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Abstract

Writing research project is a scientific investigation aiming at finding
facts, answering questions, identifying gaps in knowledge, and verifying
what is already known. It has become a science in its own right. Research
by its nature is a challenging task for any student regardless of the level,
field and nature of the study. The current study aims to investigate the
reasons behind the weakness of EFL undergraduate students of English
language departments at Azzaytuna University when writing graduation
projects. Also it attempts to identify challenges that students need to
understand the approaches in research methodology as well as suggesting
potential ways and relevant solutions which could assist to overcome
these issues. The quantitative research method was chosen as the main
mechanism for data collection and analysis. A questionnaire as a
measuring instrument was used to collect data. The research sample
comprises 30 students from the seventh and eighth semesters. The results
showed that students face the following difficulties in writing their
research projects: difficulty in choosing the appropriate topic, the
weakness of students’ level of English language, lack of good knowledge
of the methodology, lack of a pre-training course in the early stages,
insufficient time, inability of finding reliable, update and related
references.

Key words:, EFL students, graduation projects, academic writing,
Knowledge of methodology

Introduction
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Language skills are divided into four categories: writing, reading,
listening, and speaking (Huwari & Hashima, 2011). Writing is considered
the mainly challenging issue for EFL students, because it is a complicated
skill, (Abu Shawish & Abdelraheem, 2010; Al-Shboul & Huwari, 2015;
and Huwari & Al-Khasawneh, 2013). Writing in English is a difficult task
because it is a skill that requires essential mental thinking to produce solid
and complete sentences (Huwari & Al-Shboul, 2015). AL Kamil &
Troudi (2008) indicate that writing is the most difficult skill for EFL
learners. This due to the fact that the rhetorical conventions of English
texts- the structure, style, and organization often differ from those in other
languages as they require great effort to recognise and manage the
differences ( Leki,1991). Similarly, Matsuhata (2009) states that
composing a coherent and cohesive piece of writing is a tough assignment
for most EFL students. This is because writing is challenging process that
requires various skills and strategies. Writing in a second language is
demanding because it is a complex, challenging, and difficult process
(Alsamadani, 2010). Nevertheless, conducting research papers is less
difficult than writing a short paragraph or even writing an essay.

Research provides a place for students to gain experience in learning
and engaging with a topic related to their specific field of study. Thus,
students learn how to develop research and how to solve problems that
currently do not have answers. However, Students learning English at
Azzaytuna University face challenges in mastering academic writing
research, because they need a thorough control over vocabulary,
expressions, and a sentence building and composition layout (Qasem and
Zayid, 2019). As Durga and Rao (2018) emphasize that many students
have problems in writing research because it is a challenging assignment
that requires in-depth knowledge of the subject, planning, care and hard
work. Tardy (2010:13) declares, ‘‘Academic writing research often
requires students to write from an expert's position, even when they do
not consider themselves experts on their topics’’. This is might be due to
the fact that most Libyan undergraduate students are usually not exposed
to do research until their final year. Consequently, the purpose of the
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study was to explore the challenges that affect students in conducting a
good quality research.

This study attempts to identify the main reasons behind the weakness
of EFL undergraduate students of English language department at
Azzaytuna University when they are writing graduation projects as a new
course to them. Likewise, to ensure whether the undergraduate students
are familiar and aware of the difficulties of writing research papers.
Another aim is to identify challenges that students need to understand the
approaches in research methodology. For instance, research questions,
literature review, field work method such as qualitative and quantitative
approaches. Thus, the current study endeavours to find out the challenges
that encounter students in writing a research project.

Statement of the problem

The researcher, through her experience in teaching English at
Azzaytuna university level has noticed that there are some challenges
faced by EFL students when writing academically. These challenges
constitute a real problem for the students when they are asked to write
academic research projects. This might be due to the fact that they do not
have the required prerequisites for mastering writing research, also
because of not having enough time for practice of how to write research
in the right way at the early semesters

Objectives of the study:

1- To investigate the challenges that (FEL) students face in writing a
research project.

2 - To identify the reasons behind these challenges.

3 - To suggest some solutions to overcome these difficulties.

Significance of the study

1- Writing research project is one of the most important subjects in the
English curriculum which decides whether a student pass their modules
with high proficiency or not.
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2- It could contribute to shed an extra light on the dominant factors that
influence students' academic writing at the university level.

3- It could also assist other researchers to go through academic writing
research profoundly, as this study could be considered as a starting point
for other researchers.

Research questions
1. What are the challenges that Libyan EFL students encounter in writing
graduation projects?

2- What are the reasons behind the weakness of students in writing
graduation projects?

3- How do these challenges affect the quality of the students' graduation
projects at Azzaytuna University?

4- What might be the suggested solutions to overcome these difficulties?

Hypothesis of the study:

This research paper hypothesizes that exploring the challenges and reasons
affecting on writing research may positively assist in improving a
student's academic writing and their outcome abilities in all subjects.

Literature review

Writing a research paper is considered one of the most important
language skills because it helps students to understand the essential
requirements of academic writing. In addition, academic writing is one of
the curriculum topics in the Department of English Language which
defines a certain extent for both the students' level of English and their
course in English in the future. It is therefore very important for students
to be able to clearly demonstrate what they have extracted from others
and what is in their own mind. Thus, writing research is a cognitive
activity because it is a product of the mind. Academic writing as defined
by Al Fadda, (2012, p:124) "A mental and cognitive activity since it is a
product of the mind".

Research is a way of thinking critically about different aspects of
researchers’ daily work, understanding and formulating guidelines that
govern action and developing new theories that contribute to the
advancement of their practice and profession. It is the practice of regular
systematic examination of experimental observation and to find answers
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to what a learner observes as well as it aims to make appropriate changes
for more effective professional studies (Kumar, 2005). As Neville (2007)
states that writing research is significant subject of any course of study
because it provides learners with information, which make them
independent students over what they are learning. Furthermore, writing a
research provides students with more explanation of new information
about a topic they are seek. Pandey and Mishra (2015) defined the word
research as the word that consists of two words, re_search, which means
to search again. Thus, research is methodical surveys to gain new
information from facts that have already done. Rajasekar et al. (2013)
argued that since a variety of issues and methods occur daily in the world,
the researchers play an important role in searching for causes, answers
and logical arguments. Additionally, writing research is a crucial course
at the university level because it helps to find considered guidelines for
solving issues that encounter students during their studies. Durga and Rao
(2018) emphasize the importance of academic writing, because it plays a
vital role in most courses, since the students have to write tasks, finding
solution for specific problems and help students to expand knowledge in
diverse fields. However, many students have writing problems because it
is a demanding assignment that requires thorough knowledge of the topic
and hard work.

Related previous studies

There are many reasons stand behind inability of students in writing
well-organized research papers. One of them is students; low level in the
target language. For instance, Qasem and Zayid (2019) point out that
language barriers are one of the biggest challenges Saudi undergraduate
students face when writing research projects, as writing requires both a
high level of linguistic and cognitive skills to convey thoughts and ideas
coherently, and to organize and present in a logical flow. As Divsar
(2018) demonstrated that, the linguistic problems are considered one of
the most difficulties to EFL learners. For example, he conducted a study
that examined the challenges Iranian TEFL students face when writing
theses. The results of this study showed that linguistic problems,
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including grammatical and organizational problems and lack of mastery
of academic writing style, were among the prevailing obstacles of Iranian
EFL students. However, the results showed that the students reported a
variety of other difficulties, which were divided into: (i) teaching and
pedagogical shortcomings: mainly lack of knowledge and experience of
the students in researching and creating their work. (ii) Personal issues
such as poor time management and loss of interest and motivation in
writing the theses and (iii) pedagogically the limited availability and
support of the supervisor and advisor. Furthermore, in a study recently
conducted by Bakhou and Bouhania (2020) they examined the difficulties
of the Algerian EFL master students face in writing research projects. The
results of the study showed that the Algerian EFL students viewed
language problems as less problematic than those of socio-cultural. The
socio-cultural challenges include inadequate support and cooperation,
poor academic preparation: education, lack of willingness of the students,
insufficient academic writing skills and a lack of research skills and
knowledge.

Moreover, Dwihandini (2013) cited in Alsied and Ibrahim,2017)
conducted a study to examine the factors that influence undergraduate
students writing research papers at the University of Mahasaraswati in
Indonesia. The outcome of the study revealed three main factors. The first
factor is the psychological one, which includes little or no confidence in
choosing a research title, little prior knowledge of the research topic, and
research writing. The second factor is the sociocultural factor, which
involves the students' ability to understand and meet the requirements and
standards of academic communication practices. The final factor is
linguistics, which includes problems in reducing grammatical errors and
difficulties in deciding when to delete, replace, and rearrange
grammatical elements. In addition, in another study carried out by Qasim
and Zaid (2019) trying to understand the problems students face in
English when writing research projects. The study conducted at Bisha
University and around 60 students were participated. In order to collect
the necessary data, a questionnaire and interviews were used with
teachers and students. The findings of the study showed that about 70%
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of the participants faced problems in English language. The study
revealed difficulties related to determining the subject of the research,
insufficient basic information on this topic, the poor methodology and
lack of references. Furthermore, Alsiied and Ibrahim (2017) studied the
problems of the Libyan EFL students in a research work. The study
examined trainers' attitudes towards the skills of their research students.
The sample of the study consisted of 42 students and 4 professors at Sebha
University. The results of the study showed that participants had
difficulties in writing research starting from choosing the field of interest,
the choice of subject, developing a research problem, reviewing related
literature, and reporting on the results of the study. In addition, Mapolisa
and Mafa (2012) identified three main categories of challenges that affect
students in conducting a good quality research. These challenges are: the
mentor-disciple challenge included the level of engagement between the
advisor and student, availability of advisors and a student interest in the
topic. The student-student challenge identified personal issues in the
students' lives that could affect their research level, such as: financial
problems, motivation and lack of knowledge. Finally related to the
institution challenges arose from overcoming difficulties such as the lack
of research materials and workshops to encourage a student's computer
literacy in maintaining enthusiasm for research and providing a positive
research experience.

In terms of critical thinking, most of academic students find it hard.
This is because writing a research paper is a process that requires critical
thinking to find information on a specific topic. Evaluate sources,
organize and write ideas to highlight them and back them up with
opinions and views of others (Winkler and Metherell 2011). Critical
thinking means that students have the ability to analyze, evaluate,
interpret, or synthesize information and applying them to creative thought
to form an argument, solve a problem, or reach a conclusion. The critical
thinking aims to promote independent thinking and reasoned judgment in
thought and action. One of the important aims of higher education is to
qualify students; learners should understand information that is important,
useful and powerful.
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Another possible challenge of writing research project related to EFL
learners is identifying the research problem. According to Al Badi (2015)
when writing research, the most important part that constitutes a major
problem in English as a foreign language in general is defining the
research problem. In particular, some researchers find it difficult to
identify the exact problem that must be addressed in the research, which
leads to failure in obtaining the objectives of the study. Ifeoma (2019) has
argued that both undergraduate and postgraduate students face difficulties
in identifying the research problem as the subject that the researcher
intends to examine and explore. Also, among the issues that EFL students
have in research writing is their difficulty to paraphrase and express
themselves in their own words. Therefore, they copy and paste from other
studies and represent it as their own work without acknowledging the
original sources. So, they copy from other works and represent it as their
own writing. Furthermore, some learners do not have any prior
knowledge in writing research. As Taskeen et al. (2014) say that the
majority of novice researchers copy related studies and some advisors do
not have sufficient knowledge in different methodologies. As a result,
they allow their students to copy from studies which are written by other
researchers.

Another challenge that EFL learners might encounter, in terms of
writing research, is that time management. Well time organized help
students to maintain on their studies and contribute to research
productivity. Therefore, it is essential to improve students’ time
management skills to develop and sustain a successful program of
research and help them to complete academic assignments on time
(Trimmer, 1992). As Todd, et al.(2006) & Dombeck &Wells-Moran
(2006) say that the most challenging issues that the students might face is
time management. Students must be precautious in conducting research
and plenty of time must be allocated for the achievement of each stage of
the activity. Before the deadline, the students must be specified a number
of additional hours or weeks to work in the library. This is due to
unexpected issues and difficulties that may arise in writing research.
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Methodology

The participants

Sample selection for the current study was 30 Libyan EFL students who
are studying at the seventh and eighth semesters at the faculty of English
language at Azzaytuna University in Tarhuna. The following procedures
were carried out during the collection stage. First, an appointment was
made with tutors to allow the researcher to administer the questionnaire to
students. Consequently, the researcher met the students and the reason of
the study was clarified to them. Then, the questionnaire was distributed to
the students at lecture time and they took 15 minutes to answer it. After
that, the students were clearly informed that it was their right to refuse or
withdraw at any time. They were not asked to write their names because it
has no relevance to the outcome of this study. Also the students were
encouraged to answer the questionnaire as honestly as possible.

The questionnaire

The data was gathered through a questionnaire, which is consisted of
15 (yes or no) questions. After getting a verbal permission from department
head, the questionnaire was distributed to the participants studying English
language at Azzaytuna University in Tarhuna to investigate the weakness
behind the students’ level in writing graduation projects. The responses of
the questions were measured by percentage and were arranged in the
following table.

The pilot study

It was very helpful to do the pilot study because it allowed the researcher
to avoid many shortcomings of the method of data collection. According
to Burns (2000) the main aim of the pilot study is not only obtaining data
but also to learn how to collect data correctly and precisely. Before the
actual study, the questionnaire was distributed to a number of students
studying at the seventh and eighth semesters of English department at
Azzaytuna University. The pilot test offered the researcher the opportunity
to discover the weaknesses in her methodology. For instance, one result of
the pilot study for current study was that some questions were omitted
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because they were ambiguous and confused the students. In addition, The
researcher started with general questions instead of going directly into the
topic of the study. Furthermore, the questions were selected after reading
much Libyan local research as well as other internet research. Finally, the
time was taken into consideration because it was quicker than the
researcher had planned. As (Bell 1993:4) argued that “All data-gathering
instruments should be piloted to test how long it takes recipients to
complete them, to check that all questions and instructions are clear and to
enable you to remove any items which do not yield usable data”. Thus, the
questionnaire was piloted before the actual study.

Item Yes Participan | Percent
No ts
1- Do vyou have background | Yes 10 33%
information of how to write a|No 20 67%
research paper? Total |30 100%
2- Do you have knowledge in|Yes 10 33%
choosing topics for your research? No 20 67%
Total |30 100%
3-Did you take a university training | Yes 16 53.3%
course at early semesters on writing a | No 14 46.7%
research paper? Total |30 100%
4-Do you think linguistic problems | Yes 18 60%
hinder you in writing research | No 12 40%
project? Total |30 100%
5-Do you know how to identify a| Yes 9 30%
research problem in writing research | No 21 70%
project Total |30 100%
6-Do you have knowledge in writing a | Yes 6 20%
literature review for the study? No 24 80%
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7-Do you depend on books for your | Yes 12 40%
knowledge resources? No 18 60%
Total |30 100%
8-Do you know how to find relevant | Yes 10 33%
books in the library? No 20 67%
Total |30 100%
9-Do you know how to paraphrase? | Yes 5 17%
No 25 87%
Total |30 100%
10-Do you know how to quote | Yes 2 6.6 %
resources? No 28 93.3%
Total |30 100%
11-Do you know how to make a good | Yes 5 17%
methodology for your research | No 25 83%
paper? Total |30 100%
12-Do know how to write a critical | Yes 5 17%
analysis for your a literature review? | No 25 83%
Total |30 100%
13-Does your supervisor read and | Yes 6 20%
check your paper constantly. No 24 80%
Total |30 100%
14-Is time given for writing a research | Yes 26 86%
paper sufficient? No 4 14%
Total |30 100%
15-Is writing research difficult for | Yes 24 80%
you? No 6 20%
Total |30 100%

Based on the questionnaire, the results showed that 67% of the students
had no knowledge in writing a research paper. Also, from this point most
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of them said that they did not know how to select topics for their research.
As it could be observed in the table, one of the common problems that
students encounter in writing research is linguistic problems. Almost 60%
of the study participants pointed out that writing in English language is the
main problem when writing research paper. As shown in the elicited data,
almost 80 % of the study participants lack the proper knowledge on how to
tackle the literature review and methodology as well. In addition, 70% of
students said that they were unable to find relevant books from the library.
The findings also revealed that the large number of around 80% agreed
that the supervisor did not read and check students’ works constantly. In
addition, a high percentage 87% of the students clarified that inability to
paraphrase in English language is considered as an area of difficulty in
writing research. According to the results that a large proportion of students
around 93.3% had problems in citing their references.  The results
demonstrated that approximately half of the participants with 46.7% said
that they did not receive proper courses at early stages at the university to
practice writing gradation projects compared with 56% who did it. The
responses to the questionnaire revealed that only 33% of students were able
to find relevant resources from library. Apparently, the minority of the
study participants 17% said that they know how to write critically.
Likewise, a small proportion about 14% of students said that time allocated
to write research papers is enough. As it can be seen that from the results
80% of participants affirmed that writing graduation projects is a hard task.

Discussion

Based on the result of this study, it can be inferred that most of Libyan
students encounter many shortcomings in writing graduation projects. For
instance, there is a shortage of knowledge in choosing a topic for their
research. They also have difficulty in writing in English language. The
students have not enough time to write their graduation projects.
Furthermore, they do not know how to paraphrase, work on their literature
review and identify research problems in their graduation projects. The
students do not study extensive books about academic writing and find
good resources for their research projects. Moreover, the findings of this
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study have revealed that the majority of students were unable to work on
their methodologies. For instance, they have shortcomings in choosing
suitable approaches and research methods for data collection and analysis.
It could clearly noticed that students have problem on how to cite
references. Additionally, some learners affirmed that some of
supervisors are not supportive of students because they do not read and
check students’ work regularly.

Conclusion

The current study investigated challenges faced by Libyan EFL learners
in writing research, which are encountered by students at Azzaytuna
University in writing graduation projects in English language department.
As aforementioned 30 students participated in the current study, and the
results identified the challenges that affected the writing of their
graduation projects and ultimately led to the development of a framework
for potential solutions to those problems.

The findings of this study revealed that the students lack sufficient
knowledge and understanding of the essence of how to write graduation
projects. This might be due to the fact that they do not have proper training.
From the researcher’s point of view, a proper training course could be
achieved by encouraging students to do empirical studies at early
semesters. This will help them to write a good quality research later. In
addition, the results of the study revealed that students have difficulty in
developing graduation projects starting from choosing a topic until citing
references.

To summarize, the findings of this study have shown that the majority
of students at Azzaytuna University in English department encounter
many shortcomings in writing their graduation projects. This could be
because they do not understand the essential strategies of research, and do
not practice writing research systematically starting from introduction to
conclusion. It is therefore, recommended that students should take
intensive writing courses in their curriculum on how to write a research
paper along with other academic courses they already have. Furthermore,
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students need to be introduced to ways of collecting data from reliable
sources in the library, and try to engage in the heavy task of writing papers
for most of the academic courses taken at the early semesters. Students
should be advised to never rely too heavily on public information such as
the arbitrary use of websites and Wikipedia.

Recommendations

In order to overcome these issues and the students’ fear of writing a
research paper, relevant knowledge, skills and self-confidence must be
fulfilled and strengthened through the presentation of well-prepared
courses. This could develop the students’ competences and writing
abilities. It is also recommended to extend the scope of the core challenges
in writing graduation projects. In addition, students should also be
involved in doing real empirical studies and more advanced research
courses should be taught in higher education. Moreover, Supervisors
should provide learners with proper guidance and assist them in selecting
the topics that have good materials and resources. Finally, it is hoped that
the current study will encourage academics from universities all over
Libya to think seriously about the importance of teaching rich courses in
writing research papers, where attention is paid to all of the relevant and
required academic skills and capabilities.
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