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Abstract:
The purpose of this study is to examine how Indonesian EFL students employ international literature when writing their theses. This study involved several EFL students who had experience accessing international journals and writing theses. A phenomenological-descriptive method was used. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews, and Colaizzi’s phenomenological analysis was applied. The findings indicate that participants faced three main challenges: technical barriers in finding suitable references, barriers in technical academic writing, and psychological barriers in the thesis writing process. Technical barriers in finding suitable references included paywalls that limited access to international journals, and technical barriers in academic writing, such as difficulty in discussion or content sections, limited academic vocabulary, difficulty understanding academic English, and the complexity of sentence structures in scientific articles. Additionally, demotivation barriers in the thesis writing process included stress, being stuck, feeling down, frustration, loss of motivation, lack of self-confidence, and mental fatigue. Nevertheless, EFL students demonstrated resilience and adaptive strategies by improving their English language skills, expanding their academic literacy, utilizing AI-based translation technology, and seeking social support from friends, family, and their teachers or faculty. This study found that thesis writing for EFL students is not only an academic process but also an emotional and psychological experience. 
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Introduction 

Completing a thesis is an essential requirement for undergraduate students to earn their degree. However, this process often presents significant challenges that can lead to prolonged study durations and reduced rates of publication (Mazhud & Muin, 2024). Many undergraduates perceive thesis writing as particularly challenging, especially when linguistic complexities are involved (Alkhasanah & Kholis, 2024). Beyond linguistic issues, thesis writing demands strong analytical capabilities and the ability to conduct literature reviews to support evidence-based reasoning. This requirement is supported by Purnawan et al. (2024), who assert that students must engage with research sources and other scholarly works to contextualize their interpretations and solidify their conceptual frameworks. According to Nisa et al. (2023), in order to boost their comprehension during academic writing, students need comprehensive literature reviews and reliable data analysis. Furthermore, Shahsavar and Kourepaz (2020) and Aldabbus and Almansouri (2022) emphasize that finding and analyzing relevant sources to combine several viewpoints into a unique sentence is the core of academic writing. 

Another common difficulty is constructing well-supported arguments. Sukandi and Rianita (2018) argue that applying a variety of sources is essential for formulating arguments that are comprehensible and coherent in the writer's own voice. Students often struggle to produce compelling sentences because their arguments lack a solid theoretical foundation and sufficient literary support. Thus, gathering information from various sources is necessary to strengthen thesis arguments (Rizwan & Naas, 2022). Linguistic barriers in English as a Foreign Language (EFL) writing are evident across different educational contexts. In Saudi Arabia, Ali and Zayid (2022) linked rigid writing styles to strong first language (L1) interference, a finding reinforced by a meta-analysis by Hamdani and Abid (2025). Additionally, Turkish students’ rule-bound perceptions of academic writing, shaped by their native language conventions, create structural difficulties (Altınmakas & Bayyurt, 2019). In Indonesian, English majors struggle with academic syntax while managing conceptual translation and engagement with English sources (Safitri et al., 2021). These cross-contextual studies confirm that L1 interference is a dominant and universal barrier in EFL academic writing, affecting not only grammar but also conceptual and rhetorical structures.
Effective literature search skills are crucial for students composing academic works, particularly theses. Instead, Fitria (2022) highlights that limitations such as scarce reference materials and paid digital archives hinder students’ ability to construct logical arguments. Lestari (2020) concurs, noting out that a fundamental challenge for college EFL students is limited literacy when it comes to accessing academic resources. Students' poor capacity to find and access literature written in English is revealed by another (Farizawati et al., 2024). Moreover, technologies like translation platforms are often ineffective in helping students translate English accurately (Lin & Morrison, 2021). Several challenges stem from a combination of three barriers: limited access, a lack of academic and technology literacy, and inadequate technical assistance. 

Previous research has largely focused on mapping general linguistic errors and resource accessibility without delving into students’ direct experiences. The novelty of this study lies in its descriptive qualitative phenomenological approach, which aims to understand students’ lived experiences in thesis writing, focusing on barriers, literature search strategies, and psychological impacts. The urgency of this research stems from the need to foster academic awareness regarding dynamic and relevant methodologies. This study seeks to achieve multidisciplinary acknowledgment that descriptive phenomenology is a useful way to enhance qualitative research in a variety of domains by offering methodological insights.
Review of Literature  

Undergraduate Thesis Writing in EFL Contexts 


Writing an undergraduate thesis is an important academic requirement in higher education and represents a complex process that requires students to integrate knowledge, conduct research, engage with scholarly literature, and communicate ideas through academic writing. For students in an English as a Foreign Language (EFL) context, the process can be particularly challenging because they are required to demonstrate both research competence and English academic literacy. Unlike general academic writing, thesis writing requires students to develop arguments, synthesize previous studies, critically evaluate sources, and present research findings in a systematic and academically appropriate manner. These demands can become more complex when students are expected to engage with international literature written in English (Alkhasanah & Kholis, 2024; Fauzan et al., 2022; Wahid et al., 2024). 
In the Indonesian higher education context, undergraduate students are increasingly encouraged to use international journal articles and other English-language scholarly sources in their academic writing. The use of international literature can provide students with broader perspectives, current research findings, and access to theoretical and methodological developments beyond local scholarship. However, engaging with international literature requires more than simply locating and citing sources. Students need to understand complex academic texts, identify relevant information, evaluate the credibility of sources, and integrate ideas into their own arguments. Consequently, the ability to use international literature is closely connected to students' academic literacy, English proficiency, information literacy, and research skills (Wahid et al., 2024). 
For Indonesian EFL students, these requirements may create multiple layers of difficulty. Students must simultaneously navigate the conventions of academic research and the linguistic demands of English (Batubara & Fithriani, 2023). As a result, thesis writing should be understood not merely as a technical academic task but as a multidimensional process involving linguistic, cognitive, technological, and psychological challenges. 

Barriers to Accessing and Using International Literature 


One of the initial challenges faced by students in thesis writing concerns the process of finding and accessing appropriate scholarly references. The development of digital academic databases has made international literature more accessible than in the past; however, access to scholarly resources remains unequal (Wahid et al., 2024). Many high-quality international journal articles are published behind paywalls, requiring institutional subscriptions or individual payments. Students who do not have sufficient institutional access may therefore experience difficulties obtaining relevant sources for their research. 
Access barriers can influence the entire research and writing process. When students cannot obtain potentially relevant articles, they may rely on freely available sources that are not necessarily the most appropriate or current for their research questions. In addition, students may spend considerable time searching for alternative sources, which can increase the workload associated with thesis writing. The problem is therefore not simply the availability of literature but the ability to access, evaluate, and select sources that are relevant to a particular research topic.

The use of international literature also requires students to possess information literacy skills. Students need to formulate effective search terms, navigate academic databases, identify relevant articles, and distinguish credible scholarly sources from less reliable materials (Pasaribu et al., 2024). For EFL students, these processes may be further complicated by language barriers because database searches, article titles, abstracts, keywords, and full texts are frequently presented in English. Therefore, difficulties in accessing international literature may involve both technical barriers, such as paywalls and database navigation, and linguistic barriers, such as difficulties understanding English-language scholarly materials.  
Academic Writing and English Language Barriers 


Academic writing is another significant challenge for EFL students undertaking undergraduate theses. Thesis writing requires students to demonstrate control over academic discourse, including the ability to organize ideas logically, construct coherent arguments, synthesize sources, and use appropriate academic language. These expectations can be particularly demanding for students who use English as a foreign language (Pasaribu et al., 2024). 
One common difficulty concern student limited academic vocabulary. Academic writing requires specialized vocabulary and expressions that may differ from everyday English. Students may understand the general meaning of an academic text but still struggle to express their own ideas using appropriate academic language. Limited vocabulary can also affect students' ability to paraphrase and synthesize sources, potentially leading them to rely excessively on direct quotations or sentence-level translation.

Another challenge involves understanding the language used in international scientific articles. Academic English often contains complex sentence structures, technical terminology, dense information, and discipline-specific expressions. Students may therefore experience difficulties interpreting the arguments and implications of research articles, particularly when the discussion and theoretical sections contain highly abstract ideas. These difficulties may affect their ability to critically engage with sources rather than merely summarize them.

The discussion section of a thesis can be particularly challenging because it requires students to connect their findings with previous research and relevant theories. Students need to move beyond reporting results and explain why their findings are meaningful, whether they support or contradict earlier studies, and what possible explanations can account for the findings. For EFL students, this process requires the simultaneous application of critical thinking, research knowledge, and academic English competence (Fauzan et al., 2022). Consequently, difficulties in writing the discussion section may reflect not only language limitations but also the complex cognitive demands of academic argumentation. 
The complexity of academic sentence structures can further increase the difficulty of thesis writing. Scientific articles often employ long sentences, embedded clauses, passive constructions, nominalization, and other features of formal academic discourse. Students who have limited exposure to academic English may find it difficult to interpret these structures and reproduce similar patterns appropriately in their own writing. Thus, language proficiency and academic literacy are closely interconnected in the process of thesis writing (Batubara & Fithriani, 2023; Pasaribu et al., 2024). 

Furthermore, previous research on academic writing has widely addressed the linguistic and academic challenges experienced by EFL students. However, the process of undergraduate thesis writing involves a broader set of experiences that extend beyond language proficiency. Students must access and engage with international literature, negotiate complex academic writing conventions, manage the cognitive demands of research and argumentation, and cope with psychological pressures throughout an extended period of independent work (Alkhasanah & Kholis, 2024; Batubara & Fithriani, 2023; Fauzan et al., 2022; Wahid et al., 2024). 
Moreover, the use of international literature in thesis writing presents a particular area that warrants further investigation. Difficulties related to international literature may occur at multiple stages, from finding and accessing appropriate sources to understanding academic English and integrating scholarly ideas into students' own arguments. These challenges may intersect with students' emotional experiences, including frustration, stress, demotivation, and lack of confidence. However, these dimensions are often examined separately rather than as interconnected experiences within the thesis writing process.

Therefore, the present study explores Indonesian EFL students' experiences of writing undergraduate theses, particularly focusing on how they employ international literature and the barriers they encounter in the process (Indrayani & Agustina, 2026). Using a descriptive phenomenological approach, the study seeks to understand students lived experiences through their own accounts. The study specifically examines three interconnected dimensions of barriers: (1) technical barriers in finding and accessing suitable international references, (2) academic and linguistic barriers in writing the thesis, and (3) psychological and emotional barriers throughout the thesis writing process. In addition, the study considers the adaptive strategies students employ to overcome these challenges, including improving English proficiency, developing academic literacy, using AI-based translation technology, and seeking social support. By examining these dimensions together, the study conceptualizes thesis writing as not only an academic and linguistic undertaking but also a complex emotional and psychological experience for Indonesian EFL students.
Method 

Research Design

This study applies a phenomenological-descriptive method to investigate the lived experiences of undergraduate EFL students during the thesis-writing process. This approach, rooted in Colaizzi’s phenomenology, aims to uncover existing phenomena by focusing on the subjective meanings constructed by individuals who experience them in a direct manner (Colaizzi, 1978). This design was chosen to answer research questions focused on “how” and “what the meaning is” of the experience, prioritizing a deep understanding of the participants’ subjective experiences related to the phenomenon of barriers to writing a thesis in this context.

Participants

This research was conducted in Indonesia and involved seven student participants from two Indonesian universities, focusing on their experiences in thesis writing, particularly regarding the search for international reference sources or literature. Participant selection was carried out using purposive sampling, a technique based on specific considerations aligned with the research objectives (John, 2025). The inclusion criteria were as follows: active EFL students majoring in English Language Education or English Literature who were either in the process of writing their theses or had recently completed them, and who were willing to participate voluntarily and provide informed consent.  Of the nine students invited, seven agreed to participate. The participants' ages ranged from 20 to 25 years and consisted of three male and four female participants. Table 1 summarizes the demographic background of the participants.
Table 1. Participants Demographics

	No.
	Pseudonym
	Gender
	Age
	Thesis Status

	1. 
	Arman
	Male
	25
	Completed

	2. 
	Dera
	Female
	24
	In Progress

	3. 
	Zula
	Female
	24
	In Progress

	4. 
	Yuna
	Female
	23
	In Progress

	5. 
	Hafa
	Male
	26
	Completed

	6. 
	Uska
	Male
	23
	In Progress

	7. 
	Mara
	Female
	25
	Completed


Data Collection

Data was collected through semi-structured in-depth interviews conducted in person and via WhatsApp chat with seven participants. This method was chosen because it offers flexibility in the data collection process and allows for a thorough exploration of the participants’ experiences (Memon et al., 2024). Each interview lasted between 45 and 60 minutes and was conducted over a specific time period to manage participant fatigue. The interviews were conducted in Indonesian to ensure the participants’ comfort and allow them to express their experiences more naturally and in detail. The interview process was recorded in its entirety with the participants’ consent and then transcribed in full to ensure data accuracy. The transcripts were then translated into English to assist with the analysis and reporting of research findings, while preserving the original meaning of the participants’ statements. To ensure the validity and accuracy of the data, the researcher double-checked the transcription results and verified the consistency between the recordings and the written data via personal WhatsApp chats; additionally, all participants’ identities were anonymized and pseudonymized. This was to maintain the anonymity and confidentiality of participants’ data in accordance with research ethics principles (Drolet et al., 2023).

Data Analysis

At this stage, Colaizzi’s method of phenomenological-descriptive was used to analyze the data thematically. Open-ended questions were used to elicit information within Colaizzi’s seven-stage descriptive phenomenological approach to data analysis, which was strictly applied. The students shared their experiences honestly and sincerely (Colaizzi, 1978). To uncover unique conclusions from their experiences, each transcript must be written, reviewed several times, and clustered by topic. 

Colaizzi’s seven-step descriptive phenomenology was used to analyze the data thematically: (1) The process began with repeated readings of the interview transcripts to understand the participants’ experiences and emotions related to writing their EFL theses. (2) Next, the researcher extracts key statements related to barriers in thesis writing, (3) Then the statements are coded and formulated into keywords based on the research objectives. Keywords with similar or overlapping meanings were then grouped into several categories. (4) Interrelated categories were subsequently formulated into the main themes of the study. Based on the analysis results, this study identified three main themes: reference-related barriers, academic writing techniques, and demotivation barriers in the thesis writing process for EFL students. (5) The analysis findings were validated by member checking with participants via WhatsApp to ensure the interpretations aligned with their experiences. (6) The confirmability or validation stage was conducted concurrently by presenting the interview transcripts, the coding process, data categorization, and the formation of research themes. This aims to ensure that the research results truly stem from the participants’ data and are not based on the researcher’s subjective assumptions. (7) Finally, the research context is described in detail, ranging from participant characteristics and the interview process to the data analysis stages, so that readers can fully understand the research context. A comprehensive description of what the participants experienced (what) and how they experienced it (how), including references, academic writing techniques, and psychological barriers in the process of writing a thesis for EFL students.

Table 2. Data Analysis Based on the Colaizzi Method

	NO.
	Statement
	Analysis

	1. 
	The most difficult thing is when an article is relevant but locked. (Hafa)
	Participants had difficulty accessing relevant references due to Limited Access (Locked), indicating Technical Barriers in Finding Suitable References

	2. 
	I find an article that isn’t open access, and I have to pay or contact the publisher. (Mara)
	Participants had difficulty accessing the articles because they were paywalled, so they had to look for alternative references that were available for free. This indicates Technical Barriers in Finding Suitable References.

	3. 
	I was confused and scared. But after getting guidance and advice from my lecturer, I started to understand things a little bit at a time. I was also confused about choosing a research topic. (Arman)
	Participants had difficulty identifying research topics and research gaps, indicating the Academic Writing Technical Barriers.

	4. 
	At first, I was enthusiastic, but in the middle of the process I felt lazy and lost my motivation. (Hafa)
	Participants felt lazy and experienced a loss of motivation in the thesis writing process, indicating the Psychological Barriers During the Thesis Writing Process.

	5. 
	I had to make many revisions at first, and that was stressful for me. (Arman)
	Participants experienced psychological stress due to repeated revisions, indicating the Psychological Barriers During the Thesis Writing Process

	6. 
	The most common problem is between references and guidance from the advisor, which makes students feel almost hopeless and doesn’t want to keep going. (Uska)
	Participants felt hopeless due to a lack of understanding between themselves and their instructors. Indicating the category of Psychological Barriers During the Thesis Writing Process


Results and Discussions 

Result

Based on interviews with seven participants and coding analysis, three main findings from the research data: (1) barriers in finding references, (2) academic writing techniques, and (3) psychological barriers during the thesis writing process. These three barriers are interrelated and affect the thesis writing process both academically and emotionally. 
Technical Barriers in Finding Suitable References

The results of the study indicate that technical barriers were the most significant problem experienced by participants during the thesis writing process. These findings support previous research (Ibrahim et al., 2025), which explains that one of the main challenges for students conducting academic research remains limited access to academic journals. Most participants reported difficulties in accessing international journals because many articles are locked behind paywalls or require institutional subscriptions. As Hafa stated, one of the most difficult situations is when relevant and highly useful articles cannot be accessed despite trying various methods to gain access. Hafa said:
“The most difficult thing is when an article is relevant but locked.” 
(Hafa, Personal Interview)
Hafa’s statement indicates that recently published articles are perceived as highly important sources because they contain up-to-date information relevant to the research topic. Hafa also faced difficulties when finding relevant articles, but those articles were locked and could only be accessed through paid subscription or publication rules, which limited the use of international literature in writing her thesis. However, EFL students find it difficult to access these articles because they typically have stricter access restrictions. This situation makes it difficult for EFL students to find suitable, high-quality reference sources to support their thesis writing. Consequently, EFL students must spend more time searching for alternative articles that are freely accessible.

Mara had a similar experience, citing that references related to her research topic were very limited and that many important articles were inaccessible. Mara explained that she often struggled when the articles she needed were paywalled. In the end, she had to leave references aside and search for other free articles. Mara said:

“The challenge is that if I find an article that isn’t open access and I have to pay or contact the publisher, well, I have no other choice, so I just use my desktop to look for articles that are free.” 
(Mara, Personal Interview)
Mara’s statement implies that the biggest barrier is not only the ability to understand academic English, but rather limited access to international journals (free access). Mara explained that the issue of journal access is considered far more complex because students must pay certain fees or contact publishers directly to obtain the articles they need. This process is seen as boring, time-consuming, and does not provide instant results. The findings of this study indicate that the most common barrier faced by participants is access to international references. Access problems arise because many international articles are behind paywalls, requiring payment or institutional access, making it difficult for EFL students to access relevant, high-quality references (An et al., 2024). Additionally, Lestari (2020) states that EFL students face significant challenges when writing their theses because they lack access to international academic literature. This situation indicates that students often have to balance the quality and relevance of sources with their ability to access them. If the most relevant articles are inaccessible, students must seek out other articles available for free, even if their quality or relevance may not be comparable. Consequently, the literature search process becomes longer and less efficient, as EFL students must spend more time finding alternative sources they can use in their research.

Academic Writing Technical Barriers 

In addition, the barriers to writing a thesis experienced by the participants were not limited to access issues, but also included difficulties with academic concepts or the foreign language of international journals. While writing his thesis, Arman experienced difficulties in understanding and developing his research topic comprehensively. He explained that from drafting the background section and conducting literature reviews to writing the discussion section, a deep, solid, and relevant understanding of the research topic is essential. Arman said: 

“At first, I was confused and scared. But after getting guidance and advice from my lecturer, I started to understand things a little bit at a time. I was also confused about choosing a research topic. Before choosing a topic, we have to figure out what we’re capable of understanding and identify how our research differs from that of others, so we don’t end up plagiarizing someone else’s research. From the background to literature search and discussion, we need a strong, mature, and relevant understanding of our research topic.” 
(Arman, Personal Interview)
Arman pointed out that he had difficulty understanding and integrating the academic literature into his writing. This indicates that participants struggled to understand academic language, scientific terminology, and complex sentence structures. Students face even greater difficulties when they are asked to paraphrase or rephrase ideas from articles into their own writing without plagiarizing. In other words, EFL students are not only required to understand the content of the articles but also to construct academic arguments that apply academic writing standards.

Another participant, Uska, pointed out that international journals often use highly technical academic language and terminology. According to her, understanding journals can be difficult in itself because the language is so different from everyday speech. Uska said:
“The first challenge is a lack of vocabulary. The second is that when we access these journals, they typically use vocabulary or word choices that are at a higher level or very academic, which makes them difficult. For example, this is different from the English we use in our daily conversations.” 
(Uska, Personal Interview)
This statement indicates that students face challenges because they not only have a limited English vocabulary, but they are also unfamiliar with the academic vocabulary commonly used in academic writing across the globe. According to Uska, the language used in academic journals is more formal and complex than the English learned in daily life and in the classroom. A recent study by Tovar Viera (2022) found that EFL students often struggle to understand academic language because scientific articles employ a formal argumentative style, technical terms, and complex sentence structures. With these differences, EFL students must improve their understanding of the article’s content, as they must not only translate words but also comprehend the academic context and academic meaning contained within the text.

Demotivation Barriers in the Thesis Writing Progress

In addition to technical barriers, the study also revealed several psychological barriers experienced by participants in the thesis writing phase. These psychological barriers manifested as stress, disappointment, frustration, loss of motivation, self-doubt, and mental exhaustion. Feelings of stress, disappointment, frustration, and pressure were the most common experiences resulting from the difficulty of accessing and understanding international literature. According to another study by Hz (2023), EFL students often experience academic anxiety and emotional pressure while writing their theses. Interview results showed that when EFL students faced difficulties finding references relevant to their research topics, they experienced psychological pressure. Some participants expressed that they were annoyed, disappointed, and frustrated when articles they felt were important were inaccessible due to paywalls. Mara stated that she felt stressed and unmotivated to complete her thesis because she could not access international journals. She mentioned that she had experienced a “stuck” situation and felt depressed when struggling to find sources relevant to her research topic. Mara stated:

“I’ve felt stuck and discouraged because I couldn’t find any sources. Since it’s so difficult to find articles, this certainly affects my motivation to work on the thesis.” (Mara, Personal Interview)

Mara’s experience illustrates how EFL students perceive limited access to journals as stressful and emotionally exhausting. The sense of being stuck that participants experienced indicates that difficulties in accessing academic journals can cause EFL students to feel “stuck” in their academic progress. The feelings of discouragement Mara expressed illustrate how academic challenges are related to psychological conditions, especially when EFL students feel unable to meet the expected research demands. Mara’s experience also demonstrates how a time-consuming literature search can diminish motivation to learn. After trying various sources, EFL students become exhausted, feel hopeless, and lose the motivation to complete their theses. In this situation, the difficulty in finding references is not only a technical problem but also an emotional experience that impacts the mental health of EFL students in the research process. Furthermore, Uska pointed out that the combination of difficulties in obtaining references and the mentoring process with teachers can place significant pressure on students. Uska stated:

“The most common problem is between references and guidance from the advisor, which makes students feel almost hopeless and don’t want to keep going.” 
(Uska, Personal Interview)
Uska’s experience illustrates how EFL students perceive the thesis-writing process as an experience full of uncertainty and pressure. The barriers to obtaining references and the demands of supervisors or lecturers cause EFL students to experience deep emotional distress. The near-despair expressed by Uska reflects that academic challenges can significantly impact the mental well-being and motivation of EFL students in the thesis writing process. When EFL students face barriers with no clear solutions, they tend to feel anxious, lack self-confidence, and lose motivation. In some situations, EFL students even begin to question their own ability to complete their research successfully. These findings align with the research by Viana & O’Boyle (2022), which found that EFL students often experience academic anxiety, emotional stress, and a decline in motivation to write their theses. These experiences indicate that the thesis writing process is both an academic and emotional experience that significantly impacts the psychological condition of EFL students.

Arman also shared his psychological experience while writing his thesis. When he faced the process of guidance with his supervisor and finding international journals relevant to his research topic, he claimed to often feel stressed. Arman said that the difficulty in finding and understanding international literature made the thesis-writing process challenging and caused him to lose motivation to complete his research. Arman stated:
“I had to make many revisions at first, and that was stressful for me. But as I kept learning, I came to understand. The point is, improve your literacy if you want to complete your thesis.” 
(Arman, Personal Interview)
Arman mentioned that the numerous revisions requested by the supervising lecturer were a source of particular stress during the research process. When EFL students’ written results did not satisfy the lecturers’ expectations, they felt burdened and worried that they would not be successful in completing their theses. This pressure caused EFL students to become exhausted and unmotivated to complete their theses. However, Arman’s experience shows that the learning and guidance process progressively helped him understand the research he was conducting. Arman was finally able to adapt to academic requirements and understand the importance of acquiring more knowledge to complete his thesis. During the thesis writing process, Hafa also experienced a loss of motivation. He explained that his initial strong enthusiasm progressed to become less as he faced various academic challenges. Hafa stated: 

“At first, the advising sessions were conducted online. I was quite enthusiastic at the beginning; in fact, I found my thesis topic faster than my friends in the class. But by the time I had reached the middle of the semester, that enthusiasm slowly began to disappear. I don’t know why, but I just felt lazy. There were many reasons. But thank God, starting in the 10th semester, I regained that motivation. And I finally completed it in the 12th semester.” 
(Hafa, Personal Interview) 
According to this statement, students’ motivation in writing their thesis is not constant and can change as their academic experience progresses. At first, Hafa was optimistic and confident because she was able to start her research earlier than other EFL students. However, as the process became more complex, such as finding references, making revisions, and drafting the discussion section, her enthusiasm slowly declined. Hafa’s statement, marked by the phrase “But by the time I had reached the middle of the semester, that enthusiasm slowly began to disappear. I don’t know why, but I just felt lazy,” demonstrates that students’ motivation in the thesis writing process is inconsistent and can change as they encounter new academic challenges. Nevertheless, Hafa’s experience also highlights her adaptability and resilience during her academic experience. After experiencing a phase of lost motivation, Hafa gradually rediscovered the motivation to complete her thesis and finally graduated in her 12th semester. This demonstrates that EFL students still try to persevere and find ways to complete their academic requirements even though they experience pressure, burnout, and a loss of motivation.

Another participant, Dera and Yuna, said that the process of writing a thesis can be stressful if students lack social support and encouragement. According to Dera, searching for international literature and understanding the content of academic articles requires mental effort, so support from the environment is needed to persevere during the research process. Dera stated:

“In my experience, when searching for literature and figuring out how to read or understand an article, you also need strong motivation and extraordinary self-confidence. Without self-confidence or strong motivation, there’s nothing to push us to finish this thesis. It might be stressful, but there has to be a driving motivation, for example from family, friends, or whatever makes us feel comfortable enough to write this thesis. It's important to maintain that during the writing process; we have to maintain our mood while writing the thesis.” 
(Dera, Personal Interview)
This experience means that understanding international literature requires strong academic and mental abilities. Dera explained that EFL students must have high motivation and self-confidence to be able to face difficulties during the process of reading, understanding, and processing English-language academic sources. Without motivation and confidence in their abilities, it is easier to feel stressed and lose motivation in completing their thesis. Another study by Sholehah & Fitri (2025) also explains that social support from friends, family, and professors can help EFL students reduce academic stress while writing their theses. Yuna also shared that she experienced frustration, especially since finding literature had become more difficult and emotionally draining. Yuna said: 

“The challenges did make me feel a bit insecure and somewhat stressed at first. But after working through them, I felt my ability to read and understand academic journals had improved, and that gave me more confidence in writing my thesis.” (Yuna, Personal Interview)

Yuna’s experience shows that EFL students view the thesis-writing process as an academic journey full of challenges and learning opportunities. The feelings of stress and lack of self-confidence that initially arise gradually transform into an experience that builds their skills and confidence. Therefore, this experience demonstrates that understanding international literature can be both a challenge and a process of personal development for EFL students as they complete their theses. 

In general, the findings of this study indicate that EFL students face a number of technical and psychological barriers when writing their theses using international literature. The most significant technical barriers include paywalls, difficulty understanding academic English, limited vocabulary, and the complexity of language structures in international articles. In addition to technical barriers, this study found that using international literature while writing a thesis elicits various complex psychological experiences. When participants faced difficulties in obtaining and understanding academic references, they expressed feelings such as stress, frustration, disappointment, burnout, loss of motivation, and low self-confidence. However, the participants’ experiences also demonstrated progress in academic ability, adaptability, and resilience during the thesis writing process. Some participants stated that the difficulty in understanding international literature motivated them to improve their English language skills, expand their academic literacy (Purwanto et al., 2020), and strengthen their confidence in conducting research.
Discussion

Technical Barriers in Finding Suitable References

The initial findings indicate that EFL students have difficulty in finding international references. This is primarily because they cannot access articles behind paywalls. Hafa and Mara’s experience shows that EFL students often find articles relevant to their studies but cannot access them because they need a subscription or institutional access. As a consequence, they must find alternative articles available for free and abandon the sources they consider most relevant. These results align with the research by Lestari (2020) and An et al. (2024), who found that one of the main barriers in EFL students’ research is limited access to academic literature. Access to relevant academic articles is crucial for building a theoretical framework, identifying research gaps, and strengthening research arguments. EFL students cannot access the latest research on the topics they are studying because paywall systems restrict access to these sources. Consequently, EFL students are often forced to adjust their choice of references based on availability rather than academic relevance.

Additionally, the findings of this study indicate that difficulties in finding references are not only related to the availability of articles but also impact EFL students’ academic judgment. If the most relevant articles are inaccessible, EFL students must find other sources that maybe not of the same quality or relevance. This finding aligns with research conducted by Gershenson et al. (2019), which shows that paywall-based publication systems can limit access to academic knowledge, particularly for students at universities with limited resources. The findings of this study not only confirm that limited access to literature is a major barrier for EFL students but also expand their understanding of the academic consequences of such barriers. That is, while previous research has focused more on the difficulty of finding academic sources, this study demonstrates that paywall systems indirectly shape students’ reference-search strategies, where they tend to select sources based on accessibility rather than academic relevance. 

Academic Writing Technical Barriers

These findings indicate that EFL students face difficulties with academic writing techniques, particularly in terms of understanding international literature and integrating the knowledge they have learned into their academic writing. Arman and Uska’s experiences show that this problem is not only related to general English proficiency but also to understanding academic vocabulary, complex sentence structures, and the ability to construct arguments based on the literature they have read. Arman faced many difficulties from the start of his research, particularly when he had to choose a topic, understand how his research differed from previous studies, and gain a solid grasp of the relevant literature. The findings of this study support Dina (2023), claim that EFL students struggle with writing literature reviews due to their limited understanding of academic language and their difficulty in integrating various reference sources into their academic writing. Arman’s experience demonstrates that students in this study not only understand the content of articles but also be able to identify research gaps, compare previous research findings, and formulate new arguments. Reading international literature is a linguistic task that also needs critical and analytical thinking skills because of its demands.

Meanwhile, Uska emphasized that understanding academic vocabulary and scientific terms that differ from everyday English is also a challenge in academic writing. These findings align with the research by Safitri et al. (2021) and Tovar Viera (2022), which states that English scientific articles typically have a more complex syntactic structure than non-academic texts, so understanding them requires better academic literacy. Compared to previous studies, the findings of this research not only confirm that limitations in academic language proficiency are a major barrier for EFL students in writing their theses but also expand our understanding of the nature of these barriers. This study demonstrates that academic barriers are also related to EFL students’ ability to understand the conceptual meaning of an article, to position their research within the existing literature, and to create scientific arguments supported by the literature. This differs from previous research, which has largely focused on linguistic elements such as vocabulary, grammar, or sentence structure. Therefore, this study identifies the challenges in academic writing as not only a matter of language skills but also a matter of academic literacy, which includes critical reading, data synthesis, and the creation of scientific arguments when writing a thesis.

Demotivation Barriers in the Thesis Writing Process
During the thesis writing process, EFL students face motivation problems. The experiences of Mara, Uska, Arman, Hafa, and Dera show that when they face prolonged academic challenges, their initial high motivation tends to decline. Hafa said that the enthusiasm he had at the beginning of writing his thesis slowly faded as the research process entered a more complex stage and required many revisions. Arman also struggled to maintain his motivation when he had to study a large volume of literature and identify research gaps in previous studies. Meanwhile, Mara and Uska mentioned that difficulties in understanding international articles and the time-consuming process of searching for references often caused fatigue and burnout. Dera said that she sometimes felt exhausted and lacked confidence in her abilities due to the pressure to complete her thesis and other academic demands. These findings align with Fitria (2022), who found that EFL students often experience burnout, pessimism, self-doubt, and a decline in motivation during the thesis writing process. The findings of Rizwan & Naas (2022) also indicate that mental fatigue caused by extended academic pressure can lead students to take more time to complete their final projects.

However, compared to previous studies, the findings of this study provide a more specific description of the sources of demotivation among EFL students. While previous studies tended to explain low motivation as a distinct psychological factor, the findings of this study indicate that demotivation arises as a consequence of technical and academic barriers that students have previously faced. Mara and Uska’s experiences demonstrate that difficulties in understanding international literature can lead to persistent frustration. Hafa and Dera also indicate that a lengthy revision process and deadlines for thesis completion that remain unmet can negatively impact their psychological conditions. According to Nurkamto et al. (2022), research findings indicate that EFL students’ motivation is not always consistent during the research process but can change due to the complexity of academic tasks, revision demands, and various barriers faced by EFL students during the supervision process. Therefore, the motivation to write a thesis can be viewed as a dynamic situation influenced by EFL students’ academic experiences.

In general, this study confirms previous findings regarding the following challenges faced by EFL students: barriers to accessing references, difficulties with academic writing, and emotional stress or loss of motivation. However, the most significant aspect of this study is its explanation of how the three barriers interact with one another. Students experience psychological pressure due to difficulties in finding international references, which affects their ability to understand academic literature. Therefore, writing a thesis for EFL students is not only an academic challenge but also an emotional experience that demands academic resilience and the ability to adapt.
Conclusion 
This study shows that Indonesian EFL students experience many different barriers when accessing international literature in the thesis writing process. The barriers include difficulty accessing international journals due to paywalls, difficulty understanding academic vocabulary, and the complexity of sentence structures in scholarly articles. Technical barriers not only affect the process of searching for and understanding literature but also impact the mental health of EFL students; they experience experiences such as stress, frustration, loss of motivation, self-doubt, and burnout. 
This study demonstrates that the descriptive phenomenological method is highly useful for understanding subjective experiences, particularly among EFL students in the context of writing. Furthermore, this study indicates that higher education institutions should improve access to international journals, improve academic literacy training and the ability to read academic journals, and provide psychological support for students in their graduating year. 
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