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ABSTRACT

Pradana, M. L. K. 2026. Exploring Students’ Reading Difficulties in Descriptive Text at
SMA YWKA Palembang. Thesis, English Education Study Program, Sarjana Degree
(S1), Faculty of Teacher Training and Education, Universitas Muhammadiyah

Palembang. Advisor (I) Dr. Kurnia Saputri, M.Pd., (II) Dr. Dita Adawiyah, M.Pd.

Keywords: reading difficulties, reading comprehension, descriptive text, qualitative

case study design

This study aimed to examine the difficulties experienced by students in
comprehending descriptive texts and to identify the factors associated with those
difficulties at SMA YWKA Palembang. Employing a qualitative case study design, the
study involved three eleventh-grade students who were selected through purposive
sampling. The data were collected through semi-structured interviews conducted
via WhatsApp Voice Notes and were analyzed using the thematic analysis
framework proposed by Braun and Clarke (2006). The findings revealed that the
participants experienced a range of difficulties in comprehending descriptive texts,
including challenges related to unfamiliar vocabulary, lengthy or complex sentence
structures, the identification of main ideas and specific information, the
organization and connection of information, and the construction of an overall
understanding of the texts. In addition, several factors were found to contribute to
these difficulties, including limited vocabulary knowledge, linguistic and syntactic
complexity, insufficient reading practice and reading habits, interest and
motivation, background knowledge and topic familiarity, concentration and
attention, and instructional support. Overall, the findings demonstrate that
students’ difficulties in comprehending descriptive texts are multidimensional and

result from the interplay of both linguistic and non-linguistic factors.
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CHAPTERI
INTRODUCTION

This chapter presents, background of the study, formulation of the

problems, objective of the study, significance of the study,

A. Background of the Study

Reading is one of the most essential skills in English language learning,
particularly for English as a Foreign Language (EFL) students in Indonesia. Beyond
functioning as a means of obtaining information, reading also contributes
significantly to the development of other language skills, including writing, speaking,
and listening. In secondary education, reading competence plays a crucial role in
enabling students to understand various text genres included in the curriculum.
Among these genres, descriptive text is considered important because it helps
students develop their ability to comprehend detailed information, vocabulary, and
sentence structures used to describe particular people, places, objects, or
phenomena (Fitri et, al 2023).

Reading comprehension is a fundamental component of successful reading.
According to Duke et. al (2021), reading comprehension is “the simultaneous
process of extracting and constructing meaning through interaction and
involvement with written language” (p. 663). This definition suggests that reading is
not limited to recognizing written symbols; rather, it requires readers to actively
construct meaning through engagement with the text. Similarly, Smith et. al (2021)
argue that comprehension involves integrating textual information with prior
knowledge in order to create meaningful understanding. Therefore, effective
reading comprehension requires not only linguistic competence but also the ability

to connect new information with existing knowledge and experiences.



The complexity of reading comprehension is further explained by Kendeou,
et.al (2020), who state that comprehension depends on several interconnected
cognitive processes, including vocabulary knowledge, inferencing ability,
background knowledge, and metacognitive strategies. Supporting this view, Schema
Theory proposed by Anderson (2018) emphasizes that readers’ background
knowledge strongly influences their understanding of a text. Students with
insufficient prior knowledge often experience difficulties in relating new
information to what they already know. Likewise, the Interactive Model of Reading
developed by Rumelhart (2017) highlights that reading comprehension results from
the interaction between bottom up processes, such as word recognition, and
topdown processes, such as activating prior knowledge. Weaknesses in either
process may hinder successful comprehension.

Despite the importance of reading comprehension, many Indonesian EFL
learners continue to encounter difficulties in understanding descriptive texts.
Previous studies have identified several common challenges, including limited
vocabulary, inadequate grammatical knowledge, difficulty identifying main ideas,
and problems connecting information across sentences (Susanti S Marlina, 2019).
Research conducted by Pratiwi et.al (2024) revealed that students in South Sumatra
frequently struggle with unfamiliar vocabulary and complex sentence structures
when reading descriptive texts. Similarly, Holandyah et al. (2024) found that
students’ reading difficulties are influenced not only by linguistic factors but also by
cognitive and affective aspects.

Several scholars have also highlighted the factors contributing to reading
difficulties. Grabe and Stoller (2020) argue that reading challenges arise from the
interaction among linguistic knowledge, cognitive processing, and strategic reading
abilities. In addition Dardjito et. al (2023) reported that Indonesian learners,
including those outside English related majors, frequently encounter difficulties
when reading academic texts. These findings suggest that reading problems are not
solely associated with educational level but are also influenced by students’ learning

strategies and perceptions of reading tasks.



Students’ perceptions play an important role in shaping their learning
experiences and engagement in reading activities. Li & Xue(2023) emphasize that
learners’ perceptions significantly affect their participation, motivation, and
achievement in classroom learning. Positive perceptions can encourage students to
engage actively with reading tasks, whereas negative perceptions may reduce
motivation and hinder learning progress.

In the context of SMA YWKA Palembang, reading comprehension difficulties
are still evident among students, particularly when dealing with descriptive texts.
Based on preliminary observations and teachers’ reports, many students struggle to
understand vocabulary, interpret lengthy sentence structures, and identify
important information within texts. Furthermore, low motivation, ineffective
reading strategies, and negative attitudes toward English reading activities appear
to exacerbate these difficulties (Palupi & Sari, 2021). These conditions indicate the
need to investigate how students perceive the challenges they encounter during
reading comprehension activities.

Against this background, the present study seeks to explore students’
perceptions of the challenges they encounter in comprehending descriptive texts at
SMA YWKA Palembang. Specifically, the study aims to identify the linguistic,
cognitive, and affective factors that contribute to students’ reading comprehension
difficulties. The findings of this study are expected to contribute to the existing
literature on reading comprehension in EFL contexts and provide valuable insights
for teachers in designing more effective instructional strategies to improve students’

reading comprehension skills.



B. Formulation of problem

Based on the research background, the researcher formulate the
research problem as follows:

1. What difficulties do students face in reading descriptive texts?

2. What factors that influence students’ difficulties in understanding descriptive

texts?

C. Objective of the Study

1. To investigate the various difficulties faced by students when reading
descriptive texts.
2. To identify and analyze the factors affecting students’ difficulties of descriptive

texts.

D. Significance of the Study

The results of this research are expected to be useful both theoretically and
practically for the following parties, as follows:

1. The Researcher

It is very useful for researcher to understand to understand why students at SMA

YWKA Palembang have difficulties reading Descriptive text.
2. Readers

The results of this study have important implications for readers, , because readers
will learn about the researcher desire to understand what causes students have
difficulty descriptive texts.

3. Other Researchers

This may serve as a reference to extend their research. The findings are expected to
be useful for other researchers in completing further literature reviews and in

supporting studies with the same title as this research.



REFERENCES

Ali, A. M., & Razali, A. B. (2019). A review of studies on cognitive and metacognitive
reading strategies in teaching reading comprehension for ESL/EFL learners.
English Language Teaching, 12(6), 94-111.

Algahtani, M. (2015). The importance of vocabulary in language learning and how to
be taught. International Journal of Teaching and Education, 3(3), 21-34.

Anderson, R. C. (2018). Role of the reader’s schema in comprehension, learning, and
memory. In D. E. Alvermann, N. J. Unrau, M. Sailors, & R. B. Ruddell (Eds.),
Theoretical models and processes of literacy (7th ed. pp. 136-145).
Routledge.

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative
Research in Psychology, 3(2), 77-101.

Catts, H. W. (2018). The simple view of reading: Advancements and false impressions.

Remedial and Special Education, 39(5), 317-323.

Creswell, J. W.,, & Poth, C. N. (2018). Qualitative inquiry and research design:
Choosing among five approaches (4th ed.). SAGE Publications.

Dardjito, H., Rolls, N., Setiawan, A., & Sumekto, D. R. (2023). Challenges in reading
English academic texts for non-English major students of an Indonesian
university. Studies in English Language and Education, 10(3), 1290-1308.

Duke, N. K, Ward, A. E., & Pearson, P. D. (2021). The science of reading
comprehension instruction. The Reading Teacher, 74(6), 663-672.

Dzukhriyah, S., & Rini, S. (2023). Genre-based approach effectiveness in writing
descriptive text. LITE: Jurnal Bahasa, Sastra, dan Budaya, 19(2), 120-126.

Elleman, A. M., & Oslund, E. L. (2023). Reading comprehension research: Implications
for practice and policy. Policy Insights from the Behavioral and Brain Sciences,
6(1), 3-11.

Fauziah, V., Suparmi, & Dania, R. (2021). An analysis of students’ difficulties in
reading comprehension of descriptive text. Lesson Journal: Language, Applied
Linguistics, and Education Journal, 3(2), 43-48.

Fitri, W,, Eliza, E., Irwandj, 1., & Safitri, L. (2022). An analysis students’ difficulties in
reading comprehension of descriptive text. Journal of English Language and

Education, 7(2), 52-67.

57



Grabe, W., & Stoller, F. L. (2020). Teaching and researching reading (3rd ed.).
Routledge.

Halim, I. A., Hartati, A., & Lestari, Z. W. (2019). The use of portfolio assessment of
writing skill in descriptive text. JALL (Journal of Applied Linguistics and
Literacy), 3(2), 75-85.

Holandyah, M., Marzulina, L., Erlina, D., Herizal, H., Putri, H. Z., & Alfaridzi, H. (2024).
Insights into EFL students’ reading obstacles: A qualitative case study.

Edukasi: Jurnal Pendidikan dan Pengajaran, 11(1), 72-83.

Kallio, H., Pietila, A.-M., Johnson, M. & Kangasniemi, M. (2016). Systematic
methodological review: Developing a framework for a qualitative semi-
structured interview guide. Journal of Advanced Nursing, 72(12), 2954-
2965.

Kendeou, P., McMaster, K. L., & Christ, T. J. (2016). Reading comprehension: Core
components and processes. Policy Insights from the Behavioral and Brain

Sciences, 3(1), 62-69.

Li, ], & Xue, E. (2023). Dynamic interaction between student learning behaviour
and learning environment: Meta-analysis of student engagement and its

influencing factors. Behavioral Sciences, 13(1), 59.
Lincoln, Y. S., & Guba, E. G. (1985). Naturalistic inquiry. SAGE Publications.

Nation, [. S. P. (2022). Learning vocabulary in another language (3rd ed.). Cambridge

University Press.

Noprianto, E. (2017). Student’s descriptive text writing in SFL perspectives.
[JELTAL (Indonesian Journal of English Language Teaching and Applied
Linguistics), 2(1), 65-81.

Oakhill, J., & Cain, K. (2016). Supporting reading comprehension development:
From research to practice. Perspectives on Language and Literacy, 42(2), 32-

39.

Potradinata, S. L. A. (2018). An analysis of student’s descriptive text writing in
systemic functional linguistic (SFL) perspectives. International Journal of

Languages, Literature and Linguistics, 4(2), 121-135.
58



Pratiwi, S., Maharani, & Meidipa, L. F. (2024). Challenges in understanding
descriptive texts among eighth-grade students at MTs Swasta Darul
Akhiroh, Bonan Dolok. ETANIC Journal of English Language Teaching and
Applied Linguistics, 2(1).

Rame, M,, Bera, L. K,, & Padahana, Z. 0. (2025). The analysis of difficulties in reading
descriptive text encountered by seventh-grade students of SMP Negeri 7
Kupang in the academic year 2023/2024. SPARKLE Journal of Language,
Education and Culture, 6(1), 63-69.

Smith, R, Snow, P, Serry, T., & Hammond, L. (2021). The role of background
knowledge in reading comprehension: A critical review. Reading Psychology,

42(3), 214-240.

Yin, R. K. (2018). Case study research and applications: Design and methods (6th ed.).
SAGE Publications.

Yusnita, & Isna, N. (2025). Student’s difficulties in reading descriptive text at SMP 1
Blangpidie. ELTIN Journal: Journal of English Language Teaching in
Indonesia, 13(1), 13-22.

59



