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ABSTRACT 

 

Yovan Dina. (2021). EFL Undergraduate Students‟ Difficulties in Writing 

Literature Review of Their Thesis. Thesis. English Education 

Study Program. Faculty of Teacher Training and Education 

of Jambi University in Academic Year 2020/2021. The first 

supervisor is Yulhenli Thabran, S.S., M.A. The second 

supervisor is Dr. Yanto, S.Pd., M.Ed.  

 

Writing a thesis is difficult for undergraduate students, especially in the 

writing literature review section. In the English study program at Jambi 

University, most students find difficulties searching and selecting relevant 

references for their literature review. Besides that, they also had problems 

developing this chapter and could not write a relevant and coherent literature 

review. Hence, the purpose of this study is to investigate EFL undergraduate 

students‟ difficulties in writing the literature review of their thesis. There were 

two questions addressed. The first question is why writing a literature review 

difficult for many English department students. The second question is how do 

students overcome the difficulties in writing a literature review of their thesis. The 

method and design used in this research were descriptive qualitative. In-depth 

interviews were chosen as the instrument to collect the data. There were 8 

participants consists of four students of the academic year 2016 and four students 

of the academic year 2017 who had been adjusted to the criteria. Based on the 

discussion, the students have difficulties writing a literature review such as 

selecting relevant references, restricted access to journals and textbooks, the 

language of the references was difficult to understand, lack of ability in writing 

literature review, and lack of supervisor comment. However, the students have 

their own ways to overcome those problems. 

 

Keywords: Thesis, Literature Review, and Qualitative.  
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Background of the Research  

Nowadays, writing has a crucial role in communication. Someone who has 

good writing skills can communicate well through writing. It is makes writing 

become an important thing, especially in education.  Hence, students learn some 

writing subjects such as paragraph writing, essay writing, academic writing, and 

creative writing in the English study program at Jambi University. After learned 

all of these subjects, students are expected to have the ability to make assignments 

in the form of writing as like project or thesis to improve their writing skills. 

Then, in the last semester at university, students are expected to conduct 

research in the form of a thesis that has to be submitted as the last project to get a 

degree. A thesis is a research finding that the students compile according to their 

study area as a compulsory requirement to obtain a degree (Irwan and Arisanti, 

2019). Writing the thesis aims to provide experience for students to have more 

critical thinking in solving a problem. 

However, writing a thesis is a difficult thing to do for undergraduate students. 

It is because they have difficulties in every section of the thesis writing process. 

For example, students have to write an abstract, background, literature review, 

methodology, findings, and conclusion in writing a thesis. Based on the 

experiences of most of the Jambi University English students who the researcher 

questioned, they had problems writing a thesis, especially when select relevant 
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references and writing them in their literature review section. It is proven by the 

result of the research conducted by Wahyuni (2016) “difficulties and challenges 

faced by English education study program students in the completion of their 

theses: A phenomenology study”. Because of that issue, this study will be focused 

on the difficulties of undergraduate students in writing a literature review.  

According to Machi and McEvoy (2016), a literature review is a written 

document that presents a logically argued case founded on a comprehensive 

understanding of the current state of knowledge about a topic of study. The 

literature review is a significant chapter in research because, from a literature 

review, the researcher can understand the topic to be discussed, how the research 

was conducted, and the main problems.  

On the other hand, conducting a literature review is complicated for beginning 

educational researchers or undergraduate students because they often find 

challenging, sometimes confusing, and laborious processes (Chen, Wang, and 

Lee, 2016). Those things often cause undergraduate students to have difficulties in 

completing chapter two.  

Thus, in their study, Shahsavar and Kourepaz (2020) state that students will 

not be able to understand their thesis topic, the keywords, and the related studies 

in that area without a qualified literature review. The literature review also help 

the researcher answer research questions in their thesis and explain a gap in 

previous research that needs to be filled.  
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In the English study program at Jambi University, many undergraduate 

students still have difficulties writing literature reviews in their research. Only a 

few undergraduate students can fulfill this requirement satisfactorily because 

undergraduate students have problems developing this chapter and cannot write 

academically or create a good and coherent literature review. In addition, the 

researcher has also read several sources on this topic. In their study, (Zorn and 

Campbell, 2006; Akindele, 2008; Shahsavar and Kourepaz, 2020) reported that 

almost all students find it difficult to write literature reviews because they do not 

know what they have to write and do not know the limitations that they will 

discuss in the literature review section.  

Based on the explanation of the problem above, it can be concluded that 

writing a thesis is difficult for students to do, especially in the literature review 

section. So, the researcher interest conducts this study because the researcher has 

not yet found the same topic about the difficulties of a literature review. Then, the 

lack of research explaining this problem and no research discusses this topic yet, 

especially in the English study program at Jambi University. Therefore, the 

researcher will conduct this study to investigate EFL undergraduate students' 

difficulties in writing literature review of their thesis.  

The similarity of this research with previous research (Shahsavar and 

Kourepaz, 2020; Qian and Krugly-Smolska, 2008) is to discuss the difficulties in 

writing literature reviews. While the difference is that in this research, the 

researcher will examine at the undergraduate student level. In this research, the 

method used by the researcher is the qualitative method using in-depth interviews. 
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Participants who will be selected are also different from previous research, and 

this research will be conducted at Jambi University, English Language Study 

Program. 

1.2 Research Questions 

Based on the description of the background above, the researcher formulates 

research questions as follows:  

1. Why is writing a literature review difficult for many English department 

students?  

2. How do students overcome the difficulties in writing a literature review of 

their thesis? 

1.3 Purpose of the Research  

1. To investigate why undergraduate students find it difficult when they write 

the literature review section of their thesis. 

2. To find out how students solve their problems in writing the literature 

review of their thesis. 

1.4 Limitation of the Research 

This study is limited to the students of the academic year 2016 and 2017 

English study program at Jambi University working on their thesis of this 

research. This research will be focused on EFL undergraduate students‟ 

difficulties in writing a literature review. Students of the academic year 2016 and 

2017 are selected because they have done a proposal seminar examination. 

Therefore, students from the 2016 and 2017 academic years will be chosen. 
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1.5 Significance of the Research 

The result of this research expected to be beneficial for those who are in the 

educational field, especially in language teaching and learning: 

1. For students  

This study is expected to provide information and knowledge for the students 

about what should be considered in creating a literature review and how to deal 

with it to improve writing a thesis, especially in the literature review section. 

2. For lectures 

Hopefully, this study will be helpful as information for teachers of writing 

and supervisors to pay more attention to the difficulties experienced by 

students when writing a thesis.  

3. For the next researchers  

This study will become a reference for the next researchers who want to 

conduct the same research with different limitations. 

1.6 Definition of key terms  

Thesis: A research finding compiled by the students according to their area of 

study as a compulsory requirement to obtain a college degree (Irwan and 

Arisanti, 2019).  

Literature Review:  The comprehensive study and interpretation of literature 

related to a particular topic (Aveyard, 2014). 
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Qualitative: A researcher who focuses on the exploration, description, and 

sometimes generation and construction of theories using qualitative 

data (Burke and Larry, 2017). 
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE 

This chapter aims to discuss the theories underlying the study. The theories 

consist of thesis theory, literature review theory, and several reviews of related 

previous studies related to the research topic. 

2.1 Thesis  

In Indonesia, all undergraduate students must complete their final project to 

get a degree. This last project is called skripsi. Undergraduate students must write 

a thesis academically in the form determined by each faculty at the university. 

Suyadi (2006) defined skripsi as scientific research arranged systematically based 

on norms, ethics, and scientific ways. According to Irwan and Arisanti (2019) 

thesis (skripsi) is a research finding that is compiled by the students according to 

their area of study as a compulsory requirement to obtain a degree. Meanwhile, 

undergraduate research is a high-impact practice that provides students the 

opportunity to meaningfully contribute to knowledge building in their fields (Hu, 

Kuh, and Li, 2008).  

Paltridge and Starfield (2007) stated that writing a thesis is a challenge; for 

those writing in English whose first language is not English, the challenges are 

even more significant. The students have to follow the process of writing a 

thesis that consists of five chapters such as introduction, literature review, 

methodology, research finding, and discussion, writing a conclusion, and 

suggestion. In detail, the process of writing a thesis might be varied. It is based on 

the nature of the research, type of research, and regulation as well as instruction of 
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writing from a specific program and need to identify the critical points in writing a 

good thesis.  

Therefore, based on the explanation above, thesis writing is a final project for 

students who will get a degree. Then, the process of writing a thesis takes a long 

time because thesis writing is the biggest project to complete the study. Because 

of that, students may face some difficulties during the writing process. However, 

through the process of writing a thesis, the students come to know how to do 

research and report the findings. 

2.1.1 The Major Elements in Writing Thesis 

In writing a thesis, significant elements or schematic structures must be 

included as proposed by the theorists. According to “Undergraduate Thesis 

(Skripsi) Writing Guidelines” issued by the Faculty of Teacher Training and 

Education of Jambi University (2018), a skripsi include an introduction, literature 

review, methodology, findings and discussion, and conclusion.  

Pendahuluan (Introduction): This is the opening chapter in introducing the 

thesis, which contains an overview of the research context that provides insight 

into the direction of the research carried out. This chapter includes the background 

of the study, research question, purpose of the study, the significance of the study, 

limitation of the research, and definition of key terms. 

Kajian teoritik (Review of related literature): is presents the theories that 

support the research. The theoretical study must discuss all supporting ideas and 
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relevant research results and relate them to the variables or research focus in detail 

and depth. The facts stated must be taken from original and up-to-date sources. 

Thus, theoretical studies show and discuss the relationship, cohesion, and 

coherence between theories and research results relevant to the research focus. 

Metode penelitian (Research method): describes what is investigated in 

research, where the research is conducted, who the participants are, how the study 

is designed, how the data are collected, and how the data are analyzed. 

Hasil Penelitian dan Pembahasan (Findings and Discussion): contains the 

researcher's findings on his or her research. The study results and discussion are 

presented in chapter IV, which includes the presentation of the data followed by 

the discussion, using the theory or the results of previous research described in the 

theoretic study of chapter II, and following the research procedures in chapter II 

chapter III. Research results and the discussion is presented in an integrated 

manner, not broken down into separate subtitles. The discussion of the research 

results is in the form of a qualitative theoretical explanation. 

Simpulan, implikasi dan saran (Conclusion): contains the presentation and 

analysis of data made by the researcher. The conclusion contains the essence or 

main research findings by the research problem. The implication is the usefulness 

of research findings either theoretically or practically. Suggestions contain 

suggestions operationally as a follow-up to the research results or suggestions 

submitted for the next qualitative research. Suggestions must be specific 

(addressed to whom) and applicable (how they are implemented).  
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2.2 Literature Review 

Ridly (2012) defines the literature review as to where the researcher identifies 

the theories and previous research that have influenced their chosen research topic 

and their chosen methodology. In line with the statement above, Denny and 

Tewksbury (2013) define a literature review as a comprehensive overview of prior 

research regarding a specific topic. Additionally, a literature review is a written 

document that presents a logically argued case founded on a complete 

understanding of the current state of knowledge about a topic of study (Machi and 

McEvoy, 2016).  

Consequently, the literature review can be explained as an important part of a 

thesis in which researchers identify theories related to their topics from previous 

research and connect it with a comprehensive understanding of the current state of 

knowledge about a topic of study. Further, a literature review has many different 

objectives and can be written from a particular perspective. For example, the 

review can be based on primary empirical research, research methods, theory or 

practical interventions, or conceptual studies. 

According to Neuman (2011), there are four goals of literature reviews. The 

first is to demonstrate a familiarity with a body of knowledge and establish 

credibility. A review tells the reader that the researcher knows the research area 

and knows the major issues. A good review increases a reader‟s confidence in the 

researcher‟s professional competence, ability, and background. 
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The second is to show the path of prior research and how a current project is 

linked to it. A review outlines the direction of research on a question and shows 

the development of knowledge. A good review places a research project in a 

context and demonstrates its relevance by making connections to a body of 

knowledge. 

Next is to integrate and summarize what is known in an area. A review pulls 

together and synthesizes different results. A good review points out areas in which 

prior studies agree, disagree, and major questions remain. It collects what is 

known up to a point in time and indicates the direction for future research. 

The last one is to learn from others and stimulate new ideas. A review tells 

what others have found so that a researcher can benefit from the efforts of others. 

A good review identifies blind alleys and suggests hypotheses for replication. It 

divulges procedures, techniques, and research designs worth copying so that a 

researcher can better focus on hypotheses and gain new insights. 

Therefore, it can be concluded that the purpose of the literature review is to 

add researcher knowledge about the topic under study, helping the researchers in 

formulating research problems and helping in determining the correct theories and 

methods to be used in research. By studying the studies of others, researchers can 

determine whether to imitate, repeat, or criticize a particular study. The studies of 

others are used to compare research to be conducted with research that others 

have done. 
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1.2.1 Two Styles to Conduct Literature Review  

Literature reviews can be envisaged as a continuum, ranging from 

traditional review to systematic review.  

Figure 1. Two Style to Conduct Literature Review 

 

Adapted from Jesson, Matheson and Lacey (2011) 

a. Traditional Literature Review 

Jesson, Matheson, and Lacey (2011) define a traditional literature review 

as a written appraisal of what is already known as existing knowledge on a 

topic with no prescribed methodology. The traditional form of a literature 

review method is a „reviewing‟ of the literature. The main challenge to the 

traditional style is based on a critique of the process. Critics assert that the 

design and method for a traditional review are too open and flexible (Jesson, 

Matheson and Lacey, 2011). Thus, the key point is that in a traditional review 

there is no obligation to provide a method report; the researchers only have to 

• No defined method 

• Exploratory/creative 

Traditional review 

• Rigorous method 

• Transparent/replicable 

Systematic review 
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tell the reader the purpose of the review, they do not have to tell the reader 

how to identify the sources, what is included and excluded and why. 

These types of traditional reviews are often based on a personal selection 

of materials because the writer believes the previous authors have some 

important contributions to make to current knowledge. This traditional review 

is the style of literature review that most undergraduate and postgraduate 

students will be asked to do (Jesson, Matheson and Lacey, 2011).  

b. Systematic Literature Review 

A systematic review is defined as a method for understanding a lot of 

information, a means for contributing to answers to questions about what 

works and what does not (Petticrew and Roberts, 2006). A systematic review 

is a research article that identifies relevant studies, appraises their quality, and 

summarizes their results using a scientific methodology (Kahn et al., 2003 

cited in Jesson, Matheson, and Lacey, 2011). These opinions concluded by 

Jesson, Matheson, and Lacey (2011) systematic review as a review with 

clearly stated goals, questions, established search approaches, stated inclusion 

and exclusion criteria, resulting in a qualitative assessment of the article. The 

systematic form of a literature review method is prescribed.  

According to Jesson, Matheson, and Lacey (2011), there are six essential 

stages of methodology there are six important steps of methodology in 

conducting a systematic review that researchers must follow: Define the 

research question, design the plan, search for literature, apply exclusion and 

inclusion criteria, apply quality assessment, synthesis. 
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Systematic reviews are useful tools for those seeking to promote research 

knowledge and put it into action. As with traditional reviews, the researcher 

can help identify gaps in knowledge and clarify where no further research is 

needed for the time being. The appeal of this style of review lies in its claim to 

be a more neutral, technical process, which is rational and standardized, 

thereby demonstrating objectivity and a transparent process to the reader. 

These features sit easily in a scientific framework but less so in a more open 

qualitative, interpretative paradigm common in the social sciences. 

According to some experts, the researchers have to take a systematic 

approach to their learning and writing. It is because work systematically 

simply means the writer writes not in a random way but an orderly and 

predetermined method to improve the quality of the literature review. 

However, some of the essential things need to be considered before using a 

systematic approach in research. Jesson, Matheson, and Lacey (2011) claim 

that five things that the researcher should be considered before using a 

systematic approach: 

• A systematic review methodology may not be appropriate for 

undergraduate-level reviews. 

• A systematic review is time-consuming and can be expensive. 

• Systematic reviews are usually undertaken by more than one person; they 

are usually a team effort to do the scanning, screening, and quality 

assessment to reduce bias. 
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• A systematic review is dependent on access to electronic databases and a 

range of available databases and can, therefore, be limited by the 

effectiveness of the databases. 

• The systematic review is typically restricted to published, peer-reviewed 

academic work. 

Therefore, based on the explanation above, to write a good literature review, 

the researcher has to choose one of two styles that will be used. The researchers 

also need to select the review approach that is most appropriate for their research. 

2.2.2 Type of literature review 

According to Neuman (2011), literature reviews can be distinguished into six 

types:  

a. Context review. A common form of analysis in which the author connects 

a specific study to a broader scope of information. This also appears at the 

beginning of the search report and presents the research by putting it 

within a wider context and showing how it continues or expands on a line 

of thinking or analysis that is evolving. 

b. Historical review. A detailed study in which, over time, the author traces a 

problem. A theoretical or empirical analysis may be used to demonstrate 

how a principle, theory, or research process has evolved.  

c. Integrative Review. A common type of review in which the author 

presents and summarizes the current state of knowledge on a topic, 

emphasizing agreements and discrepancies within it. This study is also 



16 
 

paired with background analysis, or as a service to other researchers can 

be published as an independent report. 

d. Methodological review. A comprehensive form of integrative analysis, in 

which the author compares and discusses the relative methodological 

intensity of different studies and demonstrates how various methodologies 

(e.g. test designs, measurements, samples) account for different outcomes.  

e. Self-study review. A review in which an author shows his or her 

familiarity with a topic area. It is also part of a prerequisite for an 

educational curriculum or course. 

f. Theoretical review. A detailed analysis in which the author discusses 

multiple hypotheses or ideas focusing on the same subject and compares 

them based on assumptions, logical consistency, and explanatory scope.  

2.2.3 Steps Involved in Conducting a Research Literature Review 

According to Fink (2014) state that literature review can be divided into seven 

steps: 

The first is selecting research questions. A research question is a precisely 

stated question that guides the review. 

The second is selecting bibliographic or article databases, Web sites, and other 

sources. A bibliographic database is a collection of articles, books, and reports 

that can provide data to answer research questions. The database is usually 

accessed online. The bibliographic databases of interest in research reviews often 

contain full reports of original studies. Other sources for literature reviews include 
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experts in the field of interest, the Web, and the reference lists contained in 

articles.  

In finding references, it can be done in two ways, namely conventional and 

online technique. In a conventional technique, students spend their time in the 

library to find sources related to their research. Meanwhile, online technique is 

where students can search for relevant sources on the internet, such as online 

journals, e-books, theses, and others. 

The third is choosing search terms. Search terms are the words and phrases 

that you use to get appropriate articles, books, and reports. You base them on the 

words and concepts that frame the research questions and you use a particular 

grammar and logic to conduct the research.  

Next is applying practical screening criteria. Preliminary literature searches 

always yield many articles, but only a few are relevant. You screen the literature 

to get at the relevant articles by setting criteria for inclusion into and exclusion 

from the review. Practical screening criteria include factors such as the language 

in which the article is printed, type of article (journal article, clinical trial), date of 

publication, and funding source.  

Next is applying methodological screening criteria. Methodological criteria 

include criteria for evaluating scientific quality. 

The sixth is doing the review. Reliable and valid reviews involve using a 

standardized form for abstracting data from articles, training reviewers (if more 
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than one) to do the abstraction, monitoring the quality of the review, and pilot 

testing the process.  

The last one is synthesizing the results. Literature review results may be 

synthesized descriptively. Descriptive syntheses are interpretations of the review's 

findings based on the reviewers' experience and the quality and content of the 

available literature. A special type of synthesis-a meta-analysis involves the use of 

statistical methods to combine the results of two or more studies. 

2.2.4 Students‟ problems and difficulties in writing a literature review 

A literature review is indeed important for scientific research in university 

rules, it is because literature reviews can be a source of ideas, research questions, 

and hunches to explore. Therefore, to write a good literature review, the 

researcher must do so based on a thorough search and provide a clear and 

literature focused synthesis. However, several problems can reduce the 

effectiveness of the literature review. 

According to Zorn (2006), there are several common problems in writing 

literature reviews, including: 

1. Researchers are not systematic and comprehensive enough in finding 

sources and searches may focus on the wrong sources. For example, 

relying on textbooks and articles that are not relevant to the topic being 

discussed. 
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2. Researchers often do not have clear objectives. They mostly assume that 

the purpose of the literature review is simply to cite or describe as many 

sources as possible that are relevant to the topic. 

3. Researchers only tell readers what each source said but do not convey the 

relationship between sources. 

4. Researchers do not really understand the literature and cannot synthesize 

literature that responds to specific research questions or objectives. 

5. The poor structure of the literature review creates final writing problems 

that reduce the effectiveness of the literature review. This can make the 

argument or logic of the synthesis difficult for the reader to understand. 

Based on the research from Shahsavar and Kourepaz (2020), the difficulties 

that the students faced in writing their literature review are: 

1. Lack of knowledge in writing an effective literature review.  

Most of the students do not realize the importance of the literature 

review. They think that when writing the literature review section, they 

only need to summarize other works. 

2. Time for completing theses and publications 

The students feel that they lack time to complete the thesis. This thing has 

an impact on the quality of their writing especially the literature review 

section. They do not spend much time writing literature reviews, because 

they believe that literature reviews are not very important. 

3. Supervisors and professors‟ role in writing a literature review 
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When carrying out the guidance process, the supervisor does not pay 

attention to the writing of the literature review section. Therefore, most of 

the students did not put much effort into writing the literature review 

section because they assumed that the examiner would not make a fuss 

about this. 
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2.3 Previous Related Studies 

In 2020, Shahsavar and Kourepaz conducted a study about postgraduate 

students‟ difficulties in writing their theses literature review at the English 

Language Department, Faculty of Paramedical Sciences, School of Paramedical 

Sciences, Shiraz University of Medical Sciences, Iran. The research adopted the 

exploratory sequential mixed method design. This study resulted that most 

students, even proficient ones were not able to synthesize, critique, or explain the 

literature in their writing. They mainly focused on summarizing other researchers‟ 

findings and interpretations. Other problems dealt with lack of sufficient 

knowledge and time to complete their literature review and the deliberate 

dereliction of some supervisors and professors who do not fulfill their obligations 

to provide the students with sufficient information about writing it.  

On the other hand, Qian and Krugly-Smolska (2008) have conducted a 

qualitative study about Chinese graduate students‟ experiences writing a literature 

review. This study was conducted at a medium-sized university in Canada, with 4 

participants, three students from science and engineering and a student from 

finance were involved in this study. The result of this study suggests that Chinese 

graduate students need assistance in adjusting to the new academic environment 

and writing-genre expectations. 

The similarity of this research with the two studies above is discussing writing 

literature reviews among university students. The first research is about 

postgraduate students‟ difficulties in writing their theses literature review, while 

the second research Chinese graduate students‟ experiences with writing a 



22 
 

literature review. Continuing from first and second studies, this research will 

focus on the perspective of undergraduate students about difficulties they faced in 

writing a literature review in their writing section. Thus, it will be filling the gap 

between the first and the second previous research.  
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CHAPTER III 

RESEARCH METHOD  

The previous chapter has elaborated on the theories relevant to the present 

research. This chapter focused on the methodological aspects of this research, 

such as research design, the explanation of participants, the data collection 

technique, trustworthiness, and the technique of data collection. 

3.1 Research Design 

This research used descriptive qualitative research, which aims to investigate 

the perspective of undergraduate students about difficulties that they faced in the 

process of writing a literature review and how do students overcome these 

difficulties. As stated by Burke and Larry (2017) qualitative researcher is a 

researcher who focuses on the exploration, description, and sometimes generation 

and construction of theories using qualitative data. Descriptive research is a 

research focused on providing an accurate description or picture of the status or 

characteristics of a situation or phenomenon (Burke and Larry, 2017). So  the  

researcher  thinks  this  is  the  compatible design  to  get  the  data. 

This method was selected because the analysis  is  not  can be in the form of 

numbers and  the researcher  better  describe  all  phenomena  existing  in  the  

community. Data  would  be  obtained  from  the interview  process  because  the 

interview  is  appropriate technique  to  get  the  data  more  complete  then  the  

others. Then, the data that  has  been  obtained  from  the  interview  process  

presented  in  the  form  of descriptions using easy word understood.  
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3.2 Research Participants  

The population of this research was the English study program students who 

study at Jambi University, Faculty of Teacher Training and Education. Four 

students of the academic year 2016 and four students of the academic year 2017 

who have done a proposal seminar examination were chosen as the participant of 

this study.  

Thus, purposive sampling will be conducted by the researcher in this study. 

According to Creswell and Plano (2018), purposive or purposeful sampling means 

that researcher intentionally select individuals who have experienced the central 

phenomenon or the key concept being explored in the study. The criteria of the 

participants‟ can be described as follow: 

1. The participants are students of the academic year 2016 and 2017. 

The reason those students were chosen as the participants are because they 

have done a proposal seminar examination. The questions in the interview are 

relating what they experience in writing a literature review of their thesis.  

2. The participants are taken equally in number from each academic year. 

Interview identically with the few participants, so the researcher chooses 4 

students from each academic year to make it balanced. The total number of 

students who have participated is 8 students. This number is already discussed by 

the supervisors and the examiners in the seminar proposal previously. 
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3. The participants are willing to be involved in the interview. 

Before the interview started, the researcher gave the students a letter of 

agreement as to the participants. The letter makes them rethink and consider 

whether they are willing to do the interview or not because the researcher does not 

force them to be interviewees. 

4. The participants have participated in the research methodology subject and 

thesis writing subject. 

Participants who were chosen are required to have taken research 

methodology and thesis writing courses. It is because participants are expected to 

have experience and knowledge related to how to conduct a thesis, especially how 

to do a good literature review. 

3.3 Technique of Data Collection 

In this research, the interview is a technique of data collection. An interview is 

a meeting between two people to exchange information and ideas through 

question and answer so that the resulting in communication and joint construction 

of meaning about a particular topic (Esterberg, 2002).  

Then, semi-structured interviews were conducted as an instrument. This type 

of interview is already included in the in-depth interview category, in which 

questions that are posed are not fixated on the interview guidelines and can 

deepen and developed according to their ideas and opinions that the participant 

provides in the interview section. The researcher used a recording device as a tool 

to help record when conducting interviews. 
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The researcher used an interview protocol consisting of 4 features and some 

follow-up questions to get interview data. The first feature, the first is students 

understanding of the literature review, the second about how students did the 

literature review, the third about the possible problem that students faced in the 

writing literature review, and the last one is how students resolved their issue. The 

interview protocol was created by the researcher based on the purpose of 

answering the research questions.  

However, due to the distance and the current condition because of the covid-

19 virus pandemic conditions that are happening that do not allow meeting 

directly with the students. Therefore, to avoid the crowd in the pandemic, the 

researcher contacts the participants by telephone.  

Besides, to complement the data obtained, the researcher collected chapter two 

or a literature review from several participants to match the interview results.  

3.4 Trustworthiness 

According to Creswell and Miller (2000), validity is one of the strengths of 

qualitative research and is based on determining whether the findings are accurate 

from the standpoint of the researcher, the participant, or the readers of an account. 

The researchers do this in several ways, as follows: 

1. Member checking 

This technique was used to avoid data bias and to get the trustworthiness of 

this study. Creswell (2007) argues that the researcher does the verification of the 

data gathered. Member checking is also known as the participant‟s verification. 
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The researcher needs to check the finding with participants for the accuracy of the 

results. This activity is also carrying out to take the findings back to participants 

and ask them both verbally and in writing about the accuracy of the research 

report.  

2. Discussion with the supervisors 

In analyzing data, the researcher‟s supervisors as an expert in research lead the 

researcher how to analyze in the best way. Discussions with supervisors as one 

way to confirm and double-check the errors of the researchers. The results from 

the researchers were checked by the supervisor so that errors can be minimized. 

Besides, the researchers used the interview protocol as a data collection 

instrument. Before the interview instrument was used, the researcher conducted a 

validity test which had been validated by the supervisor as an expert or instrument 

validator. 

3.5 Technique of Data Analysis 

Based on the interview guidelines, the interview was recorded by the 

researcher, and the duration of the interview was from 10 to 17 minutes. Due to 

the distance and the current conditions because of the Covid-19 pandemic, then 

the researcher did the interviews by telephone. The language of the interview is 

also based on students‟ comfort, as long as the interviewer and interviewees 

understand each other. 

Then, in this study, data were analyzed using the thematic analysis method 

described by Braun and Clark (2006). "Thematic analysis is a method for 
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identifying, analyzing, and reporting patterns (themes) in data" (Braun and Clark, 

2006). There are six phases to do the thematic analysis, such as: 

a. Phase 1: familiarize with the data 

Data was collected through interactive means. Then, the researcher learned 

the data to be analyzed with some prior knowledge of the data and some initial 

analytical interest or thinking. Furthermore, these data need to be transcribed 

into written form to be analyzed by thematic analysis. 

b. Phase 2: generating initial codes 

This phase begins with reading and familiarizing with the data and has 

generated a list of initial ideas about what is in the data and what is interesting 

about the data. Then, involves the production of initial code from the data, 

which is the data were coded by writing notes on the text and analyzing it with 

a highlighter or colored pen to show potential patterns, or by using sticky 

notes to identify segments of the data. The researcher initially identified the 

code and then matched it with the data extract representing that code, but it is 

important in this phase to ensure that all actual data extracts are coded and 

then put together in each code. 

c. Phase 3: searching for themes 

This phase refocuses the analysis at a broader theme level than code, 

involves sorting the different codes into potential themes, and collating all 

relevant coded data extracts within the identified themes. Basically, the 
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researcher begins to analyze the code by considering how different codes 

can be combined to form an overarching theme. 

d. Phase 4: reviewing themes 

It became clear that some of the candidate themes are not themes (for 

example, if there is not enough data to support them, or the data is too 

diverse), while other data may collapse from each other (for example, two 

seemingly separate themes can form one theme. theme). Other themes may 

need to be separated into several themes. 

e. Phase 5: defining and naming themes 

At this point, the researcher determines and further refines the themes to 

be presented for analysis. Then, analyzing the data by defining and refining it 

means identifying the 'essence' of each theme (as well as the theme as a 

whole), and determining what aspects of the data each theme captures. 

f. Phase 6: producing the report 

Phase 6 begins when a set of themes has been completed and involves 

final analysis, and then continues with the writing of the report in chapter 4. 
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CHAPTER IV 

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 

This chapter presents the finding and discussion of the research. The interview 

was used as the instrument to investigate students‟ difficulties in writing a 

literature review of their thesis. The finding and discussion present the answer to 

the research question in chapter I. The research questions are why is writing a 

literature review difficult for many English department students? How do students 

overcome the difficulties in writing a literature review of their thesis? 

4.1 Findings 

To describe the EFL undergraduate students' difficulties in writing a literature 

review of their thesis, the findings of the result of the first research question, 

students difficulties divided into five themes; selecting relevant references, 

restricted access to journals and textbooks, the language of the references was 

difficult to understand, lack of ability in writing literature review, and lack of 

supervisor comment. Meanwhile, the findings of the second research question, 

students have their way or tricks to solve the difficulties such as select relevant 

references for the topic under study, use open sources and learn tricks to get 

access journals and e-books for free, Improving English skills to read a difficult 

text, practice frequently how to summarize, paraphrase and synthesize 

information, and improving students' initiative in revising their literature review. 
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4.1.1 Why is writing a literature review difficult for many English 

department students? 

This section presents findings of the research about EFL undergraduate 

students' difficulties in writing a literature review of their thesis.  

1. Selecting relevant references 

Finding and selecting references is the first step that every student must 

take in writing a literature review. Students must choose relevant references 

to make it easier for them to write the discussion in chapter 2. When selecting 

references, students are faced with many choices of sources related to the 

research topic they will do. This is often a challenge for beginner researchers 

when conducting research because they must be able to select appropriate 

references to be included in their literature review. 

In the current situation, based on interviews that have been conducted, 

students prefer online references to find sources related to research topics. 

This is because finding online sources is easier and more efficient. 

From the results of interviews that have been conducted, 7 out of 8 

participants stated that they prefer online to offline references. Parhan and  

Fuji students of the academic year 2016 mentioned that looking for references 

online is easier and more efficient because students can search, select 

references related to the research topic. Especially in this modern era, 

references will be easier to obtain or access by using online websites such as 

Google on a smartphone or laptop. 
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Meanwhile, Maudy students of the academic year 2017 also supported the 

opinions of the two previous participants. She stated that online references are 

an option to make it easier for students to find references needed in the 

current pandemic.  

This is as stated by the students below: 

Parhan: „online is more efficient by opening a smartphone, laptop or Google, 

we can immediately search.’ 

Fuji: ‘Because we live in the modern era, so the references easier to get by 

online.’ 

Maudy: ‘Because of the pandemic situation, I prefer online references.’ 

 

However, in reality, students often encounter some difficulties when 

finding the references they need. Based on interview data, Fuji students of the 

academic year 2016 stated that the difficulty he felt was finding an 

appropriate definition of the keyword he wanted. The same thing was felt by 

Ani students of the academic year 2017, who said that it was very difficult to 

find the articles needed.  

In this case, they both had difficulty finding and selecting references that 

supported their research. This is due to the large number of references they 

find, so they are confused about choosing references that are really 

appropriate and suitable to be written in their review literature. 

This can be proven by data interview: 

Fuji: ‘The difficulty is finding the specific definition that I want.’ 

Ani: ‘Sometimes, the difficulty is when I do not find the journal I want.’ 
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On the other hand, limited resources related to research topics also 

become a challenge for many students when writing literature reviews. Here, 

Parhan, the student of the academic year 2016, said that the research he was 

doing was still relatively new in the field, and only a few people researched 

the topic. Therefore, Parhan has difficulty finding relevant sources to support 

the research to be carried out. 

As shown in the interview excerpts below: 

Parhan: ‘... If the research is common, there will be many references that can 

be found. Unfortunately, my research is discussing entrepreneurship 

in the English department. It is very rare and the references difficult 
to find.’ 

 

From Parhan statement, it can be concluded that it is challenging to find 

relevant literature with research that discusses a topic that is new in the field. 

This makes it difficult for students to write literature reviews because they 

cannot write their opinions without supporting theories or previous research. 

They must include the opinions of experts when writing information in their 

review literature. A literature review needs to be an extensive review of an 

area supported by many sources and previous research (Paltridge and 

Starfield, 2007). That is because previous theory or research is very important 

in helping researchers to find out the extent of research on the research topic 

and why further research should be done.  

From some of the evidence above, it can be concluded that a large 

number of available online sources and excessive search results make 

students difficult to manage a large amount of references. So, it results in 
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students having difficulty choosing references that are relevant to their topic. 

But on the other hand, the limitation of references related to the research topic 

also resulted in novice researchers having difficulty writing literature reviews. 

This is due to the lack of previous research that discusses their research topic. 

2. Restricted access to journals and textbooks  

When looking for references that will be selected to be included in the 

literature review, students have different ways to find the sources they need, 

such as looking for references online and offline. Nevertheless, from the 

interviews that have been conducted, some English students who have 

difficulty finding references online and offline. For example, Maudy, the 

student of the academic year 2017, said that it was challenging to find online 

references because it was due to several factors, such as an unsupportive 

internet network because she lived in a village, and also not all articles and 

online journals were trusted or had a DOI.  

This is the piece of transcription from Maudy student from the academic 

year 2017: 

Maudy: ‘Difficulty to search the references, because I live in a village. The first 

is the internet network. If I want to access something, the internet 

network doesn't support it. Then the second, not all journals can be 

trusted, or not all journals have a DOI. That's the difficulty. 

 

What was mentioned above was added by other students from the 

academic year 2017 too. Ani said that it is difficult to find relevant references 

because some related sources cannot be accessed or downloaded for free. 

Thus, one of the students from the academic year 2016 also has a similar idea 
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as Ani. She said it was very difficult to access online references because some 

of the sources needed were limited, difficult to access, and almost all related 

sources cannot be downloaded for free. 

Some of the excerpts below proved it: 

Ani: Yes, some articles cannot be downloaded for free. So it is one of the 

obstacles. So from that, I looked for another explanation. Look for journals 

that approach or look for other reference books. 

 

Meci: Yes, it was challenging because the references were limited and difficult 

to access. Most sources are paid.  

 

Apart from looking for online references, students also look for 

references offline, such as in the library. Looking for offline references is 

certainly different from looking for online sources on the internet that can be 

accessed anywhere. For example, looking for references in the library, 

students must come directly to visit the place to find the desired reference. 

Based on the interview data and difficulties in accessing articles and 

books online, almost all students also experienced difficulties when looking 

for offline references. They admit that they find it difficult if they have to find 

references or theses to the library. 

Here, Dani the student from the academic year 2016, stated that in the 

current situation of the Covid pandemic, it is very difficult to find references 

to the library due to limited visiting times, and the library is not open every 

day. So that students find it difficult to find suitable references. 
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This can be proven by data interview: 

Dani: To finding offline references, the problem is that in situations like this, go 

to campus every day, and the library is usually closed (in a pandemic 

situation, it is not possible to go to the library). When the library is open, 
the visiting time for the library is shortened so that it hinders offline 

reference searches. 

 

Fuji and Meci also experienced difficulties when looking for offline 

references in the library, such as the difficulty of getting the relevant 

references due to the limited availability of books and not all sources or 

books can be borrowed from the library because they are only read on the 

spot. In addition, it causes students to be less flexible and feel rushed when 

looking for references in the library so that it is difficult for them to find 

suitable references. 

This is evidenced as follows: 

Fuji: To searching offline references, of course, in the library ... the problem is 

that in the library we have problems, for example, there are several 

sources that we cannot borrow because they are only read on the spot. 

That is one of the obstacles if we take the reference from the offline type. 

 

Meci: It the difficult when searching references in our library, the resources 

related to my topic were limited, and the time for visits was also limited. 

So it is not optimal for me to find references in the library. 

 

3. The Language of the references was difficult to understand 

Before choosing articles and books that will be used as references in the 

literature review, students have to know and understand what has been 

discussed in these sources, which is interesting and why it is related to the 

research to be carried out. However, when reading the references that will be 
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selected to be included in the literature review discussion, almost all students 

or novice researchers have difficulty understanding the content of the sources 

they read. 

The results of the interview stated that many English students had 

language difficulties when understanding the language of the references they 

found. According to Suzy, students of the academic year 2017, said that 

sometimes the journals that are read use vocabulary or language that is high 

enough and difficult to understand, so it must be read repeatedly to find out 

the meaning of the article or journal. In addition, Maudy also has the same 

experience as Suzy. She also felt that the language used in some journals was 

rather difficult and complicated, making it difficult for him to understand the 

meaning of sentences or theories written by these researchers. 

The language used in the references is very academic and complicated, 

so that the readers are confused in understanding the meaning of texts. Those 

things make students feel that reading journals or books related to their 

research topic becomes difficult because they need more effort to find out the 

important points contained therein to be included in chapter two. It can be 

proven by the excerpts below: 

Suzy: ‘... Sometimes some journals have quite high words and are difficult to 

understand. So it needs to be read over and over again to understand.’ 

Maudy: ‘… as I said before that the language use in the journals is a bit 
difficult. So the language is complicated, which makes it hard for me 

to understand.’ 
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4. Lack of ability in writing literature review 

The ability to write competent literature reviews is an important skill for 

researchers. The related undergraduate and graduate literature review 

includes the ability to synthesize information from multiple sources, 

summarizing and paraphrasing skills (Turner, 2008). In order to be able to 

write a literature review correctly, students must have those abilities. 

Nevertheless, students have difficulty in writing the literature review, 

which they would discuss in chapter 2. Based on the results of the interview, 

several things cause students to have difficulty writing literature reviews. 

Here is one of the students' experiences when writing a literature review. Nur, 

students of the academic year 2017, perceived that paraphrase is a problem or 

obstacle that causes her difficulties writing a literature review because the 

researcher cannot directly take expert opinions continuously. It is because 

paraphrasing is an important writing skill required in completing most 

academic writing assignments in many disciplines (Zhu, 2004). For example, 

in writing scientific papers such as literature reviews. In writing a literature 

review, students or researchers must paraphrase because they cannot quote or 

claim the whole ideas of the experts to be included in their research.  

On the other hand, Meci students of the academic year 2016 also faced 

difficulties writing literature reviews. Meci found it difficult to paraphrase the 

experts' opinions, so she prefers to directly copy and paste the experts' 

opinions into chapter two. This happened because she feels too lazy to read 

references and difficult to relate one theory to another (synthesis).  
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It can be proven by the data interview below: 

Nur: ‘In my opinion, what has become the problem during this time is like when 

we paraphrased. It's really hard to paraphrase. Because we also should 
not quote directly because there is a minimum limit (there is a maximum 

limit of words when quoting the opinion of experts).’ 

 
Meci: ‘Because I am a lazy person to read, I find it a little difficult to 

paraphrase. Often I feel lazy to read and paraphrase, so I'm tempted just 

to copy and paste. Besides that, in my opinion, linking the theory is also a 

little difficult (it is difficult to connect one theory to another).’ 

 

Further, another issue that also an obstacle for students in writing 

literature reviews is synthesizing ideas from texts into an academic sentence. 

Based on the interview result, Nur mentioned that she finds it difficult to 

synthesize the important points in the literature review. It is difficult to relate 

one theory to another, so she cannot write a coherent literature review.  

Fuji students of the academic year 2016 also found it difficult to 

synthesize. He found it difficult to match the several literature reviews that 

had been collected into an academic paper. This is difficult because all 

theories come from several different sources, so it becomes challenging to 

match multiple references to make them look more academic. 

The experiences of some undergraduate students indicate that they often 

have difficulty with the structure of the literature review. They usually write a 

series of unrelated paragraphs, summarizing one of the works reviewed and 

not an integrative analysis of all sources. This is because many students are 

still confused about how to write the related literature review and where to 

start writing.  
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This can be proven by data interview: 

Nur: ‘Finding the source is not difficult, but applying it to Chapter two is 

difficult because we have to connect one paragraph to another paragraph 
and one theory to another.’ 

Fuji: ‘The difficulty matches some of the literature reviews that I have collected 

because all theories are based on several different sources. The most 
challenging thing is to match some of the references I have mentioned so 

that it can look more academic.’ 

It can be conclude that, synthesizing is usually done after students have 

analyzed and extracted the main findings from sources such as books or 

articles that they have collected. Then, undergraduate students or are often 

found to be less competent in this field.  

5. Lack of Supervisor Guidance about Literature Review 

In writing a study, supervisor guidance is needed because the supervisor 

guidance is very important in providing insight and feedback from their 

theses, such as research background, research design, and the contents of the 

literature review that the researcher has written.  

But on the other hand, 6 out of 8 students have problems on the process 

of the guidance of their supervisor in writing their thesis, especially in writing 

literature reviews. Such as the supervisors did not give enough feedback for 

students, supervisors were busy and slow to respond. 

As stated by Ani, student of academic year 2017, she admitted that she 

rarely carried out the guidance process with the supervisor to discuss the 

thesis or discuss about chapter two. It is because her supervisor was busy. 

Nur students of the academic year 2017 also have similar problems with Ani. 

She said that the short guidance process did not discuss how to overcome 
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difficulties when writing literature reviews, and the supervisor also took a 

long time to respond and provide feedback from the thesis. 

The following is the evidence from the interview: 

Ani: ‘So far, my first supervisor has probably been busy. We have rarely, never 

had guidance.’ 

 
Nur: ‘Because I consulted the supervisor for a while. Then the response from 

the supervisor is also a little longer. So to discuss something like that is a 

bit lacking (discussing how to solve difficulties in chapter 2).’ 

 

Other students also had difficulty writing literature reviews due to the 

lack of guidance from their supervisors in solving problems that existed when 

writing literature reviews. 

Fuji students of the academic year 2016 mentioned that my supervisor 

just said wrong without saying what was right. That opinion was also added 

by Suzy students of the academic year 2017, who stated that supervisors did 

not provide comments from a linguistic perspective on writing a literature 

review. This makes students confused about how to fix the difficulties they 

faced, and also, they do not know what kind of writing the relevant literature 

review is. Therefore, students try to solve the problems or difficulties in 

chapter two by themselves. 

The following is an excerpt from the interview: 

Fuji: ‘Mostly not. Just say wrong.’ 

Suzy: ‘... Then in terms of linguistics, there is no comment on literature review.’ 

 

It can be concluded that most students at the university still have 

difficulty in the thesis guidance process, especially in writing literature 
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reviews. Lack of attention and feedback from supervisors makes it difficult 

for them to write literature reviews. That is why the literature review results 

of undergraduate students are sometimes still not perfect. Without more 

guidance, attention, and contributions from their supervisor, many students 

are confused about what they should write and how to write the relevant 

literature review in chapter two. 

4.1.2 How do students overcome the difficulties in writing a literature review 

of their thesis? 

This section presents findings on how students overcome their difficulties 

when writing their literature review. 

1. Select relevant references for the topic under study 

In selecting relevant references, students surely have different ways. 

Almost all of the English department students use electronic search or online 

references as the strategy for collecting and selecting references. For instance, 

web databases of science are known to be of high quality and relevant, such 

as Google Scholar, Academia, and ERIC (Kitchenham, 2004; Moher et al., 

2015).  

Besides, when selecting the references, students choose Google Scholar 

as a facility in searching for references by using search terms according to 

their research or related to their research in general. In addition, Google 

Scholar utilizes citation indexing to provide users with many advanced search 

capabilities (Thomas, Timothy and Elaine, 2019). 
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Dani students of the academic year 2016 mentioned that when searching 

for references on Google, Dani has specific criteria for choosing references 

related to the research topic. An example is a reference that has a recent 

publication year or is up to date. It is because some lecturers suggested that 

research that could be used as material for related literature studies was at 

least 5 years ago and if there was no reference that could be included in a 

literature review, then he would input references or opinions which he 

thought were important and approached the topic of his research. 

Other students in the 2017 academic year also have criteria when 

choosing references to be included in the discussion in chapter two. Ani said 

that the reference chosen usually is that the discussion is related, the language 

used is appropriate, the explanation is the same as what will be developed. 

Sometimes, Ani also selects sources based on the quality of the journal 

because some journals are not good and reliable to use as sources. Other 

students also confirmed Ani‟s opinion. The Maudy student of the academic 

year 2017 said that he prefers journals that have good quality such as journals 

that have a DOI because they are more reliable and trusted journals. 

Therefore, when students faced difficulties in selecting relevant 

references besides they also have some tricks to solve the problems. For 

example, students have certain criteria in selecting references that are relevant 

to the research topic to be discussed based on the keywords of their titles. All 

of them said that when selecting references, they would choose references 

whose publication year was not old, besides that they also considered the title 
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of the articles, the variables must be related to their title, the theory used in 

the reference have related to be discussed, and a trusted journal or have a 

Digital Object Identifier (DOI).  

Some of the students confirmed this as follows: 

Dani: ‘Criteria in particular, perhaps looking for the most relevant to the 

research I'm about to do. When it comes to publication time, usually some 
lecturers suggest that research that can be used as a review related 

literature is at least five years back, so I usually filter from the past five 

years, and if it doesn't come across, there is an opinion that I think is 

important I just enter it.’ 

Ani: ‘Specific criteria are usually the ones that suit my discussion. It matches 

the language, it matches the explanation with what I'm going to develop, 

and that's what I use. Sometimes the criteria are also about the journal. Is 

the journal is good or not, because usually there are journals that are not 

good or less valid. So I don't use it sometimes.’ 

Maudy: ‘I'm looking for a pragmatic journal. I prefer a journal with a DOI 

because it's a more reliable journal.’ 

 

In searching for literature reviews, authors must have some criteria that 

can help them to choose the relevant literature review because preliminary 

literature searches always produce many articles, but only a few are relevant 

and usable. Other than that, differences in methodology are also one of the 

considerations for students in choosing references. Dani and Suzy, students of 

the academic year 2016, 2017 mentioned that they tend to choose the same 

references they will use. This is done to make it easier for students to choose 

references and at the same time become a guide in conducting research 

because they have the same methodology that is being carried out. 

Some of the students confirmed this as follows: 

Dani: ‘When choosing references, it is usually adjusted to the methodology that 
I will use in the research. For example, I use a quantitative descriptive 
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methodology, so I'm looking for references that also have the same 

methodology, namely quantitative descriptive too.’ 

Suzy: ‘Yes. I also choose based on the methodology.’ 

 

The conclusion is most students can solve problems about choosing 

relevant literature reviews based on specific criteria that they believe in. Such 

as choosing related references based on the quality of the journals (have 

DOI), choosing journals that are up to date, and choosing sources that have 

the same methodology as their research. 

2. Use open sources and learn tricks to get access journals and e-books 

for free 

In this case, some students have different ways of overcoming their 

difficulties when accessing or downloading the references they need. 

According to Meci students of the academic year 2016, she mentioned that 

she ever used a website that made it easier for her to download articles and 

books for free. That was obtained by asking her supervisor and friends about 

sites that could be used to download journals without paying. For example, 

the books you need can be downloaded on Gen. lib, and limited journals can 

be obtained using the Sci-hub website. 

On the other hand, Maudy students of the academic year 2017 also have 

experience in downloading limited sources. She said that when she needed a 

book that supported her research but but the book limited to access. Then she 

found a website on the internet that could download the book without paying. 
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But, she did not know whether it was legal or not, but she still used the 

website to download the books that she needed.  

This can be proven by the excerpt below:  

Meci: ‘Yes, I have used it. I asked the supervisor and friends about the web, 

which contains journals that can be accessed for free. For example, using 

Gen. lib and Sci-hub.  

Maudy: ‘... I need a book that supports my research, but all the resources are 

paid. If I don't have that book, I don't know what to do. Then I found one 

of the websites that download books without paying. But I don't know 

whether it is legal or not.’ 

 

From the students' experiences above, it can be concluded that when they 

find difficulties in accessing and downloading limited journals, students have 

their tricks to get the journals and books they need.  

Tricks on how to download books or journals for free via Gen.lib.rus.ec 

and the Sci-hub website. Limited books can be downloaded at Gen.lib.rus.ec 

in the following way: open the website, then enter the book's title or the name 

of the author of the book you want to search. Then a wide selection of books 

related to the topic you are looking for will come out. Then, select a book you 

want to download, click the book's title, click Gen.lib.rus.ec, click GET. 

Meanwhile, to download limited journals, you can use Sci-hub in the 

following ways: open the SCI-HUB website, then enter the DOI of the 

journal to be downloaded. Then click open, the journal you are looking for 

will be downloaded immediately. 
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3. Improving English skills to read a difficult text 

When reading journals and books that will be used as references in chapter 

two, most students found difficulty understanding the idea or meaning of the 

texts. The words used in the references mostly use difficult words. So, to solve 

this problem, students have a way to understand the meaning of the difficult 

words using their own way, such as using a dictionary or Google translate.  

Based on the interview results, Dani students of the academic year 2016 

stated that to understand the opinions of experts that are difficult to understand, 

he translated these opinions into Indonesian first. It is only after understanding 

the meaning and purpose of the journal that he paraphrases using his own 

words. Another student also told the same experience. Suzy students of the 

academic year 2017 felt that her vocabulary increase when reading articles in 

academic language. 

This is evidenced by the following excerpt: 

Dani: ‘Usually, in paraphrasing, I first translate the expert's opinions into 

Indonesian because some of the experts' opinions are sometimes difficult to 
understand, very academic. So I translated it into Indonesian after knowing 

the intent and purpose. Then I paraphrase in my own words.’ 

Suzy: ‘Yes. I feel that my vocab has also increased, especially if the language 

used in the article is more academic. So, I know words that I didn't know 

before.’ 

 

On the other side, students also have other ways to overcome their 

difficulties in understanding ideas or opinions from their texts. As mentioned 

by Nur student of the academic year 2017 in a previous interview. She stated 

that using scanning techniques to get and understand the important points of an 
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article has been read. After getting the main idea from the text, she will 

paraphrase the expert opinion to be included in the literature review. 

It is proven as the excerpts below: 

Nur: ‘I read the text by scanning. After getting the main idea, I immediately 

included it in a literature review. But not directly in the copy-paste, I 

paraphrase first.’ 
 

 

Therefore, it can be concluded that those processes where students try to 

understand the meaning and difficult words encountered in a journal can help 

students improve their academic reading skills to read difficult texts and also 

improve their vocabulary. 

4. Practice frequently how to summarize, paraphrase and synthesize 

information 

According to Reardon (2006) claims that there is no single text that 

provides guidance on reviewing literature reviews for scholars in general. Yet, 

in the process of writing a thesis, undergraduate students are required to be 

able to write a literature review appropriately to be included in their chapter 

two. But in fact, there are still many students who still have difficulty writing 

literature reviews.  

Based on the interview results, there are still many students who have 

difficulty in summarizing, paraphrasing, and synthesizing information. In 

addition, they find it difficult to make an academic sentence from a source that 

will be written in their literature review. Hence, students are looking for a way 

to overcome those problems.  
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Meci student of the academic year 2016, mentioned that when writing a 

literature review, she experienced difficulties paraphrasing and overcoming 

these difficulties by using a website that can automatically paraphrase. 

Likewise, other students also experienced difficulties in paraphrasing. 

Suzy students of the academic year 2017 said that to overcome difficulties in 

paraphrasing. First, she translated the sentence she wanted to paraphrase into 

Indonesian using Google translate. Then, after knowing the meaning of the 

expert's opinion, she paraphrased the sentence using her own words. Next, 

sentences that have been paraphrased are checked using a Grammarly checker. 

In the last step, the results of the paraphrase are copied and pasted into the 

automatic paraphrase tool to see the percentage, whether there is a similarity or 

not. 

This can be proven by the excerpt below: 

Meci: ‘I once found it difficult to paraphrase. So I looked for an online site that 

could paraphrase automatically.’ 

Suzy: ‘I often encounter difficulties. And the solution is I translate it into 
Indonesian using Google translate, and then I type it based on my 

understanding. Next, I checked again on the Grammarly checker. After that, 

I copied and pasted the paraphrase results into the paraphrasing tool. To 

see the percentage, is there any similarity or not.’  

 

They use an automatic paraphrase tool to make it easier for students to 

paraphrase the experts' opinions. Still, some of them said that using the 

paraphrasing tool is not the right way because the paraphrase results from the 

tool often produce ambiguous sentences, and sometimes it seems messy. Nur 

students of the academic year 2017 stated that sometimes she uses tools in 

paraphrasing, but she does not like the results because the results are not good. 
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Other students also have the same idea as Nur. Maudy, student of the academic 

year 2017, said that she had heard of an application that could make it easier 

for students to paraphrase automatically and only use the internet network. 

However, when she used the application, she was not satisfied with the results 

of the paraphrase, and she also thought that why conduct research should use 

paraphrasing tools from the internet.  

As stated in the following excerpt: 

Nur: ‘Sometimes I use it, but I Don't like that paraphrasing result because it is so 

weird, I think.’ 

 
Maudy: ‘Yes, right. I have heard about using the application. It's easier because 

we are just using the internet network. But, when I use it, I feel dissatisfied. 

Why research using paraphrasing from the internet.’ 

 

Thus, students seek to collect the related literature, synthesize ideas, and 

paraphrase experts' opinions using their own words. Some of the participants have 

synthesized their literature review, which can be seen from their literature review 

document.  

5. Improving students’ initiative in revising their literature review 

Students' success in completing their thesis is strongly influenced by the 

smooth process of guidance with supervisors. Building a good working 

relationship between supervisor and student is an important requirement of a 

successful dissertation (Harrison & Whalley, 2008). 

Supervisors and undergraduate students need to work together effectively 

because undergraduate students are still considered as novice researchers. 
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Therefore they may need direction and motivation from supervisors to develop 

their skills and knowledge. However, in reality, not all thesis guidance 

processes run smoothly. Many students face several difficulties during the 

thesis guidance, especially in writing literature review process. 

Based on the lack of supervisor guidance in writing literature reviews, 

such as the supervisor did not give enough feedback, the supervisor was a busy 

and slow response. Every student has their own way to solve the problems, like 

improve their initiative to revising and contacting their supervisor frequently. 

As Suzy was mentioned in the interview before, she said that although her 

supervisor did not give sufficient advice in writing a literature review, she had 

the initiative to improve the writing of the literature review by paraphrasing 

what she would write in chapter two. This happened because she had learned 

how to paraphrase sentences in the previous semester. After doing this, the 

lecturer did not comment on the results of the paraphrases she had written.  

Meanwhile, to overcome the problem of slow-response supervisors, 

Parhan and Fuji also have the initiative to overcome this problem. They will 

contact their supervisor repeatedly until they get feedback from the supervisor. 

Parhan also said that he would contact the supervisor every three days via chat. 

If after three days there is still no response, then he will contact the supervisor 

again. Fuji added that if there is still no supervisor's response, I will find out 

where my supervisor is and meet him.  

It can be proven by the excerpt below: 



52 
 

Suzy: ‘No, because I learned in the previous semester how to paraphrase. Then 

when I collected my revisions, my supervisor did not comment on my 
paraphrase.’ 

Parhan: ‘If the supervisor is slow to respond, sometimes I will be even lazier to 

contact him. But I have the initiative to contact my supervisor every three 

days via chat. If there is still no answer, I will chat again.’ 

Fuji: ‘About 2 to 3 days later, I will ask the supervisor again to get the guidance. 

If there is no reply, I will find and meet my supervisor.’ 

 

4.2 Diccussion  

This research aims to explore EFL undergraduate students' difficulties in 

writing a literature review of their thesis. The interview results indicated that all 

the participants of English department faced difficulties in writing their literature 

review. This finding is consistent with Dalton's (2016) idea that literature review 

is a challenge for students everywhere, and we are no exception experts. The data 

showed that writing a literature review is not an easy task for the undergraduate 

students; some of them still difficult in selecting relevant references. In line with 

research by Chen, Wang and Lee (2015), stated challenges in scoping or writing a 

literature review include difficulties such as being difficult to filter high-quality 

and relevant papers for review. It can be seen that novice researchers face 

challenges in determining applicable literature and determining the quality of the 

references collected.  

Thus, the availability of many sources related to the research topic makes it 

difficult for students to choose relevant references to be included in the literature 

review. In addition, when students have found sources that are relevant to their 

research, they experience difficulties due to restricted access to related journals 

and textbooks both online and offline. 
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Students were difficult to find online references, it was due to several factors, 

such as an unsupportive internet network, not all articles and online journals were 

trusted or had a DOI and some related sources cannot be accessed or downloaded 

for free. A similar problem was also identified by Wahyuni (2016). In her study, 

the most difficult thing that students experience when reviewing literature related 

to research topics is that the availability of sources containing the topic of their 

search is limited, and the original books they need are very expensive. So that 

most students choose references that are available for free, even though it is not 

very relevant to the topic they are discussing. 

Meanwhile, almost all students also experienced difficulties when looking for 

offline references or theses to the library. It is because of the current situation of 

the Covid pandemic and the difficulty of getting the relevant references due to the 

limited availability of books in their university library. Therefore, they just 

downloaded the relevant articles regardless of their qualities since their university 

library databases could not provide many high-quality articles and lack of 

attention to the quality of articles used might affect students‟ literature review 

section (Shahsavar and Kourepaz, 2020). 

Another problem was that students or novice researchers have difficulty 

understanding the content of the sources they read. This finding is consistent with 

this idea that students experienced a range of difficulties in using online resources 

associated with English language limitations, differences in approaches to 

learning, and unfamiliarity with study-related online resources (Hilary, 2005). 
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Then, another finding show that students also lack ability in writing literature 

review of their thesis. In a word, undergraduate students usually write a series of 

unrelated paragraphs, summarizing one of the works reviewed and not an 

integrative analysis of all sources. Most of them, even with proficient ability in 

writing were not able to synthesize, critique, or explain the literature in their 

chapter two. The result is consistent with other studies in that due to novice 

researchers also face challenges in extracting the main findings from each paper, 

synthesizing the extracted findings, and providing recommendations for future 

research in the discussion (Chen, Wang and Lee, 2015).  

Moreover, Granello's (2001) opinion that many students who do not show the 

ability to relate information from different sources cause students to be unable to 

select and organize findings. Thus, every idea or opinion is often presented as 

information that stands alone in the language of chapter two. If undergraduate 

students can demonstrate their critical thinking skills when writing the discussion 

in chapter two, then they will be able to write and relate different concepts and 

ideas into a perfect literature review. So, this finding highlights the importance of 

developing students‟ critical thinking skills (Shahsavar et al., 2013; Simpson & 

Courtney, 2002) especially for university students.  

Another problem in this research is almost all of participants did not have 

clear guidance of their supervisor in writing their thesis, especially in writing 

literature review process. Their supervisors did not give enough feedback for 

them, supervisors were busy and slow to respond. A similar problem was also 
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identified by Shahsavar and Kourepaz (2020). In their study, several graduate 

students mentioned that their research methods professors did not teach them how 

to write creative, integrated literature reviews, and most supervisors did not have 

strong contributions in writing their literature reviews. It is because of the low 

quality of teaching writing in EFL settings (Lap & Truc, 2014).  

Although English department students faced various problems while writing 

literature, they tried to solve these problems in their own way. In this study, the 

participants overcome their difficulties during writing a literature review that was 

divided into five themes, such as select relevant references for the topic under 

study, use open sources and learn tricks to get access journals and e-books for 

free, Improving English skills to read a difficult text, practice frequently how to 

summarize, paraphrase and synthesize information, and improving students' 

initiative in revising their literature review.  

The students select the appropriate references to be included in their research 

by selecting references based on specific criteria. For example, choosing 

references that have the same methodology as their research. This is in line with 

the opinion of Fink (2014) applying practical screening criteria in selecting 

references. Screen the literature to get at the relevant articles by setting criteria for 

inclusion into and exclusion from the review. Practical screening criteria include 

factors such as the language in which the article is printed, type of article (journal 

article, clinical trial), date of publication, and funding source. This trick can make 

it easier for students to choose the relevant references to their research without 
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having to be confused because there are too many sources related to the research 

topic. 

Furthermore, students use open sources and learn tricks to get access journals 

and e-books for free. The finding result show that students have some trick to get 

journal and e-books that limited access using Gen.lib.rus.ec and  SCI-HUB 

website.  

Then, the students also improving English skills to read a difficult text that 

they find in sources. They using their own way to understand the meaning of the 

difficult words, such as using a dictionary or Google translate and using scanning 

techniques to get and understand the important points of an article. The effective 

method for improving students' skills in understanding a text is by using scanning 

and skimming methods (Hastowoadi, 2016). Using the scanning method, students 

can find certain information quickly and directly in a few minutes. Meanwhile, 

skimming is a process for students to get ideas from the whole text to get a topic 

or idea.  

Another finding result showed that Students tried to practice frequently how 

to summarize, paraphrase and synthesize information. They seek to collect the 

related literature, synthesize ideas, and paraphrase experts' opinions using their 

own words. Some of the participants have synthesized their literature review, 

which can be seen from their literature review document.  

Then, to overcome the problem about lack of supervisor guidance about 

literature review, the students tried to improving initiative in revising their 



57 
 

literature review such as improve their initiative to revising and contacting their 

supervisor frequently. Students also had the initiative to improve the writing of 

the literature review by paraphrasing what they would write in chapter two.  

The findings of this study showed that some difficulties faced by students 

when writing a literature review. They explained deeper problems with more 

experiences that were found and added to the aspects that participants considered 

as challenges during the process of completing their literature review writing. 

However, on the other hand they are also tried to overcome their problem by 

themselves. 
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CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSIONS AND SUGGESTIONS 

 

5.1 Conclusion 

There are two main conclusions derived from the data obtained based on the 

two research questions; why undergraduate students find it difficult when they 

write the literature review section of their thesis and how students solve their 

problems in writing the literature review of their thesis.  

Based on the discussion to answer the first question, there are some kinds of 

difficulties that the students found while writing a literature review. Writing a 

literature review can be said to be difficult for beginner researchers because they 

do not have enough knowledge and experience to write a literature review 

perfectly.  

The difficulties that become a challenge for students in writing literature 

reviews such as difficulty in choosing references that are appropriate to the 

research topic, difficulty in accessing the required references, difficulty 

understanding the contents of references that have been read and lack of attention 

from supervisors when writing literature reviews. All of these things become 

challenges for students in completing chapter two. 

The second research question is about the way students overcome writing the 

literature review. After experiencing various difficulties in completing Chapter 

two, students try to find ways to solve their problems. There are five ways 

students used to overcome the difficulties during writing their literature review 

such as select relevant references for the topic under study, use open sources and 
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learn tricks to get access journals and e-books for free, Improving English skills to 

read a difficult text, practice frequently how to summarize, paraphrase and 

synthesize information, and improving students' initiative in revising their 

literature review. 

Based on the results of the discussion, even though students had difficulty 

writing literature reviews, they were also looking for ways to overcome those 

problems. However, not all students were able to solve the difficulties that they 

experienced when writing a literature review in their thesis. 

5.2 Suggestions 

According to the findings and discussions, some suggestions below are 

proposed to supervisors and to future researchers who have a similar topic to this 

study. The suggestions are for lecture or supervisor, (1) Supervisors are expected 

to provide more guidance in the thesis completion process, especially in writing a 

literature review; (2) Provide more specific suggestions or directions in looking 

for references, how to write related literature reviews such as what points should 

be discussed in a literature review and how to relate one theory to another; (3) 

Supervisors are expected to be easy to contact and can provide constructive 

feedback; (4) It is also hoped that the supervisor can provide more time to discuss 

with students about the difficulties faced by students while writing a thesis or 

literature review. For students, (1) When writing a literature review, it is hoped 

that students will read a lot and be more careful to write the correct literature 

review; (2) Students are expected to be able to paraphrase, not only copying or 

quoting anything from the source. 
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Meanwhile, the next researcher is recommended to conduct research on 

student difficulties in writing a thesis in other parts such as the introduction, 

methodology, discussion, and conclusion. In addition, further researchers can 

carry out more in-depth research on the difficulty of students in finding 

references. 
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Appendix  2. Informed Consent Form 

CONSENT FORM 

EFL UNDERGRADUATE STUDENTS’ DIFFICULTIES IN WRITING 

LITERATURE REVIEW OF THEIR THESIS 

You are currently chosen as the participant in this study titled “EFL 

undergraduate students‟ difficulties in writing literature review of their thesis” I 

choose you based your experience that who have done a proposal seminar 

examination. Please read this form carefully and ask any questions you may have. 

The purpose of this study is to find out the reasons why undergraduate 

students feel the difficulties when they write the literature review section of their 

thesis. The researcher will conduct an interview with you. The interview will 

include questions about your perspective on the process in writing literature 

review section. The interview will take about 20 minutes to complete. With your 

permission, I would also like to tape-record the interview. This interview is not a 

kind of test. There is no right or wrong answer about your statements. Your 

opinion will not affect your score in lessons. However, the information you give 

will be useful in order to support the writer in working this scientific writing. The 

researcher will keep the secrecy of the participant. 

Statement of Consent: I have read the above information and have received 

answers to any questions I asked. I consent to take part in the study. 

 

Your Signature ____________________ Date __________________ 

 

Your Name (initial) _______________________________________ 
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Appendix 2.1 INFORMED CONSENT FORM 

 

CONSENT FORM 

EFL UNDERGRADUATE STUDENTS’ DIFFICULTIES IN WRITING 

LITERATURE REVIEW OF THEIR THESIS 

You are currently chosen as the participant in this study titled “EFL 

undergraduate students‟ difficulties in writing literature review of their thesis.” I 

choose you based on your experience that who have done a proposal seminar 

examination. Please read this form carefully and ask any questions you may have. 

The purpose of this study is to find out the reasons why undergraduate 

students feel the difficulties when they write the literature review section of their 

thesis. The researcher will conduct an interview with you. The interview will 

include questions about your perspective on the process in writing literature 

review section. The interview will take about 20 minutes to complete. With your 

permission, I would also like to tape-record the interview. This interview is not a 

kind of test. There is no right or wrong answer about your statements. Your 

opinion will not affect your score in lessons. However, the information you give 

will be useful in order to support the writer in working this scientific writing. The 

researcher will keep the secrecy of the participant. 

Statement of Consent: I have read the above information and have received 

answers to any questions I asked. I consent to take part in the study. 

 

Your Signature:        Date: 3 December 2020 

 

Your Name (initial): Fuji 
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Appendix 2.2 INFORMED CONSENT FORM 

 

CONSENT FORM 

EFL UNDERGRADUATE STUDENTS’ DIFFICULTIES IN WRITING 

LITERATURE REVIEW OF THEIR THESIS 

You are currently chosen as the participant in this study titled “EFL 

undergraduate students‟ difficulties in writing literature review of their thesis.” I 

choose you based on your experience that who have done a proposal seminar 

examination. Please read this form carefully and ask any questions you may have. 

The purpose of this study is to find out the reasons why undergraduate 

students feel the difficulties when they write the literature review section of their 

thesis. The researcher will conduct an interview with you. The interview will 

include questions about your perspective on the process in writing literature 

review section. The interview will take about 20 minutes to complete. With your 

permission, I would also like to tape-record the interview. This interview is not a 

kind of test. There is no right or wrong answer about your statements. Your 

opinion will not affect your score in lessons. However, the information you give 

will be useful in order to support the writer in working this scientific writing. The 

researcher will keep the secrecy of the participant. 

Statement of Consent: I have read the above information and have received 

answers to any questions I asked. I consent to take part in the study. 

 

Your Signature:   Date: 4 December 2020 

 

Your Name (initial): Meci 
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Appendix 2.3 INFORMED CONSENT FORM 

 

CONSENT FORM 

EFL UNDERGRADUATE STUDENTS’ DIFFICULTIES IN WRITING 

LITERATURE REVIEW OF THEIR THESIS 

You are currently chosen as the participant in this study titled “EFL 

undergraduate students‟ difficulties in writing literature review of their thesis.” I 

choose you based on your experience that who have done a proposal seminar 

examination. Please read this form carefully and ask any questions you may have. 

The purpose of this study is to find out the reasons why undergraduate 

students feel the difficulties when they write the literature review section of their 

thesis. The researcher will conduct an interview with you. The interview will 

include questions about your perspective on the process in writing literature 

review section. The interview will take about 20 minutes to complete. With your 

permission, I would also like to tape-record the interview. This interview is not a 

kind of test. There is no right or wrong answer about your statements. Your 

opinion will not affect your score in lessons. However, the information you give 

will be useful in order to support the writer in working this scientific writing. The 

researcher will keep the secrecy of the participant. 

Statement of Consent: I have read the above information and have received 

answers to any questions I asked. I consent to take part in the study. 

 

 

Your Signature:      Date: 6 December 2020 

 

Your Name (initial): Dani 
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Appendix  3. Interview Protocol 

Introductory Protocol 

To facilitate our note-taking, the researcher would like to audiotape our 

conversation today. For your information, only the researcher on the project will 

be privy to the recordings. Essentially, this document states that; (1) all 

information will be held confidential, (2) your participation is chosen by the 

researcher based on the purposive sampling, and (3) we do not intend to inflict 

any harm. Thank you for agreeing to participate.  

The researcher has several questions that she would like to cover, which 

divided into eight questions. Rather, the researcher is trying to learn more about 

your perspective on oral presentation to enhance your learning autonomy. 

Don‟t to tie with your interview protocol. You can cross check with the 

participant responses before you continue with the next question.  

 

Student background 

Hello, good morning. How are you? 

Could you tell me about yourself? (Name, academic year) 

Is it Ok for me to interview some more questions? Ok before we start, do you 

prefer using Bahasa or English in our interview? 

 

The students understanding about literature review 

1. How do you think about writing literature review? 

2. How is the relationship between literature review and research question? 

How the students did the literature review 

1. How is your strategy for writing literature review? 

2. How do you determine search terms? 

3. When selecting references, did you have specific criteria? 

4. Do you apply criteria based on the methodology used in the source to be 

included in the literature review? 
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The possible problem that students faced in writing Literature review 

1. What difficulties did you find writing literature review? 

2. What are your difficulties in finding references? 

3. What is your difficulty in paraphrasing a literature review? 

How the students resolved their problem 

1. What do you do when you face difficulties in finding references? 

2. What do you do when you have problem choosing references? 

3. What do you do when you have difficulties in paraphrasing a literature 

review? 

Supervisor rule in writing literature review 

1. How is the rule of the supervisor in guiding your literature review? 

2. How did your supervisor help you solve the problem? 

3. What do you expect in terms of mentoring the supervisor going forwar



 
 

 

 




