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Abstract: 
This study aims to investigate a teacher's instructional strategies in reading instruction using short stories and to analyze the multi-dimensional reading difficulties encountered by ninth-grade students in a rural EFL context. Utilizing a qualitative case study design integrated with phenomenological perspectives and educational ethnography, data were gathered from an English teacher and 25 ninth-grade students at MTs Sayyid Ali Geger Bangkalan. Data collection was executed through triangulation involving non-participant classroom observations, semi-structured interviews, and documentation of reading assessment worksheets, which were subsequently processed using the interactive qualitative analysis model of Miles, Huberman, and Saldana. The findings reveal that the teacher operationalized short stories through a systematic, process-oriented framework spanning pre-reading, while-reading, and post-reading stages. The strategic shift from a text-only approach to an illustrated, tool-supported methodology successfully lowered the students' affective filters and enhanced predictive understanding. Concurrently, the analysis of student challenges identified three core dimensions of reading difficulties: psychological and affective barriers (manifested as public speaking phobia and intense performance anxiety), linguistic and lexical hurdles (characterized by an extreme vocabulary deficit, past tense verb confusion, and rigid polysemous interpretation), and phonological friction (stemming from rigid first-language orthographic transfer). The study concludes that while short stories serve as a potent alternative medium to stimulate textual interest, their efficacy remains strictly dependent on targeted scaffolding, visual materials, and systematic structural reinforcement to foster independent, sustainable literacy development among struggling foreign language learners. 
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Introduction 

Reading is widely regarded as an indispensable bridge to acquiring knowledge, functioning as a foundational pillar through which language learners access information, expand vocabulary, and master grammatical structures. Within the context of English as a Foreign Language (EFL), reading stands as one of the four core skills that students must possess to achieve communicative competence. Authentic mastery of reading extends beyond the mechanical skill of word-by-word decoding or literal phonetic articulation; it requires the cognitive capacity to grasp underlying meaning, interpret textual intent, and reconstruct the author's message. This definition aligns with the concept proposed by Paramita (2022), who posits that reading is essentially an active process of understanding and constructing the explicit and implicit meanings embedded within written materials.

​           Despite its critical importance, reading instruction faces severe real-world challenges within the Indonesian educational landscape, particularly at the lower secondary level in rural areas. A significant disparity exists between curriculum expectations and students' actual performance. Many ninth-grade students entering junior high school or Madrasah Tsanawiyah (MTs) exhibit low reading proficiency due to the historical absence or minimal exposure to formal English instruction during their elementary school years. This foundational deficit creates acute linguistic friction when students are suddenly confronted with standardized textbooks or student worksheets (Lembar Kerja Siswa/LKS) that utilize complex, high-level English structures and vocabulary rarely encountered in their daily lives. Consequently, this mismatch between student readiness and text difficulty triggers widespread academic boredom, low reading motivation, anxiety, and a severe lack of self-confidence when facing foreign language texts.

​     
To address these empirical barriers, instructional innovation is required through the integration of alternative teaching media that can lower the students' affective filters while scaffolding text comprehension. Short stories emerge as a viable alternative pedagogical tool because their brief narrative structure, limited character pool, and contextualized, everyday language make them far less intimidating for struggling readers. Empirically, the efficacy of this medium is supported by recent literature. For instance, Zelma Zahra (2025) demonstrated that the strategic implementation of short story media significantly enhances students’ reading comprehension, yielding measurable improvements in post-intervention comprehension scores. However, while previous research heavily emphasizes the quantitative outcomes of using short stories, there remains a distinct literature gap regarding how rural EFL teachers tactically navigate and overcome severe vocabulary deficits, structural tenses (such as past tense verbs), and psychological resistance in a real-time classroom setting during modified school schedules, such as the Ramadan fasting month.

​
Therefore, this study is designed to bridge this gap by offering an in-depth qualitative analysis of classroom practices at MTs Sayyid Ali. Specifically, this paper focuses on two core research objectives: first, to describe how the teacher operationalizes short stories as an alternative medium through a systematic pre-, while-, and post-reading instructional framework; and second, to identify and analyze the specific linguistic, phonological, and psychological difficulties that ninth-grade students encounter during the reading process. By exploring these dynamics, this study provides significant pedagogical insights for rural EFL educators on how to transform a passive, anxious reading atmosphere into an interactive, collaborative, and highly supportive learning environment. 
Review of Literature
Based on the research framework and findings, the review of literature concerning the use of short stories as an alternative medium and the corresponding reading difficulties faced by ninth-grade students is structured as follows:
​The Use of Short Stories as an Alternative Medium in Teaching Reading

​
The implementation of short stories in teaching reading follows a structured, process-oriented approach divided into three distinct chronological phases: Pre-reading, While-reading, and Post-reading.  

​
Pre-Reading Stage (Before Reading): At this initial stage, the teacher focuses classroom activities on establishing learning motivation and psychological readiness. This involves activating students' schemata and background knowledge by breaking down the text's title or analyzing key contextual terms to build predictions about the narrative theme before students encounter the full text.  

​
While-Reading Stage (During Reading): This phase serves as the core literacy processing session where students interact directly with the text. The teacher offers pedagogical flexibility by providing multiple reading options—such as silent reading, reading aloud, or reading in front of the class—allowing students to process the story within their comfort zone. During this time, students actively underline unfamiliar lexicons, decode vocabulary using structural aids like regular/irregular verb lists, and receive interactive, on-the-spot scaffolding from the teacher.  

​
Post-Reading Stage (After Reading): The final stage focuses on evaluation, critical thinking development, and text production. Students participate in classical reading aloud sessions where the teacher directly rectifies lingering mispronunciations. Furthermore, the teacher facilitates interactive, student-centered discussions to analyze intrinsic elements (such as themes, plots, and moral values) and assigns narrative retelling tasks to synthesize text comprehension.  

​2. Student Difficulties in Reading Short Stories

​
Despite the advantages of using short stories, foreign language learners at the secondary school level encounter multifaceted barriers during text comprehension, categorized into psychological, linguistic, and phonological dimensions.
  Table 1. Reading Difficulties

	Psychological                                                         
	Linguistic
	Phonological

	Performance anxiety
	Extreme vocab deficit                    
	First-language drift

	Text-rejection panic
	Past-tense confusion                      
	Grapheme-to-phoneme  

	Low oral confidence                       
	Polysemous rigidity                        
	literal pronunciation



Psychological and Affective Barriers: Students frequently demonstrate a severe lack of confidence and performance anxiety when confronting foreign language materials. This manifests as defensive panic, text rejection, and an explicit fear of individual public performance, forcing students to withdraw into silent reading to avoid embarrassment. Linguistic and Lexical Difficulties: A prominent hurdle is an extreme vocabulary deficit, where students feel heavily intimidated by a high density of unfamiliar words. Learners experience massive roadblocks with grammatical mechanics, specifically past tense inflections (Verb 2) and auxiliary forms like "was". Additionally, students struggle with cognitive-semantic processing when navigating polysemous words, showing difficulty adapting to words that hold multiple shifting meanings depending on the textual context. This lexical gap often results in an over-dependency on mechanical cues (like multiple-choice formats) or digital translation tools to bypass independent critical thinking.  

​
Phonological and Pronunciation Difficulties: Phonetic friction occurs due to the rigid interference of native language habits. Students habitually apply literal, letter-by-letter Indonesian orthographic rules to English words (e.g., pronouncing "later" as written /leter/ or "difficult" as /diffikult/), struggling significantly with silent letters and unfamiliar phonemes until direct teacher intervention provides corrective feedback

Method 


This study was designed as a qualitative case study to investigate the teacher's strategies in teaching reading using short stories and to analyze the specific reading difficulties faced by the students. This design allowed for an in-depth, contextual examination of the instructional process and linguistic phenomena within a real-life classroom setting. To fully capture the lived experiences of the participants and the environmental dynamics, the framework integrated phenomenological perspectives to uncover subjective meanings alongside educational ethnography to observe classroom culture and interactions naturally.  

​
The primary sources of data were an English teacher and the ninth-grade students of MTs Sayyid Ali located in Geger, Bangkalan. The total research population consisted of 25 active students, comprising 13 male and 12 female students. Secondary data sources included relevant pedagogical documents, lesson plans, short story reading texts, student worksheets, and academic records.  

​
To ensure data validity and comprehensiveness, three distinct research instruments were utilized: observation sheets, semi-structured interview guidelines, and reading assessment worksheets. The observation sheets tracked teacher intervention strategies, student engagement levels, and the evolving classroom climate across sequential lessons. The semi-structured interview guidelines were deployed to elicit deep narratives regarding individual perspectives, emotional blockages, and linguistic challenges. Reading worksheets, featuring both objective and open-ended essay components, were managed to evaluate direct textual comprehension.  

​
Data collection was executed using a qualitative triangulation method over two separate classroom meetings during a modified academic period. First, non-participant classroom observations were carried out to document how the teacher structured the pre-reading, while-reading, and post-reading phases. Second, semi-structured interviews were conducted face-to-face with the English teacher and selected students to cross-examine their responses and difficulties. Third, documentation was gathered by archiving student worksheets and field transcripts to validate the observational data.  

​
The collected qualitative data were systematically processed using a descriptive qualitative analysis technique following the interactive model of Miles, Huberman, and Saldana, as well as frameworks adapted from Sugiyono and Moleong. The analysis proceeded through three concurrent flows of activity:  

​
Data Reduction
The raw field notes, interview audio transcripts, and classroom observations were selected, focused, and simplified to isolate the data addressing the core research questions regarding teaching strategies and reading difficulties.  
​Data Display
The reduced data were systematically structured into organized narrative texts, excerpts, and analytical matrices to illuminate emerging patterns, behavioral trends, and specific linguistic barriers. The displayed patterns were interpreted and contextualized against existing literature to draw valid conclusions.  

​
To maintain strict trustworthiness and reliability, data source and method triangulation were continuously applied by cross-checking the observation narratives against direct participant interview responses and tangible student worksheet results
Results and Discussions
This section presents the research findings gathered from observations, interviews, and documentation at MTs Sayyid Ali Geger Bangkalan, followed by an in-depth discussion linking these results to relevant theoretical frameworks and previous studies. The presentation is divided based on the two core research questions.

Teacher’s Utilization of Short Stories as an Alternative Media in Teaching Reading


Based on data gathered over two distinct meetings during the holy month of Ramadan, the English teacher implemented short stories through a structured three-phase reading process: pre-reading, while-reading, and post-reading. This framework aligns with the process approach advocated by Aminuddin (1995) and Burns et al. (1996). However, field observations revealed substantial differences in implementation, student engagement, and pedagogical adaptations between the two sessions.

A. The Pre-Reading Stage


In both meetings, the teacher focused on building learning motivation and emotional readiness to tackle the students’ fasting fatigue and low academic drive. In the first meeting, the teacher shared a personal motivational narrative regarding gratitude for education to lower the students' affective filter. In the second meeting, the teacher strategically introduced the short story titled "Lost Phone" by breaking down the title and utilizing accompanying visual illustrations.


The introduction of images in the second meeting dramatically increased student enthusiasm and predictive understanding compared to the text-only approach in the first meeting. Students were able to reconstruct the narrative outline simply by observing the illustrations before interacting with the text.
B. The While-Reading Stage


During this core phase, the teacher allowed students to read silently due to their acute performance anxiety regarding public oral reading. To facilitate active vocabulary decoding, the teacher instructed students to underline unknown words.


A major pedagogical advancement occurred in the second meeting: the teacher provided a supporting regular and irregular verb sheet. This tool significantly streamlined the independent reading process, reduced classroom complaints, and fostered peer-to-peer collaborative interaction, as students actively discussed textual nuances (e.g., debating whether "when" meant "kapan" or "ketika") while the teacher acted as a facilitator.
C. The Post-Reading Stage


The post-reading stage focused on evaluating comprehension and oral performance. To counter individual reading phobia, the teacher implemented a classical choral reading aloud method, allowing students to read together collectively while she provided on-the-spot phonetic corrections.


In the first meeting, critical analysis and storytelling extensions were entirely omitted due to severe time limitations (the Ramadan class duration was compressed to 40 minutes). However, in the second meeting, the group discussion regarding the story's theme and intrinsic elements was successfully executed, and students completed open-ended essay worksheets to evaluate their higher-order thinking skills. To provide a comprehensive overview, the tactical adjustments and pedagogical variations employed by the teacher across both sessions are systematically summarized in Table 2 below.
Table 2: Comparison of Teacher's Pedagogical Treatment and Student Engagement 
Across Meetings
	Reading Phase
	First Meeting (Text-Only Approach)
	Second Meeting (Visual & Tool-Supported Approach)



	Pre-Reading
	Teacher shared personal motivational stories to lower affective filters; text introduced without visuals.
	Teacher introduced the short story "Lost Phone" utilizing visual illustrations; students successfully predicted the plot.



	While-Reading
	Students read silently due to performance anxiety; students underlined a high volume of unknown words.
	Teacher provided a regular and irregular verb sheet; facilitated peer-to-peer collaborative discussion on vocabulary.



	Post-Reading
	Choral reading aloud to counter reading phobia; critical analysis/storytelling omitted due to compressed time (40 mins).
	Choral reading aloud followed by a group discussion on intrinsic elements; students completed open-ended essay worksheets.


Difficulties Faced by Ninth-Grade Students when Reading Short Stories

​
Despite the innovative introduction of short stories, the ninth-grade students at MTs Sayyid Ali exhibited multi-dimensional challenges stemming from their lack of English exposure at the elementary level. These obstacles are categorized into psychological, linguistic-lexical, and phonological dimensions.

​A. Psychological and Affective Barriers

​
Students demonstrated severe performance anxiety, public speaking phobia, and an immediate negative reflex when facing English texts, openly declaring, "Gak Bu... karena tidak tahu baca bahasa Inggris". They strongly resisted individual reading in front of the class out of fear of public humiliation and peer judgment, retreating into silent reading. Furthermore, the shift from multiple-choice questions (Meeting 1) to essay formats (Meeting 2) triggered temporary panic, revealing an intense reliance on mechanical evaluation cues rather than genuine textual comprehension.

​B. Linguistic and Lexical Difficulties

​
An extreme vocabulary deficit heavily intimidated the students, causing them to mark almost every word in the text. Students faced a massive roadblock regarding past tense mechanics (Verb 2), showing fundamental confusion over past auxiliaries (such as "was") and past inflections.

​
While the provided verb sheets alleviated action-word confusion in the second meeting, gaps in functional, non-verb vocabulary—such as prepositions and adverbs ("during", "under", "near")—frequently halted their reading flow. Additionally, students struggled with semantic flexibility, experiencing cognitive friction when navigating polysemous words that altered meanings depending entirely on narrative context.
​C. Phonological and Pronunciation Difficulties

​
Due to the transparent orthographic rules of their native Indonesian language, students applied rigid letter-by-letter phonetic habits to English texts. This caused persistent mispronunciations, such as literally reading the word "difficult" as /diffikult/ or /diffikel/, and "later" as /leter/. Silent letters and past tense inflections caused continuous pronunciation friction, which required constant oral scaffolding from the teacher. To clarify the structural breakdown of these learning barriers, the multi-dimensional reading difficulties identified during the fieldwork are organized and categorized in Table 3.

Table 2. Categorization of Reading Difficulties and Identified Student Indicators

	Dimension of Difficulty
	Core Obstacles Observed
	Student Behavioral Indicators / Evidence

	Psychological & Affective
	Public speaking phobia

High anxiety toward English texts

Reliance on mechanical testing
	Refusal to read individually in front of the class.

Expressions of defense: "Gak Bu... karena tidak tahu baca bahasa inggris."

Manifestation of panic during the shift to essay formats.

	Linguistic & Lexical
	Severe vocabulary deficit

Past tense mechanics (Verb 2) confusion

Low semantic flexibility
	Marking/underlining almost every word in the text.

Confusion over past auxiliaries ("was") and past inflections.

Cognitive friction with polysemous words (e.g., "when").

	Phonological
	First-language     

               orthographic transfer

Mispronunciation of silent letters
	Literal letter-by-letter phonetic reading habits.

Pronouncing "difficult" as /diffikult/ and "later" as /leter/.


​
The research findings demonstrate that using short stories serves as a powerful alternative medium for reading instruction, but its success is strictly dependent on strategic scaffolding and pedagogical flexibility. The teacher’s transition from a text-only short story in the first meeting to an illustrated, tool-supported short story in the second meeting perfectly mirrors Mayer’s (2021) Cognitive Theory of Multimedia Learning. By combining visual illustrations with text, the teacher effectively reduced the students' cognitive load, enabling them to build immediate situational frameworks before decoding the English lexicon.

​
The student anxieties observed in this study heavily validate Krashen’s Affective Filter Hypothesis. Students' initial defensive complaints and refusal to read individually indicate a high affective filter caused by fear and a lack of self-confidence. The teacher's tactical shift from individual public reading to collective choral reading successfully lowered this psychological barrier. This aligns with findings by Tanjung et al. (2022) and Qasserrasi (2023), confirming that structured, low-stakes collaborative phases transform a restrictive classroom atmosphere into an interactive, encouraging environment.

​
Further, the linguistic roadblocks identified in this study highlight a deeper curricular challenge: the severe vocabulary deficit and native language phonetic interference. The literal, letter-by-letter pronunciation errors (e.g., pronouncing "later" as /leter/) indicate strong first-language orthographic transfer. While the teacher's proactive desk interventions and antonym techniques (e.g., explaining "difficult" by contrasting it with "easy") provided temporary scaffolding, the sudden drop in comprehension accuracy during the essay test format proves that multiple-choice tests often mask deep-seated reading deficiencies.

​
As Sy noted in the interviews, multiple-choice options allowed students to guess mechanically without truly understanding the text. Therefore, while short stories stimulate interest and expand contextual vocabulary—as supported by Bland (2021) and Nation (2021)—they must be reinforced with systematic strategy instruction in functional grammar and independent phonetic decoding to ensure sustainable English literacy development at the secondary level.

Conclusion
Based on the qualitative findings and discussions, this study concludes that short stories serve as an effective alternative pedagogical medium to enhance reading instruction within rural EFL classrooms, specifically for students with limited prior English exposure. The operationalization of short stories through a structured, process-oriented framework comprising pre-reading, while-reading, and post-reading stages allows teachers to provide flexible scaffolding that significantly cushions the cognitive load. Furthermore, incorporating visual illustrations and supporting linguistic tools (such as verb inflection sheets) proves vital in lowering students' high affective filters, transforming an anxious classroom climate into a collaborative, supportive learning atmosphere. 


However, the integration of alternative media alone cannot entirely eradicate deep-rooted literacy barriers. Ninth-grade students at MTs Sayyid Ali continue to confront multi-dimensional challenges, notably public speaking anxiety within the psychological domain, extreme vocabulary deficits and past tense confusion within the linguistic domain, and literal letter-by-letter phonetic habituation within the phonological domain. These persistent errors emphasize that while contextual narratives stimulate interest, sustainable reading proficiency requires a balanced instructional approach. Therefore, it is recommended that rural EFL educators combine short story media with systematic instruction in functional grammar, morphological decoding, and proactive phonological feedback to ensure successful and independent reading comprehension among secondary school learners.
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