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Introduction

According to Bim (in Tillayeva, 2020), English is known to be the first most learned language
all over the world since it is considered the most commonly spoken language. It is not
surprising since English has officially become an international language. As reported from the
official website of The Ethnologue, there are 1.5 billion people in the world who speak this
language in 2022 that includes those who speak it as a first language, second language, and
foreign language. As a result, numerous countries place English as a compulsory subject
nearly in all levels of education starting from Asian to Middle East countries.
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As we have seen, reading is an activity that is full of benefits, so it is very important for
human lives. Reading ability is a necessity because the dissemination of information and
messages in this modern world is presented in written form. Therefore, it can only be
understood through reading. Related to language learning, Krashen and Brown (in Qrgez and
Ab Rashid, 2017) had a notion that reading is categorized as themost crucial skill since it can
help students raise their overall language proficiency. Furthermore, Rahim (2011)
emphasized that the benefit of reading is making the reader gain knowledge and insights
which will furtherincrease their intelligence, so they can be better to answer the challenges of
life in the future. She also added that another benefit of reading is that it can make someone
one step ahead of others. In other words, the success of one’s life depends on one reading
activity.

Reading comprehensionisaninteractive activity that connects three things, including the
reader, text and context. The skill of reading comprehensionitself involves the ability to derive
meaning from written text as they have been stated by Silliman and Wilkinson in Herlina
(2016). They pointed out that in general, the meaning of reading comprehension is an ability
to acquire meaning from a written text. Through reading comprehension, readers are
expected to gain understanding from the text that pertains to new vocabulary or information.
In the context of language learning, reading comprehension is how students find information
froma text. Whenever students just read loudly but cannot understand the contentof the text,
it means they fail to achieve the goal of reading comprehension.

Ahmadi et al. (2013) pointed out that reading comprehension plays an important role in
the process of learning a foreign or second language and should be emphasized in different
parts of the process. Additionally, reading, which plays an important role in teaching all
academic skills, has predictive functions regarding student academic performance. To be
good readers, students must be able to comprehend the meaning of atext they read.
Therefore, the purpose of reading comprehension in learning is used to ensure that students
comprehend the idea and meaning of the passage.

In the process of learning a language, there is a big possibility that students will
experience difficulties and challenges. These can be the cause of less-than-optimal student
outcomes in learning. It is a natural thing and can happen to anyone including students who
learn a second or foreign language. The difficulties in learning English are not only found at
the primary, secondary, and tertiary, but they will also continue untilthe higher education
level.

In Indonesia and Egypt, English is used as a foreign language which has been taught from
early childhood education to higher education. English learning in university level is more
complex. Therefore, there is big possibility for the students to have difficulties in learning
English. A study of reading comprehension presented by Davoudi and Yousefi (2015). They
found that in these skills, EFL students face a number of difficulties such as a lack of
vocabulary and background knowledge. Other researchers added that problems in reading
comprehension also deal with grammatical knowledge and poor reading strategies which is
in fact a must to have because it is very important to minimize and solve the difficulties
(Samad et al., 2017).

In reality, this also occurs to students who are in the English education department. Many
of them still fail to read adequately in English. In addition, they cannot understand what they
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read. In many cases, they also readmore slowly, and they do not understand the meaning or
informationcontained in the text that they read (Stranovska et al., 2014). It is not even
infrequently those who are stuck with the difficult words in the text. In addition, they also
feel difficult to find the main idea of the text. Moreover, it is also not a few who argue that
reading, for any purpose, requires a proper understanding of the meaning of each word in the
text. Therefore, it can be concluded that comprehension is an aspect that must exist in every
reading activity because it can boost reading skills, and it is absolutely useful for certain goals.

A few researchers focused on reading comprehension difficulties faced by students in
secondary and high school without analyzing the factorsthat cause the difficulties. There have
been limited studies concerned on the university student and what factors cause the
difficulties are. Therefore, this research intends to investigate those two issues in reading
comprehension; difficulties and its factors. This research aims to reveal the Indonesian and
Egyptian university students’ difficulties in reading comprehension as well as the causative
factors. Due to their different cultural background, participants are expected to have
different perspective. These considerations should explain the reason why this study is
worthy to be done.

Method

This study is in the domain of qualitative method with a narrative inquiry design. The
qualitative approach was chosen because the data are analyzed in words or sentences rather
than numbers. Narrative inquiry is designed to obtain information through someone’s story
about their experience (Benson et al., 2014).

This study involved two EFL students in the fifth semester in different universities as
participants. Those two participants are male and female students. They are currently
studying in the English education department. The male student is studying in one of
universities in Egypt, and the female student is studying in Indonesia, exactly in Central Java.
The different universities were chosen because the researcher wants to know the different
perspectives of the participants. Furthermore, the researcher chose the participants because
they have the characteristics needed in this study. The selected students are the students
who have passed the English reading course. They are the students who have the most
problems in reading comprehension. In addition, they admit that they still find it difficult to
comprehend English text. Semi-structured interviews are used in this study to collect the
data.

Findings and discussion
EFL students’ university difficulties in reading comprehension
Understanding word meaning

The participants’ statement that they do not understand the word in the text demonstrates
the difficulties here. This finding can be seen in the following data based on the result of
students’ interview as follows:

The vocabulary is difficult. When | read university materials in English, | find there are many unfamiliar

vocabularies that | do not understand because they are different with what are used in daily conversation
so | do not understand what the text means (Rose, Semi-structured interview, October 18, 2022).
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Yes. this is what the most often happen with me. Most of the vocabulary in the books that are shared by
my doctors is more formal or using academic vocabulary. Moreover, because one word has more than one
meaning so it's confusing me really (Ahmed, Semi-structured interview, October 17, 2022).

Based on the result of interview, the students feel difficult in understanding word
meaning. As a result, the student has a difficult time grasping the content of the reading text.
This could imply that the student encountered difficulties while reading the text. According
to Nuttall (2008), every word in the text must be understood by the students in order to
comprehend a text. But in this case, both Rose and Ahmed feel difficult in interpreting the
meaning of words appear in their university books. Moreover, the students tend to face the
challenges in understanding the meaning of academic or formal vocabulary as in most
academic books used in university.

The language we use in everyday conversations and the language used in school or
university books have significant differences. Westby (2012) also confirmed that academic
language uses a different vocabulary, more complicated grammatical constructions, and
different text organization style to convey information about complex relationship of each
sentence. Therefore, students mostly do not understand when they read university text.

Understanding long sentence

The result of this issue is that the students struggle to understand long sentences and do not
grasp the text's main idea. The finding about this difficulty can be seen from result of the
students’ interview as follows.

| cannot understand if there are long sentences. And | cannot understand if | read them once only. | need
to read them repeatedly to understand. It's really confusing, | must read from the beginning of the text till
the last sentence (Rose, Semi-structured interview, October 18, 2022).

I need much time in comprehending long sentences because it is complicated, and sometimes one there
are sentences which are too complex. Need deep thinking (Ahmed, Semi-structured interview, October
17, 2022).

This difficulty refers to the student’s difficulty in comprehending the longer passage due
to its complex structure and the abundance of unfamiliar words in the text. Based on the
interview result above, understanding long sentences is the next difficulty that faced by the
students. This can be seen when Ahmed finds long sentences, he spends lot of time to
understand because he claims that they are more complicated. In addition, Rose admits that
if she reads long sentences, she does repeatedly to grasp the meaning. Because there are
numerous words in the sentence that they do not understand, the student had difficulties in
reading long texts or sentences. It was owing to their lack of comprehension of the words and
language that they should be proficient in.

This is in line with Nuttall (2008) who highlighted that understanding word meaning is
one of important aspect in reading comprehension. She added that comprehension must be
difficult when there are words missing. Students are difficult to comprehend the content in
texts and that there are a number of reasons why they struggle with their reading materials,
including a lack of vocabulary. The students’ understanding of sentences will improve as they
extend their vocabulary and boost their vocabulary mastery. Each sentence in the text was
tough for the student to understand as well as how to connect sentences by sentences to
acquire information from the entire text. It is due to the student’s lack of vocabulary
knowledge (Alderson, 2005).
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Determining main idea

The main idea is crucial to reading comprehension because it provides additional details

about the overall message of a paragraph or section of a text. The finding about the difficulty

in determining main idea can be seen from the result of the students’ interview as follows.
For determining main idea, | usually spend lot of time because | am confused. | feel that all information is

important, so I'm confused to decide the main idea of a text (Rose, Semi-structured interview, October 18,
2022).

Yeah, | often feel confused to determine a main idea of a text. Because people said that main idea can be
found in the beginning, middle, or end of the paragraph. So, it's confusing (Ahmed, Semi-structured
interview, October 17, 2022).

The main idea is crucial to reading comprehension because it provides additional details
about the overall message of a paragraph or section of a text. The finding about the difficulty
in determining main idea can be seen from the result of the students’ interview as follows.
Based on the interview result, the students show the same view that they are still confused in
determining main idea of an English text. The Indonesian student, Rose, mostly believes that
every sentence is considered as important information. Therefore, she spends much time
because feels confused to choose the mostimportant one as the main idea. Her confuse leads
her to the reading comprehension difficulties. Moreover, Ahmed as Egyptian students also
has same opinion. He explained to the researcher that he feels confused to find a main idea
because it is not placed in one place only, but in three places instead, like in the beginning,
middle, or end of sentence also paragraph.

The condition above agrees with Nuttall's explanation (2008) which claimed that
author’s message or main idea is usually stated in one sentence within a paragraph or
passage. The beginning, middle, or end of a paragraph or passage are possible to contain the
main idea. She argued that in the upper grades, it becomes more challenging to identify the
main idea because it may be either explicit (a full sentence taken directly from the text) or
implied (summarized by evaluating the details in the text). Most paragraphs have a main idea
that is either expressed in general sentences or hinted at by a number of specific sentences,
and drawing inferences from a text can be challenging for students. The text’s sentences may
contain too much information to identify one main idea or too little to convey a clear
message.

Williams (in Qurniawan, 2020) emphasized the significance of identifying main ideas as
being necessary to successful reading comprehension in terms of making deductions from
text and productive study methods. In this way, it will be challenging for students to read
some books, especially in reading comprehension, if they do not discover the inferring
information that is only implicit in a text included main idea. Ekorini (2020) also added that if
the main idea is implicitly stated, so it becomes a little more difficult when students have to
construct the main idea themselves. This is where students struggle the most when building
their main ideas based on the information they read from the text.

Making inference

According to the information gathered from the interview, there is just one participant who
feels difficult in making inference. The finding of this difficulty can be seen from the result of
the student’s interview as follows:
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| always feel hesitate to draw conclusions from the English texts | have read. I'm not sure if my conclusion
is correct. Because my understanding is only half based on the words | know. Do not fully understand from
the beginning of the sentence to the end. Sometimes there are some parts that may contain important
information, but | do not even know what they mean (Rose, Semi-structured interview, October 18, 2022).

Making inference is one of the reading considerations that must be taken into account in
order to achieve good comprehension. According to the information gathered from the
interview, there is just one participant who feels difficult in making inference. Rose, the
Indonesian student faces the difficulty in making inference because she does not completely
comprehend the text due to the lack of vocabulary. And once again, the issue of vocabulary
has led to the difficulty in reading comprehension. Rose admits that she is always not sure in
making inference because of a reason related to unknown words that make her skip to other
parts.

As stated by Nuttall (2008), reading is perceived as being simpler when students are able
to draw conclusions, regardless of how long the text is. The students must read between the
linesin order to draw an inference. They must interpret the text’s implicit meaning by looking
for its underlying significance. The more the students can understand the text, the more
inferences they can draw. Therefore, the more successful the reading process will be, the
more fluent readers they are. However, because university texts tend to be academic or non-
fiction, it can be difficult to understand them. Additionally, issues about the text's implicit
messages as well as its explicit ones are asked.

The factors that cause the difficulties in English reading comprehension
Lack of language knowledge

The finding about the lack of language knowledge can be seen from the result of students’
interview as follows.
| mostly look for the word meaning one by one in an online dictionary or google translate. But | feel tired

to open and close the dictionary. As an alternative, | usually will ask my friends, but sometimes they also
do not understand instead (Rose, Semi-structured interview, October 18, 2022).

My vocabulary is limit to some words only. | do not memorize many words. Not all words | can understand
the exact meaning (Ahmed, Semi-structured interview, October 17, 2022).

I mostly guess the meaning of words if | couldn’t guess them, | use dictionary. If | do not have dictionary or
It's not available to open dictionary, of course | ask the lecturer but | can only ask them while lecture only
another that | guess and use dictionary and | prefer that because | feel okay when | do that by myself
(Ahmed, Semi-structured interview, October 17, 2022).

The next interview result shows that grammar has also influenced the students’
comprehension. In this study, the influence of grammar in English reading comprehension
can be seen from the result of interview as follows.

Oh, | am affected by grammar too because grammar can change the meaning of sentences and ideas in

the text. And it’s as you know, there are big differences in grammar in my language and English (Ahmed,
Semi-structured interview, October 17, 2022).

The grammar is also difficult, when there are words that | do not understand, | translate them one by one.
Then | organized them as the original sentences. But | feel the meaning sounds strange and ambiguous.
So, | become not understand anymore (Rose, Semi-structured interview, October 18, 2022).
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Language knowledge, including vocabulary, phrase, clause, grammar, and so on, is the
first key in reading. Reading comprehension relies heavily on vocabulary. Because the
development of vocabulary has a significant impact on one’s ability to understand text,
vocabulary instruction is a crucial component of reading comprehension. Students in
Indonesia and Egypt are learning English as a second language. Interpreting the meaning or
the idea from written language is definitely not an easy task for students. Because reading
requires students to comprehend the meaning of words, sentences, and contents, the most
crucial skill is comprehending the author’s ideas.

Based on the interview result, it can be seen that students do not have good vocabulary
mastery in English, so this causes them to have difficulty in understanding the meaning of
words and what information is conveyed in the reading text. This is in line with Alderson
(2005) who has stated that readers' problem in reading comprehension is mostly caused by
the lack of vocabulary. It has long been known that vocabulary plays a key role in how well
readers comprehend what they are reading. Understanding word meanings and having
efficient access to knowledge is seen as being a crucial component of reading
comprehension. According to Hsueh-chao et al. (2000), knowledge of vocabulary and reading
knowledge is closely related. As illustration, in the reading comprehension section process, if
students want to understand the idea of a text, they must first understand vocabulary
meaning. For this reason, vocabulary plays an important role in reading embrace. However,
to learn vocabulary is not easy, especially for English foreigners because English vocabulary
is very rich and diverse. Therefore, it takes a long time for students to acquire a large amount
of vocabulary knowledge.

The students frequently open the dictionary to look up words that they do not know the
meaning of. The students are forced to rely on dictionary or skip over many crucial words due
to vocabulary difficulty and an excessive vocabulary load. In addition, they also frequently ask
that their friends and lecturers to clarify words for them. As highlighted by Alderson (2000),
a reader will have trouble understanding a text if they do not know many of the words in it,
which will impair effective and efficient text processing.

Other data show that grammar has also influenced the students’ comprehension. Based
on the interview result, grammar also has significant role in reading comprehension. This is
showed by the students’ misunderstanding about grammar that has caused them in
misunderstanding the words meaning too because grammar can change a meaning.
According to Alderson (2005), reading a text is an interactive process of the reader’s grammar
proficiency. The lack of grammar knowledge might cause the reader to misunderstand what
has been said or written. Additionally, grammar significantly contributes to students' reading
comprehension. Concerning the above reasoning, it makes sense because reading
comprehension naturally requires a particular skill set to master due to a number of important
considerations, including grammar, vocabulary, reading interest, etc.

Based on the findings, we can conclude that high level of vocabulary and grammar
knowledge are necessary for comprehension. This condition is in line with Alderson (2000)
who pointed out that student’s comprehension will fall far short of expectations if they do not
have strong vocabulary and grammar skills. The word order and word from in a sentence are
determined by grammar. The grammar rules that apply to sentences in a text have an impact
on its meaning. Following grammatical principles when structuring sentences helps the
reader understand what the author intended. Therefore, it is reasonable to believe that
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vocabulary and grammar proficiency are positively correlated with reading comprehension.
In other words, one’s reading comprehension will be higher the more proficient they are with
vocabulary and grammar.

Lack of motivation

In this study, the students’ motivation can be seen from the interview result as follows.

Basically, | do not really like reading. | only have reading when | am in class if I'm asked to read, or when |
have assignments. No reading activity after that. It's rare and almost never to read at home, except if | have
homework) (Rose, Semi-structured interview, October 15, 2022).

Not that much interested. For me, English reading is tiring you know. And I'm also working. So, | do not
have much time to read (Ahmed, Semi-structured interview, October 15, 2022).

Other data that indicate students’ low motivation in reading showed that they are easily
feel bored during reading. The largest number of definitions view boredom as a negative
emotion that has a negative impact on a person’s drive and achievement. In this study, the
boredom of the students can be seen from the result of interview as follows.

| am one that can be bored quickly, especially in reading. Reading forces me to sit down and look at every
single word carefully. It's not fun. | prefer to listen than read. It is clearer. Because If | read, | mostly do not
understand the meaning (Rose, Semi-structured interview, October 18, 2022).

In my view, English reading is boring activity. Like | read something which | do not know the meaning and
sometimes just the texts were so boring. Just only some minutes | start to read, | become bored and | feel
want to finish the text quickly because | do not understand. | also feel bored if the topic of the text is not
interesting (Ahmed, Semi-structured interview, October 17, 2022).

According to Alderson (2005), motivation also includes interest. Students who are
interested in reading do so because they enjoy it. Based on the interview result, the two
participants showed their low motivation in reading. This is proven by the students’ low
interest and the low frequency of English reading. Rose only has reading activity during in the
class. At home, she is rare also almost never to read English text except when she has
homework. In same case, Ahmed doesn’t have much interest in English reading. In addition,
he is also working besides studying, so that he feels lack of time to spend in reading. These
conditions cause them to be unfamiliar with English words. As a result, the students'’
vocabulary does not improve.

Interest in reading is showed with a strong desire to do reading activities. Students who
have high interest in reading will always fills free time by reading. Strong interest in reading
can affects the reading skills itself (Darmono in Elfisa & Yunaldi, 2012). Students’ interest in
reading arises from the curiosity of students to understand or obtain information from their
environment. Although the text and content are interesting, but if the reader is not
interested, then the reading activity is cannot be done well (Alderson, 2005).

Moreover, less reading motivation has a significant impact on students’ reading habits
since good reading habits can assist students overcome reading comprehension challenges.
The claim made above that reading habit is a necessity for building a literate society in the
modern world is supported by Palani (2012). Individuals’ personalities are shaped by it, and
it aids in the development of solid thought.

Based on the interview result, the students are bored to read English books because they
discovered unknown words, so they do not get information from the text. In addition, the
topic of text also can influence the students’ interest in reading. This claim is actually
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supported by Alderson (2005), who notes that the students’ limited vocabulary prevents
them from understanding the English material. As a result, they find reading boring and
struggle to understand the text's content.

Lack of concentration

The results of interviews that have been carried out showed that the students’ reading
comprehension is affected by their low concentration. It can be seen from the data as follows.
| cannot have full concentration. How | can concentrate well. | even lost my concentration easily when | see

words that | do not understand the meaning. | will stuck in those words and | feel lazy to continue the
reading (Rose, Semi-structured interview, October 18, 2022).

It is hard for me to focus on reading in foreign language like English which it is totally different from my
language. English and Arabic are totally different started from what is seen, | mean the alphabets,
structures, and vocabularies. So, | need extra focus, but it's hard (Ahmed, Semi-structured interview,
October 17, 2022).

Concentration is something really needed during reading, so that the important points
contained in the reading can be more easily understood. Thus, without concentration,
students will not be able to get maximum results from the reading process. Based on the
data, the students’ comprehension is affected by the lack of concentration. Both Rose and
Ahmed cannot focus on the text well. Rose’s problem in understanding unknown words and
Ahmed’s language differences with English make their concentration is disturbed during
reading. This condition is supported by Hung and Ngan, (2015) who noted that most students
are unable or unwilling to concentrate when reading. According to Hsu et al. (2012),
concentration examines how attentively students pay to learning materials and contents
during the reading activity. In this case, a study conducted by Halil et al. (2015) highlighted
similar evidence suggesting the higher the concentration of students in reading, the more
effective the reading process will be. Likewise, if the concentration is low, the comprehension
will also be low.

The length of the text

The length of a text is another element that may influence its level of difficulty. This finding
can be seen from the result of students’ interview as follows.

For me yes absolutely. Short text seems easy to comprehend as long as the vocabulary is easy too. But for
long text, when the first time | see, | feel not have desire to read (Ahmed, Semi-structured interview,
October 17, 2022).

To be honest, | am lazy when | see a long text. Before reading, | am used to check whether the text is long
or short. If | find the text is long, | will not read it. Or sometimes | read some sentences only in the first
paragraph because | do not like long text because | do not understand the vocabulary meaning. I'm sure |
will spend lot of time to get comprehension of the full long sentences (Rose, Semi-structured interview,
October 18, 2022).

| dislike it because it is more complicated and difficult to get the main idea about it especially if there are
many strange words that | do not know, surely, | will feel bored to read them (Ahmed, Semi-structured
interview, October 17, 2022).

The researcher assumed that each participant has the same experience based on their
replies to the questions posed. Rose, before she reads a text, she usually checks the length of
it first. If she founds the text is short, she might read it and vice versa. Meanwhile, Ahmed
dislikes long text because he believes that it will be more complicated to comprehend. Thus,
it can be sum up that the students prefer to read short text than long text. It is a common
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misunderstanding that a passage will be harder, the longer it is. In this study, the students
tend to avoid and dislike a long text. The low vocabulary mastery obviously has influenced to
this issue as what has been explained by Alderson (2005) that language knowledge including
vocabulary is the main key in reading comprehension. The result of this issue is that the
students struggle to understand long text and do not grasp the text’s main idea. This could
mean that the student is difficulty in reading the text. It takes them a long time to read and
comprehend each sentence.

Regarding this, Chastain (in Mehrpour & Riazi, 2004) argues that language teachers
typically favor short reading passages. This tendency may give rise from a desire to avoid
overburdening the students, but it is more likely a result of the assumption that reading is a
difficult process of understanding a complicated and occasionally foreign linguistic code, for
which the students were expected to be familiarized in all grammar and vocabulary. In fact,
the students are still struggling with grammar and vocabulary. As a result, students read
much too slowly and pay too much attention to language rather than meaning. Snow (in
Satriani, 2018) also claimed that reading longer texts was especially challenging since the
slowness and difficulty of word recognition interfered with the creation of meaning. Because
comprehension involves reading a longer text, understanding its meaning is necessary.

Conclusion

Based on the findings, the researcher concludes that there are some difficulties faced by
students in English readingcomprehension. First, the Indonesian and Egyptian students are
difficulty understanding the word’s meaning. Second, students feel difficulty in
understanding long sentences. Third, students feel difficulty in determining the main idea.
Fourth, students feel difficulty in making an inference.

All the difficulties faced by students are caused by several factors. The first factor is the
students’ lack of language knowledge. The second factors the students’ lack of motivation
to reading. Based on the interview, the researcher found that the students have a low
interest in reading. The third factor is the students' lack of concentration. In this study, the
students still feel difficult to focus on their reading because they get stuck in unknown
words. The fourth factor is the length of the text. As the students get difficulty
understanding long sentences, then the length of the text must be a cause.
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