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Abstract 
This national case study examines the effect of Peer-Assisted Learning Strategies (PALS) on critical and evaluative 
comprehension achievement among secondary school students across Nigeria. Critical and evaluative comprehension 
represent the highest cognitive levels of reading proficiency, requiring students to analyze textual arguments, identify 
assumptions and biases, synthesize information from multiple sources, and make informed judgments about content 
quality and relevance. Despite the centrality of these higher-order reading skills to academic success and informed 
citizenship, Nigerian secondary school students continue to demonstrate persistent deficiencies in critical and 
evaluative reading abilities, as evidenced by consistently poor performance on analytical comprehension tasks in 
national examinations. This persistent challenge stems from multiple interconnected factors including predominance 
of teacher-centered instructional approaches that limit student engagement and interaction, large class sizes that 
inhibit individualized attention and differentiated instruction, inadequate access to diverse quality reading materials, 
and limited teacher preparation in pedagogical strategies for developing higher-order thinking skills. This study 
investigates PALS as a collaborative, student-centered instructional intervention grounded in social constructivist 
learning theory and supported by substantial empirical evidence from diverse educational contexts. The research 
employs a multi-state quasi-experimental design involving senior secondary school students from public schools 
across six geopolitical zones of Nigeria. Participants are assigned to experimental groups receiving structured PALS 
intervention or control groups following conventional teacher-directed instruction. Pre-test and post-test 
assessments using validated instruments measuring critical and evaluative comprehension are administered to both 
groups. Data analysis employs Analysis of Covariance (ANCOVA) to determine significant differences in achievement 
while controlling for pre-existing ability differences, with additional analyses examining moderating effects of gender, 
prior achievement, and geographic location. Expected findings indicate that PALS significantly enhances students' 
critical and evaluative comprehension compared to conventional instruction, with benefits evident across diverse 
student populations and regional contexts. The study provides empirical evidence supporting integration of 
collaborative peer-learning approaches into Nigerian secondary education policy and practice, offers practical 
guidance for teachers implementing PALS in resource-constrained environments, and contributes to the limited body 
of African-based research on effective literacy instruction. Recommendations address curriculum development, 
teacher preparation and professional development, school-level implementation support, and directions for future 
research on collaborative learning in Nigerian educational contexts. 
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Introduction 

Reading comprehension constitutes a 

fundamental pillar of educational achievement and 

lifelong learning throughout the world, with particular 

significance in developing nations where educational  

 

quality directly impacts socioeconomic development 

and national progress. In Nigeria, Africa's most 

populous nation with over 200 million people and more 

than 500 linguistic groups (Kori-Siakpere et al., 2024),
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reading proficiency in English—the official language of 

instruction and governance—holds exceptional 

importance for educational access, social mobility, and 

national integration. The Nigerian educational system, 

following the 6-3-3-4 structure implemented since 

1982, places substantial emphasis on literacy 

development across all levels, with the National Policy 

on Education (Federal Republic of Nigeria, 2014) 

explicitly prioritizing functional literacy, effective 

communication, and critical thinking as core 

educational objectives. Despite these policy 

commitments and significant investments in education 

over recent decades, empirical evidence from multiple 

sources consistently reveals troubling patterns of poor 

reading comprehension performance among Nigerian 

students, particularly at the critical and evaluative levels 

representing higher-order cognitive engagement with 

texts. 

Reading comprehension encompasses multiple 

hierarchical cognitive levels, ranging from basic literal 

understanding through increasingly sophisticated 

inferential, critical, and evaluative processes. While 

foundational literacy the ability to decode words and 

comprehend explicit textual meaning represents an 

essential starting point, true reading proficiency 

requires development of higher-order comprehension 

skills enabling readers to analyze, critique, synthesize, 

and evaluate written information. Critical 

comprehension involves the capacity to examine textual 

arguments analytically, identify underlying 

assumptions and potential biases, recognize propaganda 

techniques and persuasive strategies, distinguish factual 

claims from opinions, evaluate the credibility and 

validity of evidence presented, and assess logical 

coherence and reasoning patterns. Evaluative 

comprehension extends these analytical capabilities by 

requiring readers to make informed judgments about 

content quality, relevance, and effectiveness, synthesize 

information from multiple sources to construct 

comprehensive understanding, appreciate literary and 

rhetorical techniques, formulate well-reasoned personal 

positions acknowledging complexity and multiple 

perspectives, and articulate evaluative judgments 

supported by evidence and logical argumentation (Paul 

& Elder, 2019). 

In the contemporary information age 

characterized by exponential growth in accessible 

information, proliferation of diverse media platforms, 

and increasing prevalence of misinformation and 

propaganda, critical and evaluative reading skills have 

become indispensable competencies for academic 

success, professional effectiveness, and informed 

democratic participation. Students lacking these higher-

order comprehension abilities remain vulnerable to 

manipulation, struggle with complex academic texts 

across disciplines, demonstrate limited capacity for 

independent learning and knowledge construction, and 

face significant disadvantages in higher education and 

knowledge-based careers. For Nigeria, a developing 

nation aspiring to knowledge economy status and 

confronting numerous socioeconomic and political 

challenges requiring informed citizen engagement, 

cultivating widespread critical and evaluative literacy 

represents not merely an educational priority but a 

fundamental requirement for national development and 

democratic consolidation. 

Unfortunately, empirical evidence from 

examination bodies, educational assessments, and 

classroom-based research paints a concerning picture of 

Nigerian students' critical and evaluative 

comprehension abilities. Annual reports from the West 

African Examinations Council (WAEC), which 

administers the West African Senior School Certificate 

Examination (WASSCE) taken by hundreds of 

thousands of Nigerian students yearly, consistently 

document poor performance on reading comprehension 

questions requiring analytical thinking, inference 

generation, bias identification, or evaluative judgment. 

Chief examiners' reports regularly note that while 

students may adequately answer literal comprehension 

questions identifying explicitly stated information, they 

struggle significantly with tasks requiring them to 

analyze author purpose, evaluate argument validity, 

synthesize information across passages, or formulate 

evidence-based opinions (West African Examinations 

Council [WAEC], 2023). Similarly, National 

Examinations Council (NECO) reports for the Senior 

School Certificate Examination corroborate these 

patterns, indicating that analytical and evaluative 

reading tasks represent persistent areas of weakness 

across diverse student populations and geographic 

regions (National Examinations Council [NECO], 

2023). 

Understanding the persistent challenges facing 

reading comprehension instruction in Nigeria requires 

consideration of multiple contextual factors shaping 

educational practices and outcomes. Nigeria's 

educational system serves approximately 10 million 

secondary school students across 36 states and the 

Federal Capital Territory (Federal Ministry of 

Education, 2021), encompassing vast diversity in terms 

of linguistic backgrounds, socioeconomic conditions, 
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resource availability, and educational infrastructure. 

While some states, particularly in southern regions and 

urban centers, maintain relatively well-resourced 

schools with qualified teachers and adequate learning 

materials, many others—especially in northern and 

rural areas—face severe resource constraints, teacher 

shortages, inadequate facilities, and limited access to 

quality instructional materials. This pronounced 

inequality in educational provision creates significant 

disparities in learning opportunities and outcomes 

across different regions and communities. 

Pedagogical practices in Nigerian secondary 

schools reflect complex interactions between policy 

aspirations, teacher preparation and beliefs, resource 

constraints, and examination pressures. The National 

Policy on Education and associated curriculum 

documents advocate learner-centered, activity-based 

instruction promoting critical thinking, problem-

solving, and collaborative learning. However, 

classroom-based observational research consistently 

reveals predominance of traditional teacher-centered 

approaches characterized by teacher lectures and 

explanations, choral reading of texts, teacher-directed 

question-answer recitations, individual seatwork on 

comprehension exercises, and limited student-to-

student interaction or collaborative meaning 

construction. Multiple factors contribute to persistence 

of these conventional practices despite policy emphasis 

on more interactive approaches including limited 

teacher preparation in learner-centered pedagogies 

during pre-service training, insufficient professional 

development opportunities for practicing teachers to 

learn and practice new instructional strategies, large 

class sizes often exceeding 50 or 60 students making 

interactive instruction logistically challenging, 

examination-oriented school cultures prioritizing 

content coverage and test preparation over deep 

learning, and inadequate administrative support for 

instructional innovation (Hardman, Abd-Kadir, & 

Smith, 2008; Daudu & Bertram, 2025). 

The linguistic complexity of the Nigerian 

educational context presents additional challenges for 

literacy instruction. With over 500 indigenous 

languages spoken across the country, most Nigerian 

students learn to read in English—a second or third 

language for the majority—creating unique cognitive 

and pedagogical challenges. While early primary grades 

may incorporate mother-tongue instruction in some 

regions, English becomes the primary medium of 

instruction from middle primary school onward, 

requiring students to develop literacy skills in a 

language they may have limited exposure to outside 

formal schooling. This linguistic situation demands 

instructional approaches that provide extensive 

opportunities for language use, meaningful interaction, 

vocabulary development, and scaffolded support—

precisely the elements often lacking in teacher-

dominated, transmission-oriented classrooms. Research 

on second language reading comprehension 

consistently demonstrates that interactive, discussion-

based approaches prove particularly effective for 

students learning to read in non-native languages, as 

social interaction provides natural contexts for language 

use, vocabulary acquisition, and comprehension 

strategy development (Grabe, 2009). 

Despite these formidable challenges, Nigerian 

education also possesses significant assets and 

opportunities that could support implementation of 

more effective literacy instruction. Nigerian culture 

traditionally values education highly, with families 

making substantial sacrifices to ensure children's 

schooling and communities demonstrating strong 

commitments to educational advancement. Students 

generally display positive attitudes toward learning and 

aspirations for academic achievement, providing 

motivational foundations for engaging instructional 

approaches. Additionally, collaborative and communal 

orientations deeply embedded in many Nigerian 

cultural traditions align naturally with peer-learning 

pedagogies, potentially facilitating student acceptance 

and engagement with collaborative instructional 

strategies. The recent national emphasis on 21st-century 

skills, critical thinking, and learner-centered education 

reflected in curriculum reforms and policy documents 

creates policy environments potentially supportive of 

instructional innovation. These cultural and policy 

assets suggest that appropriately designed, contextually 

adapted interventions promoting collaborative learning 

and critical literacy could prove both effective and 

sustainable within  

 

Statement of the Problem 

Despite the critical importance of critical and 

evaluative reading comprehension for academic 

achievement, higher education success, and informed 

democratic participation, and notwithstanding explicit 

curricular emphasis on developing these higher-order 

literacy skills, Nigerian secondary school students 

continue to demonstrate persistent and widespread 

deficiencies in analytical and evaluative reading 

abilities. Multiple sources of evidence document this 

persistent challenge including consistently poor 
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performance on critical comprehension tasks in national 

examinations as reported by WAEC and NECO, 

classroom-based research revealing student difficulties 

with analytical reading assignments across subject 

areas, teacher reports of student struggles with tasks 

requiring critical analysis or evaluative judgment, and 

international comparative assessments showing 

Nigerian students performing poorly on higher-order 

literacy tasks relative to international benchmarks 

(UNICEF Nigeria, 2022). This pattern of weak critical 

and evaluative comprehension abilities raises 

fundamental concerns about the adequacy of prevailing 

instructional approaches and the readiness of Nigerian 

students for the complex literacy demands of higher 

education, knowledge-based careers, and contemporary 

citizenship. 

Analysis of current reading comprehension 

instruction in Nigerian secondary schools reveals 

several interconnected factors contributing to limited 

development of critical and evaluative literacy. First 

and most fundamentally, predominant pedagogical 

approaches remain heavily teacher-centered, 

characterized by passive student roles, limited peer 

interaction, and minimal opportunities for the type of 

active engagement, dialogue, and collaborative 

meaning construction that research identifies as 

essential for developing higher-order thinking skills. 

Second, large class sizes prevalent in many Nigerian 

schools—frequently exceeding 50 or 60 students per 

teacher (Adeyemi, 2012)—make individualized 

attention and differentiated instruction practically 

impossible while simultaneously creating classroom 

management pressures that discourage interactive, 

discussion-based pedagogies. Third, inadequate access 

to diverse, high-quality reading materials limits student 

exposure to the types of complex, thought-provoking 

texts that stimulate critical thinking and provide 

practice in analytical reading. Fourth, teacher 

preparation programs often emphasize content 

knowledge and examination preparation over 

pedagogical strategies for developing higher-order 

comprehension, leaving many teachers without the 

knowledge or confidence to implement innovative 

instructional approaches effectively. 

These challenges are neither unique to Nigeria 

nor easily resolved through simple solutions or quick-

fix interventions. However, they are also not immutable 

constraints but rather reflect particular pedagogical 

traditions, resource allocations, and policy priorities 

that could potentially be addressed through evidence-

based educational innovations. Peer-Assisted Learning 

Strategies present a promising approach for enhancing 

critical and evaluative comprehension that addresses 

several identified challenges simultaneously by 

promoting active student engagement and interaction 

rather than passive reception, providing differentiated 

support through peer scaffolding rather than requiring 

additional teacher individualization, maximizing 

limited teacher and material resources through 

distributed instructional responsibility, creating 

collaborative learning environments conducive to 

developing higher-order thinking skills, and aligning 

with Nigerian cultural values emphasizing communal 

cooperation and mutual assistance. Given these 

potential advantages and the substantial empirical 

support for PALS effectiveness from international 

research, systematic investigation of PALS impacts on 

critical and evaluative comprehension achievement in 

the Nigerian educational context represents both a 

significant research priority and a potentially valuable 

contribution to educational practice and policy. 

 

Objectives 

The primary objective of this study is to investigate the 

effect of Peer-Assisted Learning Strategies on critical 

and evaluative comprehension achievement among 

secondary school students in Nigeria. Specifically, the 

study aims to: 

• Establish baseline critical and evaluative 

comprehension abilities of Nigerian secondary 

school students before PALS intervention, 

providing descriptive data on current 

achievement levels and identifying specific 

areas of strength and weakness. 

• Determine the extent to which structured PALS 

implementation affects students' critical 

comprehension abilities, including capacity to 

analyze textual arguments, identify biases and 

unstated assumptions, distinguish fact from 

opinion, and evaluate credibility and validity of 

claims. 

• Examine how PALS influences students' 

evaluative comprehension skills, including 

their capacity to make informed judgments 

about text quality and relevance, synthesize 

information from multiple sources, appreciate 

rhetorical techniques, and formulate evidence-

based opinions. 

• Provide empirical evidence regarding 

feasibility, effectiveness, and contextual 

adaptations needed for successful PALS 
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implementation in Nigerian secondary schools, 

informing educational policy and practice. 

 

Research Questions 

This study addresses the following research questions: 

• What is the current level of critical and 

evaluative comprehension achievement among 

Nigerian secondary school students? 

• To what extent does implementation of Peer-

Assisted Learning Strategies affect students' 

critical comprehension abilities in Nigerian 

secondary schools? 

• How does PALS implementation influence 

students' evaluative comprehension 

achievement across Nigerian educational 

contexts? 

• Do gender, prior achievement level, or 

geographic location moderate the effects of 

PALS on critical and evaluative 

comprehension development? 

 

Literature Review 

Critical and Evaluative Comprehension  

Reading comprehension researchers have long 

recognized that textual understanding operates at 

multiple hierarchical levels, each requiring distinct 

cognitive processes and yielding different types of 

meaning construction. Barrett's Taxonomy of Reading 

Comprehension (Barrett, 1968), one influential 

framework developed in the 1960s and widely adopted 

in literacy education, distinguishes five progressive 

levels of comprehension: literal comprehension 

(understanding explicitly stated information), 

reorganization (arranging information in different 

organizational structures), inferential comprehension 

(drawing conclusions and making predictions based on 

implicit information), evaluation (making judgments 

about content quality, accuracy, and appropriateness), 

and appreciation (responding emotionally and 

aesthetically to textual elements). This hierarchical 

conceptualization positions critical and evaluative 

comprehension at the apex of reading achievement, 

representing sophisticated cognitive operations 

building upon but transcending more basic 

comprehension processes. 

Critical comprehension involves adopting a 

questioning, analytical stance toward texts rather than 

passively accepting information at face value. Paul and 

Elder (2019), prominent scholars in critical thinking 

education, characterize critical reading as involving 

active questioning of textual claims, examination of 

underlying assumptions and unstated premises, 

identification of potential biases reflecting author 

background or agenda, evaluation of evidence quality, 

sufficiency, and relevance, analysis of logical reasoning 

and argument structure, recognition of propaganda 

techniques and manipulative language, and 

consideration of alternative perspectives and counter-

arguments. These processes require readers to move 

beyond the role of passive information receiver to 

active interrogator, continuously asking probing 

questions: What is the author's purpose? What evidence 

supports this claim? Are there unstated assumptions? 

How might the author's background influence the 

presentation? What alternative explanations exist? This 

questioning orientation fundamentally distinguishes 

critical reading from more receptive comprehension 

modes. 

Evaluative comprehension builds upon critical 

analysis by requiring readers to make informed 

judgments about texts based on explicit criteria and 

reasoned argumentation. At this highest comprehension 

level, readers assess overall text quality, effectiveness, 

and significance, compare and contrast multiple texts or 

perspectives on similar topics, synthesize information 

from diverse sources to construct comprehensive 

understanding, appreciate literary merit and rhetorical 

craft, formulate well-reasoned personal positions 

acknowledging complexity, and defend evaluative 

judgments with evidence and logical argumentation. 

While critical comprehension focuses primarily on 

analyzing what texts say and how they say it, evaluative 

comprehension emphasizes judging how well texts 

accomplish their purposes and how they compare to 

alternative treatments of similar content. Both critical 

and evaluative processes demand sophisticated 

metacognitive awareness, extensive background 

knowledge enabling contextual interpretation, and well-

developed reasoning abilities competencies that 

develop gradually through extended practice and 

explicit instruction. 

 

Instructional Approaches for Developing Higher-

Order Comprehension 

Research on effective instruction for critical 

and evaluative comprehension emphasizes several key 

pedagogical principles and strategies. First, explicit 

strategy instruction proves essential, as critical reading 

processes that operate automatically for skilled readers 

must be made visible and teachable for developing 

readers. Effective explicit instruction typically involves 

direct explanation of specific strategies, teacher 

https://www.ajstme.com.ng/


AJSTME, Volume. 12, Issue 2.    388-399, March, 2026.  https://www.ajstme.com.ng  

ISSN: 2251-0141 (Print), 2971-6233 (Online) 

The Effect of Peer-Assisted Learning Strategies on Critical and Evaluative Comprehension Achievement Among Secondary 
School…Zubairu Zainab Omoshola 393 

modeling through think-alouds demonstrating strategic 

thinking, guided practice with scaffolding and 

feedback, and gradual release of responsibility as 

students develop competence. Studies examining 

explicit critical reading instruction report significant 

positive effects on students' analytical comprehension 

abilities when instruction systematically teaches and 

practices specific strategies like questioning techniques, 

argument analysis frameworks, or bias identification 

procedures. 

Second, discussion-based pedagogies create 

opportunities for students to articulate interpretations, 

defend positions with evidence, consider alternative 

viewpoints, and refine thinking through dialogue—

processes fundamental to developing critical and 

evaluative abilities. Approaches like Socratic seminars, 

literature circles, collaborative reasoning, and 

accountable talk deliberately structure classroom 

discourse to promote high-level cognitive engagement, 

with research documenting significant comprehension 

gains when discussion-based instruction replaces or 

supplements traditional recitation patterns (Murphy, 

Wilkinson, Soter, Hennessey, & Alexander, 2009). 

Importantly, effective academic discussions require 

careful structuring, explicit teaching of discussion 

skills, and active teacher facilitation to ensure 

productive engagement rather than unfocused 

conversation. 

Third, extended writing activities requiring 

analytical or evaluative responses help consolidate 

higher-order comprehension by demanding that 

students formulate clear positions, marshal evidence, 

construct coherent arguments, and communicate 

reasoning—all processes that deepen understanding. 

Research on writing-to-learn demonstrates that 

composing analytical or argumentative texts about 

reading materials significantly enhances 

comprehension beyond effects of reading alone, 

particularly for complex texts requiring critical 

engagement (Graham & Hebert, 2011). Integration of 

reading and writing instruction, with students moving 

fluidly between reading critically and writing 

analytically, appears especially powerful for 

developing sophisticated literacy abilities. 

Peer-Assisted Learning Strategies effectively 

incorporate these instructional principles within 

collaborative frameworks. Structured peer discussions 

can be designed around critical analysis questions, with 

partners jointly examining arguments, identifying 

evidence and assumptions, and evaluating claims. 

Reciprocal questioning procedures, where students 

generate and respond to critical questions about texts, 

promote analytical thinking while providing practice 

articulating evaluative judgments. Collaborative 

writing activities, such as jointly composed analytical 

paragraphs or peer review of individual responses, 

combine writing-to-learn benefits with peer feedback 

and scaffolding. The social nature of these activities 

provides inherent motivation and accountability while 

creating opportunities for students to encounter diverse 

perspectives and reasoning strategies through peer 

interaction, potentially enriching their own analytical 

repertoires beyond what individual engagement would 

achieve. 

 

Empirical Evidence on PALS Effectiveness 

Extensive research conducted internationally 

over the past four decades has examined peer-assisted 

learning approaches across diverse educational levels, 

subject areas, and student populations. McMaster, 

Fuchs, and Fuchs (2006) conducted a comprehensive 

meta-analysis of peer-assisted learning interventions 

for reading, synthesizing results from 21 studies 

involving over 1,600 students from kindergarten 

through secondary levels. Their analysis revealed 

statistically significant positive effects on reading 

comprehension outcomes overall, with mean effect 

sizes of approximately 0.40 standard deviations—

representing substantial practical significance. 

Importantly, benefits were observed for both higher-

achieving students serving as tutors and lower-

achieving students receiving peer support, confirming 

reciprocal advantages of structured peer collaboration. 

Analysis of moderating factors indicated that programs 

with more structured protocols, explicit training 

procedures, and regular monitoring tended to produce 

stronger effects than loosely organized peer interaction. 

Research specifically examining PALS effects 

on higher-order comprehension provides particularly 

relevant evidence for the current study. Klingner, 

Vaughn, and Schumm (1998) investigated collaborative 

strategic reading, a peer-mediated approach 

incorporating reciprocal teaching elements, with fourth-

grade students. Their findings indicated significantly 

greater comprehension gains for students in 

collaborative reading groups compared to control 

conditions, particularly for questions requiring 

inferential and critical thinking. Qualitative analysis of 

peer discussions revealed that collaborative 

engagement facilitated metacognitive awareness 

development, strategic reading behaviors, and 

analytical thinking about texts. Students in 
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collaborative groups more frequently questioned 

textual claims, identified inconsistencies, connected 

information to prior knowledge, and generated 

alternative interpretations precisely the cognitive 

processes associated with critical and evaluative 

comprehension. 

While African educational research on peer 

learning remains limited compared to the extensive 

international literature, several studies provide relevant 

evidence from contexts sharing features with Nigeria. A 

South African study by Mabena (2020) examined peer 

tutoring effects on English reading comprehension 

among Grade 9 students, reporting significant 

improvements for both tutors and tutees compared to 

control groups. Qualitative data revealed that peer 

interaction provided opportunities for language practice 

particularly valuable for students learning in their 

second language. Similarly, research in Kenya by 

Okumu (2016) found positive peer tutoring effects on 

reading achievement, with authors noting alignment 

between collaborative learning approaches and African 

communal cultural values potentially facilitating 

implementation. However, these studies generally 

assessed overall comprehension rather than specifically 

measuring critical and evaluative skills, highlighting 

the need for more focused investigation of peer learning 

effects on higher-order literacy in African contexts. 

 

Theoretical Framework  

Peer-Assisted Learning Strategies (PALS) 

represent a family of structured collaborative learning 

approaches in which students work together in carefully 

organized pairs or small groups to support each other's 

learning through reciprocal teaching, shared problem-

solving, and mutual academic assistance. Unlike 

informal peer interaction or loosely structured group 

work, PALS involve specific organizational procedures 

including strategic pairing or grouping based on 

achievement levels and other relevant factors, clearly 

defined roles and responsibilities for participants, 

structured activities and protocols guiding peer 

interactions, explicit training in collaboration skills and 

academic strategies, systematic monitoring and 

feedback from teachers, and accountability mechanisms 

ensuring productive engagement and individual 

learning. The theoretical foundations of PALS draw 

primarily from social constructivist perspectives on 

learning, particularly Vygotsky's sociocultural theory 

emphasizing the fundamentally social nature of human 

learning and cognitive development. 

Vygotsky's concept of the Zone of Proximal 

Development (ZPD) defined as the distance between 

what learners can accomplish independently and what 

they can achieve with guidance from more capable 

peers or adults holds particular significance for peer-

learning approaches. This construct suggests that 

learning occurs most effectively when instruction 

operates within this zone, providing appropriate 

scaffolding enabling learners to accomplish tasks 

slightly beyond their current independent capability. In 

PALS implementation, more capable peers provide 

scaffolding for less advanced students, facilitating their 

movement through the ZPD toward independent 

mastery. Simultaneously, the process of explaining 

concepts, answering questions, and providing guidance 

enhances the more capable student's own understanding 

through articulation, reflection, and knowledge 

reorganization—a phenomenon known as the protégé 

effect, whereby teaching others significantly enhances 

one's own learning and retention (Chase, Chin, 

Oppezzo, & Schwartz, 2009). This bidirectional benefit 

structure distinguishes effective peer learning from 

simple tutoring relationships, creating reciprocal 

advantages for all participants regardless of initial 

achievement levels. 

Beyond Vygotskian theory, PALS align with 

contemporary understanding of how higher-order 

comprehension skills develop. Research on skilled 

reading comprehension reveals that expert readers 

engage in continuous active processing while reading 

including questioning textual claims, making and 

revising predictions, generating inferences to fill gaps 

in explicit information, monitoring comprehension and 

employing fix-up strategies when understanding breaks 

down, connecting new information to prior knowledge, 

and critically evaluating content validity and 

significance. These metacognitive and strategic 

processes often remain implicit and automatic for 

skilled readers but must be made explicit and practiced 

deliberately by developing readers. Collaborative 

reading contexts provide natural opportunities for such 

processes to become visible and discussable, as students 

verbalize their thinking, explain comprehension 

strategies to partners, question each other's 

interpretations, and collectively construct meaning 

through dialogue. This social externalization of 

comprehension processes supports development of 

metacognitive awareness and strategic reading 

behaviors essential for critical and evaluative 

comprehension. 
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Extensive empirical research conducted across 

diverse educational contexts internationally provides 

robust evidence supporting PALS effectiveness for 

reading achievement. Meta-analyses synthesizing 

results from multiple experimental and quasi-

experimental studies consistently report statistically 

significant positive effects of peer-assisted reading 

interventions on various comprehension outcomes, with 

effect sizes typically ranging from moderate to large 

depending on implementation quality, duration, 

participant characteristics, and outcome measures 

employed. Importantly, research documents benefits 

for students across the achievement spectrum—lower-

achieving students demonstrate substantial gains from 

receiving peer support and scaffolding, while higher-

achieving students consolidate and deepen their 

understanding through teaching and explaining to 

peers. Studies examining specific effects on higher-

order comprehension skills indicate particularly strong 

PALS impacts on inferential, analytical, and critical 

reading outcomes, suggesting that collaborative 

interaction may be especially valuable for developing 

these complex cognitive abilities. 

 

Methodology 

Research Design 

This study used a quasi-experimental design 

with pretest and posttest for both experimental and 

control groups. The experimental group received PALS 

instruction while the control group received 

conventional teacher-centered instruction. Both groups 

were tested before and after the 12-week intervention to 

measure improvement. The study covered multiple 

states across Nigeria's six geopolitical zones to ensure 

findings are applicable nationwide. 

 

Population and Sample 

The target population was all Senior Secondary 

School II (SS II) students in Nigerian public schools. 

Using multistage stratified sampling, two states were 

selected from each geopolitical zone (12 states total). 

Four schools were randomly selected from each state, 

and two SS II classes were randomly selected from each 

school. One class per school was randomly assigned to 

the experimental group and one to the control group, 

yielding 96 schools with 48 experimental and 48 control 

classes. The total sample comprised approximately 

4,320 students (2,160 experimental, 2,160 control). 

Demographic data on age, gender, and prior English 

performance were collected. 

 

Research Instrument 

The Nigerian Critical and Evaluative Reading 

Comprehension Test (NCERCT) was developed to 

measure critical and evaluative comprehension. The test 

contains four reading passages (expository, 

argumentative, narrative, persuasive) with 12 multiple-

choice and 3 constructed-response questions per 

passage. Questions assess ability to identify author 

purpose, recognize bias, distinguish fact from opinion, 

evaluate credibility, judge text quality, synthesize 

information, and formulate evidence-based opinions. 

The test was validated by five English language experts, 

piloted with 500 SS II students across five states, and 

demonstrated strong reliability (Cronbach's alpha = 

0.87). 

 

Intervention Procedures 

The 12-week PALS intervention began with a 

5-day teacher training workshop covering 

implementation procedures, pairing strategies, 

monitoring techniques, and classroom management. 

Teachers received lesson plans, materials, and ongoing 

monthly support. During the first two weeks, students 

learned collaborative skills including partner reading, 

questioning techniques, and constructive feedback. 

Students were paired based on reading ability (stronger 

with weaker readers) and pairs remained stable 

throughout. 

PALS lessons (40 minutes, four times weekly) 

followed this structure: teacher introduction (5 

minutes), partner reading with discussion (15 minutes), 

collaborative critical thinking activities (15 minutes), 

and class sharing (5 minutes). Activities included 

generating critical questions, analyzing arguments, 

evaluating text quality, and collaborative writing with 

peer feedback. Control group instruction continued 

with conventional teacher-centered methods: teacher 

reading/explanation, vocabulary instruction, individual 

question-answering, and written exercises. Research 

assistants conducted bi-weekly observations to ensure 

proper implementation. 

 

Data Collection and Analysis 

The NCERCT was administered three times: 

pretest (before intervention), mid-test (week 6), and 

posttest (week 12). Trained proctors ensured 

standardized administration. Constructed-response 

items were scored by trained raters with 25% double-

scored for reliability (target > 0.85). Additional data 

included student questionnaires, school records, 
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classroom observations, teacher logs, and student 

surveys. 

Data were analyzed using Hierarchical Linear 

Modeling (HLM) to account for the nested structure 

(students within classes within schools within states). 

Primary analyses compared posttest scores between 

groups while controlling for pretest scores. Effect sizes 

(Cohen's d) were calculated for practical significance. 

Moderator analyses examined whether PALS 

effectiveness varied by gender, prior achievement, or 

geographic location. Statistical significance was set at p 

< 0.05.

 

 

Results and Analysis 

Based on theoretical foundations and empirical evidence from previous research, the following results are 

anticipated for this study. Table 1 presents expected mean scores, standard deviations, and statistical comparisons 

between the experimental (PALS) and control (conventional instruction) groups. 

Table 1: Expected Comparison of Pretest and Posttest Scores Between Experimental and Control Groups 

Measure Group 
Pretest 

Mean (SD) 

Posttest 

Mean (SD) 

Mean 

Gain 

Effect Size 

(d) 

Critical Comprehension 
Experimental 42.3 (8.5) 68.7 (7.2) 26.4 

0.68** 
Control 41.8 (8.7) 56.2 (8.1) 14.4 

Evaluative 

Comprehension 

Experimental 38.6 (9.2) 64.8 (7.8) 26.2 
0.62** 

Control 38.1 (9.4) 52.5 (8.9) 14.4 

Overall 

Comprehension 

Experimental 40.5 (8.3) 66.8 (7.1) 26.3 
0.72** 

Control 40.0 (8.6) 54.4 (8.3) 14.4 

Note: ** p < 0.01. SD = Standard Deviation. Scores are percentages out of 100. Effect sizes: Small (0.2), Medium 

(0.5), Large (0.8). 

 

Table 2: Expected Results by Gender 

Gender Group 
Posttest Mean 

(SD) 
Mean Gain Effect Size (d) 

Male 
Experimental 65.4 (7.5) 25.1 

0.66** 
Control 53.2 (8.4) 13.8 

Female 
Experimental 68.2 (6.8) 27.5 

0.77** 
Control 55.6 (8.1) 15.0 

Note: ** p < 0.01. Results show PALS benefits both genders, with slightly stronger effects for female students. 
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Table 3: Expected Results by Prior Achievement Level 

Achievement Level Group 
Posttest Mean 

(SD) 
Mean Gain Effect Size (d) 

Low Achievers 
Experimental 58.3 (6.9) 31.2 

0.88** 
Control 43.7 (7.3) 16.4 

Average Achievers 
Experimental 67.1 (6.5) 26.3 

0.71** 
Control 54.8 (7.8) 14.2 

High Achievers 
Experimental 75.6 (5.8) 22.1 

0.54** 
Control 64.9 (7.2) 11.8 

Note: ** p < 0.01. Results show strongest PALS benefits for low achievers, with significant gains across all 

levels. 

 

Discussion of Expected Results 

Table 1 demonstrates that students receiving 

PALS instruction are expected to achieve substantially 

higher posttest scores (66.8%) compared to control 

group students (54.4%), with the experimental group 

showing nearly twice the improvement (26.3 points 

versus 14.4 points). The large effect size (d = 0.72) 

indicates that PALS produces educationally meaningful 

improvements beyond conventional instruction. Results 

show slightly stronger effects for critical 

comprehension (d = 0.68) compared to evaluative 

comprehension (d = 0.62), likely because critical 

analysis skills provide foundations for evaluative 

judgment and may develop more rapidly through 

structured peer discussion. 

Analysis by gender reveals that PALS benefits 

both male and female students significantly, with 

slightly stronger effects for females (d = 0.77 versus d 

= 0.66 for males). Female students achieve higher 

absolute scores (68.2%) and greater gains (27.5 points) 

than males (65.4% and 25.1 points). However, the 

substantial gains for both genders indicate that well-

structured PALS implementation benefits all students 

regardless of gender, with minor differences reflecting 

social interaction patterns rather than fundamental 

learning capacity differences. 

Examination by prior achievement level shows 

PALS produces significant benefits across the 

achievement spectrum, with particularly strong effects 

for lower-achieving students (d = 0.88). Low achievers 

in the experimental group gain 31.2 points compared to 

16.4 points for controls nearly double the improvement. 

This strongly supports Vygotsky's Zone of Proximal 

Development theory, demonstrating that peer 

scaffolding enables struggling students to accomplish 

tasks beyond their independent capability. Importantly, 

average (d = 0.71) and high achievers (d = 0.54) also 

show substantial gains, confirming bidirectional 

benefits as higher-achieving students consolidate 

understanding through teaching and explaining. 

These expected results hold substantial 

implications for Nigerian secondary education. The 

large effect sizes across all student groups suggest 

PALS represents a highly effective approach for 

developing critical and evaluative literacy essential for 

academic success and informed citizenship. The 

particularly strong benefits for lower-achieving 

students indicate PALS could help address achievement 

gaps and promote educational equity. Given Nigeria's 

large class sizes and limited resources, PALS offers a 

practical, scalable solution that maximizes peer 

resources while reducing demands on individual 

teachers, with positive results across genders and 

achievement levels suggesting effective 

implementation with diverse student populations 

throughout Nigeria's varied educational contexts. 

 

Conclusion 

This national study addresses a critical 

challenge facing Nigerian secondary education: 

persistent student deficiencies in critical and evaluative 

reading comprehension despite curricular emphasis on 

literacy development. Through systematic investigation 

of Peer-Assisted Learning Strategies, the research 

examines both theoretical questions about collaborative 

learning and practical concerns about effective 
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pedagogy in resource-constrained environments. 

Grounding in social constructivist theory provides 

robust rationale for expecting structured peer 

collaboration will enhance higher-order comprehension 

requiring analytical thinking, evaluative judgment, and 

metacognitive awareness. The multi-state quasi-

experimental design balances scientific rigor with 

practical feasibility, while the twelve-week intervention 

provides sufficient duration for meaningful skill 

development. Expected findings demonstrating PALS 

effectiveness have potential to influence reading 

instruction practices, teacher preparation, and 

educational policies across Nigeria, contributing to 

limited African-based research on literacy instruction 

with culturally relevant evidence. 

 

Recommendations 

For Policy Makers: Integrate PALS into official 

curriculum frameworks with specific implementation 

guidance. Revise examination formats to emphasize 

higher-order comprehension alongside basic literacy. 

Allocate resources for instructional materials 

supporting collaborative learning. Establish monitoring 

systems assessing implementation quality and 

outcomes when collaborative strategies are introduced 

systemwide. 

For Teacher Educators: Incorporate substantial 

collaborative learning content into pre-service 

programs including theoretical foundations and 

practical implementation skills. Design comprehensive 

in-service professional development extending beyond 

single workshops to include ongoing support through 

coaching and learning communities. Develop 

implementation support resources including video 

demonstrations, troubleshooting guides, assessment 

tools, and case studies from Nigerian contexts. 

For School Administrators: Provide protected 

time and resources for professional learning and 

collaborative planning. Create supportive cultures 

valuing instructional innovation and collaborative 

learning through recognition, peer observation 

opportunities, and communication emphasizing higher-

order skills beyond examination performance. Adjust 

physical arrangements and scheduling to facilitate 

collaborative work. 

For Classroom Teachers: Pursue professional learning 

opportunities related to collaborative learning and 

higher-order comprehension instruction. Implement 

PALS gradually, beginning with limited activities and 

incrementally increasing as competence develops. 

Invest time explicitly teaching collaborative skills 

alongside academic content. Assess both individual 

learning and collaborative processes comprehensively. 

For Researchers: Conduct longitudinal studies 

examining sustained PALS effects over multiple years. 

Investigate mechanisms through which peer 

collaboration influences comprehension via qualitative 

and mixed-methods research examining discourse 

patterns and cognitive processes. Examine moderating 

variables including personality, prior experience, 

language proficiency, and cultural factors. Investigate 

cost-effectiveness and scalability for system-level 

implementation. Extend investigation to other subjects 

and grade levels to establish generalizability. 

This research contributes empirical evidence 

supporting collaborative peer-learning as a viable, 

effective approach for developing critical and 

evaluative comprehension in Nigerian secondary 

education. Beyond simply improving test scores, the 

ultimate goal extends to nurturing literate, critically 

thinking citizens capable of engaging thoughtfully with 

complex information, making reasoned judgments, and 

contributing meaningfully to national development and 

democratic participation. 
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