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Abstract: Writing is very important for learners; it is a dynamic and creative skill. Although studies on students’ problems when 
writing a dissertation among Native Speakers (NS) are widely done, studies on English as a Foreign Language (EFL) are limited, 
especially those which examine problems faced while writing dissertations among Ph.D. EFL learners, in particular, Jordanian Ph.D. 
candidates. Studies on the supervisors' perspectives of writing a dissertation are scarce among EFL learners, particularly Arab 
learners. This study aims at focusing on supervisors' perspectives of writing dissertations among Jordanian Ph.D. students who are 
studying abroad. This study is a qualitative case study. The researchers interviewed nine Malaysian supervisors who supervised 21 
Jordanian Ph.D. candidates. The results show that six main themes emerged from the supervisors' perspectives, and they are 
grammatical mistakes, lack of vocabulary and verbs reporting, personal effects, lack of motivation, writing apprehension, and the 
problem with generic thesis structure. This paper contributes with a comprehensive analysis of the theoretical perspectives on 
problems Ph.D. students face when writing a dissertation. The study also fills in the gap in the field of supervisors' perspectives of 
writing a dissertation. Based on the results found, the researchers suggest a number of recommendations and further research that 
might help supervisors understand the reasons behind such difficulties. 
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Introduction 

Language skills are divided into four categories: writing, reading, listening, and speaking (Huwari & Hashima, 2011). 
Writing is considered the most problematic issue for EFL (English as a Foreign Language) students, because it is a 
complicated skill, (Abu Shawish & Abdelraheem, 2010; Al-Shboul & Huwari, 2015; and Huwari & Al-Khasawneh, 2013). 
Writing in English is tough for both ESL (English as a Second Language) and EFL students, since it is a skill that 
necessitates mental effort to construct solid and complete sentences (Huwari & Al-Shboul, 2015). 

With different stages of learning, especially the postgraduate Ph.D. Level, writing becomes harder than it is at the 
undergraduate level (Swales, 2004). Such difficulties at the Ph.D. level encourage researchers to investigate linguistic 
factors that cause these difficulties (Dong, 1998; Riazi, 1997). Writing problems are also faced by Jordanian students at 
both levels, undergraduate and postgraduate (Al-Khasawneh, 2010; Al-Khuwaileh & Shoumali, 2000; Almatarneh, et al., 
2018; Al-Gublan, 2015; Huwari & Al-Shboul, 2016). Students have difficulty expressing and integrating ideas, they 
struggle with cohesion and coherence, and the connectivity between phrases, paragraphs, or sections, especially at the 
Ph.D. level (Gulfidan, 2009; Manjet, 2015). The importance of writing a thesis or dissertation cannot be overstated. As a 
result, the problems of writing a dissertation are examined in this study. 

Students may have difficulty writing a Ph.D. dissertation due to a lack of basic knowledge of the dissertation genre and 
its components, such as the literature review, according to Bitchener and Basturkmen (2006). Students, for example, 
frequently scribble irrelevant information in the literature and fail to write a dissertation. They do not respect the time 
that supervisors devote to providing feedback, and they are unaware of the supervisors' responsibilities (Bitchener & 
Basturkmen, 2006). 

According to studies such as Alavi and Mansor (2011), the most difficult qualities of Ph.D. writers are educational 
background, grammar, and cultural differences, which may create melancholy, loneliness, and isolation. Hyland (2019) 
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claims that non-native English learners believe that "editors and reviewers are prejudiced against them for any non-
standard language practices." Non-native researchers are concerned that they will be rejected because of their country 
of origin. 

According to Al-Zubaidi and Richards (2010), Arab students in Malaysia lack English abilities because their first 
language is Arabic, and they do not have the opportunity to utilize English in their home countries. Almatarneh et al. 
(2018) discovered that Arab students in Malaysia struggled with academic writing. This is similar to Al-Khasawneh's 
(2010) study at Universiti Utara Malaysia (UUM) on Arab students; the researcher interviewed ten Arab postgraduate 
students to investigate the difficulties that students may face through their academic writing. He noticed that Arab 
students have difficulty with academic writing. Another study on the same setting (UUM) conducted by Jomaa and 
Bidin (2019) reveals that Arab postgraduate students, especially Jordanian students, have difficulty utilizing citations in 
their Ph.D. theses, resulting in a poorly written thesis. According to the same researchers, Jomaa and Bidin (2017), Arab 
Ph.D. students have difficulty in their academic work due to their insufficient grasp of the foreign language. Based on 
those findings, this study seeks the supervisors' perspectives on Jordanian Ph.D. students' writing. This work’s 
researchers were also students at UUM, they were close with the supervisors, and it was relatively easy to contact the 
supervisors to obtain their perspectives on students' writing. 

According to the early observations made by the researchers of this study, Jordanian Ph.D. candidates at UUM have 
difficulty writing their Ph.D. thesis in English. They have low confidence in English writing due to poor educational 
background and self-efficacy beliefs, which means that they do not believe and trust their ability to succeed at the end 
of the Ph.D. journey by writing a qualified dissertation (Al-Sawalha & Chow, 2012; Huwari, 2014). This preliminary 
finding is congruent with the study of Al-Sawalha and Chow (2012). They found that Jordanian students in Malaysia are 
more apprehensive when they write in English, so that they would delay their work and complain about their 
difficulties in writing (Muhaisen & Al-Abed Al-Haq, 2012).  

Most of the error analysis research has been conducted on local students. This research is conducted on overseas 
Jordanian students who are pursuing Ph.D., which makes it more significant; because there is no research up to date 
focusing on such students abroad. This research also fills the gap of the supervisor’s perspective on the Jordanian Ph.D. 
students’ problems during writing their dissertation. Discovering the supervisors' perspectives of the student’s writing 
would increase our understanding of the writing problems faced by Jordanian candidates. This study would help 
students to be conscious of the supervisors' interests and comments. By exploring supervisors' views on Jordanian 
Ph.D. candidates writing in UUM, the students may be able to decrease their mistakes in writing by following the 
supervisors’ guidance. This research is essential to fill up the gap of the research study. Although studies on the 
problems native students face in writing a dissertation are widely done, such studies on Jordanian students are limited. 
Based on the researchers’ knowledge through the literature, there is no research examining the supervisors' 
perspective on the participants of this study in writing a dissertation. 

Research Objective 

The purpose of this paper is to do a qualitative analysis of the supervisor's perspectives of Jordanian Ph.D. students' 
problems when writing their dissertations. In order to achieve this goal, the work is divided into four sections: research 
review, research design, results, and conclusion of the paper. Through analyzing both methods, the paper gives 
supervisors a deeper understanding of the problem.  

Literature Review 

The strategies used in the discipline of writing are planning, drafting, editing, and revising. In order to produce well-
written paragraphs, people have to follow numerous stages. Accordingly, Robinson and Modrey (1986, p. xi) argue that 
“writing is a process. Writing is not an activity accomplished in one setting”. Thus, it has been observed that the process 
of writing is a difficult job which is attributed to the different forms of writing and the high standard requirement every 
writer needs to take into his considerations. Although writing efficiently can lead to productive academic outcomes 
(Mousavi & Kashefian-Naeeini, 2011), many students believe that writing a thesis is not an easy task (Krauss & Ismail, 
2010). According to Dong (1998), a thesis, or a dissertation, is a type of research-process genre with “demanding 
intellectual and rhetorical tasks”, and that is a challenging task due to the size of the document needed and the quality 
of writing.  

In another study, Bitchener and Basturkmen (2006) examined the difficulties in writing a thesis among ESL 
postgraduate students. An in-depth interview is used to obtain data from supervisors and their students using a 
comparative method. More specifically, the researchers of this study have looked at the difficulties that students made 
in writing the results and discussion sections. There are differences in both perceptions on writing difficulties. 
Supervisors' perception of these difficulties is appeared in the standards, the style used for writing a thesis. In other 
perceptions, the writing problems are attributed to the students’ limited English proficiency. These findings would be 
helpful as they highlight the significance of modeling that help students comprehend the requirements of writing 
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different parts of a thesis. Hence, the present study aims to highlight the problems made by Jordanian Ph.D. students 
from supervisors' perspectives.  

Armstrong (2004) declares that almost half of the students are unable to complete writing their dissertation, which is 
attributed to three different factors of personality, professionalism, and organization. Example on the personality factor 
includes interpersonal differences in language and work style. The professional factor is viewed in ignorant students 
and less research interest given, and students' responsibilities and inadequate departmental provisions are examples of 
organizational factors (Grant & Graham, 1999). In similar statistics in the UK, out of 1,969 candidates, 46% withdrew 
because of the same factors classified by (Grant & Graham, 1999). Likewise, North America shared a close percentage 
with the UK; as it has been found that 50% of Ph.D. students failed to complete their Ph.D. dissertations (National 
Center for Education Statistics, 2000). Alfehaid (2017), for example, examined the writing difficulties among Saudi 
doctoral candidates in the UK. The data were collected using two instruments: the open-ended survey and interviews. 
Sixty-one Saudi doctoral candidates pursuing their studies at different UK universities participated in the study. Six 
students and their supervisors were then interviewed. Results show that the development of students' dissertation 
writing is mainly obstructed by the academic language, such as being active participants in academic groups of practice.  

Huwari et al. (2017) investigated the errors made by postgraduate students majoring in English at Yarmouk University. 
They looked into the mistakes made by students of master's programs of English when writing their master's thesis. 
The data were collected from nine Jordanian master theses of English language. The researcher analyzed the comments 
given by the supervisors on these nine Jordanian master’s theses. Generally speaking, the results reveal that the 
students’ errors are classified under one or more of the following three categories: coherence problems, mechanism of 
writing problems, and problems with organizing the thesis. In this study, the researchers try to compare the errors 
made by students of a different level, such as the Ph.D. level.  

According to other researches, international doctorate candidates may confront significant hurdles during their Ph.D. 
degree. For example, Bireda (2015) discovered that among doctorate candidates, the most common concerns are low 
motivation, tension, anxiety, the student-supervisor connection, the educational system, and so on. Furthermore, 
candidates confront problems relating to the job process, expertise, and resources available (Pyhältö et al., 2012). 
Mouton (2001) also discovered that applicants experience difficulty in developing academic skills such as research 
methodologies and time management, as well as financial issues that influence their studies, job, and life in general 
(Boyce et al., 2016; Huwari, 2020; Walton et al., 2019). Postgraduate students may also suffer owing to cultural 
differences (Alavi & Mansor, 2011); as a consequence, they may experience unpleasant sentiments such as despair, 
loneliness, isolation, and so on (Janta et al., 2014). Casanave and Hubbard (1992) studied the problem faced by L2 
doctoral dissertation students. The participants of the study included 85 supervisors who were recruited from 28 
departments at Stanford University. The results showed that compared to a native speaker of English, L2 students 
made more errors in their writing. These errors appeared clearly at the sentence level more than at the paragraph level, 
including the appropriateness of selecting vocabulary, the accuracy of grammar, comprehension, and accuracy of 
spelling and punctuation. 

To sum up, L2 postgraduate students, who participated in the studies reviewed above, faced many difficulties at both 
sentence and paragraph levels. They also had difficulties in understanding the requirements of the dissertation genre. 
Besides, L2 postgraduate students varied in their writing difficulties when the different sections of the dissertation are 
concerned. Hence, some sections are more challenging to write compared to others.  

Methodology 

A qualitative case study is used to allow the researchers realize the supervisors' perspectives of Jordanian Ph.D. 
candidates when writing dissertations as described and experienced by the supervisor during their supervision. 
According to Creswell (2012), the researcher depends mainly on the student’s views by asking broad and general 
questions. Moreover, the type of data is mainly based on words (or text) from participant students. Finally, the 
researchers analyze this text into topics and run it.  

Participants 

Nine supervisors, supervising 21 Jordanian Ph.D. students in UUM are the participants. The researchers are familiar 
with the environment around the students, because the researchers studied in the same university. In this matter, 
Bauer and Gaskell (2000) state that different factors would affect the number of the interviewers, such as the nature of 
the topic of research, the available resources, and the number of relevant contexts. Other researchers such as Glaser 
and Strauss (1967), Guba (1978), Lincoln and Guba (1985), and Maykut and Morehouse (1994) argue that saturation or 
redundancy reached determines the number of participants needed for the interview. In the present study, the 
researchers reached the data saturation by making seven interviewers with the supervisor. Nevertheless, two more 
supervisors were interviewed by the researchers to ensure that there is no new or additional information that could be 
gained from the supervisors.  
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Information about the Supervisors  

Nine supervisors, who supervised 21 Jordanian Ph.D. candidates at UUM, are interviewed in this study. The supervisors, 
whose ages ranged between 40-60 years old, are interviewed by the researchers of the present study. Table 1 below 
shows general information about the supervisors. The supervisors’ include four females and five males. As the 
supervisors’ origin is concerned, seven supervisors were original Malays, and the rest were Chinese Malays. Although 
their professional experience varied, ten years of teaching experience at UUM was the least professional experience 
except for one supervisor with only three years of teaching experience at UUM. The highest experience is 23 years. The 
average number of students they supervised was between 3 and 15 Ph.D. candidates. Students who have already 
graduated range from 1 to 7 students, supervised by the first seven supervisors; the other two supervisors declared 
that none of their candidates had graduated yet. See Table 1. 

Table 1. Information About the Supervisors 

Supervisor Experience Supervisee(s) Graduated Ph.D. students 
1 23 years in UUM 6 PhD students 1 
2 22 years in UUM 14 PhD students 3 
3 3 years in UUM 9 PhD students 7 
4 22 years in UUM 5 PhD students None 
5 12 years in UUM 4 PhD students 1 
6 14 years in UUM 15 PhD students 3 
7 16 years in UUM 8 PhD students 2 
8 10 years in UUM 7 PhD students 2 
9 16 years in UUM 3 PhD students None 

Data Collection  

A semi-structured interview is used in this study with the nine supervisors in the first semester of 2011-2012. This data 
collection instrument is used to highlight points to be asked of the supervisors. According to Fontana and Frey (2000), 
the semi-structured interview is seen as “one of the most powerful ways in which we try to understand our fellow 
human beings” (p. 645). The researchers listened well to the participants during the interview. These interviews were 
divided into two main sessions. The first one was held at the end of 2011 where the supervisors were available and had 
free time because they were not involved in teaching activities. While 5 out of 9 supervisors agreed that their 
interviews to be tape-recorded, the researchers needed to take notes during the interview sessions. Twenty minutes to 
thirty-five minutes is the average length of the interviews that results in two hours of conversations. These interviews 
were classified under two main categories: personal information and interview questions. In the first type, the 
researchers propose some questions focusing on the supervisors' own information such as age, gender, nationality, 
teaching experiences, the students that they currently supervised, and those who have graduated. Regarding the second 
part of the interview session, and to answer the research question of the present study, the researchers designed and 
adapted the interview questions from Gurel (2010).  

1- From your perspective, do students prefer to write in English or their mother tongue? And why? 

2- Based on your experience while supervising, what are the challenges that you faced with the Ph.D. candidates? 

3- Based on your experience while supervising, what is the most difficult part your students face in writing their 
dissertation? And why? 

Data Analysis 

Upon completion of data collection, data is analyzed following verbatim transcription. The verbatim data obtained from 
the supervisors are used as evidence of the problems in writing. The researchers analyzed each supervisor’s 
perspective on the issue. Moreover, data is organized and analyzed using two appropriate strategies of manual analysis 
strategy and basic computer program (office word process).  

Manual Analysis Strategy 

Creswell (2012) stated that the qualitative strategy of indicates that the researcher has read, marked by hand, and 
divided the data into sections. The present study researchers used this technique (manual analysis strategy) because 
they found a small number of databases represented in almost less than 500 pages of transcripts. This simply helps to 
locate text passages and keep track of files. Moreover, the researchers aimed to avoid the intrusion of the machine and 
have a hands-on feel for data. In order to be familiar with the data collected, the researchers transcribed all the 
interviews. With this respect, Lincoln and Guba (1985) indicate that the transcribing process helps the researcher to be 
familiar with the data. When the verbatim transcription of the interview is concerned, the researchers of this study 
followed these steps. First, the researchers played the tape recording and listened to it carefully concerning the 
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interview guide questions. Second, they wrote on a clean sheet of paper the exact words made by the participants when 
they had to express their views. When needed, the researchers rewind the tapes to find the exact data. Finally, the 
researchers play beck the tapes to check the results.  

Office Word Process and Coding 

Once the researchers have completed the verbatim transcriptions, they used a computer and Word document to type 
and print the transferred data obtained from the recordings. Additionally, they organized the interviews by creating 
Microsoft Word files. These documents are kept on the researchers’ computer and are accessed by them only. Analysis 
of context meaning is the approach followed by the researchers for analyzing and coding the description. Hence, they 
began their analysis by coding the meanings, not sentence by sentence.  

As the researcher codes the data, the second phase occurs. To get the themes, the researcher separates the data into 
small chunks and labels the text. In the present study, the researchers followed Miles and Huberman’s (1994) coding 
tool. The researchers began coding with two interview transcripts, one with a lot of information and the other with a lot 
less. Furthermore, by bringing rich subjects to the challenges linked with writing, these transcripts made a 
contribution. The researchers scan the transcript to provide the initial themes, and then the researchers applied these 
themes to other manuscripts. The transcriptions are carefully read, and each participant’s response was read line-by-
line to get the themes. In the last stage, data saturation was reached by the researchers at the 7 th interview. The 
researchers conducted two extra interviews to make sure that no more themes come out. 

Finally, the researchers of this study have discussed with some of the participants "supervisors" about the themes 
which were emerged from the data. Supervisors have agreed on major themes in this study. As the researchers of this 
study have graduated from the same university "UUM" in Malaysia, so that they are closed with the supervisors, and it 
is quite easy to contact them personally.  

Findings / Results 

The objective of this study is to explore the supervisors' perspectives of Jordanian Ph.D. candidates’ problems when 
writing their dissertation. The supervisors' declarations and comments about the problems that Jordanian Ph.D. 
students face in their writing are related to the style of writing, grammatical mistakes, social effects, motivation, 
weakness in writing a dissertation, and anxiety. 

Grammatical Mistakes 

Errors, such as misusing modifiers and verb tense in a sentence, are referred to as grammatical mistakes. In terms of 
grammatical mistakes, it highlighted the supervisors' perspectives of their supervisees’ writing. Supervisors reported 
that Jordanian Ph.D. candidates showed difficulty with syntax, lack of vocabulary, employing reporting verbs, and 
consistency. For instance, supervisor 6 commented that the students made many grammatical mistakes, and the 
student himself agreed about his grammar weakness. He said: 

My Jordanian student had made many grammatical mistakes. After the discussion with my student, I found that the 
problem of his grammar relates to his educational background. 

Another supervisor commented in an angry voice that the student should know his job to write well and to know the 
supervisors' job. She said: 

The Jordanian students I supervised believed that the supervisor's role is to check their work concerning grammar and 
other factors. They do not know the supervisors' role exactly, which makes a big mistake in their views. Students 
should submit good work to their supervisors so that supervisors can guide them in their process of writing. 

The same view was given by supervisor 6, who believed that Jordanian students had a grammatical problem writing 
their Ph.D. He said: 

My Jordanian student had a problem with his writing; he always made a mistake in grammar. I think it is because of 
his educational background, as described by my student, and he is not a native speaker. 

Eight out of nine supervisors claimed that Jordanian Ph.D. candidates have problems with grammar such as tenses, 
prepositions, and punctuation marks. The researchers believed that the weakness of grammar that Jordanian Ph.D. 
students have is due to their educational background. The main reason for their problem is that in Jordan English is a 
required course for both schools (private and public), but the problem is with the hours given for the course which is 6 
hours per week, which is not enough for EFL learners. The second problem is that teachers teach English with the help 
of the Arabic language (Almatarneh et al., 2018). The researchers of this study summarized supervisors' samples of 
students' grammatical mistakes. See table 2. 
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Table 2. Grammatical Mistakes 

 Grammatical Mistakes Occurrences 
1 Problem with tenses 8 
2 Lack of reporting verbs 7 
3 Incorrect usage of subject-verb agreement 7 
4 Misuse of punctuation marks 6 
5 Misuse of articles 4 
6 Incorrect capitalization 3 
7 Misspelling 2 

Lack of Vocabulary 

Jordanian students remarked that one of the major issues they face is lack of vocabulary as a result of their insufficient 
vocabulary drills at school. Supervisor 8 said that her supervisee is not familiar with the meaning of some words, which 
makes the words difficult for the student to understand the situation and quite hard to write perfectly. She said: 

My Jordanian student has a problem with his vocabularies. He does not know how to use the right words or reporting 
verbs in different situations. In this case his work was not up to Ph.D. level.  

This same point is brought up by another supervisor. Supervisor 1 announced that both of her Jordanian Ph.D. 
candidates had writing issues. They are unable to write, as she says, since their dissertations contain easy and non-
academic terms. She said: 

My Jordanian students' writing causes me a headache all the time. They use informal vocabularies, which makes their 
writing weak. I tried to make them better in writing, and here we are now. 

Using reported verbs is quite important in writing, but Jordanian candidates rarely use them. That is because Jordanian 
students rarely write in English at their undergraduate level. Supervisor 4 described his Jordanian student by saying 
that 

My Jordanian student uses few reporting verbs in his writing, while there are hundreds of words he can play with. For 
example, he used the verbs (say and note) in his dissertation, when he could use other verbs to make his writing 
stronger. This is one of his problems. 

Personal Effects  

Personal effects mean the social character of the scholarly writing. Regarding this issue, Jordanian Ph.D. students 
showed their behavior or interaction with their supervisors as it is. Supervisors thought that Jordanian Ph.D. students 
like to argue with their supervisors. Jordanian Ph.D. students are known for arguing with their supervisors, according 
to their supervisors. Supervisor one, who supervised two Jordanian Ph.D. candidates at UUM, provided one example. 
Both candidates argued with their supervisor about a few points, despite the fact that their work did not meet 
supervisors' requirements and their language was far from Ph.D. level. She said: 

From my own experience, while supervising Ph.D. students, I found that students whom I have supervised argue a lot. 
They just prefer to argue on points without understanding. Having an idea is a good point, but they have to listen well 
to their supervisors’ suggestions. The second problem is based on time. Supervising Ph.D. students with other 
responsibilities causes a delay in giving feedback so that students might be frustrated with delaying works. At the 
same time, students can help their supervisors while reading their work, if their work is written correctly without 
grammatical mistakes, and organizing ideas. The third problem is the language. Supervisors feel disappointed if the 
students are weak in using the language, which leads to a weak process of the dissertation. I faced such problems with 
my students, especially Jordanians. 

The same point has been raised by Supervisor 9, who declared that Jordanian Ph.D. students like to argue without 
understanding. She said: 

My students have a problem with their arguments. They want to follow a procedure of research without studying a lot 
and justify their choices. The reason might be that they have never written a thesis before.  

Lack of Motivation 

Motivation plays a significant role in the learning of English as a foreign language. Motivation is defined by Harboe and 
Müllen (2007, p7) as “the combination of effort plus desire to achieve the goal of learning the language plus favorable 
attitudes toward learning the language.” In this study, some supervisors believed that Jordanian candidates lack the 
motivation to continue writing their Ph.D. dissertation. Supervisor 2 mentioned that both of his Jordanian students are 
less motivated to continue writing their Ph.D. dissertation. He said:  
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Both of my Jordanian students lack the motivation to write, I think. That is because they have a low level of English. 
They cannot immediately understand the concept or specific details; that is why I can feel they are less motivated 
compared with Asian Ph.D. candidates.  

Another supervisor claimed that his student, who is ready to sit for the Viva voce (Latin for by live voice) VIVA session, 
was not motivated to continue writing his Ph.D. dissertation. She said: 

For my Jordanian student, I discovered that he does not understand his topic; he does not like to keep studying the 
topic that he chose by himself. In some cases, we made an argument on what he wrote, but he cannot understand it. I 
think he is not motivated because of the topic he is working on.  

Writing Apprehension  

Writing apprehension (WA) is considered a problem for all learners, affecting the writers' performance. WA is defined 
by (Daly & Miller, 1975, p. 11) as “A subjective complex of attitudinal, emotional, and behavioral interaction which 
reinforces each other.” Thus, the level of WA is divided into three levels: high, moderate, and low level (Daly & Miller, 
1975). Furthermore, writing apprehension may influence students at all levels even after graduating from university 
(Hanna, 2010). Students with a high level of writing might prefer to delay their work or avoid writing at all because of 
the fear of evaluation or assessment (Hanna, 2010). WA was quite obvious among Jordanian Ph.D. candidates. Several 
supervisors mentioned that their students feel afraid to be evaluated. Supervisor 6 said that his student was highly 
anxious. He said:  

I have noticed that my Jordanian student feels afraid more than other students. He is afraid of my comments and the 
examiners' comments. I try hard to decrease his feeling, but it is useless.  

Supervisor 8 had the same view as supervisor 6 on the fear of evaluation. She said:  

Late to submit works was a bit common. Once I asked him why you are late submitting your work, his answer was that 
he was afraid of my negative comments. In Jordanian culture, they never get a direct critique as we do in Malaysia. 
That was his answer.  

The Problem with Generic Dissertation Structure 

The generic dissertation structure was also a problem for some of the Jordanian Ph.D. candidates. They have several 
problems regarding writing a thesis, such as writing a problem statements, understanding the research method in 
general, the way to write the literature review, and other parts of the thesis. The reasons behind such problems might 
be related to their educational background, as most Jordanian students in their master's level do not write a thesis, they 
set for a comprehensive exam. The first supervisor said: 

Both of my Jordanian Ph.D. students are weak in understanding what research methods mean. They need to work hard 
to keep reading to produce a good paper. In addition, they are weak in writing their problem statement and literature 
review. Through a discussion with them, my students declared that they faced such problems because they have never 
written a thesis before. 

Discussion 

The findings of this research, as illustrated above, can be summarized by six main themes which are grammatical 
mistakes, lack of vocabulary and verbs reporting, personal effects, lack of motivation, writing apprehension, and 
generic dissertation structure. The researchers discussed the findings accordingly.  

The first theme that emerged from this research is grammatical mistakes. It was clearly mentioned by the supervisors 
that Jordanian Ph.D. students at UUM faced problem in grammar while writing their dissertation. Similar findings on 
both (Jordanian undergraduate and postgraduate students) were found. Studies showed similar results with the 
findings given above (Huwari, 2014; Huwari, et al., 2017). They state that grammatical errors are one of the most 
problematic issues that Jordanian students face when they write in English. Meanwhile, this study showed that 
Jordanian Ph.D. students have also faced the same problem in writing even though they are studying abroad because 
Jordanian Ph.D. students shared the same educational background with other participants of other Jordanian studies. 
Among Ph.D. studies, the result of this study is similar to a study done by Casanave and Hubbard (1992) on L2 Ph.D. 
candidates by saying that grammatical mistakes have occurred in both studies frequently.  

The second theme that emerged from the study is lack of vocabularies and verbs reporting. Such a problem among 
Jordanian Ph.D. students is due to the fact that students have less amount of vocabulary in English, as they quite rarely 
write in English at their undergraduate level. Meanwhile, other studies mentioned in the literature review, such as 
Casanave and Hubbard (1992); in their results, state that their participants do not have problems with vocabulary. The 
students have enough vocabularies, and this allows them to write a good dissertation.  

The third theme is personal effects. Based on the researchers' knowledge, no research has discussed Jordanian personal 
effects in depth. Thus, the researchers came across Al-Ahmad’s (2003) study on Egyptian students who shared the 
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same culture with Jordanian, as both nations are Arab, their countries are close to each other, and they have shared the 
same language as well. In his study, he found that socio-cultural knowledge is a critical issue for teachers and their 
students at the university level.  

The result of this study is quite similar to Huwari (2014) and Huwari's et al. (2017) studies. In their studies, the 
sampling was Jordanian students at different levels showing that Jordanian students have less motivation to write in 
English. Further research is needed to show the causes behind such a problem. Besides, Al-Khasawneh (2010) 
discovered in his study that Arab postgraduate students at UUM are less motivated to write their dissertation due to 
several reasons, such as their proficiency in the language and their interests.  

In the Jordanian context, researchers found that students at different stages have a high level of writing apprehension. 
Huwari and Hashima (2011) found that Jordanian postgraduate students at UUM have a high level of WA because 
students are weak in English structure and academic writing, the have negative confidence in writing, and their 
experience. Other studies, such as Al-Sawalha and Chow (2012), on Jordanian undergraduate students at Yarmouk 
University also found that students have a high level of WA because students feel afraid from evaluation. 

The findings of this research were divided into six themes which are grammatical mistakes, lack of vocabulary and 
verbs reporting, personal effects, lack of motivation, writing apprehension, and problem with generic dissertation 
structure. The findings are quite similar to other studies such as Bitchener and Basturkmen (2006) who stated that 
students might face difficulties writing a Ph.D. dissertation due to the background knowledge of the dissertation genre 
and its parts, such as literature review. For example, students in their study often wrote irrelevant information in the 
literature. They missed reading and following the instruction of writing a dissertation. They do not respect the time 
given by the supervisors on the feedback given; they do not understand the supervisors' role. In the Jordanian context, 
other research such as Huwari et al. (2017) found that Jordanian postgraduate students at Yarmouk University faced 
the problem with organizing their dissertation. Students did not write the parts of the thesis accurately. They have a 
problem with writing the introduction section. The participants in this study admitted that they did not know precisely 
what they were supposed to write in the introduction. Further research is needed to discuss the causes behind these 
problems among Jordanian postgraduate students.  

To summarize, the fundamental cause of these difficulties is a lack of academic understanding in language and 
technique, as demonstrated by several studies (Bamgboje-Ayodele et al., 2016; Lei & Hu, 2019; Mouton, 2001; Pyhältö 
et al., 2012). Research technique and academic English are the two most important qualities required of Ph.D. Arab 
applicants. Because the candidates are not native English speakers, English language remains a major issue for them. 
This is consistent with the findings of several previous investigations (Clavero, 2010; Hyland, 2019). Participants even 
believe that they must obtain extensive criticism on their academic work from their supervisors. Supervisors, on the 
other hand, are more concerned with the content than the language aspect. As a result, there is a need for a solution to 
this problem, such as having a co-supervisor who is accountable for the applicants' academic writing. 

Conclusion 

This study focuses on the supervisors' perspectives of writing dissertations among Jordanian Ph.D. candidates who are 
studying abroad. The study's objective is the Malaysian supervisors' perspectives of Jordanian Ph.D. candidates’ 
problems when writing their dissertation. Nine Malaysian supervisors who supervised 21 Jordanian Ph.D. candidates 
were interviewed for this qualitative case study. The findings of this research are discussed in six themes. The first 
theme is grammatical mistakes. It is one of the most problematic issues for Jordanian students. Most of the supervisors 
participated in this study agreed that Jordanian students faced such a problem. The types of grammatical mistakes 
made by Jordanian Ph.D. students are problems with tenses, lack of verbs reporting, subject-verb agreement, 
punctuation marks, misused articles, capitalization, and spelling. The main reason behind having grammatical mistakes 
in their writing is their educational background. The second theme is the lack of vocabulary and reporting verbs 
mentioned by seven supervisors out of nine. Having such a problem among Jordanian Ph.D. students is due to the fact 
that students have less amount of vocabulary in English, as they rarely write in English at their undergraduate level. 
The third theme is personal effects. The fourth theme is lack of motivation. In this regard, many supervisors 
participated in this study thought that Jordanian students are less motivated than other students due to their low 
language proficiency. The fifth theme is writing apprehension. Students with a low level of writing might prefer to 
procrastinate their work or avoiding writing at all because of the fear of evaluation or assessment. The sixth theme is 
the problem with generic dissertation structure which means that Jordanian students have difficulties writing their 
thesis in a good manner; they are unable to write their introduction, problem statement, literature review and other 
parts of the thesis. The findings of this study have added new information to the existing literature. As this research is 
the only one which is discussed Jordanian PhD students, who are studying abroad in Malaysia, problems when they 
write their dissertation/thesis in English.  
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Recommendations 

The following instructional implications are explored based on the conclusion and suggestions of the students' 
performance in writing their Ph.D. thesis. 

1. Supervisors should help students enhance their writing skills by requiring them to attend seminars and write more. 

2. Supervisors should encourage students to practice utilizing current writing strategies such as paraphrasing and 
note-taking methods that strengthen the student's thinking. 

Limitations 

The researchers of this study recommend four points which are:  

1. Based on the researchers' knowledge, no research has been done on supervisors perspectives' of writing a 
dissertation among Jordanian Ph.D. candidates who are studying abroad. That is why there is not much data on this 
issue. There is a need to have more research on supervisors' perspectives of Jordanian students and look out for the 
causes and the effects of such issues.  

2. The Jordanian students in this study were male students only because there were no female Jordanian Ph.D. 
students in the period of data collection studying at UUM. The results would be more generalizable if both sexes 
were included in the study. There is a need for more studies on both genders to compare their findings. 

3. The data collection of this study was interviewing the supervisors only, while there is a need to look at the topic 
from the students' perspectives. More studies are needed to discover the topic using quantitative research.  

4. The Jordanian Ph.D. theses of the candidates are comprised at various stages of the research process. Some were 
from ‘early’ work and some from ‘nearly completed’ theses. Further research is needed to compare the supervisors' 
perspectives at early and later stages of the supervision process. It is possible that what supervisors comment on 
and how they frame their comments may change over time. 

Acknowledgements 

This Publication was supported by the Deanship of Scientific Research at Prince Sattam bin Abdulaziz University, Saudi 
Arabia.  

Authorship Contribution Statement  

O.M.A. Hawari: Designed the study, written the protocol, analyzed and, interpreted the data. Al-Shboul: Managed the 
literature review, and the methodology part. I. Huwari has collected the data by interviewing the supervisors and 
produced the initial draft of the analysis. All authors have read and approved the final manuscript.  

References 

Abu Shawish, J. I, & Abdelraheem, M. A. (2010). An investigation of Palestinian EFL majors' writing apprehension: 
Causes and remedies. In Proceedings of the First National Conference on improving TEFL methods & practices at 
Palestinian Universities (pp. 1-30). Deanship of Scientific Research and Graduate Studies, Al-Quds Open University. 
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED512894 

Al-Ahmad, S. (2003). The impact of collaborative learning on L1 and L2 college students' apprehension about and 
attitudes toward writing [Unpublished doctoral dissertation]. Indiana University of Pennsylvania.  

Alavi, M., & Mansor, S. (2011). Categories of problems among international students in Universiti Teknologi Malaysia. 
Procedia-Social and Behavioral Sciences, 30, 1581-1587. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sbspro.2011.10.307 

Alfehaid, A. (2017). Difficulties faced by UK-Based Saudi doctoral students in writing theses. Al-Fath Journal, 13(72), 
16-45. https://www.iasj.net/iasj/article/135267 

Al-Gublan, B. (2015). The linguistic argumentative strategies of journalistic language written in English by native 
speakers and Arabs: A comparative study. Zarqa Journal for Research and Studies in Humanities, 15(1), 268-284. 
https://bit.ly/3q69FHl 

Al-Khasawneh, F. M. S. (2010). Writing for academic purposes: Problems faced by Arab postgraduate students of the 
college of business, UUM. ESP World, 9(2), 1-23.https://bit.ly/3GVN0Ej 

Al-Khuwaileh, & Shoumali. (2000). Writing Errors: A study of the writing ability of the Arab learners of academic 
English and Arabic at University Language, Culture. Curriculum, 13(2), 174-183. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/07908310008666597 

https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED512894
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sbspro.2011.10.307
https://www.iasj.net/iasj/article/135267
https://bit.ly/3q69FHl
https://bit.ly/3GVN0Ej
https://doi.org/10.1080/07908310008666597


554HAWARI ET AL./ Supervisors’ Perspectives on Graduate Students’ Problems in Academic Writing 
 

Almatarneh, A. H. M., Ab Rashid, R., & Yunus, K. (2018). The academic writing experience of Jordanian postgraduate 
students at a University in Malaysia. Arab World English Journal, 9(3), 248-257. 
https://doi.org/10.24093/awej/vol9no3.17 

Al-Sawalha, A. M. S., & Chow, T. V. F. (2012). The effects of writing apprehension in English on the writing process of 
Jordanian EFL students at Yarmouk University. International Interdisciplinary Journal of Education, 1(1), 6-14. 
http://iijoe.org/v1/IIJE_02_v1_i1_2012.pdf 

Al-Shboul, Y., & Huwari, I. (2015). The causes of writing apprehension through students’ perspective. Journal of 
Language Teaching and Research, 6(3), 535-544. https://doi.org/10.17507/jltr.0603.08  

Al-Zubaidi, K. O., & Richards, C. (2010). Arab postgraduate students in Malaysia: Identifying and overcoming the 
cultural and language barriers. Arab World English Journal, 1(1), 107-129. http://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.2777058 

Armstrong, S. J. (2004). The impact of supervisors’ cognitive styles on the quality of research supervision in 
management education. British Journal of Educational Psychology, 74, 599–616. 
https://doi.org/10.1348/0007099042376436 

Bamgboje-Ayodele, A., Ye, M., Almond, H., & Sakulwichitsintu, S. (2016). Inside the minds of doctoral students: 
Investigating challenges in theory and practice. International Journal of Doctoral Studies, 11, 243-267. 
https://doi.org/10.28945/3542 

Bauer, M. W., & Gaskell, G. (2000). Qualitative researching with text, image, and sound: A practical handbook. Sage 
Publications Ltd. https://doi.org/10.4135/9781849209731 

Bireda, A. (2015). Challenges to the doctoral journey: A case of female doctoral students from Ethiopia. Open Praxis, 
7(4), 287-297. https://doi.org/10.5944/openpraxis.7.4.243 

Bitchener, J., & Basturkmen, H. (2006). Perceptions of the difficulties of postgraduate L2 dissertation students writing 
the discussion section. Journal of English for Academic Purposes, 5(1), 4–18. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jeap.2005.10.002 

Boyce, B., Curtner-Smith, M., & Sinelnikov, O. (2016). Recruiting, funding, and hiring of doctoral students in physical 
education teacher education. Quest, 68(4), 394-405. https://doi.org/10.1080/00336297.2016.1234400 

Casanave, C. P., & Hubbard, P. (1992). The writing assignments and writing problems of doctoral students: Faculty 
perceptions, pedagogical issues, and needed research. English for Specific Purposes, 11, 33–49. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/0889-4906(92)90005-U 

Clavero, M. (2010). “Awkward wording. Rephrase”: linguistic injustice in ecological journals. Trends in Ecology & 
Evolution, 25(10), 552-553. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tree.2010.07.001 

Creswell, J. W. (2012). Educational research: Planning, conducting, and evaluating quantitative and qualitative research 
(4th ed.). Pearson Education. 

Daly, J. A., & Miller, M. D. (1975). The empirical development of an instrument to measure writing apprehension.  
Research in the Teaching of English, 9(3), 242-249. https://www.jstor.org/stable/40170632 

Dong, Y. (1998). Non-native graduate students’ dissertation/dissertation writing in science: Self-reports by students 
and their advisors from two US institutions. English for Specific Purposes, 17(4), 369–390. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0889-4906(97)00054-9. 

Fontana, F., & Frey, J. (2000). The interview: From structured questions to negotiated text. In N. K. Denzin & Y. S. 
Lincoln (Eds.), Handbook of qualitative research (pp. 645–672). Sage Publications Ltd. 

Glaser, B. G., & Strauss, A. L. (1967). The discovery of grounded theory. Aldine. 

Grant, B., & Graham, A. (1999). Naming the game: Reconstructing graduate supervision. Teaching in Higher Education, 
4(1), 77-89. https://doi.org/10.1080/1356251990040105 

Guba, E. E. (1978). Toward a methodology of naturalistic inquiry in educational evaluation. Los Angeles: Center for the 
Study of Evaluation, University of California, United States. 

Gulfidan, C. (2009). A model for doctoral students’ perceptions and attitudes towards written feedback [Unpublished 
doctoral dissertation]. Utah State University. 

Gurel, N. (2010). An examination of linguistic and sociocultural variables in writing a dissertation among Turkish 
doctoral students (Publication No. 3423565) [Doctoral dissertation, University of New York Buffalo]. ProQuest 
Dissertations and Theses Global. 

https://doi.org/10.24093/awej/vol9no3.17
http://iijoe.org/v1/IIJE_02_v1_i1_2012.pdf
https://doi.org/10.17507/jltr.0603.08
http://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.2777058
https://doi.org/10.1348/0007099042376436
https://doi.org/10.28945/3542
https://doi.org/10.4135/9781849209731
https://doi.org/10.5944/openpraxis.7.4.243
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jeap.2005.10.002
https://doi.org/10.1080/00336297.2016.1234400
https://doi.org/10.1016/0889-4906(92)90005-U
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tree.2010.07.001
https://www.jstor.org/stable/40170632
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0889-4906(97)00054-9
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0889-4906(97)00054-9
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0889-4906(97)00054-9
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0889-4906(97)00054-9
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0889-4906(97)00054-9
https://doi.org/10.1080/1356251990040105


European Journal of Educational Research555 
 

Hanna, K. J. (2010). Student perceptions of teacher comments: Relationships between specific aspects of teacher 
comments and writing apprehension [Doctoral dissertation, University of North Dakota]. University of North 
Dakota Scholarly Commons. https://commons.und.edu/theses/895/ 

Harboe, T., & Müllen, R. V. (2007). Study Skills for international students. The teaching and learning unite of social 
sciences. University of Copenhagen. https://bit.ly/3F9u8kP 

Huwari, I. (2014). Jordanian Ph.D. students' EFL writing apprehension [Doctoral dissertation, Universiti Utara Malaysia]. 
UUM Electronic Theses and Dissertation. https://etd.uum.edu.my/4498/  

Huwari, I. F. (2020). Error analysis of written English paragraph (A case study on Zarqa University). Palarch’s Journal 
of Archaeology of Egypt/Egyptology, 17(5), 1-12. https://archives.palarch.nl/index.php/jae/article/view/665  

Huwari, I., & Al-Shboul, Y. (2015). The effects of writing apprehension among Jordanian Ph.D. Students' Perspectives. 
Journal of Global Research in Education and Social Science, 3(1), 22-32. https://bit.ly/30AoKbp 

Huwari, I., & Al-Shboul, Y. (2016). Student's strategies to reduce writing apprehension (A case study on Zarqa 
University). Mediterranean Journal of Social Science, 7(3), 283-290. 
https://doi.org/10.5901/mjss.2016.v7n3s1p283 

Huwari, I., & Al-Khasawneh, F. (2013). The reasons behind the weaknesses of writing in English among pre-year 
students’ at Taibah University. English for Specific Purposes World, 14(38), 1-9. 
http://repo.uum.edu.my/10723/1/Fa.pdf 

Huwari, I., Albzour, A., & Alqaryouti, M. (2017). Supervisors' written feedback on Jordanian master's students. 
Academic Research International, 8(4), 121- 130. https://bit.ly/3sbVWS4 

Huwari, I., & Hashima. (2011). Writing Apprehension in English among Jordanian Postgraduate Students at Universiti 
Utara Malaysia (UUM). Academic Research International, 1(2), 190-198. http://repo.uum.edu.my/7191/ 

Hyland, K. (2019). Participation in Publishing: The demoralising discourse of disadvantage. In P. Habibie & K. Hyland 
(Eds.) Novice writers writing for publication (13-24). Palgrave.  

Janta, H., Lugosi, P., & Brown, L. (2014). Coping with loneliness: A netnographic study of doctoral students. Journal of 
Further and Higher Education, 38(4), 553-571. https://doi.org/10.1080/0309877X.2012.726972 

Jomaa, N., & Bidin, S. (2017). Perspectives of EFL doctoral students on challenges of citations in academic writing. 
Malaysian Journal of Learning and Instruction, 14(2), 177-209. https://doi.org/10.32890/mjli2017.14.2.7 

Jomaa, N. J., & Bidin, S. J. (2019). Exploring process ‘verbs’ in EFL postgraduates’ citations: A Systemic Functional 
Linguistics approach. Indonesian Journal of Applied Linguistics, 9, 188-201. 
https://doi.org/10.17509/ijal.v9i1.13793 

Krauss, S. E., & Ismail, I. A. (2010). Ph.D. students’ experiences of thesis supervision in Malaysia: Managing 
relationships in the midst of institutional change. The Qualitative Report.,15(4), 802-822. https://10.46743/2160-
3715/2010.1182 

Lei, J., & Hu, G. (2019). Doctoral candidates' dual role as student and expert scholarly writer: An activity theory 
perspective. English for Specific Purposes, 54, 62-74. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0883-0355(02)00059-9 

Lincoln, Y. S., &Guba, E. G. (1985). Naturalistic inquiry. Sage Publications Ltd.  

Manjet, K. (2015). International graduate students’ academic writing practices in Malaysia: Challenges and solutions. 
Journal of International Students, 5(1), 12-22. https://doi.org/10.32674/jis.v5i1.439  

Maykut, P. S., & Morehouse, R. (1994). Beginning qualitative research: A philosophic and practical guide. Routledge. 

Miles, M. B., & Huberman, A. M. (1994). Qualitative data analysis: An expanded sourcebook. Sage Publications Ltd.  

Mousavi, H. S., & Kashefian-Naeeini, S. (2011). Academic writing problems of Iranian post-graduate students at the 
national university of Malaysia (UKM). European Journal of Social Sciences, 23(4), 593–603. https://bit.ly/3EiU4JP 

Mouton, J. (2001). How to succeed in your masters and doctoral studies. Van Schaik Publishers. 

Muhaisen, M. S., & Al-Abed Al-Haq, F. (2012). An investigation of the relationship between anxiety and foreign language 
learning among 2nd secondary students in second Amman directorate of education. International Journal of 
Humanities and Social Science, 2(6), 226-240. https://bit.ly/3p4zcBk 

National Center for Education Statistics. (2000). Percentage distribution of doctoral degree students according to 
selected student, enrollment, and employment characteristics, by type of degree: 1999–2000. https://bit.ly/3F4SVGK 

https://commons.und.edu/theses/895/
https://bit.ly/3F9u8kP
https://etd.uum.edu.my/4498/
https://archives.palarch.nl/index.php/jae/article/view/665
https://bit.ly/30AoKbp
https://doi.org/10.5901/mjss.2016.v7n3s1p283
http://repo.uum.edu.my/10723/1/Fa.pdf
https://bit.ly/3sbVWS4
http://repo.uum.edu.my/7191/
https://doi.org/10.1080/0309877X.2012.726972
https://doi.org/10.32890/mjli2017.14.2.7
https://doi.org/10.17509/ijal.v9i1.13793
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ896172
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ896172
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ896172
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0883-0355(02)00059-9
https://doi.org/10.32674/jis.v5i1.439
https://bit.ly/3EiU4JP
https://bit.ly/3p4zcBk
https://bit.ly/3F4SVGK


556HAWARI ET AL./ Supervisors’ Perspectives on Graduate Students’ Problems in Academic Writing 
 

Pyhältö, K., Toom, A., Stubb, J., & Lonka, K. (2012). Challenges of becoming a scholar: A study of doctoral students' 
problems and well-being. International Scholarly Research Network, 2012, 1-12. 
https://doi.org/10.5402/2012/934941 

Riazi, A. (1997). Acquiring disciplinary literacy: A social-cognitive analysis of text production and learning among 
Iranian graduate students of education. Journal of Second Language Writing, 6(2), 105-137. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/S1060-3743(97)90030-8 

Robinson, T. H., & Modrey, L. (1986). Active writing. Macmillan Publishing Company. 

Swales, J. (2004). Research genres: Exploration and applications. Cambridge University Press. 
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781139524827 

Walton, H., Aquino, M., Talbot, C., & Melia, C. (2019). A guide for psychology postgraduates: surviving postgraduate study 
(2nd ed.). The British Psychological Society. 

 

https://doi.org/10.5402/2012/934941
https://doi.org/10.1016/S1060-3743(97)90030-8
http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781139524827

