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Abstract

Reading and writing are two complex skills for language learners. Acquiring these two
skills needs great effort, especially when dealing with a non-native language. One course
in the English Language Education Study Program, named Critical Reading and Writing
IL, requires the students to deal with a lot of reading and writing. The students might face
problems in dealing with these two skills due to the complexities. This study aims at
diagnosing students’ problems, strategies, and needs towards Critical Reading and
Writing II through reflective journal written by the students. The questions addressed in
this study are: 1) What are students’ problems in CRW II?7, 2) What are students’
strategies in facing problems in CRW II?, 3) What are student§Bheeds in CRW II?
Content analysis on the students’ reflection was employed in order to answer the research
questions. The documents analyzed were the students’ reflective journals which were
written affEje end of every meeting. The participants of this study were 95 students taking
CRW II in the second semester of 2013/2014 academic year. The results of study show
that the students found problems which are categorized into academic and non-academic
problems. Other findings are related to strategies and needs. There are three categories of
strategies found in the students’ reflective journals, namely self-support, others’ support
and undecided while students need more experiences to develop their reading and writing
skills. These needs can be met by providing students with examples and models of
academic essays so that they can inductively leam the features of academic essay as well
as enrich their vocabulary.
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Introduction

Studies have documented how researching students’ problem, strategies and
needs is central to successful second language learning. Firfffin regard to students’
problems in writing, Gilmore (2009) maintains that writing in the mother tongue is
generally painful, and writing in the second language worsens the pain and hardship.
Secondly, strategies in facing those problems have been an interesting topic to study.
As proposed by Chambers and Pettman (1986), feelings and information are critical
factors in the formation of attitudes and strategies, which become essential components of
understanding. Third, analyzing students” problems is imperative before embarking on a
certain course. Ismail, Darul, and Hussin (2012) have established the significance of
analyzing needs to discover students’ opinions on their strengths and weaknesses in
writing.

Understanding is one of the main objectives [ learning. Learning as defined by
Savin-Baden (2000: 9) is ‘cyclical process’, in which students develop understandings of
themselves and their contexts, as well as the ways and situations in which they learn
effectively. In this regard, some studies have shown how reflective journal plays an
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integral role in learning process. Ong (2000) has argued that reflection journal “gmbles
students to demonstrate an increasing awareness of their own learning and an enhanced
ability to handle and process concepts™ (p. 1). She further argues that reflection journal
will assist the leamers in relating new knowledge to prior knowledge.

Considering that reflection tends to be personal and diverse from one person to
another, students may write what they personally feel and the challenges they undergo in
the class. In this respect, reflective joumal can be a useful tool to identify what problems
they may face, their strategies in facing the problems and their needs for learning

In this study, reflection was employed in Critical Reading and Writing II (CRW
IT), a course which integrates reading and writing skills. Before the 2010 curriculum was
introduced, each of the skills was taught in two different courses, namely Extensive
Reading IT and Writing IV. The underlying reason why the skills are finally integrated in
one course is because in reality the learners of English as a Foreign Language (EFL) do
not acquire each skill separately. Instead, there tends to be concurrent acquisition of the
skills. CRW II is offered in the fourth semester and the prerequisite is CRW L.

Despite the significance in diagnosing students’ problems, strategies and needs, a
study of those variables in CRW II has not been conducted yet. Furthermore, initial
studies have underlined the fundamental use of reflection in teaching and learning.
Therefore, the aforementioned bases become the rationale why this study aims at
diagnosing students’ problems, strategies, and needs towards Critical Reading and
Writing II through reflective journal written by the students. The questions addressed in
this study are: 1) What are students’ problems in CRW II?7, 2) What are students’
strategies in facing problems in CRW I17, 3) What are students’ needs in CRW I1?

Theoretical Review
Reflection

In the learning process, students do not only gain information, but they also
integrate their background knowledge. Studies have documented the nature of students’
reflections and their benefits. Ramsden (1992) argues that the role of reflection transform
the way people understand their surroundings. He notes that it is a long process of
“changes in understanding.” (1992, p. 16) Learning creates meaning when the students
are able to integrate knowledge by questioning, interpreting and analyzing them. This is
in line with Marlowe’s (1988) definition of learning, that is using processed information
to integrate the current and the past knowledge as well as experience. Reflection is a
meaningful activity because it reflects new information that students have learned and
their prior knowledge and diverse background. In other words, reflection involves
cognitive activity where students relate their living experience to the learning activity.

Thinking process is not easy to pin down, but when thefare written in the
reflection joumals, we can see how far the students show their progress. Moreover,
writing can even help to facilitate reflection. According to Luidens (1997, p. 141)
“writing is a manifestation of thinking, and the written piece is the artifact that reveals the
thinking”. Writing invites sfldents to brainstorm their ideas and put them in systematic
orders. Writing involves a process that requires learners to gather information, process,
organize and relate it to their own background. When they are able to integrate and make
connection between new and prior knowledge they are able to make meaning out of
learning. Through reflection process, we can explore students’ needs, learning problems
and attitude towards Critical Reading and Writing.

424 The 3™ International Language and Language Teaching Conference




Students’ Problems in Reading and Writing

The current study aim§Jat exploring the academic and social problems in the
process of reading and writing. Writing in the mother tongue is painful for many students,
but when it comes to writing in the second language the students’ hardship and pain are
worsen (Gilmore, 2009). The challenges may make students feel anxious when doing the
writing activities. This writing anxiety can pose problems in the leamning process.

One of the most common problems faced by the students is putting their ideas in
writings which are suitable for particular situations and conform to the target language
conventions. For instance, students will know when to use formal and informal style of
writing to meet the formality of the context. The role of the language teachers is
challenging because they are not only to teach his students to master not only the
language skills but also to make them aware of the communicative competence in written
language. In academic writing, we encourage students to use standard language which
refers to the language which is standardized and accepted for use in formal
communication. Furthermore, problems might appear not only because of the academic
reasons, but also because of non-academic reasons, for example personal problems, like
being uffiotivated or being not confident (Pajares, 2003; Lo and Hyland; 2007).

When taking an academic writing course, students’ main purpose is to learn to
write effectively within their particular discipflle and to succeed in their academic
studies. Hence, studentsheeds and problems should be sought first in order to offer them
the required assistance. Research on students' beliefs has revealed that knowing students’
perceptions and beliefs can play a crucial role in developing the right program to meet
their needs. One way to know the students’ needs is to let the students take notes about
the expectation and problems that they are considering. When they identifies the
problems or challenges they faces, they can put down what they should do about the
challenges in the journals.

Research Metho@l)

(6] To solve the research problems of this study, the research method employed is
content analysis. Content Analysis is defined as "a research technique for the objective,
systematff, and quantitative description of manifest content of communications". Content
analysis is a research tool focused on the actual content and internal features of media. It
is used to determine the presence of certain words, concepts, themes, phrases, characters,
or sentences within texts or sets of texts and to quantify this presence in an objective
manner. Texts can be defined broadly as books, book chapters, essays, interviews,
discussions, newspaper headlines and articles, historical documents, speeches,
conversations, advertising, theater, informal conversation, or really any occurrence of
communicative language. To conduct a content analysis on a text, tHJ text is coded, or
broken down, into manageable categories on a variety of levels--word, word sense,
phrase, sentence, or theme--and then examined using one of content analysis' basic
methods: @hceptual analysis or relational analysis. The results are then used to make
inferences about the messages within the text(s), the writer(s), the audience, and even the
culture and time of which these are a part. For example, Content Analysis can indicate
pertinent features such as comprehensiveness of coverage or the intentions, biases,
prejudices, and oversights of authors, publishers, as well as all other persons responsible
for the content of materials.

This research was conducted in the English Language Education of Sanata
Dharma University in the even semester of 2013/2014 academic vear. The participants
involved in this research were the students of Critical Reading and Writing II. There were
95 students from 3 classses in the even semester of 2013/2014 academic year.
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There were 2 main instruments employed in this research, namely: (1) Reflective
Joumals, and (2) peer evaluation and self-reflection. The documents analyzed were the
reflective journals written by the students of Critical Reading and Writing II course. The
reflective journal is designed to record the students” experiences (1) What have I learned
from today’s class?, 2. What challenges do I face?, 3. What strategies will I face to deal
with those challenges?, and 4) special questions for today) when taking this course. The
following is the sample of the reflective journal. The second part of the reflective journal
contains peer evaluation and self reflection. These two forms aim to see the students’
progress when dealing with group projects of the course.

Findings and Discussion

The researchers already recorded some of the students’ reflective journals to
answer the research questions about (1) students” problems, (2) strategies to tackle those
problems, (3) students’ needs in the course. The findings and the discussion are
elaborated in this section.

Problems

The students’ reflective journals have shown that the students faced a number of
problems in CRW II class. After looking at and analysing the problems, the authors
categorised them into several categoris. First, there are two major categories of problems,
namely academic and non-academic. While academic problems directly refer to
difficulties in subject matter, non-academic ones refer to challenges that in a way do not
directly relate to academic matters. The data show that academic problem surpassed the
non-academic ones. When put in percentage, academic-related problems comprised 89%
and non-academic ones were only 11% of the total number of problems as shown in the
following pie chart (Figure 1).

Problems

®m Academic
u Non Academic

Figure 1. Academic and Non Academic

In this class, as the name ‘Critical Reading and Writing’ suggests, the students
mainly deal with two macro skills: reading and writing. Thus, the academic problems can
be further broken down into problems related to reading skills, and problems with regard
to writing skills. From the data, reading problems were not as varied as writing problems.
There are eight labels under the category of reading problems. The biggest problem lay
on the difficulty in comprehending the main ideas of the text and in understanding some
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vocabulary in the text. These two problems seemed interconnected as new vocabulary
that the students had not known before may interfere with their understanding of the
ideas. The other problems were questioning, intertextuality, supporting details,
understanding sentences, and thesis statement.

Reading

= Vocabulary

=™ Main Ideas

™ Thesis Statement

™ Topic Sentence

™ Supporting Details

™ Understanding Sentences
W Intertextuality

¥ Questioning

Figure 2. Problems in Reading

Compared to the problems in reading, the problems in writing were more varied. As seen
in figure 3, there were numerous problems that the students found with regards to writing
skills. Sorted by the significance, those problems were writing thesis statements,
determining topics, conducting peer-editing, writing up supporting details, and
referencing. Other minor problems include writing topic sentences, self-editing, ensuring
the cohesion of the text, composing texts based on the given text genre, checking
grammar, and writing conclusion.

Writing

m TextGenre

m Topic

= Thesis Smtement
m Topic Sentence

W Supporting Details
= Conclusion

W Referencing

B Voabulary

N Grammar

B Mechanics

Figure 3 Problems in Writing
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In addition to problems related to skills, external problems were also identi

fied. The most significant one was physical problems. The students were in the
fourth semester. Thus, their academic activities and tasks were quite demanding and
affected their physical condition. As a result, in class, some of the students looked
exhausted when joining Critical and Writing Class. Confidence and motivation were also
considered problematic. Lack of confidence and motivation that the students faced gave
an influence on their performance. Lastly, influence from peers and classroom were
deemed as external problems by the students.

External

m Physical

= Confidence
= Motivation
m Classroom

u Schedule

u Lecturers

H Peers

Figure 4. External Problems

Strategies

From the written journals, there are 151 statements referring to the students’
strategies. In this research, those statements are classified into 3 categories, namely (1)
self-support which refers to the students’ own strategies to solve their problems, (2)
others” support which refers to asking/being helped by other people, and (3) undecided
which refers to unclear strategies.

Most of the students tended to have self-support when dealing with problems
they found in CRW 2 class. There are 132 statements (78.1%) mentioning the students’
own strategies in solving the problems. The following are the examples of their
statements:

1) “Iwill spend a few minutes. Let's say 15 minute to learn new words from
dictionary.”

2) “Take a note for the vocabulary. Make some questions related to the
article.”

Statements (1) and (2) are examples which were written by 2 different students. Those
statements mentioned clearly that the students were aware of what their strategies were
when they found problems on vocabulary. Another example is from a student who solved
the problem on how to make a good thesis statement:
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3) “Have a lot of references and leam how to make a good thesis
statement.”
Statement (3) implies that the student realized that in order to be able to have a good
thesis statement he/she should have sufficient knowledge on a particular topic. Then,
he/she decided to read several books/articles to help her write a good thesis statement.
4) “Find more sources so we can find more ideas to make a good
presentation”
Statement (4) is a statement from a student who was preparing a presentation in CRW 2
class. He/she thought that having more references could help him/her to present better.

The second category of the strategies is others’ support. Some students (20.7%)
stated that they involved other people (their friends or lecturers) in handling their
problems in CRW 2 class. They asked friends more frequently than lecturers.

5) “Discuss with my friend, open dictionary, make underline in every
important part.”
Statement (5) shows two kinds of strategies: self-support and others” support. This
student did not only rely on his/her friend when facing problems, but he/she also made an
effort to solve the problem by looking up a new word in a dictionary and underlining
important parts of the text.
6) “Idiscuss it with my friends, and we share our ideas to make us
understand about the material.”

Statement (6) is an example of how the student solved a problem by having a
discussion in group. He/she tried to understand the learning material by listening to others
and giving opinions in group discussion.

One strategy used by the students is asking the lecturer directly. Another help
comes from the lecturer as shown in statement (7).

7) I asked my lecturer to evaluate my draft and I do what I have to for my
draft.”
This student asked help from the lecturer when he/she faced a problem in writing his/her
draft. Evaluation or comments from the lecturer were to improve his/her writing.

The third category is undecided. Only few statements were found in the reflective
journals. There is only about 2% (there are only 2 statements out of 151). Some
statements did not really show the students’ strategies. They are:

8) “It depends on the topic that [ want to write.”

9) “We try to conclude that the best topic which we have is bilingual.

Because bilingual has included all topic that we have.”

This study shows that there are three strategies used by the students to overcome the
problem. It is also revealed that the most dominant strategy is the self-support strategy
which indicates that the students are independent learners. Through reflection, the
students do not only try to find the problems but they also have their initiative to tackle
the problems.

Needs

Writing argumentative essay is an important yet challenging academic activity
for undergraduate students. Previous section has focused on the problems and the
strategies to face both internal and external challenges in Critical Reading and Writing II
Course. This section analyzes the needs implied from the problems appeared in their
reflective journals. It is vital to study these needs to know what can be done in the future
to enhance students’ argumentative writing skills.

Referring to the section discussing about students’ problems, this study found out
that the biggest problem the student faced when writing argumentative essay was
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generating a thesis statement. A thesis statement is an important aspect in writing thesis.
A thesis statement expresses an opinion, attitude, or area in a complete sentence. It does
not simply announce the topic the essay will develop. It also expresses the supporting or
controlling ideas for the entire essay (Smalley and Ruetten, 1990). Due to its importance,
the students felt that they needed to have both theoretical and practical knowledge about
thesis statements.

The students also faced major difficulties in finding argumentative topics related
to language and education. To deal with this problem, teachers should provide adequate
materials related to trends and issues in both language and education. Moreover, due to
the insufficient knowledge on these topics, the students found it hard to generate
supporting details and supporting references that could strengthen their essay. In the
future, we need to introduce citing and referencing bibliography to our students.

To meet students” need in developing their writing skills, it is suggested that they
are given examples of argumentative essays elaborating issues surrounding language or
education. It is necessary for teachers to provide suitable materials for the class. In
discussing the materials, it is also vital that the facilitators give examples of good thesis
statements and also bad thesis statements. Teachers do not only explain the theory and
definition of a thesis statement, but they can give examples by analyzing how thesis
statements express the controlling ideas in argumentative essays.

This study revealed that the students found difficulties not only in writing
activities, but also in reading activities. They had a hard time understanding the main
ideas of the essays. They had difficulties in comprehending main ideas mainly due to a
lack of vocabulary. Having limited vocabulary hindered students’ comprehension of the
texts and slowed them down. Further studies on students’ vocabulary levels are needed
then so that teachers can prepare suitable reading materials to enhance students’
vocabulary as well as comprehension in finding the main ideas of texts.

Conclusion

Reading and writing are two important skills required for learners to develop
their critical thinking. For these two skills are complex, problems might appear during the
process of acquiring them. Critical Reading and Writing 2 (CRW 2) is one course in the
English Language Education Study Program of Sanata Dharma University that requires
the two important skills.

This article discusses the result of research investigating the students’ problems,
needs, and strategies in CRW 2 class. The results show that the academic problems, such
as grammatical problems, how to write references, mechanics and non-academic
problems, such as confidence, motivation, and physical problems, appeared.

The second aspect is strategies. Three categories are revealed, namely self-
support, others” support, and undecided. Most of the statements (78.1%) in the reflective
journals are about the students’ own strategies. They mentioned some ways to solve their
problems in CRW 2 class. The rest of the students involved others’ participation (friends
and lecturers) to solve their problems and did not mention clear strategies. Those results
imply that the students have some needs in acquiring reading and writing skills. Some
students admitted that they still need to improve their ability to comprehend reading texts
and to write well. They need more experiences in reading and writing. These needs can be
met by providing students with examples and models of academic essays so that they can
inductively learn the features of academic essay as well as enrich their vocabulary.
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