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Abstract:

Reading deficiency in reading English texts or materials among ESL
undergraduate students has been one of the most significant problems in
Malaysia. Educators in Malaysia are currently facing the problem as it
reflects on their students’ academic performance. This study aims to
investigate Malaysian ESL undergraduate students’ reading difficulties in
reading English texts. 25 Malaysian students who are taking advanced
English courses in a university, were selected to participate in this study. A
quantitative method was employed for this study. The questionnaires were
designed to fit the purpose of this study. Data analysis was done using SPSS
to analyse the data collected. The result shows that students are weak in
grasping the main idea when they are reading, having poor vocabulary, lack
of reading habit and interest in reading English texts, and are pressured with
the lack of time when reading. It can be concluded that reading deficiency
affects their academic performance and their English proficiency. In
overcoming their difficulties, students must equip themselves with some
reading strategies to help them to comprehend the English texts that they are
reading.
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Introduction

Reading is an essential language ability that should never be overlooked. It is one of the most
important ways to receive knowledge, particularly for educational purposes. Reading is one
of the most widely used language competency skills all around the world. Furthermore,
students' academic performance suffers because of their inability to read. They also confront
a variety of issues outside of the classroom as a result of their reading difficulties (Mundhe,
2015).

Learners who do not comprehend the material will not be able to appreciate it. In addition, a
lack of linguistic expertise may result in a loss of understanding. This implies a substantial
link between reading comprehension and word knowledge. As a result, in order to interpret
literature, ESL learners must have a significant vocabulary. ESL learners who have
developed a dislike for the foreign language find it difficult to understand reading materials
written in the language. Prior knowledge (schemata) can also help learners understand and
construct meaning from reading content (Nozen et al., 2017; Vacca, 2002). ESL learners who
are unable to connect their prior knowledge and predict the text's likely meaning may
struggle to comprehend the material in this regard. It's possible that this is due to a lack of
knowledge of English etymology. One of the most evident challenges teachers face today,
according to Nezami (2012), is a lack of reading comprehension among students in higher
education institutions. As a result of this impairment, their academic performance may suffer.

This study intends to investigate reading difficulties among ESL learners, particularly
undergraduate Malaysian students in higher education, based on the situation mentioned. The
study is expected to produce reliable results that will aid in the understanding of the problem
and the development of viable solutions.

Literature Review

Many studies looked into the reading problems of students. Chawwang (2008) investigated
EFL learners' English reading difficulties. The majority of students struggled to understand
English literature, according to the data. A lack of word knowledge was noted as one of the
primary difficulties (Gunning, 2002). Complicated reading materials, such as textbooks,
necessitate a large vocabulary, especially those incorporating technical terms (Carlisle, 2000;
Qian, 2002). This is due to the fact that youngsters with a restricted vocabulary have
difficulty understanding technical concepts such as superordinate, synonyms, antonyms, and
words with many connotations (Nuttall, 2000; Carlisle, 2000; VileniusTuohimaa, Aunola, &
Nurmi, 2008).

Exposure to the text structure and attentiveness are two other characteristics that influence
reading comprehension abilities (Perfetti, Landi, & Oakhill, 2004; Meniado, 2016).
According to Davoudi and Yousefi, environmental, educational, and biological factors all
have a role in many children' reading difficulties (2015). According to the author, pupils who
struggle with reading have comprehension issues for a variety of reasons, and some of these
issues may be linked to imprecise or inadequate word identification and decoding skills. The
children' reading comprehension is influenced by their surroundings. In a tumultuous setting,
they may struggle to comprehend reading information. Those who read in a peaceful and
regulated environment, on the other hand, may be more effective readers. Students that are
stressed have a difficult time concentrating on their academics. However, when students are
in a safe atmosphere, their reading skills become more efficient. It has been proved that in a
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noisy atmosphere, such as one with a lot of televisions or radios, students lose focus on
reading and understanding (Dennis, 2008).

Working memory has an impact on reading skills. This suggests that human memory plays an
important role in text comprehension. It assists kids to better absorb literature (Kintsch &
Kintsch, 2005; Chrysochoou, Bablekou, & Tsigilis, 2011; Nouwens, Groen, & Verhoeven,
2017). Anxiety, according to Vazalwar (2011), has a deleterious impact on reading
comprehension. In the study, anxiety was revealed to be negatively related to students'
reading abilities. This means that a moderate level of anxiety has a positive effect on reading
ability. In reality, anxiety is a fear-based feeling that impairs one's ability to read. Other
research (Wu, 2011; Jafarigohar & Behrooznia, 2012) has discovered a link between anxiety
and reading ability. According to Grills-Taquechel et al. (2012), stressful thoughts such as
panic and behaviours such as shaking hands might cause learners' academic performance to
decline. When reading English literature, homework, classwork, and exam situations all lead
to anxiety. Students are compelled to read for reasons other than pleasure in these conditions.
Certain kids thrive in these situations, while others are overwhelmed by the reading strain. As
a result, students who struggle with reading are more likely to suffer anxiety (Dennis, 2008).

According to Kim & Anderson (2011), reading is widely recognised as a means of gaining
new knowledge and information. It is not only to acquire information, but also to develop
maturity and a broader understanding of current concerns. A good reading habit is essential
for the growth of personalities and mental abilities. This habit is essential for a person's
intellectual development and plays a critical part in achieving language proficiency (Grabe &
Stoller, 1997). Furthermore, an individual's desire to read is determined by the volume and
intensity with which he or she pursues the reading activity (Cleary, 1972). Cunningham &
Stanovich (2001) mentioned reading books on a regular basis and developing a strong
reading habit allows the reader to analyse other people's ideas, allowing them to think more
critically. Reading supplies readers with a wealth of information, comprehension, and a
feeling of values, allowing them to progressively build the greatest of all virtues: the ability to
understand the beliefs of others (Cook, Halleran, & O'Brien, 1998).

Individuals' feelings for reading are characterised as their attitudes toward reading. It leads to
students adopting or avoiding a reading scenario (Alexander & Filler, 1976). Feelings and
their willingness to read are linked to their attitude and interest in reading. McKenna, Kear,
and Ellsworth (1996) define reading attitude as a set of feelings about reading that causes a
learner to approach or avoid a reading scenario.

Methodology

This study uses a quantitative approach, with data collected from 25 Malaysian ESL students
at a public institution using test methodologies. The difficulties faced by Malaysian ESL
learners are investigated using test data as numerical data in this study. A test of 15 questions
was created to assess reading difficulties in general. The questions were changed to be more
in line with the study's research goal. The overall goal of this research is to look into the
reading challenges of ESL students at a public university.
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Twenty-five Malaysian ESL students from a public institution were chosen to reply to the
questions. The pupils were chosen because they were enrolled in a reading proficiency
course. The participants in this study were chosen using probability sampling, which employs
basic random sampling. The ESL students are chosen at random by the researcher, and the
test is given to any student within reach. Each member of the population under investigation
has an equal chance of being chosen in simple random sampling, and the likelihood of being
chosen is unaffected by the selection of other members of the population. Malaysian ESL
undergraduate students from various faculties at a public university make up the population
in the quantitative phase of this study.

The quantitative data was compiled, tabulated, and analysed using SPSS. To acquire
information on students' obstacles in reading English literature, the frequencies and means of
all elements were calculated.

Result and Discussion

The purpose of this study is to look into the challenges that Malaysian ESL students have in
comprehending English texts or materials. There are various factors to consider while
determining the causes of ESL students' reading difficulty. Comprehension, vocabulary,
methods, interest, and pressure are some of these factors. The results linked to the problems
faced by Malaysian ESL learners in their reading difficulties, notably at public universities in
Malaysia, are presented in the following figures.

Table 1: Reading Comprehension Faced By ESL Learners

RD Difficulty Response
Yes No Sometimes
f % f % f %
1 understanding 1 4 5 20 19 76
large words
2 grasping the 2 8 8 32 15 60
main idea of
text
3 identifying the 1 4 10 40 14 56
main points
4 comprehending 1 4 13 52 11 44
texts in
English

Table 1 shows that 76 percent of respondents have troubled understanding large words on
sometimes. Only 4% of respondents admitted to having problems understanding large words,
whereas 20% of respondents said they had no difficulty understanding large words.
Furthermore, 60% of respondents had difficulty grasping the main point of the text at times.
32 percent of respondents say they have no trouble absorbing the main idea of a text, while
8% say they have difficulty doing so while reading English literature. When reading English
literature, 56 percent of respondents had trouble identifying the major points at times,
whereas 40 percent have no trouble identifying the main ideas. Only 4% of respondents feel
that identifying the major ideas is a difficult task. When reading, a large percentage of the
respondents (52%) appear to have no trouble understanding English texts. 44% of
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respondents said they only had the problem on occasion, while 4% said they had it all the
time when reading English materials.

Table 2: Vocabulary Problems Faced By ESL Learners

RD Difficulty Response
Yes No Sometimes
f % f % f %
1 forget some 5 20 2 8 18 72
vocabulary
learnt
2 have poor 8 32 4 16 13 52
vocabulary

Table 2 indicates that 72 percent of the respondents had forgotten some of the vocabulary
they had learned at some point. 20% of respondents recognise that they have forgotten some
vocabulary and 8% don't lose the learned vocabulary. In total, 32% of students reported that
they had a limited vocabulary that caused them to poorly read the English text. As indicated
by Carlisle (2000) and Qian (2002), reading resources like textbooks demand a strong
vocabulary. ESL students have to comprehend many technical jargons or terminology
because they may have limited vocabulary in order to understand the content they read
(Nuttall, 2000; Carlisle, 2000; VileniusTuohimaa, Aunola, & Nurmi, 2008). Learning to read
well necessitates the development of strong vocabulary skills (Taylor et al., 2009).

Table 3: Reading Strategies Used By ESL Learners

RD Difficulty Response
Yes No Sometimes
f % f % f %
1 use title or 11 44 3 12 11 44
pictures as
part of story
orientation
2 use prior 12 48 2 8 11 44
knowlegde in
reading new
texts
3 elaborate, 13 52 6 24 6 24

infer, predict
or summarize
while reading

4 read slowly to 7 28 5 20 13 52
understand a
text

5 reread to 21 84 0 0 4 16
make sense
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The consciousness or knowledge of ESL learners employing reading methods to grasp
English texts reading is depicted in Table 3. While reading, the majority of students reread to
grasp the texts (84 percent), followed by predicting, summarising, elaborating, and inferring
(52 percent ). In order to comprehend the English content they are reading, ESL students
need certain basic tactics. As a conclusion, conscious readers can recognise which methods
are acceptable or improper for various reading settings, and they can watch their reading,
which helps them improve their comprehension of what they read (Paris, Lipson, & Wixson,
1983).

Table 4 Reading Interest By ESL Learners

RD Difficulty Response
Yes No Sometimes
f % f % f %
1 lack of 23 92 1 4 1 4
reading habit
can cause
reading
difficulties
2 lack of 23 92 2 8 0 0

interest in
reading can
cause reading
difficulties

Table 4 shows how vital it is for ESL students to enjoy reading in order to enhance their
English reading skills. Reading difficulties might be caused by a lack of reading habit and
interest, according to the majority of students (92 percent). 4% and 8%, on the other hand, do
not believe that your reading ability is affected by your interest. Reading materials written in
English 1s tough and causes learners to lose interest in reading (Annamalai & Balakrishnan,
2013). Aside from that, students believe that reading is tedious and unmotivating.

Table 5 Reading pressure by ESL learners

RD Difficulty Response
Yes No Sometimes
f % f % f %
1 reading large 5 20 14 56 6 24
piece of text
2 lack of time 16 64 2 8 7 28

Table 5 depicts the strain that ESL students face when reading English language literature.
Insufficient time spent reading English texts is the biggest contributing to their reading
difficulty, according to 64% of respondents. This demonstrates that students may experience
reading anxiety because of the pressure to read English materials, particularly while facing
exams or assignments (Dennis, 2008). Only 8% of respondents said they do not believe their
reading issues are caused by a lack of time. The majority of ESL students (56 percent) do not
believe that reading big amounts of text has an impact on their ability to read. With 24
percent and 28 percent feeling pressured to read big amounts of text and a lack of time, their
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reading ability was hampered. According to Vazalwar (2011), students' reading
comprehension is negatively associated with their levels of anxiety.

The objective of this study is to identify reading difficulties faced by ESL learners. It was
found that the major difficulty by Malaysian ESL learners examined in this study are
grasping the main idea when they are reading, having poor vocabulary, lack of reading habit
and interest in reading English texts and pressure with the lack of time when reading.

Conclusion

The reading problems items used in this study were meant to investigate the difficulties that
ESL students faced when reading English texts. It is obvious that ESL students have a range
of reading difficulties when reading English literature. The quantitative component of this
study shows that grasping the main idea when they are reading, having poor vocabulary, lack
of reading habit and interest in reading English texts and pressure with the lack of time when
reading are the key challenges experienced by Malaysian ESL students. Respondents absorb
reading materials through various reading strategies, and the majority of them reread to
understand what they've read. Students must empower themselves with reading strategies to
help them comprehend the English language in order to overcome these challenges. The
findings will broaden the teacher's perspective on how to teach reading in the classroom. It
also aids learners in developing awareness of strategy use in overcoming reading obstacles,
and it enables them to enjoy reading and gain a better understanding if they employ the
proper technique. The effectiveness of reading strategy can increase language instructors' use
of language and learners' correct implication.

There are several flaws in the way this study was conducted. The tiny sample size, as well as
the modest number of students that responded to the surveys, are among them. For more
trustworthy results, a larger scale study with the addition of more variables such as family
background, reading exposure, and availability of reading materials, as well as variables
connected especially to reading in the digital environment, is required. Future research should
concentrate on how reading may be done on computers and wireless communication devices,
how non-linear reading extracts information and knowledge, and the elements that influence
the on-line reading pattern.
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