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Abstract of thesis presented to the Senate of Universiti Putra Malaysia in 
fulfilment of the requirement for the degree of Master of Science 

 

EFFECTS OF SELF-DIRECTED LEARNING READINESS, RESILIENCE AND 

COMPETENCIES ON LEARNING MOTIVATION OF POSTGRADUATE 

STUDENTS IN MALAYSIAN RESEARCH UNIVERSITIES 

By 

IZUMY DIHAFINY MOHAMMAD DIN 

December 2015 

 

Chair  : Dahlia Zawawi, PhD 
Faculty   : Graduate School of Management, UPM 
 

The purpose of this study was to examine the relationship between self-directed 

learning readiness and learning motivation with the mediating effects of 

resilience and competencies among postgraduate students in Malaysia. There 

were five objectives in this study: (i) to identify the relationship between self-

directed learning readiness and resilience, (ii) to examine the relationship 

between self-directed learning readiness and learning motivation, (iii) to study 

the relationship between self-directed learning readiness and competencies, (iv) 

to assess the mediating effect of resilience in the relationship between self-

directed learning readiness and learning motivation, and (v) to investigate the 

mediating effect of competencies in the relationship between self-directed 

learning readiness and learning motivation. A total of 600 questionnaires were 

distributed to postgraduate students from four Research Universities (RUs) in 

Malaysia namely Universiti Malaya, Universiti Putra Malaysia, Universiti 

Kebangsaan Malaysia, and Universiti Teknologi Malaysia. Respondents were 

selected using stratified sampling and simple random sampling. After the data 

collection completed, data was analysed through a few steps which include data 

screening, descriptive analysis, multivariate assumption test, reliability and 

validity test, and lastly hypothesis testing. To test the hypotheses of this study, 

simple regression, multiple regression, and mediation regression analysis were 

used. Results showed that from five main hypotheses, three hypotheses were 

supported and the other two hypotheses were not supported. It can be concluded 

from the findings that self-directed learning readiness has a significant and 

positive relationship between learning motivation, resilience, and competencies. 

However, there is no mediation of resilience and competencies were found in 

the relationship between self-directed learning readiness and learning 

motivation.   
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Abstrak tesis yang dikemukakan kepada Senat Universiti Putra 
Malaysia sebagai memenuhi keperluan untuk ijazah Sarjana Sains 

 

KESAN PEMBELAJARAN KENDIRI, RESILIENSI, DAN KOMPETENSI 

TERHADAP MOTIVASI PEMBELAJARAN DI KALANGAN PELAJAR 

SISWAZAH DALAM UNIVERSITI PENYELIDIKAN DI MALAYSIA 

Oleh 

IZUMY DIHAFINY MOHAMMAD DIN 

Disember 2015 

 

Pengerusi : Dahlia Zawawi, PhD 
Fakulti   : Sekolah Pengajian Siswazah Pengurusan, UPM 

 

Tujuan kajian ini adalah untuk mengkaji hubungan di antara kesediaan 

pembelajaran kendiri dan motivasi pembelajaran dengan resiliensi dan 

kompetensi sebagai kesan mediasi di kalangan pelajar siswazah di Malaysia. 

Terdapat lima objektif kajian: (i) untuk mengkaji hubungan kesediaan 

pembelajaran kendiri dan resiliensi, (ii) untuk menentukan hubungan kesediaan 

pembelajaran kendiri dan motivasi pembelajaran, (iii) untuk mengkaji hubungan 

kesediaan pembelajaran kendiri dan kompetensi, (iv) untuk mengkaji kesan 

mediasi resiliensi di antara hubungan kesediaan pembelajaran kendiri dan 

motivasi pembelajaran, dan (v) untuk mengkaji kesan mediasi kompetensi di 

antara hubungan kesediaan pembelajaran kendiri dan motivasi pembelajaran. 

Sejumlah 600 soal selidik telah diedarkan kepada pelajar siswazah dari empat 

Universiti Penyelidikan di Malaysia iaitu Universiti Malaya, Universiti Putra 

Malaysia, Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia, dan Universiti Teknologi Malaysia. 

Responden dipilih menggunakan persampelan berstrata dan persampelan 

rawak mudah. Selepas pengumpulan data selesai, data dianalisis melalui 

beberapa langkah termasuklah penyaringan data, analisis deskriptif, ujian 

andaian multivariasi, kebolehpercayaan dan ujian kesahihan, dan akhirnya ujian 

hipotesis. Untuk menguji hipotesis kajian ini, regresi mudah, regresi berganda, 

dan analisis regresi mediasi telah digunakan. Keputusan menunjukkan bahawa 

daripada lima hipotesis utama, empat hipotesis disokong dan satu lagi hipotesis 

tidak disokong. Dapatan kajian menunjukkan bahawa kesediaan pembelajaran 

kendiri mempunyai hubungan yang signifikan dan positif antara resiliensi, 

motivasi pembelajaran, dan kompetensi. Selain itu, terdapat kesan mediasi 

terhadap resiliensi dalam hubungan antara kesediaan pembelajaran kendiri dan 

motivasi pembelajaran. Walaubagaimanapun, tidak wujud kesan mediasi 

kompetensi dalam hubungan antara kesediaan pembelajaran kendiri dan 

motivasi pembelajaran. 
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CHAPTER 1 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1 Introduction 
 
This chapter begins with the background of this study and an overview of 
higher education institutions in Malaysia. The next section identifies the 
problem statement and objectives and research questions of this study. The 
following section discusses the significance of this study from theoretical and 
practical perspectives and scope. The final section presents the definitions of 
terms and summary for the entire chapter.   
 
 
1.2 Background of Study 
 
Malaysia aims to be a developed country by focusing on knowledge economy 
to meet global competition around the world under the Vision 2020 initiative. 
The main focus of this knowledge economy is to create a workforce that is 
efficient, proactive and innovative, with learning as one of the ways to close the 
gap between the level of worker skills and current needs. Knowledge economy 
is important to ensure that Malaysia is able to achieve sustainable rapid 
economic growth and to sustain competitiveness through globalisation. Various 
measures and approaches have been taken by the government to ensure that 
the aspiration towards a developed country is achieved, including the 
implementation of national programmes and policies such as the New 
Economic Model (NEM), Government Transformation Plan (GTP), and 
Economic Transformation Programme (ETP).  
 
 
The emphasis given by the government shows the significant role of the 
workforce in shaping economic growth in Malaysia. Knowledge economy 
emphasise on developing human capital that is based on knowledge to 
upgrade the level of academic qualifications, skills, as well as abilities among 
the workforce in Malaysia. Human capital is the key driver in supporting the 
transition towards a competitive knowledge economy (Eleventh Malaysia Plan 
2016-2020, 2015). The development of human capital is to create a workforce 
that can endure this challenging economy with the relevant knowledge and 
skills. 
 
 
Education, skill development and trainings are the central elements of human 
capital. Basic knowledge, trainings and skills are not sufficient as most of the 
jobs in this challenging economy also require a higher level of education (Hadi, 
2012). The quality of education was raised to develop talent with both the 
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knowledge and skills and access to all forms of higher education including 
technical programmes, undergraduate, and postgraduate programmes in this 
globally competitive and dynamic environment in order to achieve developed 
nation status (Eleventh Malaysia Plan 2016-2020, 2015).  
 
 
Many developing countries including Malaysia are interested in producing more 
researchers with critical thinking skills in order to produce higher quality of 
human capital (Meerah, 2010). This intention can be seen through the 
increasing number of students entering the doctoral programme at the 
university level in many public universities in Malaysia which has grown 
significantly year by year. Due to that, postgraduate learning in Malaysia has 
experienced remarkable variations with improvements in higher education 
institutions (Kaur & Sidhu, 2009). Although the roles of technical and 
undergraduate programmes are undeniable, postgraduate programmes are 
also an important source of knowledgeable and skilled potential employees in 
this knowledge economy (United Nations Educational, 2008).  
 
 
Generally, the purpose of postgraduate education is to provide an in-depth 
knowledge and understanding that includes philosophy in the area of pure 
sciences and social sciences (Hadi, 2012). Most postgraduate students are 
more mature and have greater experience in life and career as well as greater 
responsibilities (Ismail, Abiddin, & Hassan, 2011; Sandhu, Sidique, & Riaz, 
2011). Thus, this study specifically focuses on postgraduate students as they 
are seen as viable sources towards the development of human capital in the 
industries and will contribute related knowledge and skills in various sectors.  
 
 
In addition, most of the postgraduate programmes are research-based that 
stresses on high analytical thinking which is preferred in this competitive and 
challenging economy. The growth towards participation in postgraduate 
learning helps in developing innovation programmes and expanding the 
research and development (R&D) which are related to  progress in the 
Malaysian economy. In fact, higher education institutions also play an important 
role in developing knowledgeable and highly skilled human capital by providing 
first class education especially in preparing quality postgraduate programmes. 
The next part briefly discusses the background of higher education institutions 
in Malaysia before identifying the problem statement in this study. 
 
 
1.3 Higher Education Institutions in Malaysia 
 
Higher education in Malaysia has progressed in various aspects since 2004 
after the establishment of the Ministry of Higher Education. In general, there 
are two categories of institutions in Malaysia: public institutions and private 
institutions. Public institutions are further divided into three categories. The first 
is government public universities. Second is the polytechnic and third is the 
community college. Polytechnics provide academic and vocational 
programmes whereas community colleges provide association programmes 
with public universities in Malaysia (Ismail & Bakar, 2010). As there are quite a 
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number of public universities in Malaysia, measures have been taken to group 
the universities into three categories in order to encourage healthy competition 
among the universities. The categories are research-based universities, focus 
universities, and comprehensive universities. To date, there are 20 public 
higher education institutions (HEIs), 33 polytechnics and 91 community 
colleges (including branch campuses) in Malaysia (Malaysia Higher Education 
Blueprint, 2015).  
 
 
In 2010, five public universities succeeded in being recognised as Research 
Universities (RU). RU is a list of universities in Malaysia focusing on learning 
and research. The vision of RU is to explore new ideas, conduct research with 
advanced procedures, and acknowledge scholars’ contribution by actively 
participating in knowledge expansion. Among the features of RU are research-
focused areas of study, inclusion of competitive, quality lecturers, and graduate 
and postgraduate ratio of 50:50. Based on the results of the Research 
University Audit conducted in 2010, four RUs, namely University of Malaya 
(UM), Universiti Sains Malaysia (USM), Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia (UKM) 
and Universiti Putra Malaysia (UPM) are competent to maintain their 
accreditation. Effective from 21 July 2010, Universiti Teknologi Malaysia (UTM) 
also succeeded in being recognised as a new RU (The National Higher 
Education Action Plan Phase 2, 2011).  
 
 
In contrast, comprehensive universities are the universities that provide 
learning programmes in various areas of learning. There are four universities 
classified under this category: Universiti Teknologi Mara (UiTM), International 
Islamic University Malaysia (IIUM), Universiti Malaysia Sabah (UMS) and 
Universiti Malaysia Sarawak (UNIMAS). Among the characteristics of 
comprehensive universities are competitive entry, the quality of lecturers, and 
graduate and postgraduate ratio of 70:30. Meanwhile, the last category which 
is focus universities consist of the remaining 11 universities that specialize in 
one area of study such as engineering, education, and management. Among 
the universities are Universiti Pendidikan Sultan Idris (UPSI), Universiti Utara 
Malaysia (UUM), and Universiti Pertahanan Nasional Malaysia (UPNM) (The 
National Higher Education Action Plan Phase 2, 2011). 
 
 
Under the National Higher Education Strategic Plan, one of the high-profiled 
projects for the empowerment of higher learning on the world stage is the 
involvement of public universities in the APEX programme, known as the 
Accelerated Programme for Excellence (APEX) University. An APEX University 
acts as an impetus to trigger the entire higher education system to move 
towards excellence. Universities nominated for this programme turn into 
models by other universities in establishing the standard of performance and 
imitating the best approaches of the university. Universiti Sains Malaysia 
(USM) has been chosen as the one and only university in Malaysia to 
implement the APEX programme in 2008. The APEX University has the 
autonomy in making decisions on institutional governance, finance and 
generation of wealth, management of academics and student admissions, and 
human resources (The National Higher Education Action Plan Phase 2, 2011). 
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Other than public universities, private universities also contribute in shaping 
higher education institutions in Malaysia with 70 private universities, 34 private 
university colleges and 410 private colleges (Malaysia Higher Education 
Blueprint, 2015). According to the “Global Education Digest 2010” by The 
United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), 
Malaysia has become the preferred country to study especially by people from 
Sudan, Yemen, Maldives, and Somalia in 2009 (Higher Education Strategic 
Plan Phase 2, 2011).  
 
 

Table 1.1: List of Public Universities Based on Category 

Category List of Universities 

Research University Universiti Malaya 
Universiti Sains Malaysia 
Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia 
Universiti Putra Malaysia 
Universiti Teknologi Malaysia 

Comprehensive University Universiti Teknologi Mara 
Universiti Islam Antarabangsa Malaysia 
Universiti Malaysia Sabah 
Universiti Malaysia Sarawak 

Focus University Universiti Utara Malaysia 
Universiti Pendidikan Sultan Idris 
Universiti Tun Hussein Onn Malaysia 
Universiti Teknikal Malaysia Melaka 
Universiti Malaysia Perlis 
Universiti Malaysia Terengganu 
Universiti Malaysia Pahang 
Universiti Sains Islam Malaysia 
Universiti Darul Iman Malaysia 
Universiti Malaysia Kelantan 
Universiti Pertahanan Nasional Malaysia 

(Source: Malaysia Higher Education Blueprint, 2015; the National Higher 
Education Action Plan Phase 2, 2011) 
 
 
Seventy per cent of international students enrol in private higher education 
institutions in Malaysia on average. The enrolment of international students in 
Malaysia contributed nearly RM2.6 billion in 2010 to the country’s economy. 
This is in line with the government’s effort to make Malaysia the regional hub 
for higher education, as well as the main choice for international students and 
intellects by 2020 (The National Higher Education Action Plan Phase 2, 2011). 
Thus, higher education institutions are responsible in developing human capital 
among graduates as the future leaders in the industries and create a pool of 
workforce with relevant educational knowledge and skills to support and 
sustain in this flexible and intense competitive and challenging economy. The 
production of such a talent pool will ensure a labour force with the ability to 
perform and excel in various fields and allow Malaysia’s workforce to be 
globally competitive.  
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1.4 Problem Statement 
 
Since 2006, the Malaysian government has allocated a significant amount to 
sponsor individuals to further studies at the postgraduate level either in 
Malaysia or overseas. One of the programmes that have been set up to meet 
the aim is the MyBrain15 programme. This programme aims to help meet the 
target of 18,000 PhD holders by 2015 in Malaysia.  By 2023, the target of this 
programme is 60,000 PhD holders in Malaysia (Tenth Malaysia Plan 2011-
2015, 2010). The programme demonstrates government initiatives in human 
capital development by producing a knowledgeable workforce through 
postgraduate study. 
 
 
However, among the main concerns experienced by higher education 
institutions is attrition and graduation level among postgraduate students (Al-
naggar, Al-sarory, Al-naggar, & Al-muosli, 2012; Ismail & Abiddin, 2009; 
Mosaku & Ghafar, 2007). High rates of non-completion among postgraduate 
students are worrisome and students take a longer time to graduate (Ismail & 
Abiddin, 2009). Basically, the duration of the Master’s programme for full-time 
basis is between one to three years whereas that of a PhD is between three to 
five years in public universities in Malaysia (Higher Education Malaysia, 2010).  
 
 
From the data collected by School of Graduate Studies UPM in 2005, Ismail 
and Abiddin (2009) reported that Master’s students graduate in an average of 
2.69 years and PhD students with an average of 4.84 years. The data showed 
that the average graduation years among postgraduate students were at a 
moderate level and students took a longer time to complete their studies. This 
is in accordance with the research done by the Ministry of Higher Education 
(MoHE) that discovered 72.17% of their sponsored postgraduate students 
enrolled in 2006 and 2007 were unable to complete their studies in the time 
given based on the April 2011 record (MoHE Circular, 2011). The output of the 
sponsorship programme in terms of the number of students graduating within 
the target period (3-4 years) is not achieved. 
 
 
The issue of non-completion and time taken to graduate in higher learning has 
concerned many researchers to study this issue. To date, most studies have 
concentrated on identifying the elements of successful supervisory 
relationships and many researchers in postgraduate study have indicated that 
research and the quality of supervision are important factors in the successful 
of postgraduate studies (e.g., Khozaei, Naidu, Khozaei, & Salleh, 2015; Rae, 
2015; Ismail, Abiddin, Hassan, & Ro’is, 2014; Ismail, Abiddin, & Hassan, 2011; 
Krauss & Ismail, 2010; Manathunga & Goozée, 2007; Seagram, Gould, & 
Pyke, 1998). The emphasis given on supervision has neglected the role of 
students themselves towards their own learning. A study was conducted by the 
Ministry of Higher Education to identify factors that hinder postgraduate 
students in graduating on time and the findings from the study showed that the 
leading factors were: (a) students attitude during study; (b) research process; 
(c) academic process; and (d) health of students and family members (MoHE 
Circular, 2011). 
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Much of the research in this area has been limited to identifying the elements of 
successful supervisory relationships. However, few have examined the issue 
using an approach in understanding the experiences of students from their own 
subjective viewpoints (Krauss & Ismail, 2010). There are very limited 
researches done on students’ attitude and motivation upon completion among 
postgraduate students especially in Malaysia. In fact, students’ attitude and 
motivation in learning play an important role in determining their completion 
and success in studies (Norton, 2011; Svedberg, 2010; Ahern & Manathunga, 
2004). Research has shown that motivation is associated with numerous 
learning outcomes such as curiosity, persistence, and learning performance 
(Vallerand, Pelletier, Blais, Briere, Senecal, & Vallieres, 1992). 
 
 
Research shows that individuals with high self-directed learning have the ability 
to perform well in tasks. This ability includes activities that require great level of 
decision-making, innovation, and change (Beitler & Mitlacher, 2007). However, 
research on identifying the role of self-directed learning towards learners’ 
motivation among postgraduate students is lacking. A review of literature 
indicated that there is little empirical study on how self-directed learning 
readiness motivates students particularly in postgraduate study settings. 
Moreover, postgraduate students are expected to finish their studies within the 
specified period of time which could further stress the students (Ismail et al., 
2011).  
 
 
Numerous studies have examined the emotional challenges of postgraduate 
research students in postgraduate study (Norton, 2011; Kaur & Sidhu, 2009) as 
well as enthusiasm, strength, support and commitment (Ismail et al., 2011). In 
fact, postgraduate students sometimes face circumstances and difficulties in 
personal issues, finances, family matters and cultural problems (Al-Naggar et 
al., 2012). Nonetheless, attention has been given in motivating the learners, but 
little attention has been given on enhancing their academic resilience and 
capacity to handle stress and obstacles (Martin, 2002). 
 
 
In addition, research has shown that the students’ readiness in undertaking 
postgraduate study will affect the time of completion and quality of research or 
thesis they produce (Meerah, 2010). Students who are not prepared for the 
postgraduate program may be lacking in terms of specific skills needed to 
undergo the postgraduate studies (Meerah, 2010). The literature also suggests 
that there is a lack of emphasis placed on the development of competencies 
especially in soft skills by many tertiary education providers (Lifelong Learning 
Blueprint, 2011). There are very few studies on postgraduate students’ 
preparedness in research and there is a need to address the competencies of 
students in embarking on their studies (Meerah, 2010).  
 
This is the reason this research is conducted which is to understand and 
provide solutions to the postgraduate students in overcoming the challenges 
and difficulties during their studies. The role of mediator could explain whether 
resilience and competencies will affect the relationship between self-directed 
learning readiness and learning motivation. Therefore, the current study will be 
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conducted to identify the role of self-directed learning readiness, resilience, 
competencies, and learning motivation among postgraduate students. 
 
 
1.5 Research Objectives  
 
The main objective of this study is to examine the relationship between self-
directed learning readiness and learning motivation among postgraduate 
students in Malaysian Research Universities. The specific objectives of the 
study are: 
 
Objective 1: To examine the relationship between self-directed learning 

readiness and learning motivation  
 
Objective 2: To examine the relationship between self-directed learning 

readiness and resilience   
 
Objective 3: To examine the relationship between self-directed learning 

readiness and competencies 
 
Objective 4: To assess the mediating effect of resilience on the relationship 

between self-directed learning readiness and learning 
motivation   

 
Objective 5: To assess the mediating effect of competencies in the 

relationship between self-directed learning readiness and 
learning motivation 

 
 
 1.6 Research Questions 
 
Based on the objectives, the research questions in this study are: 
 
Question 1: Is there a significant relationship between self-directed learning 

readiness and learning motivation? 
 
Question 2: Is there a significant relationship between self-directed learning 

readiness and resilience? 
 
Question 3: Is there a significant relationship between self-directed learning 

readiness and competencies? 
 
Question 4: Is there a mediating effect of resilience on the relationship 

between self-directed learning readiness and learning 
motivation? 

 
Question 5: Is there a mediating effect of competencies on the relationship 

between self-directed learning readiness and learning 
motivation?  
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1.7 Significance of Study 
 
This study has both theoretical and practical significance. This section explicitly 
discusses how the study provides a significant contribution to each of the two 
areas in postgraduate studies among students.  
 
 
1.7.1 Theoretical 
 
This study is relevant and significant for several reasons. First, the application 
of self-determination theory (SDT) is significant in this study as SDT has been 
widely discussed in the field of motivation in formal learning (Leal, Miranda, & 
Carmo, 2012). Self-determination theory postulates a set of basic and universal 
psychological needs, namely autonomy (a sense of control), competence 
(feeling competent with tasks and activities) and relatedness which are 
important in explaining the role of motivation.  
 
 
Students who perceive themselves to be acting with a sense of autonomy, 
competence, and relatedness during the learning activity experience high-
quality motivation, while those who have these three needs neglected or 
frustrated during instruction experience low-quality motivation (Reeve, 2012). 
This study is expected to provide a comprehensive understanding of this theory 
by integrating self-directed learning readiness and learning motivation among 
postgraduate students. In addition, the theory also serves as a foundation in 
developing a new framework consisting of the variables of self-directed 
learning readiness, learning motivation, resilience, and competencies.  
 
 
Second, two variables, namely self-directed learning readiness and learning 
motivation are broadly discussed in the context of postgraduate studies in 
higher education. Students’ attitude and learning motivation play an important 
role in determining their completion and success in studies (Norton, 2011; 
Svedberg, 2010; Ahern & Manathunga, 2004) as well as to maintain students’ 
academic performance (Hamjah et al., 2011; Martin, 2002). Due to that, 
research has found self-directed learning readiness to be an important factor in 
effective learning (Mok et al., 2007) and has a major influence on learners’ 
motivation to continue in their studies (Sze-yeng and Hussain, 2010). This is 
because self-directed learning requires the learners to take responsibility for 
planning, executing, and assessing their own learning experience (Brockett, 
1985).  
 
 
Experimental studies show that individuals with high self-directed learning skills 
tend to perform better in tasks that require high degrees of problem-solving 
ability, creativity, and change (Beitler & Mitlacher, 2007) which are crucial in 
postgraduate studies. By examining the motivational issues of postgraduate 
learners in the context of self-directed learning, this study is expected to 
provide an empirical base for understanding the motivational needs of learners 
through the self-directed learning process which could help the students to 
graduate on time.  
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Third, this study is also significant because it provides a framework for the 
exploration of mediators (resilience and competencies) in the relationship 
between self-directed learning readiness and learning motivation. By adding 
the mediator, we can inflate the strength of the relationship between the 
independent variable and dependent variable. The role of mediators which are 
resilience and competencies could explain the effects of self-directed learning 
readiness on learning motivation which contributes to a new relationship in self-
directed learning. The next section describes the practical contributions of the 
study. 
 
 
1.7.2 Practical 
 
This study is significant as it examines students’ learning readiness towards 
their learning experience in postgraduate studies. Continuing a postgraduate 
programme requires a transformation in students’ life and the process is 
complex (Powers & Swick, 2012). Postgraduate students face pressures during 
the learning process and need to overcome difficulties in a new environment 
and academic setting. Research shows that postgraduate students’ actual 
learning experiences can have a tremendous impact on postgraduate learning 
success and provides further insights and information on barriers faced by 
postgraduate students in Malaysia (Sandhu et al., 2011). Thus, a study 
concerning the issue of completion rates in postgraduate studies is hoped to 
assist the students in completing their studies within the time frame, and 
thereby to be prepared with potential problems that might affect the process of 
postgraduate studies (Zainal & Ismail, 2011). 
 
 
Furthermore, this study is significant to higher education institutions in Malaysia 
as the enrolment of students in postgraduate study is growing year by year in 
today’s emerging global higher education contexts (Statistics on Women, 
Family and Community Malaysia, 2014; National Education Statistic: Higher 
Education Sector, 2013). The new millennium challenges have urged higher 
education institutions to review the teaching processes and practices from 
different perspectives in order to meet the specific needs by postgraduate 
students. The issue of completion rate among postgraduate students would be 
a main concern for higher education institutions in improving their postgraduate 
academic programmes offered to the students. Thus, higher education 
institutions can take proactive steps to help the students with problems during 
the learning process and can provide essential support and facilities to their 
postgraduate students. By providing proper services and resources, the 
process of learning will be smooth and convenient which could help the 
students in completing their studies.  
 
 
1.8 Scope of Study 
 
The purpose of this study is to examine the relationship between self-directed 
learning readiness, learning motivation, resilience, and competencies among 
postgraduate students in Malaysian Research Universities. Research 
Universities (RUs) were selected because RUs are amongst the most 
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respected universities in Malaysia that focus on learning and research. In 
addition, RUs are at the centre of the global knowledge economy (Altbach, 
2013) that appears in world rankings and the most visible academic universities 
(Hazelkorn, 2011). A Research University is a research-based university which 
places a higher priority on postgraduate students with the vision of actively 
participating in discovering new ideas, experimenting with innovative methods, 
and taking intellectual initiatives to further discover and advance knowledge. 
The features of RU are research-focused areas of study, the inclusion of 
competitive, quality lecturers, and a graduate and postgraduate ratio of 50:50 
(MoHE, 2011).  
 
 
The current study targets only postgraduate students in Malaysia as studies on 
postgraduate students will empower the development of human capital in 
Malaysia in order to strengthen its knowledge-based economy and knowledge-
based society. This is consistent with the government’s aspiration to focus on 
knowledge-based economy through emphasis in human capital. Thus, the 
scope of the study is only on postgraduate students undergoing Master’s and 
PhD programmes in Research Universities in Malaysia. 
 
 
1.9 Definition of Key Terms 
 
Definitions of terms commonly used in this study are as follows: 
 
 
Self-directed learning:  The most popular definition of SDL was proposed by 
Knowles (1975) which describes SDL as “a process in which individuals take 
the initiative, with or without the help of others, in diagnosing their learning 
needs, formulating learning goals, identifying human and material resources for 
learning, choosing and implementing appropriate learning strategies and 
evaluating learning outcomes” (Lai, 2011, p.18).  
 
 
Thus, in this study self-directed learning is defined as an independent learning 
process in which the learner takes the initiative and has full responsibility in 
managing their learning activities which include setting of learning goals, 
identifying learning methods and any other relevant activities during the 
learning process (Sze-yeng & Hussain, 2010; Lounsbury, Levy, Park, Gibson, 
and Smith, 2009).  
 
 
Self-directed learning readiness:  The degree of readiness to which 
individuals perceive themselves to possess self-directed learning (Wiley (1983) 
as cited in Bin, Williams, Bo, & Pang, 2012). 
 
 
Resilience:  Resilience refers to one’s ability to adapt to stressful situations or 
crises and the human capacity to deal with inevitable adversities of life 
(Loveland, Gibson, Lounsbury, & Huffstetler, 2005; Wagnild & Young, 1993). 
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Competencies:  Competency is defined as a cluster of related knowledge, 
skills, abilities (KSA), and behaviour patterns that affect a major part of one’s 
job (a role or responsibility), which can be improved through training and 
development (Lee, 2009). In this study, competencies refer to communication 
skills and critical thinking and problem-solving skills. 
 
 
Learning Motivation:  An individual’s desire to learn based on internal factors 
(recognition and interest) or external factors (rewards) (Hamjah et al., 2011). 
 
 
2.0 Summary 
 
This chapter explains the background of study and an overview of higher 
education institutions in Malaysia followed by the presentation of the problem 
statement. Research objectives and research questions are identified next. 
This chapter ends with the explanation of the significance of the study in terms 
of theory and practice, the scope of study, and definition of terms that are 
applied in this study.   
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