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Abstract

The development of tailored educational content is essential for meeting the diverse needs of students,
particularly in the context of English language education. This study aimed to identify the specific reading
requirements of first-year undergraduate students majoring in English language education, focusing on
Generation Z, characterized by their digital nativeness and unique learning preferences. Utilizing a mixed-
methods approach, the research involved 56 Gen Z students at Mahasaraswati Denpasar University who
participated in surveys and semi-structured interviews. The findings revealed a significant preference for
intensive reading activities driven by challenges with unfamiliar vocabulary. Additionally, students
emphasized the need to improve both vocabulary mastery and reading comprehension skills. The study also
identified critical procedural, setting, and role-related needs influencing the learning process. These results
underscore the importance of integrating Gen Z students' target and learning needs into the design of reading
courses. Consequently, English teachers are encouraged to adapt their instructional strategies based on a
comprehensive needs analysis to support their students' learning objectives effectively.
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INTRODUCTION

Reading is crucial for academic success and lifelong learning, particularly in English as
a foreign language (EFL) classrooms. For Generation Z (Gen Z) students born between the
mid-1990s and early 2010s, their approach to reading is significantly influenced by their
digital upbringing, setting them apart from previous generations. Gen Z students, often
described as digital natives, exhibit unique learning preferences that challenge traditional
reading instruction methods (Twenge, 2017). Critical reading, which empowers students to
analyze, evaluate, and draw meaningful conclusions from academic content, is essential for
developing higher-order thinking skills (Niculescu & Dragomir, 2023). The five pillars of
reading—phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension—serve as
a comprehensive framework for teaching and honing these abilities (George, 2023).
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Moreover, complex literacy skills, developed through consistent reading are strong
predictors of academic success in higher education (Lampi et al., 2023). Thus, fostering these
skills in EFL classrooms is vital for equipping students with the tools they need to excel in an
increasingly competitive and globalized world.

Despite the recognized importance of reading skills, Gen Z students need help in EFL
classrooms. A significant hurdle is their struggle with unfamiliar vocabulary, which impedes
their reading fluency and comprehension (Laufer & Ravenhorst-Kalovski, 2010). Gen Z's
preference for digital media over traditional reading materials is compounding this issue,
which often leads to reduced exposure to complex texts and a decline in critical reading skills
(Twenge, 2017). This shift toward digital content has led to different cognitive processing
styles, such as a tendency toward skimming rather than deep reading, which can negatively
impact comprehension and critical thinking (Carr, 2010). Moreover, the lack of tailored
reading courses that address the specific needs of Gen Z learners—including their unique
learning styles and preferences—further exacerbates these challenges (Jewitt, 2008). These
evolving dynamics highlight the pressing need for innovative educational approaches that
align with Gen Z’s digital habits and learning preferences.

Some previous studies have explored Gen Z students' reading habits and educational
needs in various contexts. For example, Twenge (2017) examined how Gen Z's immersion in
digital environments influences their reading behaviours and cognitive development, noting
a decline in deep reading practices and critical thinking skills. Similarly, research by Jewitt
(2008) emphasized the need for education systems to adapt to the diverse learning
preferences of modern students, mainly through integrating digital tools and interactive
content. Laufer and Ravenhorst-Kalovski (2010) addressed EFL learners' challenges with
vocabulary acquisition, a critical component of reading comprehension. Their study
highlights the significant barrier that limited vocabulary poses for Gen Z students, who may
need help with more traditional, text-heavy learning materials.

In response to these challenges, recent studies have focused on innovative methods to
engage Gen Z students in reading. Saxena and Mishra (2021) explored the potential of
gamification in education, finding that game-based learning strategies significantly enhance
motivation and engagement among Gen Z learners. Additionally, Bilonozhko and Syzenko
(2020) investigated the use of authentic texts in EFL classrooms, demonstrating that
materials reflecting real-world contexts are more effective in capturing the interest of Gen Z
students and improving their reading outcomes.

However, despite these contributions, there remains a significant gap in the literature
concerning the development of tailored reading programs that specifically address the needs
of Gen Z students in EFL settings. This study aims to fill this gap by integrating insights from
previous research and applying them in a novel way to create a comprehensive framework
for designing reading curricula that are both relevant and engaging for Gen Z learners. Unlike
earlier studies focusing on individual aspects such as digital engagement or vocabulary
acquisition, this research takes a holistic approach. It incorporates gamification, authentic
texts, and technology-enhanced learning environments, aligning with the cognitive and
motivational characteristics of digital natives. By exploring Gen Z students' specific reading
needs and preferences in EFL contexts, this study addresses the challenges identified in
earlier research and provides actionable strategies for educators. The findings of this study
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are expected to significantly influence the design of future EFL reading curricula, ensuring
they are more responsive to the needs of this digital generation.

METHOD

This study employed a mixed-methods approach to assess the reading demands of
Generation Z (Gen Z) students in higher education, focusing on students at Mahasaraswati
Denpasar University. The use of mixed methods, which combines quantitative and
qualitative data, provided a comprehensive understanding of students' reading needs within
the context of English as a Foreign Language (EFL). This approach was chosen to capture the
complexity of Gen Z students' reading preferences, goals, and learning needs, as mixed
methods allow for a more in-depth analysis by drawing on the strengths of quantitative and
qualitative research (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2017).

The sample consisted of 56 Gen Z students, with a mix of academic performances and
engagement levels, ensuring a diverse representation. Quantitative data were collected
through a structured survey distributed via Google Forms. This survey gathered information
on the student's academic and personal goals, preferred reading methods, and participation
in reading activities. The survey quantified the students' preferences and challenges using
closed-ended and Likert-scale questions, offering a broad overview of their reading
demands. The online survey method is well-suited to efficiently gather data from diverse
student populations (Wright, 2005).

To complement the quantitative data, qualitative insights were obtained through semi-
structured interviews with a purposive sample of sixteen students, representing the
diversity of the larger group. The interviews provided more profound insights into the
student's experiences and challenges in reading activities, revealing complex motivations
and behaviours not captured in the survey (DiCicco-Bloom & Crabtree, 2006). These
interviews were instrumental in exploring the student's engagement with reading and their
perceptions of learning strategies.

For data analysis, the quantitative survey results were examined using descriptive
statistics, identifying key patterns and trends in the students' reading needs and preferences
(Salkind, 2010). The qualitative interview data were analyzed using thematic analysis,
following the framework by Miles et al. (2014) and Braun and Clarke (2006). This approach
allowed for identifying key themes, which were then mapped to the broader research
objectives. By combining the survey's broad trends with the interview's detailed insights,
this integrative analysis provided a nuanced understanding of the reading demands of Gen Z
students in EFL contexts, offering actionable insights for developing tailored reading
programs.

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

This section presents a detailed analysis of the data gathered from Gen Z students in an
EFL context, focusing on their reading preferences, challenges, and roles within reading
activities. This section interprets the critical findings in light of relevant literature, providing
insights into how these students engage with reading and which strategies are most effective
in supporting their learning.
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Students’' Reading Difficulties

This section explores Gen Z students' challenges in their EFL reading activities.
Understanding these difficulties helps educators adjust their teaching strategies. Table 1
highlights critical issues like vocabulary, pronunciation, tenses, and finding information.

Table 1. Students' reading difficulties

No Reading Difficulties Number Percentage (%)
1  Finding general information 3 5.4

2 Finding specific information 8 14.3

3  Knowing vocabularies 18 32.1

4  Understanding tenses 10 17.9

5 Reading fluently 5 8.9

6  Pronouncing correctly 12 21.4

Table 1 reveals several significant challenges that Generation Z (Gen Z) students face
in English as a Foreign Language (EFL) settings, underscoring areas where targeted
instructional strategies are essential. Vocabulary knowledge is identified as the most
substantial barrier, affecting 32.1% of students, which aligns with Nation's (2001) research
on the critical role of vocabulary in reading comprehension. Students reported that
unfamiliar words disrupt their reading, suggesting a need for more focused vocabulary
instruction, potentially enhanced with engaging digital tools (Folse, 2004). Pronunciation
difficulties, reported by 21.4% of students, highlight the importance of phonetic exercises
and regular practice, as supported by Derwing and Munro (2005), who emphasize
pronunciation's significance in language learning. Students' reluctance to read aloud due to
fears of mispronunciation reflects Celce-Murcia et al.'s (2010) emphasis on consistent
pronunciation practice. Understanding tenses is another challenge, with 17.9% of students
needing help. This aligns with Ellis's (2006) focus on the importance of grammatical
structures in reading comprehension and suggests a need for more contextualized grammar
instruction, as proposed by Larsen-Freeman (2001). Additionally, 14.3% of students face
difficulties finding specific information, highlighting the necessity of teaching strategies like
skimming and scanning for more efficient reading (Grabe & Stoller, 2002). Reading fluency,
which affects 8.9% of students, is linked to comprehension, with Rasinski (2003) suggesting
that repeated reading exercises could help improve fluency. Finally, while only 5.4% of
students need help finding general information, some may still benefit from practice in
summarizing and synthesizing information, as Kintsch (1998) recommends.

These findings highlight the critical need for targeted instructional strategies to
address EFL students' challenges. Enhanced vocabulary instruction, supported by digital
tools, could help mitigate the disruptions caused by unfamiliar words and improve overall
comprehension. Regular phonetic exercises and pronunciation practice are crucial to
building students' confidence and accuracy, especially for those hesitant to read aloud. The
struggle with understanding tenses points to the importance of integrating grammar
instruction within reading activities, allowing students to apply grammatical concepts in
context, as suggested by Larsen-Freeman (2001). The difficulty in finding specific
information underscores the need for teaching effective reading strategies like skimming
and scanning, which are vital for academic success in EFL contexts. Additionally, addressing
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reading fluency through repeated practice can enhance speed and comprehension,
holistically improving reading skills. These targeted strategies can significantly improve Gen
Z students' reading proficiency and language development in EFL settings, providing them
with the tools necessary for academic and professional success.

The students' reading wants

Table 2 highlights their primary goals, like improving vocabulary, reading
comprehension, and preparing for future careers. This information helps educators adjust
their teaching to meet student's needs better and support their academic and career success.

Table 2. The students' reading wants

No Reading Wants Number Percentage (%)
1  Improving vocabulary mastery 20 35.7

2  Improving critical thinking skills 6 10.7

3  Improving reading comprehension 20 35.7

4  Improving digital literacy 0 0

5 Fulfilling graduation requirement 0 0

6  Preparing for future career 10 17.9

The findings from Table 2 highlight the key areas where Generation Z (Gen Z)
students in an English as a Foreign Language (EFL) context wish to improve their reading
abilities. The most common goals identified by 35.7% of students are "improving vocabulary
mastery" and "improving reading comprehension."” This indicates a clear recognition among
students of the importance of these foundational skills for effectively understanding and
interpreting texts. Research supports this focus, as studies have shown that a strong
vocabulary is closely linked to better reading comprehension and overall academic
performance (Dong et al, 2020; Ha, 2021). The interdependence of vocabulary and
comprehension skills is well-documented, underscoring the need for targeted instruction to
enhance students' reading proficiency.

In addition to these academic goals, 17.9% of students expressed a desire to focus on
"preparing for future careers," reflecting an awareness of the practical importance of reading
skills beyond the classroom. This focus on career readiness suggests that students look
beyond immediate academic needs, prioritizing long-term skill development to support their
professional aspirations. Interestingly, no students desired to improve "digital literacy" or
focus on "fulfilling graduation requirements." This could indicate confidence in their existing
digital skills, which aligns with the digital-native characteristics of Gen Z (Prensky, 2001;
Chen, 2023). However, despite their digital fluency, students may need to recognize the
broader importance of digital literacy within academic and professional contexts. Studies
have shown that digital literacy plays a crucial role in enhancing academic performance and
soft skills, yet it still needs to be emphasized by these students (Rinekso et al., 2021; Su,
2023).

Despite its recognized benefits, the need for more emphasis on digital literacy
improvement suggests that while Gen Z students are comfortable with technology, they
prioritize traditional academic skills like vocabulary and comprehension when it comes to
reading. This could also imply that they see digital literacy as a separate competency, already
well-developed and not directly linked to their reading success. Therefore, while educators
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should continue to build on students' strengths in digital literacy, there is a clear need to
focus on enriching their vocabulary and reading comprehension to meet their academic and
future professional needs. This comprehensive approach will better prepare Gen Z students
for the challenges they will face in academic settings and their future careers.

The students' needs for reading activities

Table 3 provides detailed insights into these preferences, highlighting the activities
that students believe best support their language development. The data from this table is
crucial for understanding how students prioritize different methods of reading practice,
which in turn can help educators tailor their teaching strategies to align more closely with
the needs and preferences of their students, ensuring that the chosen activities effectively
enhance students' reading proficiency and overall language skills.

Table 3. The students' needs for reading activities

No Reading Activities Number Percentage (%)
1  Reading aloud 33 58.9

2 Reading and answering questions 3 5.4

3  Discussing text in groups 6 10.7

4  Analyzing new words' meaning 9 16.1

5  Others 5 8.9

The data in Table 3 highlights the reading activities that Gen Z students in EFL
contexts find most important for their language development. The top choice, "reading
aloud," selected by 58.9% of students, suggests that this activity is valued for improving
pronunciation, fluency, and confidence. Research supports this, indicating that reading aloud
helps students connect spoken and written language, essential for oral proficiency (Chang &
Hsu, 2011). Additionally, it keeps students engaged and helps them process information
more effectively, reducing boredom (Andoko et al., 2020; Zayed, 2021). Another significant
focus is on "analyzing new words' meaning," chosen by 16.1% of students, reflecting the
importance of vocabulary development. Strong vocabulary skills are crucial for better
reading comprehension and language proficiency, particularly in EFL settings (Nation, 2001;
Schmitt, 2008).

"Discussing text in groups,” selected by 10.7% of students, shows the value placed on
collaborative learning, where students can share insights and reinforce understanding
through interaction (Soller, 2001). However, traditional methods like "reading and
answering questions” were less popular, chosen by only 5.4% of students, indicating a
preference for more active learning strategies that promote deeper engagement (Lin et al.,
2021). 8.9% of those who chose "others" indicated an interest in alternative or personalized
approaches, such as digital tools or project-based learning (Prensky, 2001). These findings
indicate that Gen Z students prefer interactive, student-centred activities that enhance
practical language skills and support their engagement in the learning process. Educators
should consider these preferences when designing reading activities to meet this
generation's needs better.
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The procedure of reading activities preferences

Table 4 provides an overview of students' preferred approaches to reading activities,
highlighting which methods they find most effective for learning. This information helps
educators design reading activities that match students' preferences, improving the
effectiveness of their teaching strategies.

Table 4. The procedure of reading activities preferences

No Reading Preferences Number Percentage (%)
1 Lecture 1 1.8

2  Discussion 25 44.6

3  Presentation 10 17.9

4  Role-Play 9 16.1

5 Games 10 17.9

6  Questions and answers 1 1.8

7  Debate 0 0

The data in Table 4 reveals that Gen Z students in EFL contexts strongly prefer
interactive and participatory reading activities. "Discussion” is the most popular method,
chosen by 44.6% of students, highlighting their preference for collaborative learning. This
preference is supported by research, which shows that discussion-based activities improve
comprehension, vocabulary, and engagement (Trinidad et al. et al,, 2021; Wu et al.,, 2024).
Interviews with students confirm that discussions help them understand texts better by
allowing them to share ideas and clarify concepts with peers.

"Presentation” and "games," each favoured by 17.9% of students, indicate that
students enjoy dynamic and enjoyable activities that involve creativity and collaboration.
"Role-play," preferred by 16.1%, shows their interest in applying language skills in real-life
scenarios, which helps solidify their learning. In contrast, traditional methods like "lecture”
and "questions and answers" are the least favoured, each receiving only 1.8% of preferences,
suggesting these methods are less engaging. The lack of interest in "debate" might be due to
its confrontational nature or perceived irrelevance.

These findings suggest that Gen Z students prefer active, engaging methods over
traditional, passive approaches. Educators should consider incorporating more discussions,
presentations, and interactive activities into their teaching to better align with students'
preferences and improve learning outcomes.

The students' ways of learning to read

Table 5 provides detailed insights into these learning methods, showcasing whether
students prefer reading aloud, problem-solving, self-regulated learning, or reviewing
reading sources.

Table 5. The students' ways of learning to read

No Ways of Learning to Read Number Percentage (%)
1  Readingaloud 25 44.6
2  Problem-solving 9 16.1
3  Self-regulated learning 11 19.6
4  Reviewing reading sources 11 19.6
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The data in Table 5 indicates that Gen Z students in EFL contexts prefer various
reading methods, with "reading aloud" being the most favoured, chosen by 44.6% of
students. This method is particularly effective for improving pronunciation, fluency, and
comprehension, as research shows it enhances vocabulary and builds confidence (Indrianti,
2019; Magbulin, 2022). Student 7 noted, "I find reading aloud really helpful.. It boosts my
confidence, especially when I get the pronunciation right," emphasizing how this approach
actively engages them and strengthens their language skills.

In addition, "self-regulated learning" and "reviewing reading sources," each preferred
by 19.6% of students, highlight the importance of independent learning. Research suggests
these methods foster autonomy and a deeper understanding of the material (Zimmerman,
2002). This is reflected in Student 2's comment: "I like to study on my own... Self-study lets me
take my time and focus on areas where I struggle," showing the value of learning at one's own
pace. Furthermore, "problem-solving," chosen by 16.1% of students, demonstrates a
preference for activities that involve critical thinking and practical application of reading
skills. This aligns with studies on the benefits of problem-solving for developing higher-
order thinking skills (Jonassen, 2000). Students 2 and 13 remarked, "I really enjoy problem-
solving activities... They make me think critically about what I'm reading and how to apply it,"
illustrating the need for tasks that connect learning to real-world scenarios.

These findings suggest that Gen Z students benefit from reading aloud, independent
study, and problem-solving activities. The insights from students reinforce the importance
of diverse, engaging learning methods that cater to various preferences, effectively
enhancing their language skills.

The setting of learning to read
Table 6 provides detailed insights into these settings, showing whether students
favour individual, pair, group, or whole-class reading environments.

Table 6. The setting of learning to read

No The setting of Learning to Read Number Percentage (%)
1  Individual works 23 41.1

2 Pair works 10 17.9

3  Group works 19 33.9

4  Whole class works 0 0

5  Others 4 7.1

The data in Table 6 shows that Gen Z students in EFL contexts strongly prefer
"individual works," with 41.1% choosing this setting. This suggests that many students
prefer working alone to focus independently and manage their learning pace. Student 7
mentioned, "I feel more comfortable working alone because I can go at my own pace and focus
on what I need to improve." This preference aligns with research indicating that individual
work allows students to process information deeply and tailor their learning to their needs
(Kaweera et al., 2019; Astanina & Kuznetsov, 2020). However, "group works" is also favored
by 33.9% of students, highlighting the value of collaborative learning. Student 13 shared, "I
enjoy working in groups because it allows me to hear different viewpoints and learn from my
classmates." This supports studies showing that group work enhances learning by promoting
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social interaction and cooperation, essential for language development (Johnson & Johnson,
2009; Widyastuti, 2023).

Additionally, 17.9% of students prefer "pair works," which balances individual focus
with social interaction. Student 11 noted, "Working with a partner allows me to concentrate
better and helps me feel more supported." This aligns with research on the benefits of pair
work for practising conversational skills and deepening understanding (Storch, 2002).
Interestingly, no students chose "whole class works," suggesting it may be less effective for
personalized learning. Furthermore, 7.1% selected "others," indicating interest in more
flexible or innovative learning environments, such as digital or blended approaches, which
appeal to Gen Z’s familiarity with technology (Prensky, 2001). Overall, the findings suggest
that Gen Z students prefer a mix of individual and collaborative learning settings, and
educators should design reading activities that balance these preferences to engage better
and support their learning.

The student's roles in reading activities
Table 7 provides detailed insights into these roles, highlighting whether students see
themselves as active readers, thinkers, problem solvers, facilitators, or learning sources.

Table 7. The student's roles in reading activities

No Student’s Roles Number Percentage (%)
1  Active readers 26 46.4

2 Active thinkers 5 8.9

3  Problem solvers 2 3.6

4  Facilitators/helpers 2 3.6

5 Learning sources 9 16.1

6  Others 12 21.4

The data in Table 7 reveals the roles Gen Z students prefer during reading activities
in an EFL context, with the majority (46.4%) identifying as "active readers." This role
involves directly engaging with the text, which aligns with the characteristics of Gen Z
learners, who often show higher levels of motivation and engagement when they can actively
participate in the learning process. Student 5 mentioned, "I like being an active reader
because it helps me stay focused and really understand what I'm reading." This preference
for active reading is supported by research indicating that when students actively engage
with the material, they tend to develop a deeper understanding and retain information more
effectively (Roy et al., 2021). Active reading fosters critical thinking and promotes a sense of
ownership over the learning process, which is crucial for Gen Z learners who value autonomy
in their education (Buzzetto-Hollywood et al., 2018).

In addition to active readers, 16.1% of students see themselves as "learning sources,"
where they contribute knowledge and assist others, reflecting a collaborative spirit. This role
aligns with the cooperative nature of Gen Z, who often prefer learning environments that
allow them to share knowledge and support their peers (Johnson & Johnson, 2009). Student
8 noted, "l enjoy helping others understand the material; it makes the learning process more
rewarding." Meanwhile, 21.4% of students selected "others," indicating interest in roles not
explicitly listed, suggesting a desire for more diverse or personalized roles in learning
activities. Less common roles included "active thinkers" (8.9%), "problem solvers" (3.6%),
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and "facilitators/helpers" (3.6%), showing that while these roles are less preferred, they still
play an essential part in classroom dynamics. These findings suggest that while most Gen Z
students prefer to be directly involved as readers, there is also significant interest in
contributing to the learning environment in supportive or alternative ways. Educators
should recognize these varied preferences and consider incorporating a range of roles in
reading activities to cater to different learning styles and enhance overall engagement.
Based on the findings and the discussion above, this study has important implications
for educators designing reading activities for Gen Z students in EFL contexts. The strong
preference for active, student-centred learning methods such as reading aloud, discussion
and problem-solving highlights the need for instructional strategies that prioritize
engagement, critical thinking, and interaction. Educators can better align with Gen Z's
learning preferences by incorporating these interactive activities, fostering deeper
comprehension and more effective language development. Additionally, the emphasis on
individualized learning settings suggests that a flexible approach, allowing students to work
independently or in small groups, can enhance focus and cater to diverse learning needs.
Understanding students' preferred roles in reading activities, such as active readers or
learning sources, can help educators structure classrooms to maximize involvement and
collaboration. However, this study has limitations, including a relatively small and
potentially unrepresentative sample size, reliance on self-reported data, and a cross-
sectional design that limits the ability to draw causal conclusions. Future research should
address these limitations by including a more diverse group of EFL learners across different
cultural contexts, using longitudinal designs to explore changes over time, and employing
experimental methods to test the effectiveness of specific instructional strategies.
Qualitative studies could also provide richer insights into students' experiences and
motivations, further refining instructional practices for this generation of learners.

CONCLUSION

This study sheds light on the reading preferences, challenges, and roles of Generation
Z (Gen Z) students in EFL contexts. The findings reveal a strong preference for active and
student-centred learning methods, such as reading aloud, discussions, and problem-solving,
which align with Gen Z's interactive and autonomous learning style. However, the study also
highlights significant challenges in vocabulary acquisition, pronunciation, and grammar,
indicating the need for targeted instructional strategies to support these learners effectively.
While the study provides valuable insights, its limitations suggest that further research is
needed to explore these findings in more diverse and longitudinal settings. The study
emphasizes the importance of adopting flexible, engaging, and tailored teaching approaches
to enhance Gen Z students' reading proficiency and overall language development in EFL
contexts.
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