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ABSTRACT 

 

Name : Jauza Alya 

NIM 220203101 

Faculty : Education and Teacher Training 

Thesis Tittle : Investigating Students’ Difficulties in Reading Section of 

TOEFL Test 

Supervisor : Rita Hermida, M.Pd 

Keywords : TOEFL Reading, Students’ Difficulties, Reading Strategies 

 

This study investigates two main aspects: the types of difficulties students face in the 

TOEFL reading section and the strategies they use to overcome those difficulties. 

Using a qualitative descriptive design, eight undergraduate students from UIN Ar- 

Raniry were selected through purposive sampling. Data were collected through semi- 

structured interviews and analyzed using thematic analysis. The findings reveal three 

main categories of difficulties: linguistic (limited vocabulary and complex 

sentences), cognitive (identifying main ideas and answering inference questions), and 

test-related (time pressure and anxiety). To address these challenges, students 

employed cognitive strategies (guessing from context, sentence analysis, skimming, 

scanning), metacognitive strategies (planning and monitoring), and test-taking 

strategies (answer elimination and time management). The study shows that students' 

difficulties and strategies are closely connected, as each difficulty tends to trigger 

specific strategic responses, though the effectiveness of these strategies depends on 

how consistently they are applied. This research contributes to understanding 

academic reading in test-based contexts and offers practical implications for students, 

lecturers, and future researchers 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

 

 

A. Background of the Study 

 

Reading is a crucial academic skill in higher education, especially for EFL 

students who must understand various English texts such as textbooks, research 

articles, and other academic materials (Grabe & Stoller, 2011). For students in 

English Language Education programs, this demand becomes even greater because 

most academic knowledge is presented in English and requires not only word 

recognition but also the ability to evaluate arguments and construct meaning from 

the text (Grabe, 2009). Academic reading in English demands high linguistic 

competence as well as cognitive engagement, such as making inferences, 

identifying main ideas, and following the logical organization of a text (Alderson, 

2000). 

One important context where academic reading ability is assessed is the 

TOEFL test, particularly its reading section. This section is designed to measure 

students' ability to understand academic texts adapted from university-level 

materials, with question types that test understanding of main ideas, details, 

vocabulary in context, and implied meanings (Educational Testing Service, 2019). 

In Indonesia, TOEFL prediction tests are widely used for academic purposes such 

as graduation requirements and scholarship applications, making the TOEFL 

reading section an important academic benchmark for university students. 

Despite their exposure to English learning, many students still encounter 
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significant difficulties in the TOEFL reading section. Linguistically, students 

struggle with unfamiliar academic vocabulary and complex sentence structures, 

which slow down their reading and hinder comprehension (Alderson, 2000; Nation, 

2013). Cognitively, students find it difficult to identify the main idea of a passage, 

especially when the text contains multiple arguments or supporting details, as well 

as to answer inference questions that require reading between the lines (Grabe, 

2009). Affectively, many students experience anxiety, lack of confidence, and low 

motivation when facing long and complex academic texts under time pressure 

(Hezam et al., 2021). 

Several previous studies have investigated students' performance in the 

TOEFL reading section. Rachmawati (2018) found that students experienced 

significant difficulties in answering inference questions, identifying main ideas, and 

understanding vocabulary in context, with limited academic vocabulary and 

unfamiliarity with TOEFL question types as major factors. However, this research 

mainly focused on identifying the types of difficulties based on test results and did 

not explore how students attempted to overcome those problems. On the other hand, 

Pratiwi (2020) examined the strategies used by students in answering TOEFL 

reading questions, such as skimming, scanning, guessing meaning from context, 

and eliminating incorrect answer choices. Nevertheless, the study emphasized 

strategic use without deeply analyzing the specific reading difficulties faced by 

students, so the relationship between difficulties and strategies was not clearly 

explained. 

Based on these studies, previous research tends to examine difficulties and 
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strategies separately. In fact, both aspects are closely related because strategies are 

often used as responses to particular difficulties. In real test-taking situations, 

students do not experience difficulties and strategies as isolated events; rather, they 

constantly move between recognizing a problem and applying a solution. For 

example, a student who struggles with unfamiliar vocabulary may consciously 

decide to guess meaning from context, while a student who feels time pressure may 

switch to skimming or skipping difficult questions (Cohen, 2014). Understanding 

this connection is essential for designing more effective TOEFL preparation 

programs. 

Unlike previous studies, this research analyzes both students' difficulties and 

the strategies they use within the same framework. By integrating these two aspects, 

this study aims to provide a more comprehensive understanding of students' 

performance in the TOEFL reading section. This research also seeks to give voice 

to students' personal experiences, allowing them to explain not only what makes the 

TOEFL reading section difficult for them, but also how they try to solve those 

challenges in real time. The findings of this study are expected to provide both 

theoretical and practical contributions to the development of academic reading 

instruction and TOEFL preparation in the future. 

 

 

B. Research Questions 

 

This study is guided by the following research questions: 

 

1. What types of difficulties do students encounter in reading section of 

TOEFL tests? 
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2. How do students solve their difficulties in reading section of TOEFL tests? 

 

C. Aims of the Study 

 

This study aims to: 

 

1. Identify the types of difficulties that students encounter in  reading section of 

TOEFL tests. 

2. Explore the strategies students use to solve their difficulties in reading 

section of TOEFL test. 

 

 

D. Significance of the Study 

 

This study is expected to provide both theoretical and practical contributions 

to the field of English language education, particularly in relation to academic 

reading and TOEFL reading assessment. From a theoretical perspective, this 

research contributes to the understanding of EFL students’ difficulties in reading 

academic English by exploring not only linguistic problems, but also cognitive and 

affective challenges experienced during the reading section of the TOEFL test. 

Through a qualitative approach, this study offers a deeper insight into how these 

difficulties are experienced by students in real test situations, which may 

complement findings from previous quantitative studies. 

From a practical perspective, the findings of this study are expected to be 

useful for students, lecturers, and future researchers. For students, this research may 

help them become more aware of the common difficulties they face when dealing 

with the TOEFL reading section, such as understanding academic vocabulary, 

making inferences, managing time, and coping with test-related anxiety. This 
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awareness can encourage students to adopt more effective reading strategies and 

prepare themselves better for academic English tests. 

For lecturers and instructors, especially those teaching academic reading or 

TOEFL preparation courses, the results of this study can provide valuable insights 

into students’ actual needs and challenges. These insights may support the 

development of more appropriate teaching strategies, such as explicit strategy 

instruction, targeted vocabulary practice, and reading activities that reflect real test 

conditions. 

In addition, this study is expected to serve as a reference for future 

researchers who are interested in investigating academic reading difficulties, 

reading strategies, or language assessment in EFL contexts. By focusing on 

students’ experiences and perspectives, this research may help broaden discussions 

on academic reading within test-based environments. 

 

 

E. Research Terminology 

 

1. Students’ Difficulties 

 

This term refers to the obstacles or challenges that students face when dealing 

with academic English reading tests. The difficulties may appear in different forms, 

including linguistic barriers such as limited vocabulary,complex grammar, or 

unfamiliar text structures; cognitive barriers such as problems in inference-making, 

comprehension, or time management; and affective barriers such as anxiety, low 

motivation, or lack of confidence. In this study, students’ difficulties are therefore 

understood as multidimensional rather than limited to language problems alone. 
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2. Reading in the TOEFL Test 

 

In this research, reading is conceptualized as an interactive and cognitive 

process in which readers decode written symbols, interpret meanings, and integrate 

textual information with their prior knowledge to construct understanding. Reading 

is not merely the recognition of words but an active meaning-making activity that 

requires continuous engagement between the reader and the text. This process 

becomes more complex in academic contexts, where texts are typically dense, 

formal, and conceptually demanding. 

Within this study, reading is examined specifically in the context of the 

reading section of the TOEFL test. The reading session of the TOEFL test requires 

students to comprehend written academic texts through a series of reading passages 

followed by comprehension questions. This session is conducted under strict time 

constraints, creating a test-based reading situation in which linguistic competence, 

cognitive processing, and affective factors simultaneously influence students’ 

reading performance. Therefore, reading in the TOEFL test context reflects not only 

students’ ability to understand academic texts but also their capacity to manage time 

pressure and cognitive demands during a standardized assessment. 
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CHAPTER II 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

 

A. The Concept of Reading 

 

1. Definition of Reading 

 

Reading is commonly defined as a complex, purposeful, and interactive 

activity rather than a mechanical act of recognizing printed symbols. It requires 

readers to decode linguistic signs, connect ideas across sentences and paragraphs, 

and derive meaning from the overall text. According to Sulaiman, Salehuddin, and 

Khairudin (2020), reading is a multi-layered cognitive process where individuals not 

only focus on surface elements such as words or phrases, but also employ strategies 

like re- reading, scanning, and evaluating coherence in order to achieve 

comprehension. This suggests that reading takes place simultaneously at different 

levels lexical, syntactic, semantic, and conceptual making it far more than a basic 

skill. 

Ciocoi-Pop (2020) adds that reading comprehension should be viewed as 

an active construction of meaning rather than passive intake. In this sense, the reader 

plays a central role by engaging with the text, drawing connections between 

linguistic forms and conceptual understanding, and resolving ambiguities that arise 

during the process. Reading, therefore, is an interpretative act where comprehension 

develops through continuous interaction between the text and the reader’s mental 

resources. 

Reading can be defined as an interactive and dynamic cognitive activity 
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that combines decoding, interpretation, and evaluation. It requires readers to 

activate their linguistic knowledge, apply cognitive strategies, and build meaningful 

connections within the text. This understanding underlines the importance of 

viewing reading not simply as recognition of words, but as an intentional effort to 

construct meaning and knowledge through written language 

 

 

2. Reading in EFL Context 

 

Reading in EFL contexts is more demanding compared to first language 

reading, as learners must simultaneously deal with linguistic decoding and 

comprehension in a non- native language. Recent studies emphasize that reading in 

a foreign or second language is shaped not only by linguistic proficiency but also 

by the strategies learners employ. Mokhtari and Reichard (2002) point out that 

proficient L2 readers make use of metacognitive awareness, such as monitoring 

their comprehension, adjusting reading speed, and using contextual clues to infer 

meaning. In contrast, less skilled readers tend to struggle because they cannot 

efficiently integrate these strategies with their linguistic knowledge. 

Moreover, research by Yamashita (2013) shows that L2 reading ability is 

influenced by both language-related factors (e.g., grammar and vocabulary 

knowledge) and non-language factors (e.g., motivation, cultural familiarity with the 

text). This highlights that reading in EFL contexts is not purely linguistic but also 

socio-cognitive, as learners must navigate unfamiliar cultural references and 

discourse styles. 

In short, reading in EFL settings can be defined as a dual challenge that 
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combines decoding in a less familiar language with the use of higher- level 

comprehension strategies. Successful reading requires learners to activate linguistic 

competence, metacognitive strategies, and cultural awareness in order to make 

sense of texts written in a foreign language. 

 

 

B. Reading in the TOEFL Test 

 

According to Educational Testing Service (2019), the reading section of the 

TOEFL test is designed to measure test takers’ ability to understand written English 

texts typically found in academic contexts. The reading passages are adapted from 

university-level materials and are intended to reflect the type of reading tasks 

students encounter in higher education. In the TOEFL reading section, students are 

required to comprehend information, recognize relationships among ideas, and 

interpret meaning based on the content presented in the text. 

The TOEFL reading section assesses several key reading skills, including 

identifying main ideas, understanding factual information, recognizing rhetorical 

functions, making inferences, and interpreting vocabulary in context (Educational 

Testing Service, 2019). These skills are evaluated through multiple-choice 

questions that require careful reading and accurate comprehension. Therefore, 

success in the TOEFL reading session depends not only on students’ knowledge of 

English vocabulary and grammar, but also on their ability to apply reading strategies 

effectively. 

In addition, the TOEFL reading section is conducted under strict time 

limitations, which places additional cognitive demands on test takers. Students are 
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expected to read efficiently while maintaining comprehension accuracy within a 

limited amount of time. Educational Testing Service (2019) emphasizes that the 

reading section evaluates how well students can process written information in a 

test-based environment rather than in a relaxed classroom setting. As a result, 

reading in the TOEFL test can be viewed as a standardized assessment activity that 

integrates linguistic competence, cognitive processing, and strategic reading 

behavior. 

 

C. Types of Students’ Difficulties in the TOEFL Reading Section 

 

Reading section of TOEFL test is often regarded as one of the most 

demanding tasks for EFL students because it requires both language proficiency and 

critical thinking. One of the most common difficulties in the limited vocabulary 

knowledge that prevents learners from understanding key terms, especially 

academic or technical words, when students encounter unfamiliar vocabulary, it not 

only slows down their reading speed but also interrupts their comprehension, as 

they struggle to connect meanings across sentences. 

Another source of difficulty is the structural and cognitive complexity of 

academic texts. Academic writing often contains long sentences, complex grammar, 

and dense information, which may overwhelm students who are still developing 

their reading skills. Al-Jarrah and Ismail (2018) explain that many learners also 

struggle to identify the type and structure of texts, which makes it harder for them 

to grasp main ideas or recognize how arguments are organized. This indicates that 

reading difficulties are not limited to words and grammar but also extend to 

discourse-level understanding. 
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In addition to linguistic and structural challenges, students often face 

motivational and affective barriers. Anxiety, low confidence, and lack of interest in 

reading can reduce their willingness to engage with complex texts. As a result, they 

may rely on surface strategies such as memorizing words without trying to build 

deeper comprehension (Hezam et al., 2021). These affective factors further 

contribute to their struggles with academic reading. 

Overall, students’ difficulties are multidimensional, ranging from 

vocabulary and grammar limitations to challenges in comprehension, discourse 

awareness, and motivation. Addressing these difficulties requires not only language 

support but also explicit training in reading strategies that encourage learners to 

engage critically and meaningfully with academic texts. 

1. Linguistic Difficulties 

 

One of the main difficulties students face in the TOEFL Reading section is 

related to language aspects, particularly vocabulary and grammatical structure. 

TOEFL reading passages are typically academic in nature and contain a high density 

of formal vocabulary, technical terms, and abstract concepts. According to Grabe 

and Stoller (2011), vocabulary knowledge plays a central role in second language 

reading because readers need sufficient word recognition ability to build overall text 

meaning. When students encounter too many unfamiliar words, their 

comprehension becomes fragmented, and they may struggle to understand the main 

idea of the passage. 

In addition to vocabulary, complex sentence structures also contribute to 

reading difficulty. TOEFL texts often include long sentences with multiple clauses, 
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passive constructions, and embedded information. Such structures require readers 

to process meaning carefully and accurately. Koda (2005) explains that second 

language readers must coordinate lexical processing and syntactic parsing at the 

same time. If students are not comfortable with complex grammar, they may 

misunderstand relationships between ideas in a sentence or paragraph. 

Furthermore, Nation (2013) emphasizes that a high percentage of known 

vocabulary is necessary for adequate comprehension of academic texts. When 

students lack sufficient lexical coverage, they tend to read slowly, guess 

excessively, or lose focus. In the context of TOEFL, these linguistic limitations 

often affect performance on vocabulary questions, reference questions, and detailed 

information questions. Therefore, limited vocabulary knowledge and difficulty in 

understanding complex grammatical structures remain key sources of linguistic 

challenges in the TOEFL Reading section. 

 

 

2. Cognitive Difficulties 

 

Beyond language problems, TOEFL Reading also demands strong cognitive 

skills. Reading comprehension involves not only understanding words but also 

identifying main ideas, recognizing text organization, and making logical 

inferences. According to Grabe (2009), skilled reading requires readers to integrate 

information across sentences and paragraphs 
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while maintaining coherence in working memory. This process becomes more 

demanding when the topic is unfamiliar or conceptually dense, as is often the case 

in TOEFL passages. 

Many TOEFL questions require higher-level thinking, especially inference 

questions. In these items, the answer is not directly stated in the text. Students must 

combine pieces of information and draw conclusions based on implicit meaning. 

Perfetti and Stafura (2014) argue that successful comprehension depends on the 

quality of lexical representations and the ability to integrate information efficiently. 

If students struggle with word recognition or sentence processing, their ability to 

make accurate inferences is reduced. 

Another important factor is cognitive load. Reading long academic texts 

under time constraints requires students to manage attention, memory, and 

reasoning simultaneously. When the mental demand exceeds the reader’s capacity, 

comprehension may decline. This explains why some students who understand the 

text during practice sessions still experience difficulty during the actual TOEFL test. 

 

 

3. Test-Related Difficulties 

 

In addition to linguistic and cognitive factors, the characteristics of the 

TOEFL test itself create specific challenges. TOEFL is a standardized, time-limited 

test, and students must complete several reading passages within a fixed duration. 

According to Alderson (2000), reading in a testing situation is different from 

reading for learning because readers  must balance comprehension with time 
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management and answer selection strategies. 

 

Time pressure is one of the most frequently reported difficulties. Students 

often feel they do not have enough time to read carefully, which forces them to rely 

on skimming or scanning strategies. While these strategies can be helpful, they may 

lead to a superficial understanding if not used effectively. Poor time management 

can result in unanswered questions or rushed decisions. 

Moreover, TOEFL uses a multiple-choice format in which distractors are 

carefully designed to appear plausible. Cohen (2014) explains that language test 

performance is influenced not only by language ability but also by test-taking 

strategies. Students who are unfamiliar with the structure of TOEFL questions may 

choose answers that seem correct but do not fully match the question’s requirement. 

Because TOEFL is often considered a high-stakes test for academic or graduation 

purposes, psychological factors such as anxiety can also affect performance. Test 

anxiety may reduce concentration and interfere with information processing. As a 

result, even students with adequate reading ability may underperform in the actual 

testing situation. 

 

 

D. Types of Students’ Strategies in the TOEFL Reading Section 

 

Reading strategies in the context of the TOEFL Reading section can be 

defined as conscious, purposeful, and goal-directed actions that test takers employ 

to understand academic texts and answer questions accurately within a limited time. 

In a standardized test environment such as TOEFL, reading is not merely about 

comprehending the content of a passage, it also involves managing time, analyzing 
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question types, and selecting the most appropriate answer among several options. 

Therefore, strategic competence becomes an essential component of successful 

performance (Cohen, 2014).. Grabe (2009) explains that reading involves lower- 

level processes such as word recognition and syntactic parsing, as well as higher- 

level processes such as integrating ideas across sentences and activating background 

knowledge. In academic reading contexts like TOEFL, texts are often dense and 

conceptually demanding. Without effective strategies, learners may experience 

cognitive overload, which can negatively affect comprehension and test 

performance (Grabe, 2009). 

In the field of language learning strategies, Oxford (2011) categorizes 

strategies into cognitive and metacognitive strategies. Cognitive strategies are 

directly related to processing the text, while metacognitive strategies involve 

awareness and regulation of one's own reading process. In addition, test-taking 

strategies also play a crucial role in standardized test performance. Cohen (2014) 

emphasizes that language test performance is influenced not only by linguistic 

competence but also by strategic competence. The following sections discuss three 

interconnected dimensions: cognitive strategies, metacognitive strategies, and test- 

taking strategies. The integration of these strategies enables learners to manage 

academic texts more effectively under time constraints (Grabe, 2009; Cohen, 2014). 

1. Cognitive Strategies 

 

Cognitive strategies are direct mental actions that readers use to process, 

understand, and manipulate textual information. In the context of the TOEFL 

Reading section, cognitive strategies help students decode linguistic input and 
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construct meaning from academic texts. According to Oxford (2011), cognitive 

strategies involve analyzing and reasoning, as well as creating structure for input and 

output. One of the most frequently used cognitive strategies is guessing meaning 

from context, where students rely on surrounding words or sentence structure to infer 

the meaning of unknown vocabulary. Nation (2013) emphasizes that using 

contextual clues is an essential skill for second language readers, especially during 

timed tests. 

Another important cognitive strategy is sentence analysis, particularly when 

dealing with complex grammatical structures. Grabe (2009) explains that skilled 

readers break down complex sentences into smaller units and identify main clauses 

to reduce cognitive load. Skimming and scanning are also classified as cognitive 

strategies. Skimming refers to reading quickly to identify the main idea, while 

scanning involves locating specific information such as keywords or numbers 

(Grabe & Stoller, 2011). In the TOEFL Reading section, these strategies help 

students read more efficiently under time constraints. 

 

 

2. Metacognitive Strategies 

 

Metacognitive strategies involve planning, monitoring, and evaluating one's 

own reading process. Unlike cognitive strategies which operate directly on the text, 

metacognitive strategies focus on regulating how reading is performed. Mokhtari 

and Reichard (2002) argue that metacognitive awareness distinguishes skilled from 

less skilled readers, as effective readers are conscious of their comprehension and 

can take corrective actions when problems arise. Planning is 
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the first stage, which includes setting goals, determining purpose for reading, and 

deciding how much time to allocate to each passage (Oxford, 2011). 

Monitoring occurs during reading and involves checking comprehension 

continuously. When comprehension breaks down, skilled readers take corrective 

actions such as rereading difficult sentences or adjusting reading speed (Grabe, 

2009). Evaluating is the final stage, which takes place after reading to assess 

whether strategies were effective. Cohen (2014) adds that metacognitive strategies 

help learners become more autonomous and strategic in their approach to language 

tests. In the TOEFL context, these strategies are particularly important for 

maintaining focus and managing time effectively. 

 

 

3. Test Taking Strategies 

 

Test-taking strategies are specific actions that students employ to navigate 

the unique demands of standardized testing environments. Unlike general reading 

strategies, test-taking strategies address particular characteristics of tests such as 

time limits, multiple-choice formats, and the presence of distractors. Cohen (2014) 

emphasizes that performance on language tests is influenced not only by language 

ability but also by strategic competence. Answer elimination is one of the most 

widely used test-taking strategies, where students remove clearly incorrect options 

to increase their chances of selecting the correct answer (Grabe, 2009). 

Time management is another critical strategy. Alderson (2000) explains that 

reading in a testing situation differs from reading for learning because readers must 

balance comprehension with time efficiency. Effective time management includes 
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allocating specific time to each passage and skipping difficult questions to return to 

them later. Additionally, recognizing question types enhances efficiency, as each 

question type (main idea, inference, vocabulary, etc.) requires different approaches 

(Educational Testing Service, 2019). Students who are familiar with these question 

types can read more purposefully and answer more accurately. 

 

 

E. Previous Study 

 

Several previous studies have examined students’ performance in the 

TOEFL Reading section, particularly focusing on their difficulties and the strategies 

they use. These studies provide important foundations for understanding the 

challenges faced by EFL learners in academic reading contexts. 

The first study was conducted by Rachmawati (2018) entitled “Students’ 

Difficulties in Answering TOEFL Reading Comprehension Questions.” This 

research aimed to identify the types of difficulties experienced by university 

students when answering TOEFL Reading questions. Using a descriptive 

quantitative design, the researcher analyzed students’ TOEFL reading test results to 

determine which question types were the most problematic. The findings revealed 

that students encountered significant difficulties in answering inference questions, 

identifying main ideas, and understanding vocabulary in context. Many students 

struggled with academic vocabulary and complex sentence structures, which 

affected their overall comprehension. The study also found that limited familiarity 

with TOEFL question patterns contributed to students’ low performance. However, 

this research mainly focused on identifying areas of 
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difficulty without exploring how students attempted to overcome those challenges 

through specific strategies. 

The second study was conducted by Pratiwi (2020) entitled “An Analysis of 

Students’ Strategies in Answering TOEFL Reading Comprehension Questions.” 

This study focused on identifying the strategies used by students during the TOEFL 

Reading section. The researcher employed a descriptive qualitative approach and 

collected data through questionnaires and interviews. The results showed that 

students used several strategies, such as skimming to understand general ideas, 

scanning to locate specific information, guessing the meaning of unfamiliar words 

through context, and eliminating incorrect answer choices. Nevertheless, the study 

also revealed that not all students applied these strategies effectively. Some 

participants relied heavily on word-by-word reading, which slowed them down and 

reduced their comprehension under time constraints. Unlike the first study, this 

research emphasized students’ strategic behavior rather than identifying specific 

reading difficulties in detail. 

In terms of similarities, both studies investigated university students in the 

context of the TOEFL Reading section and aimed to better understand students’ 

performance in academic reading tests. Both studies also highlighted the importance 

of vocabulary mastery and familiarity with question types as key factors influencing 

TOEFL Reading success. 

However, there are notable differences between the two studies. The first 

study concentrated on identifying the types of reading difficulties based on test 

performance, while the second focused on exploring the strategies students used 
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during the test. Methodologically, the first study applied a quantitative approach, 

whereas the second employed a qualitative design. More importantly, each study 

examined only one aspect either difficulties or strategies without integrating both 

components into a single analytical framework. 

Based on this review, a research gap can be identified. Previous studies have 

not sufficiently explored the relationship between students’ difficulties and the 

strategies they use in the TOEFL Reading section. In practice, strategies are often 

developed as responses to specific difficulties. For example, students who struggle 

with unfamiliar vocabulary may use context clues to guess meaning, while those 

who experience time pressure may rely on skimming and scanning techniques. 

Without examining both aspects simultaneously, it is difficult to fully understand 

how students manage the challenges of TOEFL Reading. 

Therefore, the present study seeks to address this gap by analyzing both 

students’ difficulties and the strategies they employ within the same research 

framework. By examining these two aspects together, this study aims to provide a 

more comprehensive understanding of students’ reading performance and to offer 

practical implications for improving TOEFL Reading preparation. 
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

 

 

This chapter described a study method in depth, including the research 

design, research participants, method of data collection, and method of data 

analysis. In summary, each section provides some clarification of the definition. 

 

 

A. Research Design 

This study employs a qualitative research design with a descriptive 

approach. The choice of a qualitative design is based on the aim of this research, 

which is to explore in depth the difficulties experienced by students when reading 

academic English tests and to understand the strategies they employ to address such 

difficulties. Unlike quantitative research that focuses on numerical data and 

statistical relationships, qualitative research seeks to capture participants’ 

experiences, perceptions, and perspectives in a more detailed and contextualized 

manner. 

The descriptive approach is considered appropriate because the study does 

not attempt to manipulate variables or measure causal effects. Instead, it is intended 

to provide a rich and comprehensive account of the nature of students’ challenges 

in reading session of TOEFL test. Through this design, the researcher focuses on 

describing the types of difficulties encountered by students, and the strategies 

students use in responding to them. 

This design also allows the researcher to explore the phenomenon in its 
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natural setting. By using interviews, the data are collected directly from participants 

to ensure authenticity and reliability. In line with Creswell (2014), qualitative 

descriptive research emphasizes giving voice to participants, enabling their lived 

experiences to be represented in the findings. 

 

B. Research Participants 

 

The participants of this study consisted of eight undergraduate students from the 

English Language Education Department at UIN Ar-Raniry Banda Aceh. They were 

selected using purposive sampling to ensure that the participants had relevant and 

meaningful experiences related to the research focus. 

The selection process involved several specific criteria. First, the participants had 

to be students in the sixth and eighth semesters, as they were assumed to have sufficient 

exposure to academic reading activities. Second, they were required to have prior 

experience in taking the TOEFL test, particularly the reading section. 

However, to obtain more in-depth and reliable data, additional criteria were 

applied. The participants were expected to have sufficient familiarity with the TOEFL 

reading section, such as having taken the test more than once or having a clear memory 

of their experience. More importantly, they had to be able to reflect on their 

experiences by explaining the difficulties they encountered and the strategies they used 

in a detailed manner. 
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Furthermore, the participants were selected based on their willingness to participate 

in in-depth interviews and their ability to provide relevant and meaningful responses. 

Not all students who met the initial criteria were able or willing to fulfill these  

requirements. As a result, the number of participants who met all the criteria was 

limited to eight students. 

This number is considered sufficient in qualitative research, as the study 

emphasizes depth rather than quantity. In addition, data saturation was achieved, as 

no new significant themes emerged from the data collected. 

 

C. Data Collection 

 

This study employed semi-structured interviews as the sole primary 

instrument for data collection. The use of semi-structured interviews enabled the 

researcher to obtain a deeper and more comprehensive understanding of students' 

difficulties in the reading section of the TOEFL test and the strategies they used to 

overcome them. Through this method, the researcher was able to explore 

participants' personal experiences, perceptions, and challenges in detail, while still 

maintaining a flexible and open dialogue during the interview process (Creswell, 

2014). 

1.  Semi-Structured Interviews 

 

Semi-structured interviews were used to explore participants’ experiences, 
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perceptions, and challenges in reading section of TOEFL tests. This 

method was chosen because it offers both flexibility and structure, 

allowing the researcher to focus on predetermined topics while giving 

participants the freedom to elaborate on their thoughts (Creswell, 2014). An 

interview guide was designed prior to data collection and consisted of 

open- ended questions focusing on four major themes: 

(1) the types of difficulties encountered in reading session of TOEFL tests, 

(2) the linguistic and cognitive factors contributing to these difficulties, (3) 

affective factors such as motivation and anxiety, and (4) the coping 

strategies students used to manage these challenges. The interviews were 

conducted primarily in English, but participants were allowed to switch to 

Bahasa Indonesia when necessary to ensure clarity and comfort. 

 

 

D. Data Analysis 

 

   This study employed thematic analysis as proposed by Virginia 

Braun and Victoria Clarke, which consists of six systematic steps for 

analyzing qualitative data. This method was selected because it allows the 

researcher to identify, analyze, and interpret patterns (themes) within the data 

related to students’ difficulties and strategies in the TOEFL reading test. 

Although the process is presented in sequential steps, in practice, the analysis 

was conducted in a flexible and recursive manner, where some steps 

overlapped during the process. 

   First, the researcher familiarized herself with the data by reading and 
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re-reading the interview transcripts several times. This step aimed to gain a 

deep understanding of the participants’ responses and to become fully 

immersed in the data. Important points and initial ideas were noted during this 

stage. 

   Second, the researcher generated initial codes by identifying 

meaningful units from the data. The researcher highlighted significant 

statements and labeled them with codes related to students’ difficulties and 

strategies in reading comprehension. This coding process helped to organize 

the data into smaller and more manageable parts. 

   Third, the researcher searched for themes by grouping similar codes 

into broader categories. Codes that shared similar meanings were combined 

to form potential themes. In this study, the emerging themes were mainly 

categorized into types of difficulties and types of strategies used by the 

students. 

   Fourth, the researcher reviewed and refined the themes to ensure 

their accuracy and relevance. At this stage, the researcher checked whether 

the themes were consistent with the coded data and the entire dataset. Any 

overlapping or unclear themes were revised, merged, or removed to improve 

clarity and coherence. 

   Fifth, the researcher defined and named the themes more clearly by 

identifying the essence of each theme. Each theme was given a specific label, 

such as linguistic difficulties, cognitive difficulties, and test-related 

difficulties, along with the corresponding strategies used by the participants. 
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  Finally, the researcher produced the report by organizing and 

presenting the findings in a structured and meaningful way. The themes were 

explained in detail and supported by selected excerpts from the participants’ 

responses to strengthen the analysis and interpretation. 
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CHAPTER IV 

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 

 

 

This chapter presents the findings of the study and the discussion of those 

findings. The chapter is divided into two main sections. The first section presents the 

research findings, which describe the types of difficulties faced by students in the 

reading section of the TOEFL test and the strategies they use to overcome those 

difficulties, as revealed through the semi-structured interviews. The second section 

provides a discussion that interprets the findings by connecting them to the theoretical 

frameworks and previous studies presented in Chapter II. This study aims to answer 

two research questions: (1) the types of difficulties faced by students in the TOEFL 

reading section, and (2) the strategies they use to overcome those difficulties. Based 

on the interview data, students' difficulties can be categorized into three major areas: 

linguistic difficulties, cognitive difficulties, and test-related difficulties. In response 

to these challenges, students also employ various strategies, including cognitive, 

metacognitive, and test-taking strategies. 

 

 

A. Research Findings 

 

1. Student’s Difficulties in the TOEFL Reading Section 

 

a) Linguistic Difficulties 

 

1) Limited Vocabulary 

 

Most participants said that limited vocabulary is the main problem 

when they read TOEFL texts. When they find words they don't know, they 
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struggle to follow the flow of ideas and often fail to fully understand what 

the passage is about. This problem appeared again and again in almost all of 

the interviews. Here is what AFR said about this: 

AFR: "When I find unfamiliar words in the text, sometimes I feel confused 

and worried... I find it difficult to get the main idea because unfamiliar 

vocabulary interferes with my comprehension." 

From this statement, we can see that AFR does not only have trouble 

understanding the text, but she also feels worried and confused. This is 

important because it shows that vocabulary problems are not just about not 

knowing words. They also create emotional barriers. When she sees too 

many words she does not recognize, she starts to doubt whether she can 

understand the text at all. The word "interferes" is also interesting because it 

suggests that unknown words act like obstacles that block her path. Instead 

of reading smoothly from one sentence to the next, she has to stop, think, 

and often feel stuck. KA said something very similar, but she made it clear 

that vocabulary is her biggest challenge: 

KA: "Yes, vocabulary is the main problem for me. I often come across words 

I haven't heard before. If they appear in important sentences, I get confused 

and don't understand the meaning." 

KA says vocabulary is one of the problems. She says it is "the main 

problem." This means that for her, other difficulties like long sentences or time 

pressure are secondary. The real issue is not knowing enough words. She also 

makes an important point about where unknown words appear. She says that 
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if unknown words appear in important sentences, then she gets confused. 

This implies that sometimes she can still understand the general idea even if 

she misses a few words. But when those unknown words are in key 

sentences, everything falls apart. One word can ruin her understanding of an 

entire sentence, and that sentence might be the one that carries the main idea 

of the paragraph. Another participant, MSL, added a different perspective: 

MSL: "If there are several unfamiliar words in one paragraph, that makes it 

harder for me to understand the overall idea." 

MSL's statement highlights something called cumulative difficulty. 

This means that problems add up. One or two unknown words in a paragraph 

might still be okay because she can guess or just skip them. But when there 

are several unknown words in the same paragraph, her brain gets overloaded. 

She cannot keep track of what is happening because too many pieces of the 

puzzle are missing. This is a common experience for language learners. At 

first, missing a few words is not a big deal. But when too many words are 

missing, the whole text becomes impossible to understand. 

Other participants who shared similar experiences include DSN and 

AR. DSN said that unfamiliar words make it difficult for her to understand 

sentences or even whole paragraphs. AR admitted that unfamiliar words 

really affect his understanding of the sentence. He said that when he sees a 

word he has never heard before, he feels stuck and stressed, especially if that 

word looks important. So overall, it is very clear that limited vocabulary is 

not just a small problem. It is a major barrier that affects almost every student, 
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and it affects them in multiple ways: it slows them down, confuses them, 

makes them anxious, and stops them from grasping the main idea. 

2) Complex Sentence Structure 

 

Besides vocabulary, many students also struggle with long and 

complex sentences. TOEFL reading passages often contain sentences that 

have multiple clauses, passive voice, and extra information inserted in the 

middle. These kinds of sentences take more time and mental energy to 

process. Several participants in this study mentioned that complex sentences 

are a major source of difficulty for them. ZN explained how complex 

sentences affect her: 

ZN: "Yes, long and complex sentences make me confused... Sometimes I have 

to reread the sentences several times." 

From ZN's answer, we can understand that reading a complex 

sentence once is usually not enough for her. She needs to go back and read it 

again, sometimes more than once. This is a problem because rereading takes 

time. In a test like TOEFL where time is very limited, spending extra time on 

just one sentence can cause her to rush through the rest of the passage or even 

leave some questions unanswered. The fact that she says "several times" 

(lebih dari satu kali) also suggests that even after two readings, she still might 

not fully understand. She needs multiple tries to get the meaning. KA had a 

similar problem, but she described it with more physical detail: 

KA: "Long sentences make me dizzy and my eyes get tired quickly. Sometimes 

I forget the beginning of the sentence because it's too long, so I have to reread 
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it several times." 

 

KA's response adds something new. She does not just say that long 

sentences are hard to understand; she says they make her dizzy and tired. This 

shows that reading long sentences is not just mentally demanding but also 

physically draining. When her eyes get tired, she cannot focus well. But the 

most interesting part of her statement is about forgetting the beginning of the 

sentence. This is a very common problem when reading long sentences. By 

the time she reaches the end of a long sentence, she has already forgotten how 

it started. This happens because our working memory has a limited capacity. 

When a sentence has too many clauses or too much information inserted in 

the middle, our brain struggles to hold onto the beginning while processing 

the end. So KA is not alone in this; many language learners experience the 

same thing. DSN also shared her experience with complex sentences: 

DSN: "Long and complex sentences make me confused and take more time to 

understand. I often need to reread them several times." 

DSN focuses on the time aspect. She says complex sentences "take 

more time to understand." In a normal reading situation, taking more time 

might not be a big problem. But in the TOEFL reading section, time is strictly 

limited. Every extra second she spends trying to untangle a complex sentence 

is a second she cannot use for other questions. This is why complex sentences 

are not just a comprehension problem; they are also a time management 

problem. The more complex sentences there are in a passage, the more time 

she needs, and the more pressure she feels. 
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Other participants also expressed similar difficulties. AFR said that 

when she encounters long and complicated sentences, she loses track of the 

main idea because there are too many clauses in one sentence. She 

specifically mentioned that structures like relative clauses (who, which, that) 

and passive voice make things even more confusing for her. MSL said that 

she often needs to slow down her reading speed when she sees long sentences, 

and sometimes she reads a sentence once but still cannot understand it, so she 

has to read it again. AR also said the same thing; he mentioned that he 

sometimes has to read the same sentence two or three times, and that takes a 

lot of time. 

So, based on all these responses, we can see that complex sentence 

structures create multiple problems. They confuse students, force them to 

reread, slow down their reading speed, cause mental and even physical 

fatigue, and take away precious time that could be used for answering other 

questions. In short, complex sentences increase cognitive load, disrupt 

reading flow, and negatively affect both comprehension and efficiency. 

 

 

b) Cognitive Difficulties 

1) Identifying the Main Idea 

Finding the main idea of a passage is not as simple as it sounds. It 

requires students to do more than just understand each sentence one by one. 

They also need to put all the information together, figure out which details 

are important and which ones are just there to support the main point, and 
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then build a clear picture of what the whole text is about. Many students in this 

study said that this process is very hard for them, especially when the passage 

contains a lot of details. MSL explained why this is difficult for her: 

MSL: "For me, finding the main idea can be difficult when the passage 

contains many details or examples. Sometimes I feel confused about which 

information is the main point and which information is just supporting." 

From MSL's explanation, we can see that her main problem is 

filtering. When she reads a passage that has many details and examples, she 

gets overwhelmed. She cannot tell which information is the central idea and 

which information is only there to support that idea. This is a common issue 

for many readers, not just language learners. When a writer gives too many 

examples or too many supporting details, the main point can get buried. 

Instead of helping the reader understand, the details actually make things 

more confusing. MSL says she feels "confused," which suggests that she 

experiences cognitive overload. Her brain is trying to process too much 

information at once, and as a result, she cannot build a clear understanding 

of the text. AR shared a similar difficulty, but he described it a little 

differently: 

AR: "I think it's hard when the passage has too many details. I sometimes 

focus too much on small things instead of the big picture." What AR describes 

is a problem of attention. He does not necessarily get confused about which 

details are important. Instead, he admits that he often focuses too much on 

small, specificpieces of information and then forgets to look at the overall 
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message. This is different from MSL's problem. MSL gets confused because 

she cannot tell what is important. AR, on the other hand, knows what the small 

details are, but he gets so caught up in them that he never steps back to see how 

they all fit together. He can understand parts of the text, but he fails to 

integrate those parts into a meaningful whole. This reflects a limitation in 

higher-level reading skills, particularly the ability to synthesize information. 

KA also had the same opinion: 

KA: "Yes, it's difficult because the text is full of distracting details. I tend to 

focus on examples or data and forget the main point." 

KA uses the word "distracting," which is very telling. She sees 

details not as helpful information but as distractions that pull her away from 

the main point. She admits that she tends to focus on examples or data, which 

are usually meant to support the main idea, but then she forgets what those 

examples are supposed to support. This is like focusing so much on the trees 

that you forget you are in a forest. The examples and data are there to make 

the main point clearer, but for KA, they have the opposite effect. They make 

her lose sight of the main point entirely. 

Other participants also expressed similar challenges. ZN said that it is 

difficult to find the main idea especially when the text contains too much 

information, and she sometimes focuses on unimportant details. US said that 

when a passage has too many details, it is hard to identify which one is the 

main idea. AFR also said that too many details make it difficult for her to see 

the bigger context, and she sometimes spends a lot of time on passages she 
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does not understand because she gets stuck thinking about them. 

 

So, They tell us that identifying the main idea is not just about 

understanding the words on the page. It is also about managing attention, 

organizing information, and knowing what to prioritize. Students who 

struggle with these skills tend to get lost in the details and fail to capture the 

central message of the passage. This is a cognitive difficulty, not just a 

language problem, and it requires explicit training to overcome. 

 

 

2) Inference Question 

 

Inference questions are often considered the most difficult type of 

question in the TOEFL reading section. Unlike factual questions where 

the answer can be found directly in the text, inference questions require students 

to read between the lines. They need to take clues from the text, combine them 

with their own reasoning, and then draw a conclusion that is not explicitly 

stated. This demands higher- order thinking skills such as analyzing context, 

making logical connections, and evaluating possible interpretations. Many 

students in this study said that inference questions are particularly challenging 

for them. AFR clearly expressed this difficulty: 

AFR: "I feel confused, and I find them difficult... the answers are not directly 

stated in the text. I need to think more critically to understand the implied 

meaning." 

From AFR's statement, we can see that she relies heavily on explicit 

information. She is used to finding answers that are clearly written 
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somewhere in the text. When the answer is not directly there, she does not 

know what to do. She knows that she needs to "think more critically," but 

knowing that she needs to do it and actually being able to do it are two 

different things. She finds the process confusing, which suggests that she has 

not yet developed a systematic way to approach inference questions. Instead of 

having a strategy, she just feels lost. MSL gave a much more detailed 

explanation of why inference questions are so hard for her: 

MSL: "Yes, inference questions are one of the most difficult questions for me... 

the answer is not stated directly. So I need to think more deeply about the 

meaning of the text. Sometimes when I read a paragraph, I feel like I 

understand the information, but when I look at the answer choices, I become 

confused because more than one option seems possible." 

MSL's response reveals two key problems with inference questions. 

First, they require deeper thinking. This is not the kind of thinking you do 

when you are just trying to understand what a sentence says. This is the kind 

of thinking where you have to hold multiple pieces of information in your 

head at the same time, look for connections between them, and then decide 

what the author is implying. This takes more time and more mental effort. 

Second, the answer choices in inference questions are often designed to be 

very similar. The test makers know that students will be confused, so they 

create options that all seem possible. Even when MSL feels like she 

understands the text, she still gets confused when she looks at the answer 

choices because more than one option looks correct. This is a common 
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experience for many test-takers. AR gave a very honest response about what 

he does when he faces inference questions: 

AR: "Inference questions are honestly tricky. I remember feeling unsure 

because the answer wasn't directly in the text. Sometimes I feel like more 

than one option could be correct, so I just choose the one that makes the 

most sense. Other times I look at A, B, C, D and just guess." 

AR's statement shows that when students do not have effective 

strategies for inference questions, they often resort to guessing. He admits 

that he sometimes just picks the option that sounds most logical, and other 

times he guesses randomly. This behavior suggests two things. First, he lacks 

confidence in his ability to answer inference questions correctly. Second, he 

does not have a clear method or strategy for eliminating wrong answers or 

finding clues in the text. Guessing is what students do when they have run out 

of options and do not know what else to do. This is not a good situation to 

be in during a high-stakes test like TOEFL. 

Other participants also struggled with inference questions. ZN said that 

inference questions are difficult because the answers are not directly stated in 

the text. DSN said that he needs to draw conclusions and connect ideas from 

the passage to find the correct answer. KA said that inference questions often 

make her frustrated because she has to read between the lines and look for 

implied meanings, and she sometimes chooses answers that sound right but do 

not actually match the text. 



37 
 

 

 

 

 

Overall, these findings confirm that inference questions are 

particularly challenging because they require students to move beyond 

literal comprehension. They need to interpret implicit meaning, evaluate 

answer choices carefully, and apply critical thinking. For many students, 

these are still developing skills, and without explicit instruction and practice, 

they will continue to struggle with this question type. 

 

 

c) Test-Related Difficulties 

 

1) Time Pressure 

 

Time pressure is one of the most frequently mentioned difficulties 

in this study. Almost every participant talked about how the strict time limit 

in the TOEFL reading section affects their performance. Unlike reading for 

pleasure or reading for a class assignment where you can take as much time 

as you need, the TOEFL reading section forces students to read several long 

passages and answer many questions within a fixed amount of time. This 

means they have to balance speed and comprehension at the same time, and 

this is very hard to do. Many students said that time pressure makes them 

feel rushed, anxious, and less accurate in their answers. ZN described how 

time pressure affects her reading: 

ZN: "The limited time makes me feel rushed, so I often use skimming 

techniques." 

From ZN's statement, we can understand that she feels rushed 

because of the time limit. She tries to deal with this by using skimming, which 
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means reading quickly to get the general idea without focusing on every 

word. Skimming can be helpful in some situations, but it is not always 

effective for every type of question. Some questions, especially detail 

questions and inference questions, require careful reading. When ZN skims 

too much, she might miss important information that she needs to answer 

those questions correctly. So, while skimming helps her save time, it might 

also reduce how well she understands the text. She is basically trading 

comprehension for speed, which is not always a good trade-off. KA had a 

much stronger reaction to time pressure: 

KA: "The time limit makes me panic. I'm afraid of being late, so I can't read 

carefully or enjoy the text." 

KA's statement is different from ZN's because she does not just feel 

rushed; she feels panic. The word "panic" is much stronger than "rushed." 

Panic is an intense fear response. When someone panics, their heart beats 

faster, they cannot think clearly, and they often make mistakes. KA says she 

is afraid of being late, which means she is constantly worried about the clock. 

This fear stops her from reading carefully. Instead of focusing on 

understanding the text, she is focused on how much time is left. She also 

says she cannot "enjoy the text," which suggests that the pressure takes away 

any pleasure she might get from reading. For KA, the TOEFL reading 

section is not just difficult; it is a stressful experience that affects her 

emotionally. AR shared a similar experience: 

AR: "The time limit makes me nervous. Sometimes I rush too much and don't 
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fully understand the passage. If I see time running out, I might just guess 

some answers." 

AR says he gets nervous, which is similar to what ZN and KA feel 

but not as extreme as KA's panic. He admits that he rushes too much, and 

when he rushes, he does not fully understand the passage. This is a direct 

cause-and-effect relationship: time pressure causes rushing, and rushing causes 

poor comprehension. Then, when he sees that time is almost over, he stops 

trying to understand altogether and just guesses. This shows that time 

pressure does not just affect how well students read; it also affects how they 

make decisions. When there is no time left, they abandon careful thinking and 

rely on guessing. This is not a good strategy, but it is what students do when 

they feel trapped by the clock. 

Other participants also shared similar experiences. AFR said that the 

time limit puts pressure on her and makes her read too quickly, and she also 

mentioned that she experiences panic and anxiety because of the time limit. 

MSL said that reading too fast makes it harder for her to fully understand 

the text, and she sometimes feels nervous when she sees that there are still 

many questions left but time is almost finished. US said that she feels rushed 

and has to skim instead of reading carefully. DSN said that the time limit 

makes the reading section difficult because the texts are long and there are 

many questions, and she realized that reading the entire text is not always 

necessary and can waste time. 
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So, time pressure affects students in several ways. First, it forces them 

to read faster than they are comfortable with, which reduces comprehension. 

Second, it causes negative emotions like nervousness, panic, and anxiety, 

which further interfere with their ability to think clearly. Third, it pushes them 

to make poor decisions, such as guessing answers instead of carefully 

analyzing them. In short, time pressure is not just a practical problem; it is 

also a psychological problem that makes the TOEFL reading section much 

harder than it needs to be. 

 

 

2) Anxiety and Stress 

Anxiety and stress also play a big role in how students perform on the 

TOEFL reading test. These emotional factors are often overlooked because 

people tend to focus on language skills like vocabulary and grammar. But 

this study found that anxiety and stress are just as important. When students 

feel anxious, they cannot concentrate well. Their minds wander, they worry 

about failing, and they have trouble processing information. Some students 

even experience physical symptoms like nausea or headaches. This makes 

the test even harder than it already is. AFR admitted that she often feels 

nervous during the test: 

AFR: "I feel nervous when I'm doing the TOEFL reading section. The time 

limit makes me pressure... I had panic and anxiety, which makes it hard for 

me to understand passages and questions." 
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From AFR's statement, we can see that she directly links her anxiety to 

difficulty in understanding. She says that panic and anxiety make it hard for 

her to understand the passages and questions. This is important because it 

shows that anxiety is not just an uncomfortable feeling; it actually affects her 

cognitive performance. The more anxious she feels, the harder it becomes for 

her to comprehend what she is reading. This creates a vicious cycle: she gets 

anxious because the test is hard, and then the anxiety makes the test even 

harder. AR described a much more extreme physical reaction: 

AR: "When I don't understand the text, I start to panic. The reading session is 

really overwhelming and makes me nauseous." 

AR's response shows a direct relationship between comprehension 

difficulty and emotional response. When he fails to understand the text, he 

experiences panic. But it does not stop there. He also says that the reading 

session makes him feel nauseous. Nausea is a physical symptom, not just an 

emotional one. This means that for AR, test anxiety is not just in his head; it 

affects his body too. He feels sick to his stomach. This is a serious level of 

anxiety that can completely ruin his ability to perform well on the test. When 

you feel like you might throw up, it is very hard to focus on reading and 

answering questions. 

KA shared a similar experience, with a strong emphasis on 

fear: 

KA: "The time limit makes me panic. I'm afraid of being late, so I can't read 

carefully or enjoy the text." 



42 
 

 

 

 

 

KA's statement shows that fear is a major source of her anxiety. She 

is afraid of not finishing on time. This fear is so strong that it prevents her from 

reading carefully. She cannot enjoy the text because she is too busy worrying 

about the clock. This is another example of how anxiety creates a negative 

cycle. The fear of running out of time makes her read less carefully, which 

makes her more likely to make mistakes, which then makes her even more 

anxious. Once this cycle starts, it is very hard to break. In contrast, MSL 

described a milder form of anxiety: 

MSL: "Sometimes I also feel a little nervous when I see that there are still 

many questions left but time is almost finished." 

MSL's response shows that not all students experience extreme 

anxiety. She uses the phrase "a little nervous," which indicates a more 

manageable level of stress. She does not panic, and she does not feel nauseous. 

However, even this mild anxiety can affect her performance. When she sees 

that time is running out and there are still many questions left, she feels 

nervous, and that nervousness can cause her to rush or second-guess herself. 

So even though her anxiety is not as severe as AR's or KA's, it still has a 

negative impact on her focus and decision-making. 

ZN, US, HSR and DSN also mentioned feeling stressed or rushed, 

which are related to anxiety. ZN said the limited time makes her feel rushed. 

US said she feels a bit pressured. DSN said she feels stressed due to the time 

limitation. So almost all participants experienced some level of anxiety or 

stress during the TOEFL reading test. 



43 
 

 

 

 

 

So, Students experience different levels of anxiety. Some feel mild 

nervousness, like MSL. Others feel panic, like KA. And some feel extreme 

panic with physical symptoms like nausea, like AR. Anxiety can lead to a 

cycle of difficulty: lack of understanding causes anxiety, and anxiety further 

reduces comprehension. This creates a negative loop that affects 

performance. The more anxious a student feels, the harder it is for them to 

think clearly, and the harder it is to think clearly, the more anxious they 

become. Breaking this cycle is not easy, but it is important for students to be 

aware of their anxiety and learn strategies to manage it. 

 

 

2. Students’ Strategies in the TOEFL Reading Section 

a) Cognitive Strategies 

 

1) Guessing Meaning from Context 

 

When students do not know the meaning of a word, they do not just 

give up and stop reading. Instead, they try to guess what the word means by 

looking at the words around it. This is called guessing from context, and it is 

one of the most common strategies that students use to deal with unfamiliar 

vocabulary. By doing this, they can keep reading without getting stuck on 

every unknown word. AFR explained how she does this 

AFR: "When I get an unfamiliar word, the strategy I use is to look at the 

surrounding words of the text." 

From AFR's statement, we can see that she does not stop reading 

when she finds a word she does not know. Instead, she looks at the words 
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around that unknown word to find clues. This is a good strategy because it 

helps her maintain the flow of reading. If she stopped every time she saw an 

unknown word, she would never finish the passage. By using context clues, 

she can keep moving forward even when her vocabulary is limited. 

MSL described a more specific technique: 

 

MSL: "I look at the words before and after the unfamiliar word to see if they 

give clues about the meaning." 

MSL's response shows that she pays close attention to the 

immediate context. She does not just look anywhere in the sentence; she 

looks specifically at the words right before and right after the unknown 

word. This is a smart approach because the closest words often give the 

strongest clues. For example, if the unknown word is an adjective, the noun 

it describes might be right next to it. MSL's strategy is based on evidence 

from the text, not just random guessing. AR shared a similar approach: 

AR: "Usually, I try to guess from context. I look at surrounding words or 

sentences. If it's not too important, I skip it." 

AR's response adds something important. He not only guesses from 

context, but he also decides whether the unknown word is important enough to 

spend time on. If the word seems unimportant, he just skips it and continues 

reading. This shows that AR prioritizes his time and energy. He knows that 

not every word in a passage is equally important. Some words can be ignored 

without losing the main idea. This is a smart strategy, especially in a timed 

test like TOEFL. 
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Other participants also used this strategy. ZN said she looks for 

keywords and pays attention to examples in the text to help her guess 

meaning. DSN said she looks at the previous sentence and the surrounding 

words. KA said she looks at surrounding sentences and also uses connectors 

like "whoever" or "because" to give her clues. US said she looks at the 

sentences before and after the unknown word. So, almost all students in this 

study used guessing from context as a way to deal with unknown words. This 

shows that even though their vocabulary is limited, they are active readers 

who try to find solutions rather than giving up. 

 

 

2) Sentence Analysis 

Another strategy that students use is sentence analysis. This means 

breaking down long and complex sentences into smaller, more manageable 

parts. Instead of trying to understand the whole sentence at once, students look 

for the main subject and main verb first. Once they understand the core 

meaning, they add the extra information step by step. This strategy helps 

them handle complicated grammar structures without getting overwhelmed. 

DSN explained her step-by-step approach: 

DSN: "I try to divide the sentence into smaller parts. First, I identify the 

subject and the main verb, then I try to understand the additional information 

step by step." 

From DSN's response, we can see that she has a clear system for 

dealing with complex sentences. She does not just stare at the sentence and 
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hope to understand it. She actively breaks it down. First, she finds the subject 

and verb because these are the core of the sentence. Once she knows who did 

what, she can then look at the other parts of the sentence, like adjectives, 

clauses, or phrases, and see how they relate to the core meaning. This step- 

by-step method reduces cognitive load and makes comprehension more 

manageable. AFR described a similar technique: 

AFR: "When I get a long or complex sentence, I try to identify the subject and 

the main verb first, then temporarily ignore additional information." 

AFR's response adds the concept of "temporarily ignoring." She 

does not try to understand everything at once. She first focuses only on the 

subject and verb, and she sets aside the extra information for a moment. This 

is a smart strategy because the extra information (like relative clauses or 

prepositional phrases) is often there to add details, but it is not essential for 

understanding the basic meaning of the sentence. By ignoring it temporarily, 

AFR can understand the core meaning first, and then go back to the details if 

she has time. KA also shared a similar approach: 

KA: "I usually look for the verb first and then the subject. I break down long 

sentences into smaller, simpler ones." 

KA's response is slightly different from the others. She looks for the 

verb first, then the subject. Some people find it easier to find the verb because 

verbs are often easier to spot than subjects. Either way, the goal is the same: 

find the core elements of the sentence. Once she has the verb and subject, she 

breaks the rest of the sentence into smaller, simpler parts. This helps her 
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understand the sentence piece by piece instead of trying to swallow it all at 

once. 

Other participants also used sentence analysis. ZN said she tries to 

identify the subject and main verb first, then rereads the sentence if necessary. 

MSL said she identifies the main subject and main verb first, then breaks the 

sentence into smaller parts. AR said he breaks the sentence into smaller parts 

and looks for the subject and verb first. US said she reads slowly and tries to 

identify the main subject and verb first. So, almost every participant in this 

study used some form of sentence analysis to deal with complex sentences. 

This shows that breaking sentences down is a natural and effective way for 

students to handle difficult grammar. 

 

3) Skimming and Scanning 

Skimming and scanning are two related strategies that help students 

read more efficiently, especially when time is limited. Skimming means 

reading quickly to get the general idea or main topic of a passage. Scanning 

means looking for specific information, like a keyword or a number, without 

reading everything. Many students in this study used these strategies to save 

time and find answers faster. ZN explained how she uses skimming: 

ZN: "I often use skimming techniques. I look for repeated keywords or concepts 

and pay attention to the introduction, usually in the first paragraph. 

Sometimes I also skim the conclusion." 

From ZN's response, we can see that her skimming is not random. 

She has a clear purpose. She looks for repeated keywords because if a word 
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appears many times, it is probably important. She also pays attention to the 

introduction because the first paragraph often tells you what the passage 

is about. And she sometimes skims the conclusion because the last 

paragraph often summarizes the main points. This shows that ZN uses 

skimming strategically, not just reading fast without thinking. MSL described 

a selective reading approach: 

MSL: "I usually start by reading the introduction carefully... then I try to look 

at the first sentence of each paragraph. I also pay attention to repeated ideas 

or keywords." 

MSL's response shows that she combines careful reading with 

skimming. She reads the introduction carefully because it sets up the whole 

passage. Then, instead of reading every paragraph in full, she looks at the 

first sentence of each paragraph. This is a common skimming technique 

because the first sentence of a paragraph often contains the main idea of 

that paragraph. By doing this, MSL can understand the structure of the 

passage without reading every single word AR also shared his use of 

skimming: AR: "I also use skimming reading the first paragraph fast to get the 

main idea." 

AR's response is simpler. He uses skimming specifically to get the 

main idea from the first paragraph. He knows that the introduction is the most 

important part for understanding the topic. By reading it fast, he can quickly 

grasp what the passage is about and then decide whether he needs to read 

more carefully or not. 
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b) Metacognitive Strategies 

 

1) Monitoring 

 

Monitoring is a strategy that happens while students are reading. 

Instead of just reading and hoping they understand, they actively check 

whether they actually understand what they are reading. If they realize that 

they are confused or that they missed something, they take action. This 

action might be rereading the sentence, slowing down, or in some cases, 

skipping the difficult part and coming back later. AFR demonstrated 

monitoring through rereading: 

AFR: "When I got long and complicated sentences, I reread the text several 

times." 

From AFR's response, we can see that she is aware when her 

comprehension is not complete. She does not just keep reading and hope 

things will make sense later. She stops and rereads. This shows that she is 

monitoring her understanding in real time. She knows that if she does not 

understand a sentence, she needs to go back and try again. This is a sign of a 

strategic reader. MSL also showed the same monitoring behavior: 

MSL: "Sometimes I read the sentence once but I still cannot fully understand 

it, so I need to read it again." 

MSL's response is very clear. She reads a sentence once, checks 

whether she understands it, and if she does not, she reads it again. This is a 

simple but effective monitoring strategy. The key point is that she does not 

just assume she understands. She actively checks. This takes a little extra 
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time, but it saves her from misunderstanding the whole passage. ZN 

expressed the same approach: 

ZN: "Sometimes I have to reread the sentences several times." 

 

ZN's response is shorter, but the meaning is the same. She rereads 

when she does not understand. She does not just give up or skip ahead. She 

tries again. This shows that she is committed to understanding the text, not 

just finishing it. However, one participant showed a different response: 

US: "If I feel stuck, I skip it first and come back later if I still have time." 

 

US's response is different from the others. Instead of rereading 

immediately, she chooses to skip the difficult part and come back later if she 

has time. This is also a form of monitoring because she is aware that she is 

stuck, and she makes a decision about what to do. But her decision is 

different. She prioritizes time management over immediate comprehension. 

This can be a good strategy in a timed test because it prevents her from 

spending too much time on one question. However, the risk is that if she 

runs out of time, she might never come back to the skipped part. 

Other participants also used monitoring. DSN and KA said they reread 

sentences multiple times. AR said he sometimes reads the same sentence 

two or three times. So, most students in this study actively monitor their 

understanding and take action when they do not understand. The most common 

action is rereading, but some students choose to skip and come back later. Both 

are valid strategies, but they have different risks and benefits. 



51 
 

 

 

 

 

2) Planning 

 

Planning is a strategy that students use before they even start reading. 

Instead of just opening the passage and reading blindly, they take a moment to 

think about what they need to do. They set a purpose for reading, decide 

what information to look for, and sometimes even read the questions first. 

This helps them read more efficiently because they know exactly what they 

are looking for. AR explained his planning strategy: 

AR: "First, read the question before reading the passage... The better way is 

to read the question first, then find the answer." 

From AR's response, we can see that he does not start by reading 

the passage. He starts by reading the questions. This might seem backward 

to some people, but it is actually a very effective strategy. When you read 

the questions first, you know what information you need to find in the 

passage. Then, when you read the passage, you are not reading everything 

equally. You are looking for specific answers. This saves a lot of time and 

makes your reading more focused. DSN described a similar planning 

approach: 

DSN: "I usually look at the questions first and identify which ones require 

more time. I answer easier questions first." 

DSN's response adds another layer to planning. She not only reads the 

questions first, but she also identifies which questions are harder and will 

take more time. Then, she answers the easier questions first. This is a smart 

time management strategy. By answering easy questions first, she builds 
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confidence and ensures that she does not waste too much time on hard 

questions at the beginning. If she has time left at the end, she can go back to 

the harder ones. ZN also shared a similar strategy: 

ZN: "I focus on identifying keywords and eliminating incorrect answers. I 

also tend to skip difficult questions and answer the easier ones first." 

ZN's response shows that her planning involves knowing what to 

look for (keywords) and knowing how to approach the questions 

(eliminating wrong answers and skipping difficult ones). She does not just 

read randomly. She has a plan. This kind of planning is what separates 

strategic readers from non-strategic readers. 

Other participants also used planning strategies. MSL said she 

allocates time for each passage and skips difficult questions to return later. 

KA said she allocates less time for reading and more for answering questions. 

So, planning is an important metacognitive strategy that helps students 

approach the TOEFL reading section with a clear purpose and a efficient 

method. 

 

 

c) Test-Taking Strategies 

1) Answer Elimination 

Answer elimination is a strategy that students use when they are 

answering multiple-choice questions. Instead of trying to find the correct 

answer right away, they first look for answers that are clearly wrong and 

eliminate them. This narrows down the choices and makes it easier to pick 
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the correct answer. This is especially useful when students are unsure or 

when the answer choices look very similar. ZN explained how she uses 

answer elimination: 

ZN: "I focus on identifying keywords and eliminating incorrect answers. If 

I encounter repeated words in the options, I tend to eliminate them." 

From ZN's response, we can see that she does not just guess 

randomly. She actively looks for wrong answers to remove. She also has a 

specific clue she looks for: repeated words in the options. If the same word 

appears in multiple answer choices, she tends to eliminate those options. 

This is a smart test-taking trick because correct answers in TOEFL are 

usually not the ones with repeated words. By eliminating these, she increases 

her chances of picking the right answer. AFR described a more 

comprehensive elimination process: 

AFR: "I try to match the question with the relevant part of the text, then 

eliminate the incorrect options until I find the most appropriate answer." 

AFR's response shows that her elimination process is based on the 

text. She does not just eliminate randomly. First, she finds the part of the 

passage that is relevant to the question. Then, she uses that information to 

eliminate wrong answers. This is a text-based elimination strategy, which is 

more reliable than just guessing. By matching the question to the text, she 

ensures that her elimination is based on evidence, not just intuition. 

AR also shared his elimination strategy: 

 

AR: "I try to look for clues in the passage and eliminate wrong answers first. 
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In TOEFL, there are four answers: A, B, C, D. Sometimes two answers don't 

make sense, so I eliminate them." 

AR's response adds an interesting observation. He says that in many 

TOEFL questions, two of the four answers are obviously wrong. Once you 

eliminate those two, you only have two options left to choose from. This 

makes the decision much easier. Even if you have to guess between the last 

two, your chance of being correct is 50%, not 25%. This is a very practical 

test-taking strategy that can significantly improve a student's score. 

Other participants also used answer elimination. MSL said she 

eliminates answer choices that are clearly not consistent with the information 

in the text. KA said she eliminates obviously wrong answers. So, answer 

elimination is a common and effective strategy that helps students simplify 

the decision-making process and improve their accuracy 

 

2) Time Management 

 

Time management is a strategy that students use to deal with the 

limited time in the TOEFL reading test. Instead of spending too much time on 

one difficult question, they make strategic decisions about when to move on, 

when to skip, and when to come back. This helps them complete the test 

without leaving too many questions unanswered. AFR explained her time 

management strategy: 

AFR: "I try not to spend too much time on one difficult question. If I feel 

stuck, I will move on to the next question and come back later if I still have 

time." 
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From AFR's response, we can see that she is aware of the risk of spending 

too much time on a single question. 

By moving on when she feels stuck, she ensures that she can answer 

other questions that might be easier or more within her ability. This prevents 

one difficult question from ruining her performance on the rest of the test. 

The key phrase is "come back later if I still have time." She does not abandon 

the difficult question forever; she just postpones it. US expressed a similar 

approach: 

US: "If I feel stuck, I skip it first and come back later if I still have time." 

 

US's response is almost identical to AFR's. This shows that skipping 

difficult questions and returning to them later is a common time management 

strategy. The principle is simple: do not get trapped. Answer the questions you 

can answer first, and then go back to the harder ones if there is time. MSL 

provided a more detailed time management plan: 

MSL: "If I feel stuck or confused, I usually skip that question first and move 

to the next one so I can answer easier questions. I also try to allocate time 

for each passage." 

MSL's response adds the element of allocation. She not only skips 

difficult questions but also plans how much time to spend on each passage. 

This shows a more comprehensive approach to time management that 

includes both macro-level (per passage) and micro-level (per question) 
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planning. By allocating time for each passage, she makes sure she does not 

spend too long on one passage and leave no time for the others. 

Other participants also used time management strategies. ZN said 

she skips difficult questions and answers easier ones first. DSN said she 

answers easier questions first and guesses if time is almost over. AR said he 

skips and comes back later. KA said she marks and skips difficult questions to 

return later. 

Overall, time management is a crucial strategy for the TOEFL reading 

section because time is very limited. Almost all participants in this study use 

some form of time management, whether it is skipping difficult questions, 

answering easier ones first, or allocating time for each passage. The most 

common strategy is to skip a question when feeling stuck and come back to it 

later. This prevents students from wasting too much time on one question and 

allows them to maximize their score by answering as many questions as 

possible. However, as some students mentioned, if time runs out, they might 

never come back to the skipped questions. So this strategy works best when 

students are disciplined about keeping track of time. 
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The following table presents the students’ difficulties and the strategies they used in the 

TOEFL reading section. 

Participant Difficulties Strategies 

MSL Unfamiliar vocabulary, long and 

complex sentences, identifying 

main ideas, inference questions, 

and time pressure 

Guessing meaning from context, 

rereading difficult sentences 

(monitoring), sentence analysis,  

skipping difficult questions 

(managing time) 

AFR Unfamiliar vocabulary, long and 

complex sentences, identifying 

main ideas,  inference questions, 

and time pressure 

Guessing meaning from context,  

identifying main ideas through 

skimming, focusing on key 

information, skipping difficult 

questions, and returning to 

unanswered questions 

KA Unfamiliar vocabulary, long and 

complex sentences, identifying 

main ideas, inference questions, 

and time pressure 

Guessing unfamiliar vocabulary; 

focusing on important/key 

sentences; identifying relevant 

parts of the text (Scanning) 

HSR Unfamiliar vocabulary; long and 

complex sentences; difficulty 

identifying main ideas; inference 

questions; time pressure 

Answering easier questions first; 

skipping difficult questions; 

guessing answers when unsure; 

managing limited time 

US Unfamiliar vocabulary; long and 

complex sentences; difficulty 

identifying main ideas; inference 

questions; time pressure 

Skipping difficult questions; 

returning later; focusing on easier 

items first 

ZN Unfamiliar vocabulary; long and 

complex sentences; difficulty 

identifying main ideas; inference 

questions; time pressure 

Prioritizing easier questions; 

skipping time-consuming 

questions; managing time 

effectively 

DSN Unfamiliar vocabulary; long and 

complex sentences; difficulty 

identifying main ideas; inference 

questions; time pressure 

Answering easier questions first; 

guessing answers due to time 

pressure; managing time 

AR Unfamiliar vocabulary; long and 

complex sentences; difficulty 

identifying main ideas; inference 

questions; time pressure 

Using context clues; breaking 

down complex sentences; 

focusing on sentence structure 

 

 

B. Discussion 

 

This section interprets the main findings of this study by linking them to the 

theoretical frameworks established in Chapter II. The discussion focuses on the core 

themes that emerged from the participants' experiences, namely: linguistic 
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difficulties, cognitive difficulties, test-related difficulties, and the strategies students 

use to cope with these challenges. Rather than repeating individual quotations, this 

section synthesizes the key patterns and connects them to existing theories. 

1. Students' Difficulties in the TOEFL Reading Section 

 

a. Linguistic Difficulties and Theoretical Connections 

 

The findings of this study indicate that limited vocabulary knowledge is 

a primary obstacle for students in the TOEFL reading section. Most participants 

reported that unfamiliar academic words disrupt their reading flow and prevent 

them from grasping the main ideas of passages. This finding is consistent with the 

theory proposed by Grabe and Stoller (2011), who argue that vocabulary 

knowledge plays a central role in second language reading because readers need 

sufficient word recognition ability to build overall text meaning. Similarly, 

Nation (2013) emphasizes that a high percentage of known vocabulary is 

necessary for adequate comprehension of academic texts. When students lack this 

lexical coverage, their comprehension becomes fragmented, and they struggle 

to connect ideas across sentences. 

In addition to vocabulary, complex sentence structures were identified 

as a major linguistic challenge. Participants consistently reported that long 

sentences with multiple clauses force them to reread and slow down their reading 

speed. This finding supports Koda's (2005) explanation that second language 

readers must coordinate lexical processing and syntactic parsing simultaneously. 

When sentences are too long, students experience difficulty retaining earlier 

information while processing later parts, which reflects the limitation of working 
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memory as discussed in cognitive reading theories. Thus, the linguistic difficulties 

found in this study align with theoretical claims that both vocabulary and grammar 

are fundamental barriers in academic reading. 

b. Cognitive Difficulties and Theoretical Connections 

 

The findings also reveal that cognitive difficulties, particularly in 

identifying main ideas and answering inference questions, significantly affect 

students' performance. Many participants struggled to distinguish between main 

ideas and supporting details, often getting lost in excessive information. This 

difficulty reflects what Grabe (2009) describes as the challenge of integrating 

information across sentences and paragraphs while maintaining coherence in 

working memory. When students cannot filter relevant from less important 

information, they experience cognitive overload, which reduces their ability to 

construct a clear understanding of the text. 

Inference questions were reported as the most challenging type of 

question because the answers are not explicitly stated in the text. This finding is 

consistent with Perfetti and Stafura's (2014) theory that successful 

comprehension depends on the ability to integrate information efficiently and 

draw logical conclusions based on implicit meaning. Students who struggle with 

inference questions tend to rely on surface-level reading and have difficulty 

moving beyond literal comprehension. This supports Alderson's (2000) claim that 

reading in a test context requires not only linguistic knowledge but also higher- 

order thinking skills such as analysis, evaluation, and synthesis. 
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c. Test-Related Difficulties and Theoretical Connections 

 

Time pressure emerged as a significant test-related difficulty. 

Participants reported that the strict time limit forces them to rush, reduces their 

reading depth, and leads to hasty decision-making. This finding aligns with 

Alderson's (2000) observation that reading in a testing situation is 

fundamentally different from reading for learning because students must 

constantly balance comprehension with time management. When time is limited, 

students cannot engage deeply with the text, which negatively affects their 

accuracy. 

Anxiety and stress were also identified as important affective barriers. 

Participants described feeling nervous and panicking when they encountered 

difficult texts or when time was running out. This finding supports the theoretical 

perspective of Hezam et al. (2021), who argue that affective factors such as 

anxiety, low confidence, and lack of motivation reduce students' willingness to 

engage with complex academic texts. The findings also reflect a negative cycle 

in which lack of comprehension triggers anxiety, and anxiety further impairs 

cognitive processing, as discussed in theories of foreign language reading 

anxiety. 

 

 

2. Students' Strategies in the TOEFL Reading Section 

 

a. Cognitive Strategies and Theoretical Connections 

 

The findings show that students employ several cognitive strategies to 

cope with their reading difficulties. Guessing meaning from context was widely 
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used to address limited vocabulary. This strategy reflects Nation's (2013) 

emphasis on using contextual clues to compensate for insufficient word 

knowledge. Sentence analysis, such as identifying subjects and verbs or 

breaking long sentences into smaller parts, was used to handle complex 

grammatical structures. This supports Koda's (2005) claim that careful syntactic 

processing is essential for comprehension. Skimming and scanning were also 

used to improve reading efficiency under time constraints, which is consistent 

with Grabe's (2009) theory that flexible reading strategies help students manage 

dense academic texts. 

 

 

b. Metacognitive Strategies and Theoretical Connections  

  Metacognitive strategies such as planning and monitoring were also 

observed. Some participants read the questions first before reading the passage, which 

reflects planning behavior. This strategy helps readers set a purpose for reading and 

focus on relevant information. Other participants reported rereading difficult parts to 

check their understanding, which demonstrates monitoring. According to Mokhtari and 

Reichard (2002), skilled readers are those who plan, monitor, and evaluate their 

comprehension. The findings of this study confirm that students who actively monitor 

their understanding are better able to address comprehension breakdowns. However, 

some participants admitted to skipping difficult parts without attempting to understand 

them, indicating that metacognitive awareness is not yet fully developed among all 

students. 
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c. Test-Taking Strategies and Theoretical Connections 

 

Test-taking strategies, particularly answer elimination and time 

management, were also used by participants. Answer elimination helps 

students narrow down possible choices by removing clearly incorrect options, 

which increases the probability of selecting the correct answer. This strategy 

aligns with Cohen's (2014) theory that test-taking strategies influence 

performance beyond language ability. Time management, such as skipping 

difficult questions to save time, reflects an awareness of test constraints. 

However, the findings also suggest that some strategies, such as random guessing 

or skipping without understanding, may be counterproductive. This nuance 

highlights the importance of explicit strategy instruction. 
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CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSION 

 

 

A. Conclusion 

 

Based on the findings and discussion, it can be concluded that students face 

three main types of difficulties in the TOEFL reading section: linguistic (limited 

vocabulary and complex sentences), cognitive (identifying main ideas and 

answering inference questions), and test-related difficulties (time pressure and 

anxiety). These challenges often interrupt comprehension and reduce students' 

confidence during the test. 

However, students do not remain passive. They apply various strategies to 

overcome these difficulties. To address vocabulary problems, they guess meaning 

from context. To handle complex sentences, they break down the sentences or 

identify subjects and verbs. For efficiency, they use skimming and scanning. 

Metacognitively, they plan by reading questions first and monitor by rereading 

difficult parts. In addition, they use test-taking strategies such as eliminating wrong 

answers and managing time by skipping difficult questions. 

Overall, the difficulties students face are closely related to the strategies they 

use. Each difficulty encourages students to apply certain strategies. However, the 

effectiveness of these strategies depends on how well and consistently they are 

applied. Therefore, students need to further develop their strategic awareness to 

improve their performance in the TOEFL reading section. 
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B. Suggestion 

 

Based on the results of this study, several suggestions are proposed. For 

students, it is important to become more aware of the strategies they use. Students 

should not only rely on guessing but also practice sentence analysis, time 

management, and regular exposure to TOEFL-like texts to build confidence. For 

teachers, it is recommended to explicitly teach reading strategies, not just deliver 

material. Teachers can provide clear examples of how to apply strategies such as 

skimming, scanning, and answer elimination, and give students opportunities to 

practice them in class. 

For future researchers, it is suggested to explore this topic further with a 

larger number of participants or different research settings. Future studies could also 

examine the effectiveness of specific strategies in improving TOEFL reading 

comprehension. 
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Appendix D: Interview Protocol 

 

Interview Protocol and Questions 

 

 

 

Interview Protocol 

 

Research Project Title : Investigating students’ Difficulties in Reading 

 

 

 

Section TOEFL Test 

 

Time of Interview : 

 

Date : 

 

Place: 

 

Research Investigator : 

Jauza Alya Participant : 

 

Position of Interview : Student of English Language Education 

 

Department 

 

 

 

This research is about the difficulties faced by students in the reading section of the 

TOEFL test and the strategies they use to overcome those difficulties. The purpose 

of this study is to identify the types of difficulties students encounter in the TOEFL 

reading section and to explore the strategies they employ to solve those difficulties. 

Data will be collected through a semi- structured interview, and the conversation 

will be audio-recorded with the participant's consent. All data will be kept 

confidential and used only for research purposes to ensure the participants' privacy. 

During the interview, the participant will be asked several questions related to their 
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experience with the TOEFL reading section. The interview will take approximately 

15–20 minutes. 
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Interview Questions 

 

1. Could you please share your experience in taking the TOEFL test, in the Reading 

section? 

2.  How would you describe in your own word based on your overall experience on 

TOEFL reading section? Did you find it interesting? Did you find it stressfull? Did 

you find it manageable? Did you find it challenging? 

3. Can you share your experience when you encounter words in TOEFL reading 

passages that you don’t know? How do these words affect your understanding of 

the passage? 

4. Do you think that long sentence is a trouble? How do such sentences affect the way 

you read and understand the text? 

5. Thinking about the main idea of a passage, what makes it hard for you to figure 

out? How do you usually try to understand what the passage is really about? 

6. Inference questions can be tricky because the answer isn’t stated directly. 

 

Can you explain a situation where an inference question was difficult for you? 

 

7. TOEFL reading has a strict time limit. How does having limited time influence 

the way you read and answer questions? 

8. When you find unfamiliar words while reading, what do you usually do to guess or 

understand their meaning? 

9. How do you approach long or complex sentences? Can you explain any steps you 

take to break them down and make them easier to understand? 
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10. When trying to figure out the main idea of a passage, what methods or tips do you 

use? How do you deal with passages that have a lot of details? 

11. How do you handle inference questions in reading? Can you explain how you try 

to read between the lines and find clues in the text? 

12. Time management is important in TOEFL reading. How do you plan your time 

when reading passages and answering questions so that you can finish without 

rushing? 
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