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Abstract
This study investigates the difficulties that English as a Foreign Language (EFL)
learners encounter when reading literary narrative texts in class. Eighteen low-
intermediate Japanese university EFL learners identified parts of the texts where
difficulties emerged and reported whether these were resolved during instruction.
Analysis of learner-reported data revealed five types of difficulty: insufficient
knowledge of English vocabulary and grammar; problems with reference; difficulty
understanding characters’ or the narrator’s intentions and actions; lack of topic-related
knowledge; and uncertainty about relationships among characters and the narrative
world. The findings suggest that learners experience varying types and degrees of
difficulty across texts, highlighting the multifaceted nature of literary narrative reading

in EFL contexts.

Keywords: reading difficulties; literary narratives; EFL learners; Japanese university

students; reader response

Literary texts have long been utilized in language teaching (Howatt & Widdowson, 2004).! Their
benefits for English language learners have been widely discussed, with Lazar (2016) identifying
several key advantages. Literary texts can (1) expose learners to the creative facets of language;
(2) facilitate language acquisition; (3) serve as effective models of the target language; (4) foster
personal growth, self-understanding, and critical thinking; (5) provide learners with authentic
English exposure across various styles, registers, and text types of varying difficulty; (6) increase
the motivation of learners to study English; (7) introduce learners to diverse cultures; (8) enhance
awareness of the active construction of meaning; and (9) develop language awareness and

discourse comprehension. In recent years, researchers have increasingly highlighted the capacity
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of literary texts to emotionally engage learners and promote perspective-taking and empathy,
conceptualized by Gray (2021) as “Other-recognition” and similarly discussed by Bland (2023).

The use of literary texts in English as a Foreign Language (EFL) classrooms is now widely
practiced. However, their pedagogical benefits can only be realized if EFL learners are able to
largely comprehend the literary narrative texts they read. When learners encounter obstacles in
understanding these texts, literary narratives may not function as effectively as previous research

has anticipated and can even become a source of distress.

Even first language (L1) readers experience difficulties when reading literary narrative texts,
often encountering misunderstandings, confusion, and incorrect interpretations (Harash, 2022;
Stopel, 2022). These findings suggest that literary narratives pose cognitive and interpretive
demands even for proficient readers. For second language (L2) learners, such difficulties can be
further compounded by additional factors commonly discussed in the L2 reading literature,
including limited vocabulary and grammatical knowledge, difficulty making inferences,
challenges in establishing coherence across sentences, and problems integrating textual
information with background knowledge when reading both literary texts and texts in general
(e.g., Davoudi & Yousefi, 2015; Schmitt et al., 2011; Zhou, 2025). However, while these
difficulties have been widely acknowledged, empirical research that specifically examines how

L2 learners experience and report obstacles when reading literary narrative texts remains limited.

While teachers have informally discussed learners’ difficulties in reading literary narrative texts
(Nishihara, 2020),? there is little empirical research on the topic. One reason for this gap is the
common assumption that narrative texts are easier to read than expository texts (e.g., DuBravac
& Dalle, 2002; Freedle & Hale, 1979; Graesser, 1981; Graesser et al., 1980; Graesser & Riha,
1984; Spiro & Taylor, 1987; Stein & Glenn, 1979).° Research on the responses of readers to
hurdles in literary narrative texts has begun to emerge, but studies have primarily focused on
experimental literary narrative texts designed to disrupt smooth reading (e.g., Alber & von Meer,
2021).

Nonetheless, Dolosiac (2018) affirmed that narrative texts can be more challenging to read than
expository texts. When teachers teach English using literary narrative texts, they typically find
that students encounter multiple reading comprehension problems. For instance, learners may not
be able to identify the referents of pronouns or connect sentences. Additionally, these microlevel

issues can result in discourse-level challenges, such as difficulty in perceiving the emotions of
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characters, interpreting implicit meanings, and understanding the attitude of the narrator toward

the characters and events.

Taken together, these observations suggest that the reading difficulties reported by learners in
literary narrative texts are multifaceted. However, existing studies have rarely examined how
different types of such difficulties are experienced and articulated by learners during the reading
process. Moreover, relatively little attention has been paid to how some of these difficulties may
be addressed in classroom settings, particularly through instructional support and peer

interaction.

There is also a lack of research on the impact and effectiveness of teaching materials on learners
(e.g., Graves, 2019; Tomlinson, 2022), despite the need to consider how teaching materials and
instructional frameworks conceptualize and respond to learner-reported reading difficulties in
literary reading contexts. Identifying reading difficulties can offer teachers and learners valuable
insights into how literary reading works, enabling teachers to anticipate learners’ reading
problems, refine instructional strategies (Bauer et al., 2022), and support deeper understanding
and enjoyment of literary texts (e.g., Arai, 2022b; Tabata-Sandom, 2017; Zhou & Li, 2025).

While several studies have examined specific difficulties in reading literary narrative texts, there
is no comprehensive framework in L1 that systematically catalogs the obstacles readers
encounter, let alone one specifically addressing foreign language learners. Some studies have
referred to models of literary competence (Alter & Ratheiser, 2019; Hawkey & Rezk, 1991;
Henning, 1992; McRae, 1991; Paran et al., 2021; Spiro, 1991) and stylistic analysis frameworks
(e.g., Fludernik, 2006/2009; Short, 1996; Toolan, 1998) as a basis for determining what should
be taught when employing literary narrative texts (e.g., Amer, 1992; Davis, 1998; Nishihara,
2012; Or, 1995). Nonetheless, the teaching points identified were not always the areas where
learners struggled to understand the text. For instance, Nishihara (2020) asserted that learners did
not have difficulty noticing or interpreting the literary symbols typically highlighted in these

theoretical frameworks.

Nishihara (2024), adopting the view that a point of difficulty in reading is “a text-driven response
phenomenon” (Castiglione, 2017, p. 99), identified specific parts of the literary narrative texts
employed in class where learners were likely to encounter difficulties. Reading English literary
narrative texts necessitates both general English reading comprehension skills and reading
comprehension skills specific to literary texts. The target parts were extracted through textual

analysis based on a framework for English reading obstacles in general (Davoudi & Yousefi,
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2015) and a framework for hurdles specific to literary texts (Castiglione, 2017). For the second
framework, a model that catalogs the characteristics of difficult English poetry was chosen, as no
framework specific to literary narrative texts existed.* He formulated queries based on the
extracted parts (expressions) of the texts and asked the learners to answer them. Consequently,
the research identified six types of obstacles in reading literary narratives: lack of lexical
knowledge, lack of grammatical knowledge, lack of thematic knowledge, inability to understand
figurative language, misunderstanding expressions with inexplicit coherence, and failure to
comprehend objective correlatives (Eliot, 1920/1997). The first three hurdles were derived from
the general framework for English reading obstacles, while the last three stemmed from the

framework for literary text-specific challenges.

Inspired by findings from extensive reading research, which emphasize the importance of
considering learners’ perceived difficulty as a way to investigate their actual reading experiences
(e.g., Arai, 2022a, 2022b; Grotek & Sle;zak—Swiat, 2024; Holster et al., 2017; Zhou, 2025), the
current research seeks to identify the obstacles learners face when reading literary narrative texts
by directly asking them about the hurdles they encounter. Nevertheless, simply asking learners to
read the texts may not reveal these difficulties (Bauer et al., 2022; Harash, 2022), as some
learners may be unaware of their own misunderstandings or may attempt to piece together their
understanding based on vague impressions (Bauer et al., 2022; Harash, 2022; Stopel, 2022).
Thus, the author chose to extract the difficulties of learners by having them read a literary
narrative text while working through a set of queries. In contrast to Nishihara (2024), which
identified potential reading obstacles primarily through textual analysis and query design, the
present study extends this line of research by focusing on learners’ self-reported difficulties and
their distribution into distinct types, with supplementary consideration of how such difficulties

may be resolved through classroom interaction.
Hence, the present work addresses the following research questions:

RQ: What obstacles do low-intermediate Japanese university EFL learners encounter when

reading literary narrative texts?

Learners were asked to report what they found difficult on the reflection sheet. The difficulties
encompass both those related to the queries and those unrelated to them. By categorizing the
reported hurdles, this research seeks to reveal the types of difficulties learners encounter when

reading narrative texts.
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Method

Participants

Of the 22 second-year university learners enrolled in an elective EFL course taught by the author
(5 males and 17 females; 19 Japanese, 2 Chinese, and 1 Korean), 18 Japanese learners (4 males
and 14 females) who agreed to participate in the survey were selected as participants. Since the
curriculum had previously announced the use of literary narrative texts as teaching materials, it
was inferred that all participants would be interested in optimizing their literary reading skills in
English. Their majors included business administration, business informatics, health sciences,
and international cultural studies. Their English language proficiency was estimated to range
from A2 to B2 on the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR). This
estimation was based on the instructor’s observations of students’ performance on reading tasks
conducted throughout the course, including their ability to comprehend assigned texts and
respond appropriately to reading-related activities, rather than on standardized proficiency test
scores. As a result, although the participants were broadly characterized as low-intermediate to
intermediate EFL learners, individual differences in proficiency were not distinguished or
analyzed in the present study. They had limited experience reading English literary texts and no
expertise in literary studies. The institutional review board of the university with which the

author is affiliated approved the study.

Participation in the study was entirely voluntary. No compensation was provided. Participants
were informed that there would be no penalty for refusing to take part and that they could
withdraw from the study at any time without penalty. Recruitment proceeded only after these
conditions were clearly communicated. Written consent for participation was obtained from all

participants.

Materials

Three short stories from Hosokawa and Schindler (2011), a general English textbook designed
for university-level EFL learners, were selected as reading materials for this study: “Sredni
Vashtar” by Hector H. Munro (Saki), “The Canterville Ghost” by Oscar Wilde, and “On the
Brighton Road” by Richard Middleton. These stories are hereafter referred to as Story A, Story
B, and Story C, respectively. None of the participants had read these stories prior to the course,

and each story was divided into two or three chapters in the textbook.
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Story A, “Sredni Vashtar,” depicts a frail boy living under the strict control of his
guardian. The boy’s private fantasy, centered on a ferret, leads to a dramatic and morally
ambiguous outcome.

Story B, “The Canterville Ghost,” portrays a comical yet emotionally nuanced
relationship between a family and a ghost whose repeated failures at haunting gradually
shift the narrative toward a redemptive resolution shaped by empathy, understanding, and
reconciliation.

Story C, “On the Brighton Road,” follows a tramp’s journey along a bleak road,
emphasizing atmospheric description and an unsettling encounter that invites

interpretations concerning the boundary between life and death.

The suitability of these texts for the participants was evaluated with reference to a prior textual
analysis reported in Nishihara (2024), which examined the same materials with learners of a
comparable English proficiency level. In that study, the stories were systematically analyzed to
determine whether they would be likely to present manageable yet meaningful challenges for
low-intermediate university EFL learners. On the basis of this prior analysis, the texts were
considered appropriate in terms of both linguistic difficulty and literary demands for use in the

present study.

In addition, the linguistic characteristics of the stories—including readability scores, average
number of words per sentence, average number of syllables per word, total number of sentences,
and total number of words—were examined (see Nishihara, 2024). The readability scores
indicate that the texts correspond to approximately a sixth- to seventh-grade reading level
according to U.S. educational standards. From the perspective of surface linguistic features, this
level was considered appropriate for the participants’ proficiency range, while acknowledging

that other sources of reading difficulty may still arise in literary narrative texts.

Procedure

Participants in the present study attended a 180-minute class once a week for eight weeks, with
the first week devoted to course orientation. Each instructional week followed a consistent cycle

comprising pre-class preparation, in-class discussion, and post-reading reflection.

Before each class, participants were instructed to read an assigned chapter of the literary text and

complete a worksheet containing two types of queries. The worksheet was adapted from that

Reading in a Foreign Language 38(1)



Nishihara: Difficulties of Japanese university EFL learners reading literary narratives 7

used in Nishihara (2024). First, reading queries targeting potential reading difficulties were
developed by operationalizing passages identified through prior textual analyses, drawing on a
model of general EFL reading difficulty (Davoudi & Yousefi, 2015) and a framework of poetry
reading difficulty adapted for literary narratives (Castiglione, 2017). A total of 61 such queries
were constructed across the three stories, and some queries addressed multiple linguistic or
textual features within or across the two frameworks. All queries were written in plain and
accessible English.

Second, additional queries focusing on the basic plot of each story were developed (57 queries
across the three stories). These plot-related queries were intended to (1) maintain learners’
engagement with the text, (2) support the construction of a basic mental representation of each

story, and (3) allow the instructor to assess learners’ general comprehension.’

Participants emailed their responses to both types of queries prior to each class session. They
were allowed to use dictionaries and consult with classmates while completing the worksheets
and could respond in either English or Japanese; in practice, all responses were written in

Japanese.

During class, participants shared, discussed, and reviewed their responses in pairs and
subsequently in whole-class discussions facilitated by the instructor. These discussions focused
on comparing interpretations, addressing unresolved difficulties, and exploring alternative

readings of challenging passages.

After the discussion, participants completed a reflection sheet (see Appendix A) on which they
identified parts of the text they found difficult, described the nature of these difficulties, and
indicated whether and when the difficulties were resolved (before or during class). They also
reported their confidence in their understanding of the text as a percentage both before and after
the class session. The completed reflection sheets were collected during class. The data obtained
from these reflections were used to analyze the difficulties learners encountered when reading

literary narrative texts.

When difficulties remained unresolved during discussion, the instructor brought them to the
attention of the entire class and facilitated further discussion to support comprehension. A more
detailed account of the instructional design and classroom practices, implemented with the same
materials and learners of a comparable English proficiency level, albeit in a different class format

(90-minute sessions over 16 weeks), can be found in Nishihara (2024).

Reading in a Foreign Language 38(1)



Nishihara: Difficulties of Japanese university EFL learners reading literary narratives 8

Classification of the responses

On the reflection sheet, the participants reported a total of 299 reading obstacles. Of these, those
with ambiguous descriptions or those that the author did not understand were excluded, resulting

in a final total of 272 reading hurdles for analysis.®

The following procedure was employed for the analysis. First, the author carefully reviewed the
272 difficulties and developed a draft classification model. Second, a collaborator (a graduate
student majoring in English language teaching) who was not involved in the course was asked to
classify the 272 obstacles based on the draft classification framework and to identify any issues
with it. Third, the author and the collaborator discussed the identified issues and refined the
framework, resulting in the final five-category framework. Fourth, based on the final framework,

the author and the collaborator independently reclassified the 272 obstacles.

To assess inter-rater reliability in the classification of learner responses, the kappa coefficient
was calculated for the data coding conducted independently by the author and a collaborator. The
analysis yielded an acceptable level of agreement (x = .82, z=21.20, p <.001, 95% CI =

[.76, .88]), indicating a high degree of consistency between the two coders. On the basis of this
result, the agreed-upon classifications were used for subsequent analyses. In cases where
disagreements occurred, the final category assignments were determined through discussion

between the author and the collaborator.

Results

This section reports the main findings of the study regarding learners’ difficulties when reading
literary narrative texts. It primarily presents five types of reading difficulty identified through
analysis of learners’ responses, including difficulties related to limited knowledge of English
vocabulary and grammar; identifying the referents of expressions; understanding characters’ or
the narrator’s intentions and actions; lack of topic-related knowledge; and uncertainty about

relationships among characters and the overall fictional world.

To contextualize these difficulties within instructional practice, the section also reports when
reading obstacles identified before class were resolved, distinguishing between those resolved

prior to instruction, those resolved during class discussion, and those that remained unresolved.
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In addition, changes in learners’ self-reported confidence in their understanding of the texts
before and after class discussion are presented as supplementary evidence related to learners’

perceived comprehension. The following subsections present these results in detail.

Timing of reading obstacle resolution

This subsection reports when reading obstacles identified before class were resolved, focusing on
whether they were resolved prior to instruction, during class discussion, or remained unresolved
after class. Table 1 summarizes the number of obstacles that learners reported as resolved or
unresolved before class for each chapter, while Table 2 presents the number of obstacles that
were additionally resolved during class discussion among those that had remained unresolved
beforehand. Together, these tables indicate that many reading obstacles persisted beyond
individual preparation but were often resolved through in-class discussion, while some remained

unresolved after class.

For ease of interpretation, the chapter numbers presented in Tables 1 and 2 correspond to the
three stories used in the study (Story A: Chapters 1-2; Story B: Chapters 3—5; Story C: Chapters
6-7), allowing the results to be compared across both chapters and stories. Although the total
number of unresolved obstacles reported by individual participants was sometimes relatively
large, these reports often referred to the same underlying difficulties. In practice, the obstacles
that remained unresolved during class tended to be shared by several participants and were

limited to at most four distinct problem instances per chapter.

Table 1. Reading obstacles resolved and unresolved before class

Before the class Before the class
Resolved Not resolved Resolved Not resolved
Story A 24 61 Chapter 1 15 29
Chapter 2 9 32
Story B 44 79  Chapter 3 15 21
Chapter 4 13 33
Chapter 5 16 25
Story C 25 57 Chapter 6 16 25
Chapter 7 9 32

Note. The values include responses that were removed from the data to classify the obstacles of learners.
In the textbook employed in the class (Hosokawa & Schindler, 2011), Story A is divided into Chapters 1
and 2, Story B is divided into Chapters 3, 4, and 5, and Story C is split into Chapters 6 and 7.
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Table 2. Previously unresolved reading obstacles resolved during class discussion

During the class During the class
Resolved Not resolved Resolved Not resolved
Story A 46 15 Chapter 1 19 10
Chapter 2 27 5
Story B 47 32 Chapter 3 16 5
Chapter 4 18 15
Chapter 5 13 12
Story C 47 10 Chapter 6 22 3
Chapter 7 25 7

Note. The values include responses that were removed from the data to classify the obstacles of
learners. In the textbook utilized in the class (Hosokawa & Schindler, 2011), Story A is divided
into Chapters 1 and 2, Story B is divided into Chapters 3, 4, and 5, and Story C is split into
Chapters 6 and 7.

Difficulties participants encountered when reading literary narrative texts

Data classification conducted by the author and a collaborator yielded five types of reading
obstacles. Table 3 summarizes the distribution of these obstacle types, showing both the number
and percentage of data associated with each category. As indicated in the table, Type III
difficulties—those related to understanding characters’ or the narrator’s intentions and actions—
were the most frequent (115 cases, 42.3%). This was followed by Type I difficulties arising from
insufficient knowledge of English vocabulary and grammar (80 cases, 29.4%) and Type II
difficulties related to identifying the referents of expressions (63 cases, 23.2%). In contrast, Type
IV and Type V difficulties accounted for only a small proportion of the reported obstacles (1
case, 0.4%, and 13 cases, 4.8%, respectively). Note that these categories are not mutually

exclusive, as a single response could involve more than one type of difficulty.

The five types of reading obstacles are characterized as follows:

e Type I: Difficulties arising from insufficient knowledge of English vocabulary and
grammar

e Type II: Difficulties related to the referents of expressions

e Type III: Difficulties understanding why the characters or the narrator (or author) said the
words or performed the actions

e Type IV: Difficulties resulting from a lack of knowledge about the topic

e Type V: Difficulties emerging from uncertainty regarding the relationships between
characters, their traits, and the text world
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Table 3. Number and percentage of data for each obstacle type

Type Il Type 11 Type 111 Type IV Type V
Number 80 63 115 1 13
Percentage 29.4 23.2 42.3 0.4 4.8

Note. Total number of coded responses = 272.

The percentages reported in Table 3 are based on the total number of coded responses rather than
on the number of individual learners. Because participants could report multiple difficulties and
some responses involved overlapping categories, these percentages should be interpreted as

indicative rather than as precise quantitative measures.

The following subsections illustrate each type of difficulty with representative learner responses.
Symbols A, B, and C indicate the three stories, and P1 through P18 refer to individual
participants (e.g., “A, P3” denotes Participant 3’s response to Story A). All responses were

originally written in Japanese and were translated into English by the author.

Dype I: Difficulties arising from insufficient knowledge of English vocabulary and grammar-.
Because the participants in the current research were EFL learners, they encountered obstacles in
understanding the vocabulary and English grammar in the texts, even when they had dictionaries

at their disposal.

The following are the reported hurdles that may be due to insufficient vocabulary knowledge.

e [ thought “his prayer” meant a person praying, so it was difficult to understand the
meaning. (B, P1)

e [ thought “give a party” had a different meaning because I had only used “have a party”
and “hold a party” in the past. (B, P18)

e I didn’t understand what the brake was for in “broke off.” (C, P4)

The first example reported a misunderstanding of the meaning of the word “prayer.” The second
example reported an obstacle in understanding the meaning of the word “give a party” because
the participant did not know the expression. The third example shows that the term “broke off”

remained misunderstood.
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The reported hurdles that may have resulted from insufficient grammatical knowledge included

the following responses.

e [ forgot the use of “should” when it is employed in an if-clause, such as in “if he should
play.” (A, P17)

e [ thought “in black with a white apron” meant a two-colored (white and black) apron. (B,
P4)

e (an the sentence “After that nobody will upset you if you are to be good” be taken as a

clause of the to-be-construction, and if so, in what sense should it be understood? (B, P1)

The first example was about the use of “should” in an if-clause, the second example was about
the utilization of the preposition “in,” and the third example was about the employment of the to-
be-construction. These grammatical items were reported as obstacles on the reflection sheet
because they were forgotten (first example) and misunderstood (second example) by the
participants or because the participant was not confident in his grammatical analysis and could

not determine the meaning (third example).

Some participants experienced difficulty keeping up with the development of a text of a certain

length. The following responses are a few examples:

¢ [ could not follow the flow of the story well. The description was difficult for me. (A,
P13)

® The quick development of the story on p. 23. It took me a while to catch up. (B, P5)

® Alllines 1-18 on p. 28. I was able to read the previous two stories because they had a
clear plot, but I found this one very difficult to understand because it contained the

descriptions of the mountains, sky, and other scenery in several parts of the text. (C, P6)

These obstacles were not reactions to specific expressions but to the accumulation of multiple
vocabulary and grammatical difficulties within the same passage. The causes of these challenges
arose from larger units of the text, in contrast to the aforementioned hurdles, which stemmed
from relatively localized parts of the text. There were not many difficulties of this subtype in the
present study (seven responses). This is likely because the literary narrative texts were adapted
for EFL learners, and the participants used dictionaries or consulted peers while reading to
complete the worksheet. As a result, lexical and grammatical obstacles were not concentrated in

specific parts of the texts.

Reading in a Foreign Language 38(1)



Nishihara: Difficulties of Japanese university EFL learners reading literary narratives 13

The fact that insufficient vocabulary and grammatical knowledge cause reading difficulties for
foreign language learners has been discussed in numerous studies (e.g., Nguyen, 2016; Schmitt
etal., 2011; Swan & Walter, 2017; Zhou & Li, 2025), and teachers are likely to encounter this
frequently in their classrooms. Approximately 29.4% of the responses analyzed fell into this
category. Hence, it can be said that this type of obstacle severely hindered learners’ smooth

reading of literary narratives.

Type 11: Difficulties related to the referents of the expressions. This category was the third most
common, accounting for 23.2% of the data examined. Responses in this category indicate
difficulties in determining how certain expressions function within the surrounding textual
context. Unlike Type I difficulties, these responses show that learners generally understood the
literal meanings of the expressions themselves, but experienced problems in determining how
those expressions functioned within the surrounding context. This category includes cases in
which the referents of expressions can be identified explicitly in the text, as well as cases in

which readers are required to construct meaning by reading between the lines.”

One recurring difficulty within this category concerns establishing the referents of pronouns and
other indexical expressions. Representative responses illustrating this type of difficulty include

the following:

® The meaning of “so he knew” on p. 7, line 15. I thought “he” meant Conradin, but this
did not make sense. (A, P11)

e “It” and “there” in the phrase “Of course I hate it there” on p. 29. I didn’t understand
what and where these pronouns were referring to. (C, P12)

® “Idon’tsee it” in the second line of p. 32. I didn’t understand what the character was
saying he didn’t understand. (C, P3)

Similarly, several responses reflect difficulties in identifying the referents of noun phrases and

other expressions whose reference is not immediately transparent:

® “They have no respect” on p. 15. I didn’t understand what the character meant by “no
respect” here. (B, P11)

® “Many famous successes” on p. 19. I don’t know what kind of successes were referred to.
(B, P8)

® “His question” on p. 28, line 27. | knew the literal meaning of this phrase, but I didn’t
understand what it (=his question) actually meant. (C, P4)
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These difficulties are not unique to literary narrative texts and may also occur in other genres,
where pronouns or expressions have a specific referent in the text. In the present study, the

learner responses likewise indicate difficulty in locating or recovering that referent.

By contrast, the following responses concern expressions whose meaning is not explicitly
specified in the text and must be constructed through inference. In these cases, successful
interpretation requires the integration of textual information with general world knowledge and
experiential assumptions. Difficulties in this subcategory were most often associated with

figurative language:

e “His thoughts were red” in the song. I didn’t understand what he meant by thoughts being
red. (A, P11)

® “Thin paper” on p. 28, line 8. I didn’t understand what the narrator was trying to say with
this expression. (C, P3)

e [t was difficult to understand what “his bed” meant. (C, P16)

® The meaning of “heat” and “cold.” I had no idea that they were about life and death. (C,
P1)

These responses indicate difficulties in formulating coherent interpretations of deviant
expressions, metaphors, and metonymic uses. Although individual interpretations varied, the
responses suggest that learners often struggled to arrive at satisfactory meanings on their own,

highlighting the challenges of independent interpretation.

Hence, difficulties in this category reflect challenges in establishing reference and constructing
contextual meaning. While such processes are not exclusive to literary narrative texts, they are
more likely to be encountered—and to become particularly demanding—when readers are

required to interpret implicit or stylistically marked expressions.

TBype 11I: Difficulties understanding why the characters or the narrator (or author) said the
words or performed the actions. Narrative texts typically develop through events that involve the
actions, utterances, and internal states of characters, as well as evaluative commentary by
narrators (e.g., Stopel, 2022). Accordingly, readers are required not only to process what happens
in the story, but also to infer the motives, intentions, and reasons underlying these actions and

utterances. Responses in this category reflect difficulties in constructing such inferences, making
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this the most frequent type of obstacle identified in the present study. Of the 272 responses
analyzed, 42.3% (115 responses) were classified as Type III difficulties.

Similar to Type II in its internal structure, this category includes cases in which difficulties arose
both when relevant information was explicitly available in the text and when readers were
required to infer meaning beyond what was directly stated. The following examples illustrate

difficulties in identifying and relating relevant details from the text:

e The answer to the question “What did Mrs. De Ropp decide to do one afternoon?”’: In
examining the answer to this question in the text, I focused on the word “afternoon.”
However, I was unable to ascertain the answer. (A, P2)

® The answer to the question “Why did the ghost decide not to hurt Virginia?”’: In order to
respond to this question, it was necessary for me to ascertain the sequence of actions
taken by Virginia in Chapter 3. This process was challenging. (B, P14)

® “Glad or sorry” on p. 28, line 27. I couldn’t understand why the character was repeating
this expression. (C, P18)

These responses suggest difficulty in identifying what actions were taken or why those actions
were performed, even when the necessary information was distributed across sentences in the

text.

Other responses indicate difficulty in establishing coherence relations between adjacent
sentences, particularly in cases where causal or explanatory relations were not linguistically

marked:

e “He had no one else” on p. 3, line 31. I didn’t understand how this sentence related to the
previous sentence. (A, P15)
e [t wasn’t clear to me which part of the text indicated the reason the housekeeper

recovered so quickly on p. 14. (B, P12)

In such cases, the absence of explicit connectors required readers to infer relationships between

propositions based on contextual cues, a process that proved challenging.

A substantial number of responses also concern situations in which relevant information was not

explicitly provided in the text, requiring readers to construct explanations by integrating textual
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details with background knowledge and interpretive reasoning. Representative responses include

the following:

e “Disliked” on p. 3, line 1: I was curious why Mrs. De Ropp disliked Conradin. (A, P8)

e | was curious why Conradin lived with Mrs. De Ropp and not with his parents. (A, P17)

e  “When I am forgiven, the black tree will have flowers on it” on p. 23, line 24. How did
the ghost know that the flowers would bloom when he was forgiven? Did someone tell
him, or did he actually see the flowers bloom when other ghosts “sleep?” (B, P6)

e “The twins were awake, giggling about something” on p. 18, line 6. I wondered why the
author suddenly mentioned the twins. (B, P11)

® The fact that Virginia felt sorry for the ghost and tried to see him until the end of his
present life. I didn’t understand Virginia’s sincerity in being merciful to the ghost that
disturbed her life. (B, P11)

®  Why did the author make the boy have pneumonia? How could he be sick if he was
dead? Did the boy have to have pneumonia? (C, P5)

These responses reflect difficulty in accounting for characters’ motivations, narratorial choices,
and authorial design decisions. In many cases, multiple interpretations are possible, and the
responses indicate uncertainty when readers were unable to arrive at an explanation that was

satisfactory to them.

A smaller number of responses explicitly concern attempts to identify the overall message or

intention of the author:

® The author’s message in chapter 1. I could understand some parts of the message, but I

could not understand what the author wanted to convey to the reader as a whole. (A, P7)

Hence, Type III difficulties primarily involve challenges in recognizing, integrating, and, where
necessary, inferring motives, intentions, and causal relationships at the levels of character,
narrator, and author. These difficulties require readers to coordinate information across sentences
and, in some cases, to construct interpretive explanations that go beyond surface-level
comprehension, processes that appear to be particularly demanding for EFL learners reading

literary narrative texts.

TBype 1V: Difficulties resulting from a lack of knowledge about the topic. Responses in this
category reflect difficulties arising from insufficient background knowledge required to interpret
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specific situational or cultural elements in the text. In the present study, this type of obstacle was
rarely reported, with only one response classified as Type I'V. This limited occurrence is likely
attributable to the nature of the reading materials, which were selected from a textbook designed

specifically for EFL learners and therefore did not assume extensive domain-specific knowledge.

The following response illustrates this type of difficulty:

e “Bottle of Rising Sun American Lubricator”: I don’t understand why the character
thought that the sound of the chains could be stopped with the bottle. (B, P17)

This response indicates difficulty in understanding the intended function of the object referred to
in the text. Interpreting this scene requires knowledge of what a lubricant is and how it might be
used to reduce friction or noise. In the absence of this background knowledge, the narrative

interaction between the homeowner and the ghost became difficult to interpret coherently.

Hence, Type IV difficulties reflect problems that arise when readers lack the topical or world
knowledge necessary to construct appropriate interpretations of narrative events. Although
infrequent in the present study, such difficulties are more likely to emerge when literary texts

presuppose familiarity with culturally specific practices or specialized domains.

Type V: Difficulties emerging from uncertainty regarding the relationships between characters,
their traits, and the text world. Responses in this category reflect difficulties in constructing
coherent representations of characters, their relationships, and the fictional world of the
narrative. Although this type of obstacle was not frequently reported, the responses included here
indicate instances in which readers experienced uncertainty about how characters should be

understood or how the narrative world should be conceptualized.

Representative responses illustrating this category include the following:

® Whether Sredni Vashtar is a real god or not. Impressions differ between Conradin’s point
of view and an objective point of view. (A, P14)

¢ About the boy’s condition. Is he dead, since there is no description of his family? (C,
P18)

® The world where the boy and the man stay. I had no idea whether it was the world of the
afterlife or the threshold to the world of the afterlife. (C, P13)
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These responses indicate difficulty in determining the ontological status of characters and events,
as well as in forming stable interpretations of the narrative world. In such cases, the text does not
provide clear cues that allow readers to resolve ambiguity definitively, requiring them to infer
meaning by integrating textual information with broader world knowledge and interpretive

assumptions.

Because literary narrative texts often permit multiple plausible interpretations, definitive answers
to these questions may not exist. Nonetheless, the responses suggest that readers reported these
points as difficulties when they were unable to arrive at interpretations that were satisfactory or

internally consistent for them.

Hence, Type V difficulties involve challenges in organizing information about characters and the
narrative world into coherent mental representations. While relatively infrequent, such
difficulties highlight the demands literary narratives place on readers’ interpretive processes,

particularly when ambiguity is a salient feature of the text.

Changes in learners’ confidence ratings

Learners’ self-reported confidence in their understanding of the literary narrative texts increased
from before to after the class sessions. As shown in Table 4, the mean confidence ratings were
higher after class across all three stories, while the associated standard deviations indicate some
individual variation in perceived understanding. These data are presented for descriptive
purposes only and should be interpreted as learners’ self-reported perceptions rather than as
evidence of measured improvement; they are included as supplementary information and were

not subjected to inferential statistical analysis.

Table 4. Means and standard deviations of learners’ confidence ratings (%) before and after class

discussions
Story A Story B Story C
Before class After class Before class After class Before class After class

M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD
61.7 104 84.5 9.5 67.6 8.6 844 84 606 126 794 129

Note. Story A comprises two chapters. The numbers in this table are based on information from both
chapters (n = 17 in Chapter 1 and » = 18 in Chapter 2; one participant was absent due to illness during the
session in which Chapter 1 was discussed). Story B comprises three chapters. The numbers in this table

are based on information from all three chapters (» = 18 in Chapter 3, » = 18 in Chapter 4, and n = 18 in
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Chapter 5). Story C comprises two chapters. The numbers in this table are based on information from
both chapters (r = 17 in Chapter 6 and n = 18 in Chapter 7; one participant was absent due to illness

during the session in which Chapter 6 was discussed).

Discussion

The present study investigated the types of obstacles low-intermediate Japanese university EFL
learners encountered when reading literary narrative texts, based on their responses to reflection
sheets. Consequently, five types of obstacles were identified: obstacles emerging from
inadequate knowledge of English vocabulary and grammar (Type I), hurdles related to the
referents of the expressions (Type II), obstacles in understanding why the characters or the
narrator (or author) said the words or did the actions (Type III), challenges stemming from a lack
of knowledge about the topic in the text (Type IV), and difficulties arising from uncertainty

about relationships among characters, their characteristics, and the text world (Type V).

First, because the participants in the present research were EFL learners, Type I obstacles were
observed to a considerable extent. Because the participants were in the process of developing
their English language knowledge, most of them encountered hurdles due to their lack of
vocabulary and grammatical knowledge (see also Zhou & Li, 2025). Seventeen of the 18
participants experienced this type of hurdle (Appendix B). Some participants also struggled to
follow the development of longer texts partly due to multiple linguistic challenges (Zhou & Li,
2025). When employing literary narrative texts in the classroom, teachers should not overlook
whether learners experience reading difficulties at the vocabulary and grammar levels—even
when the texts have been adapted for university-level EFL learners and participants have access
to dictionaries and peer collaboration. If learners were required to read a literary narrative text
that was not adapted to their level, or to read independently without a dictionary, the number of

reported Type I obstacles would likely increase even further.

Numerous Type II hurdles were also reported. This type of difficulty can be divided into two
subcategories. The first subcategory involves obstacles where the participants failed to identify
the referent of expressions presented explicitly in the text. The second subcategory refers to
difficulties in which learners were unable to derive satisfactory meanings from expressions. The
first subcategory can occur in reading texts of other genres, and the second subcategory tends to
be unique to literary texts, as it typically pertains to understanding figurative expressions. When

utilizing literary narrative texts in the classroom, teachers may be tempted to focus the attention
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of learners on the figurative aspects of the text. However, teachers must ensure that students do

not stumble at the basic level of reading comprehension (e.g., identifying what pronouns refer to
in the text) before engaging them in constructing the meaning of figurative expressions. Without
a basic understanding of the narrative content, the response of a learner to figurative expressions

may be a guessing game without supporting textual evidence.

Type III challenges were reported most frequently in the present research. Narrative texts
commonly develop through events (Stopel, 2022), which include the words and actions of
characters, narrators, and authors. To attain a coherent understanding of the stories, the
participants had to map the actions or utterances of the characters, narrators, and authors with the
underlying reasons or motives. Nonetheless, this appeared to be difficult for some participants
even when the reasons or motives were given in the preceding or succeeding sentence. Literary
texts tend to lack linguistic markers to show readers how to relate sentences. Thus, readers must
connect information by considering the context. This appeared to be difficult for participants
with little literary experience in English. Additionally, the high number of Type III obstacles also
indicates that the participants exhibited a strong interest in comprehending the intentions of the
actions and utterances of the characters, the narrator, and the author (Zhou & Li, 2025). In
addition to the queries provided on the worksheet, the active engagement of the participants with
the text generated several queries about these aspects. Often, no relevant information was
available in the text for their queries. The participants reported obstacles when they could not
find the information they needed in the text or when they could not construct their own meaning
for their queries. Teachers should encourage this active engagement with the text and help
learners locate relevant information they need when it is available in the text. When such
information is not explicitly provided, teachers can encourage learners to share, discuss, and

consider different interpretations with one another.

Type IV difficulties were rarely observed in this research, likely because the texts selected were
designed for EFL learners. Hence, the participants did not need special knowledge to understand
the texts. Nonetheless, this type of obstacle is more likely to occur when teachers utilize literary

texts that refer to specialized topical knowledge (e.g., knowledge of religions or chivalry).

While the number of responses was small, some participants had queries about the characters,
their relationships, and the narrative world (Type V). For these queries, meanings had to be
constructed using textual information, general world knowledge, and experience. When the
participants failed to satisfactorily formulate their own ideas, they seemed to report this as a

difficulty. Interest in and engagement with characters and the story world are considered
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essential factors in story immersion (e.g., Hartung et al., 2021), which, in turn, enhance literary
enjoyment (e.g., Kuijpers et al., 2014). Accordingly, while encouraging learners to raise
questions about characters and the narrative world and to share and discuss them in class,
teachers should be careful not to allow such questions to be experienced as debilitating obstacles

that might inhibit learners’ active engagement.

Despite the contributions of the present study, several limitations should be acknowledged. First,
individual learners’ English proficiency levels were not measured using standardized
assessments; instead, proficiency was estimated from classroom reading performance and
instructor observation. Consequently, the relationship between individual proficiency differences
and specific types of reading difficulty could not be examined in a systematic manner. Second,
the study was conducted with a relatively small group of low-intermediate Japanese university
EFL learners enrolled in a single course. This context may limit the generalizability of the
findings to other learner populations, proficiency ranges, or instructional settings. Third, data
collection was restricted to materials directly generated through regular classroom activities. This
restriction reflected the scope of approval granted by the institutional review board, which
limited research use to class-related data only. As a result, it was not possible to obtain additional
background information about participants—such as detailed learner profiles or learning
histories. While the analysis relied on learners’ self-reported reflections on their reading
difficulties, which provide direct and valuable insight into learners’ perspectives and experiences,
such data do not allow for a comprehensive examination of how individual background variables

may have contributed to the difficulties observed.

In light of the limitations identified above and the variability observed across stories and learners
(see Appendices B and C), several issues remain to be addressed in future research. Building on
the findings of the present study, future investigations could expand our understanding of literary

narrative reading in EFL contexts in the following directions.

(1) Future studies should examine how learners’ proficiency levels interact with different
types of reading difficulty in literary narratives by employing standardized and more
fine-grained proficiency measures. This approach would help clarify whether specific
difficulties—such as those related to processing longer passages—are more closely
linked to proficiency constraints or to genre-specific demands.

(2) Further research is needed to investigate how distinct textual features, including
vocabulary, grammar, content, style, and literary techniques, shape learners’ reading

experiences and the types of difficulties that emerge in their meaning-making
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processes. As suggested by Appendix C, the likelihood of particular obstacles
appears to vary from story to story.

(3) Future studies should also examine how learner characteristics—such as prior literary
experience, level of interest in the text, and learner traits such as grit—relate to the
distribution and frequency of reading difficulties. As indicated in Appendix B, there
is noticeable variation among individual learners that warrants targeted investigation
(e.g., Clark, 2019).

(4) Types 1, 11, and III difficulties identified in the present study should be analyzed in
greater depth to identify and validate potential subcategories.® Additional or more
refined subtypes may emerge depending on the characteristics of the text and the
learner.

(5) There is a need to develop evaluation criteria for the difficulty and level-
appropriateness of literary texts, queries, and tasks that go beyond purely linguistic
metrics such as word frequency and sentence length. Although the texts used in the
present study were judged linguistically appropriate, some difficulties remained
unresolved, underscoring the importance of multidimensional criteria that take
literary engagement into account (e.g., Arai, 2022a, 2022b; Grotek & Slqzak—Swiat,
2024; Holster et al., 2017; Zhou, 2025).

(6) Future research should clarify the processes through which reading obstacles are
resolved during different modes of engagement, including individual reading and
pair or group discussion, in order to identify the mechanisms that lead from difficulty
to understanding.

(7) It is also important to assess how reading challenges function in learner interactions
both inside and outside the classroom. Research on online reading communities
suggests that difficulty can afford interaction and contribute to community building
(Doche & Ross, 2023; Stinson & Driscoll, 2020).

(8) Finally, further studies should explore the enjoyment-related aspects of literary
narrative reading, which play a central role in learner motivation and language
development (e.g., Dewaele & Maclntyre, 2016; Hall, 2003; Kuijpers et al., 2014;
Mattix, 2002; Tevdoradze, 2023).

Conclusion

The present research investigated the types of obstacles low-intermediate Japanese university
EFL learners encountered when reading literary narrative texts, based on their responses to

reflection sheets. As a result of classifying the data, five types of hurdles were identified. In this
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work, difficulties emerging from inadequate knowledge of English vocabulary and grammar
(Type I), obstacles related to the reference of expressions (Type II), and hurdles in
comprehending why the characters or the narrator (or author) said the words or did the actions
(Type III) were particularly common. Conversely, while the number was small, the following
challenges were also observed: obstacles stemming from a lack of knowledge about the topic in
the text (Type IV) and hurdles arising from uncertainty about the relationship between
characters, their traits, and the text world (Type V). In the future, it is essential to further clarify
the variations in the challenges that EFL learners can encounter by having EFL learners from
distinct backgrounds read diverse types of literary narrative texts. These insights will allow
teachers to anticipate the difficulties learners may experience when utilizing literary narrative
texts in the classroom and to proactively design instruction. Furthermore, this knowledge will
encourage learners to enjoy literary narrative texts and further encourage them to reap the

benefits (e.g., Lazar, 2016) that literary materials are supposed to bring.
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Notes

1. The role and expected effectiveness of the literature have changed over time. For more
details, see Kramsch & Kramsch (2000) and their summary by Skela (2014).

2. Learners’ difficulties in reading literary narrative texts were often discussed on the basis of
teachers’ rules of thumb (e.g., Nishihara, 2020).

3. Although research often notes that literary texts are difficult for learners, such studies tend to
focus on poetry. Indeed, difficulty is one of its key characteristics, especially in postmodern
poetry (e.g., Castiglione, 2013, 2017, 2019; Christie, 2000; Diepeveen, 2003; Doche & Ross,
2023; Eliot, 1921/1950; Feuerstein, 2012; Lamarque, 2009; Monte, 2007; Steiner, 1978).
Foreign language learners themselves also seem to find poetry enigmatic and something to be
deciphered (e.g., Albers, 2015).

Most studies of readers’ literary reading difficulties focus on poetry (e.g., Bauer et al., 2022).
Participants did not name these types of queries on the reflection sheet; these queries did not

seem to be a point of difficulty for them.
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6. The author taught the course as a part-time instructor and was not permitted to contact the
participants after the class sessions. Therefore, it was not possible to conduct clarifying
follow-ups regarding the excluded data.

7. These subtypes may only be distinguishable by teachers. Even in cases where learners have
to read between the lines, they may assume that the expression in question has a clear
referent in the text. Similarly, when the referent is explicitly presented in the text, learners
may not be aware of it and try to make up their own meaning. This is also the case with Type
M1 difficulties.

8. The data classification method adopted in the present study reflects a methodological
decision regarding the granularity of categorization. While the author and a collaborator
initially explored the possibility of employing more fine-grained subcategories, sufficient
interrater reliability could not be established at that level. Therefore, the analysis was
conducted using the present set of categories, for which acceptable interrater reliability was

confirmed.
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Appendix A

Reflection sheet for identifying reading difficulties

1. Name expressions, parts, worksheet questions, or content you did not understand or had
difficulty with.

2. Describe your difficulty.

3. Before class this difficulty was (solved/unsolved).

4. (Only those who could not solve the problem before class) After today’s session, this
difficulty was (solved/unsolved).

5. Rate your confidence in your understanding of the content of this text as a percentage: before

the class % and after the class %.
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Appendix B
Number of each obstacle type by participant
Participant Participant
/ Obstacle / Obstacle
Type 1 11 111 v n/a Type 1 11 111 v Vv n/a
Pl 5 4 6 0 0 2 P10 5 2 1 0 0 6
P2 3 5 9 0 1 3 PI1 2 5 7 0 0 0
P3 4 2 1 0 0 1 P12 4 2 6 0 1 0
P4 12 4 7 0 1 1 P13 2 4 6 0 1 1
P5 1 4 6 0 0 3 P14 1 7 5 1 3 2
P6 3 1 13 0 1 0 P15 2 1 3 0 0 1
P7 6 2 9 0 1 1 P16 0 5 12 0 2 2
P8 2 5 4 0 0 0 P17 6 3 11 1 0 1
P9 16 3 0 0 0 2 P18 5 4 9 0 2 1
Note. N/a = the number of responses excluded from the analysis during data classification.
Appendix C
Number of each obstacle type by story and chapter
Story / Chapter /
Obstacle Obstacle
Type 1 11 111 v Type 1 11 111 IV
Story A 23 20 35 0 3 Ch. 1 14 3 24 0 1
Ch. 2 9 17 11 0 2
Story B 35 16 62 1 2 Ch.3 9 8 17 1 1
Ch. 4 14 5 28 0 0
Ch. 5 12 3 17 0 1
Story C 22 27 18 0 Ch. 6 16 15 7 0 0
Ch.7 6 12 11 0 8
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