023). Reading at this level is defined as an active and dynamic communication process involving a reciprocal interaction between the author, the text, and the student as an active meaning-constructor (Ament et al., 2025). However, the transition from general literacy to the comprehension of scholarly texts, which are often dense and cognitively demanding, remains a formidable challenge for many university students (Patty et al., 2025).
For third-year students in English Education programs, academic expectations shift significantly. They are no longer expected to merely comprehend texts literally; instead, they must actively utilize literature for data exploration and the development of original research ideas as they prepare for their undergraduate theses. This transformation requires a robust foundation in critical thinking, which is intrinsically linked to an individual’s level of reading literacy  (Nurtanto et al., 2026). Furthermore, in an interconnected world, the development of "Critical Global Literacy" (CGL) is increasingly essential, providing students with the analytical lenses necessary to understand national and international events through scholarly texts  (Sudarwati et al., 2023). Despite these high expectations, empirical evidence suggests that many students still possess an inadequate level of critical competence, struggling to bridge the gap between simple comprehension and the evaluative thinking required for idea formulation (Maab et al., 2024). Linguistic barriers, such as a limited academic vocabulary and the absence of consistent reading habits, further correlate with lower performance in English classrooms (Wani & Hanim Ismail, 2024).
The complexity of academic reading is further intensified by the rapid evolution of digital environments. Digital reading, where the screen serves as the primary medium, has become the global standard (Yang et al., 2025). This shift offers innovative opportunities, such as the use of Extended Reality (XR) to enhance interactive reading experiences (Xing et al., 2023) and the utilization of technology to create engaging educational environments (Hakim & Wahyuni, n.d.). However, the digital transition introduces unique hurdles. Students in online or blended classrooms frequently face interconnected issues, including a lack of self-control, digital literacy gaps, and cognitive fatigue or physical strain such as eye fatigue (Husna & Ilham Istabana, 2025; Laila et al., 2024). Moreover, while digital tools facilitated by Artificial Intelligence (AI) can enhance immediate comprehension through summarization, heavy reliance on AI tools may hinder deeper analytical engagement and correlate negatively with critical reading scores (Cahyani et al., n.d.). To mitigate this, educators must implement "scaffolding" temporary support systems based on Vygotskian theory to help learners perform cognitive tasks beyond their current independent capabilities (Zhang et al., 2025).
To navigate these challenges, EFL students employ various patterns of reading strategies. Rapid techniques like skimming and scanning are common for initial data mapping (Fatmawan et al., 2023), but high-stakes academic tasks, such as the TOEFL Reading Comprehension section, demonstrate that the most successful students utilize a diverse and sophisticated array of academic reading strategies (Wicaksono et al., 2025). To reach the level of idea development, structured instruction models like Process-Oriented Reading Instruction (PORI) are effective, as they focus on step-by-step critical thinking and metacognitive awareness (Maulida et al., 2025). Furthermore, teaching tools specifically designed for critical reading development help students research information objectively and tolerate diverse scholarly viewpoints (Rodionova & Titova, 2023).
The success of these reading patterns is also deeply rooted in affective and motivational factors. "Reading for pleasure" volitional, choice-led reading is associated with greater engagement and stronger academic outcomes . High interest in academic literature acts as a catalyst for success (Alimin et al., 2023), where metacognitive awareness and reading motivation contribute significantly to early college success. Nevertheless, even advanced students face persistent challenges in applying critical reading skills when transitioning to autonomous thesis writing (Shamida et al., 2023). This difficulty is often compounded by a lack of structured reading guides or the inability to filter information amidst an abundance of digital sources (Setiawan et al., 2023). Modern teaching methods must therefore integrate these skills to reinforce students' reading competence in a holistic context (Adizovna, 2024).
Despite the abundance of research on general reading strategies, a critical research gap persists regarding the specific patterns of reading that lead to idea development and data exploration. Most studies treat "comprehension" as the final destination. However, for a third-year student, comprehension is merely the starting point of the research process. Currently, few studies explain how students cross-reference information across multiple journals to construct original scholarly arguments or identify research gaps for their own studies. The failure to develop these higher-order skills often leads to low-quality research and unintentional plagiarism, as students struggle to synthesize findings into a coherent personal voice.
The urgency of this research lies in its potential to establish literature synthesis as the foundation of learner autonomy. By identifying the interaction between employed strategies, emerging digital barriers (Husna & Ilham Istabana, 2025), and motivational engagement, this study aims to deeply analyze the patterns of academic journal reading among third-year EFL students, specifically focusing on how these patterns facilitate idea development and data exploration. Ultimately, this research seeks to formulate an academic literacy framework that supports student research independence, providing practical guidance for educators to design instructions that foster both critical thinking and the generation of original scientific ideas.
LITERATURE REVIEW
Academic reading at the university level is far more than a passive activity; it is a complex communicative process involving dynamic interaction between the author, the text, and the reader (Ament et al., 2025). For EFL students, scholarly journals serve as the primary source of English input, particularly in environments where exposure to the target language is limited. Reading proficiency itself stands as a fundamental language skill that allows for a clear understanding of information and serves as a basic pillar for improving overall student performance (Hakim & Wahyuni, n.d.). In the contemporary context, this proficiency has evolved into Critical Global Literacy (CGL), which provides students with the critical understanding of national and international events necessary for navigating a globalized world (Sudarwati et al., 2023). Consequently, academic reading encompasses more than literal comprehension; it requires the ability to process texts critically to support independent research and long-term academic success (Talwar et al., 2023).
To navigate these complex texts, students employ a diverse array of strategic patterns. Global strategies, such as skimming and scanning, have proven effective in helping students quickly identify main ideas and specific facts despite time constraints (Fatmawan et al., 2023; Nguyen & Tran, n.d.). In high-stakes environments like the TOEFL Reading Comprehension section, students categorize their strategies based on performance levels, where "excellent" performers utilize a significantly more sophisticated variety of cognitive approaches compared to their peers (Wicaksono et al., 2025). Beyond basic techniques, the use of metacognitive and problem-solving strategies becomes crucial when students encounter high levels of text complexity. There is a significant association between metacognitive reading strategies and critical reading self-efficacy, with reading motivation acting as a vital mediator (Bozgun & Can, 2023). To foster these skills, innovative frameworks such as Process-Oriented Reading Instruction (PORI) have been introduced, offering a step-by-step focus on critical thinking and metacognitive awareness (Maulida et al., 2025). These strategies contribute directly to the development of learner autonomy, allowing students to manage their own learning pace and depth (Rahmasari et al., 2025).
Despite the application of various strategies, EFL students continue to face significant barriers, including limited mastery of academic vocabulary, complex sentence structures, and slow reading rates (March Hatimurah, n.d.; Sayekti et al., n.d.). The absence of a consistent reading habit often corresponds with lower performance, underscoring the need to nurture reading as a lifestyle (Wani & Hanim Ismail, 2024). In the digital era, these challenges are compounded by technical and cognitive hurdles. Digital reading via screens often introduces issues such as eye fatigue and difficulty concentrating (Yang et al., 2025). In online or blended learning settings, students frequently report a lack of self-control, limited interaction, and digital literacy gaps (Husna & Ilham Istabana, 2025). Furthermore, while Artificial Intelligence (AI) tools are frequently used for summarizing, a high reliance on AI has been found to correlate negatively with critical reading scores, as it may hinder deeper analytical engagement (Cahyani et al., n.d.).
Success in reading academic journals is also heavily influenced by the reader's psychological state. Self-efficacy, or the belief in one's own reading ability, is a decisive factor that can be enhanced through task-based instruction (Wordofa et al., 2025). A strong interest in academic reading is closely connected to success; students with high engagement (outliers) often demonstrate L2 reading performance that exceeds their L1 abilities (Andriyani et al., 2024). Beyond purely academic texts, reading for pleasure is associated with greater engagement and stronger outcomes. To bridge the gap for struggling readers, scaffolding providing temporary support based on Vygotskian theory remains a vital intervention, enabling learners to perform cognitive tasks beyond their current independent capabilities (Zhang et al., 2025).
Finally, developing ideas from academic journals is most effective when approached through collaborative exploration. The implementation of Academic Reading Circles (ARC) demonstrates that group discussions enhance understanding of academic writing conventions and assist in synthesizing data (Ament et al., 2025; Su & Jia, 2026). In inclusive environments, Differentiated Instruction models allow students to gain an in-depth understanding of diversity while honing critical thinking skills (Qorib, 2024). Critical reading involves active interpretation and evaluation to filter information sources effectively (Ummah, n.d.), allowing students to transition from mere readers to idea developers capable of extracting vital information for independent research, such as thesis writing (Maab et al., 2024). Ultimately, the integration of efficient reading strategies with critical thinking skills is key to the overall process of data exploration (Mekuria et al., 2024)
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
Research Design
This study employs a descriptive design with a concurrent mixed-methods approach. This strategy was selected because it allows the researcher to integrate quantitative and qualitative data to produce a more comprehensive and holistic analysis than a single-method approach could offer. Specifically, quantitative data from Likert scales serve to map the frequency of general reading strategy use, while qualitative data from open-ended questions play a vital role in deepening the understanding of students' cognitive mechanisms in data exploration and how academic texts stimulate the development of original research ideas (Patty et al., 2025).
Participants
The participants in this study consist of 15 third-year students (sixth semester) from the English Education Study Program (EFL) at Universitas Kuningan. Participants were selected using a purposive sampling technique to ensure that the sample possesses characteristics relevant to the research objectives. The primary inclusion criterion is that students must be currently drafting their research proposals or final theses. Focusing on third-year students is crucial as they face an urgent academic need to interact with scholarly journals as primary reference sources, making the processes of data exploration and idea development authentic and relevant activities.
Research Instruments
The primary instrument of this research is an integrated questionnaire presented in two structured sections:
1. Quantitative Section (Likert Scale): This instrument utilizes a 5-point Likert scale (ranging from "Never" to "Always") to measure the frequency of students' reading strategies. 
2. Qualitative Section (Open-Ended Questions): This section consists of a series of open-ended questions designed to provide space for students to describe their experiences in detail. 
Data Collection Procedures
Data collection was conducted online via the Google Forms platform to ensure flexibility and accessibility for the participants. The procedure began with an explanation of the research objectives and the signing of informed consent. Students then provided basic demographic data. Subsequently, they were asked to perform a self-assessment of their reading habits through the MARSI instrument. In the final stage, participants provided descriptive written responses to open-ended questions to narrate the cognitive processes and challenges they encounter in developing research ideas from academic journal articles.
RESULTS
This study aims to map the interaction patterns of third-year EFL students with academic journals, specifically focusing on how these processes contribute to data exploration and research idea development. The findings reveal a complex dynamic between strategic autonomy and multimodal literacy barriers.
1. Hierarchy of Journal Navigation Strategies: Quantitative Analysis
Patterns of Academic Journal Reading among Third-Year EFL Students with a Focus on Idea Development and Data Exploration


Quantitative data collected through a Likert scale instrument from 15 respondents at Universitas Kuningan indicates a profile of highly strategic yet selective readers. Students no longer consume text in its entirety; instead, they employ a "filtering" approach to manage the cognitive load associated with scholarly English.
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Table 1. Frequency Distribution of Academic Reading Strategies among EFL Students (Likert Scale 1-5; N=15)
	No
	Indicator of Academic Interaction
	Mean
	Interpretation

	P1
	Abstract prioritization: Initial orientation before deep learning
	4.80
	Very high

	P2
	Strategic selection: Reading based on immediate academic needs
	4.73
	Very high

	P3
	Digital scaffolding: Integration of AI, MT, and note taking apps
	4.60
	Very high

	P4
	Theorical sysnthesis: Connecting journal ideas to class theories
	4.33
	Very high

	P5
	Problem solving: Re-reading difficult sections for clarity
	4.20
	High

	P6
	Global focus: Identifying main arguments over specific details
	4.00
	High

	P7
	Visual literacy gap: Attention to tables, charts, and raw data
	3.67
	Moderate




The results in Table 1 show that students scored highest in Abstract Prioritization (4.80) and Goal Adaptability (4.73). This indicates that the reading patterns of third-year students have evolved from linear to strategic navigation. Consistent with the findings of Bozgun & Can, 2023, the use of these global strategies serves as a cognitive defense mechanism for EFL students to cope with information overload. Their ability to modify reading approaches based on specific goals such as shifting from general assignments to thesis preparation demonstrates mature learner autonomy, as defined by Rahmasari et al. (2025).
2. Data Exploration: Challenges in Multimodal Literacy
Data exploration is the core process where students confront empirical evidence within journals. However, findings show this is the weakest point in their literacy patterns.
· The "Empirical Bypass" Phenomenon: The lowest score on indicator P7 (3.67) indicates that student interaction with non-prose elements (tables and graphs) is only at a moderate level. Qualitative data clarifies the reason behind this figure. Respondent 1 stated:
"I get confused when reading data that does not get straight to the point; for example, the graphic is too 'ribet' (complicated) in its appearance."
The students' inability to explore data deeply creates a phenomenon that can be termed an "Empirical Bypass," where students skip raw data sections and move directly to the author’s discussion narrative. This confirms the argument by Patty et al. (2025) that EFL students often face dual "visual-linguistic" barriers; they must understand English statistical terms while simultaneously deciphering the visual logic of graphics. Consequently, data exploration is often superficial, which according to Sayekti et al. (2023), may limit students' critical ability to independently verify scientific claims.
· Scanning as a Specific Exploration Tool: Despite low visual literacy, students consistently use scanning techniques to find specific facts within the text. Respondent 1 added that if they need something crucial from the article, they use "scanning mode" to locate specific textual evidence. This suggests that data exploration among senior students focuses more on searching for textual information rather than interpreting numerical data. While this strategy is effective for time efficiency, it is less effective for deep empirical data validation (Fatmawan et al., 2023).
3. Idea Development: The Role of AI and Theoretical Synthesis
In contrast to the barriers in data exploration, the process of idea development shows a much more dynamic and productive pattern.
· AI Mediation in Idea Transformation: A compelling finding is the use of Artificial Intelligence (AI) as a catalyst for idea development (Score: 4.60). Students utilize technology to reduce the linguistic burden so that complex journal ideas can be absorbed.
"I use AI to rephrase complex text or apps like Inspiration to create visual mind maps of the researcher's argument." (Respondent 1)
The use of AI indicates the emergence of "Hybrid Literacy" among Universitas Kuningan students. Idea development no longer occurs purely through reflection on the original text but through a digital mediation process. AI helps students overcome vocabulary mastery barriers often complained about by EFL students (Wani & Hanim Ismail, 2024) and move directly to the level of idea synthesis. This aligns with digital literacy trends discussed by Laila et al. (2024), where technology acts as a cognitive bridge to understand complex research concepts.
· Theoretical Synthesis into Independent Research: The high score on indicator P4 (4.33) shows that students consciously connect journal findings with theories learned in class. This is a crucial step in developing original ideas for a thesis. Students extract argumentative structures to build their own theoretical foundations. As explained, the ability to link prior knowledge with new information in journals is a primary prerequisite for successful research idea development at the university level.

DISCUSSION
 A Paradoxical Interaction Pattern
This study identifies a paradoxical interaction pattern among third-year students. While they are highly proficient in constructing research ideas (conceptual) supported by high metacognitive awareness and digital scaffolding, they experience stagnation in exploring empirical evidence (data) due to barriers in visual and statistical literacy.
Top-Down vs. Bottom-Up Processing
The dominance of scores in P1-P4 compared to P7 suggests that students' research idea development is often "top-down" (based on pre-existing theories and author claims) rather than "bottom-up" (based on independent analysis of raw empirical evidence). This pattern poses a risk where students' research might follow established trends without exercising critical scrutiny toward the data provided by previous researchers.
The Impact of Digital Scaffolding
The application of digital literacy through AI provides the necessary scaffolding as per Vygotskian theory (Zhang et al., 2025). However, this reliance, if not balanced with raw data exploration skills, may weaken students' critical analytical "muscles." This aligns with warnings from Cahyani et al. (2023) that over-dependence on AI can hinder deeper analytical engagement.
Implications for the EFL Curriculum
For the EFL curriculum, these findings underscore that the teaching of Academic Reading must go beyond prose comprehension. There is a need for strengthening Multimodal Literacy, specifically the ability to read and interpret tables and graphs in English. Without robust data exploration skills, the research ideas developed by students risk lacking a valid empirical basis.
CONCLUSION
This study concludes that third-year EFL students at Universitas Kuningan exhibit a "Strategic-Digital" pattern in academic journal reading, which is characterized by a high degree of metacognitive awareness but a significant gap in multimodal literacy. The findings highlight a paradoxical interaction: while students are highly proficient in Idea Development leveraging abstract prioritization, selective reading, and AI scaffolding to construct research concepts they remain stagnant in Data Exploration.
The phenomenon of "Empirical Bypass" reveals that students tend to avoid complex visual data (tables and graphs), preferring to rely on the author's narrative or AI-generated summaries. Consequently, their research formulation follows a "top-down" approach, where ideas are built upon theoretical synthesis and secondary claims rather than independent empirical validation. While digital tools and AI serve as effective cognitive scaffolds to overcome linguistic barriers, a heavy reliance on these technologies, combined with weak visual literacy, risks diminishing students' critical analytical depth.
To foster true learner autonomy and research independence, this study suggests that the EFL academic literacy framework must evolve beyond traditional prose comprehension. There is an urgent need to integrate Multimodal Literacy into the curriculum, specifically training students to interpret and critique numerical and visual data in English. By bridging the gap between conceptual idea development and empirical data exploration, educators can ensure that future EFL researchers produce scholarly work that is not only conceptually sound but also empirically grounded and critically robust
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