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Abstract: Project-based learning (PBL) is a learning approach that moves away from classroom, teacher-center as k
activities and instead focuses on learner-centered tasks which are integrated with real world issues and practiceg oppe
This learning approach, which has been around for some time, is introduced into an English course offered g

learners following the third-stage English Language programme at a higher learning institution. This . thou,
describes the PBL task which these language learners carried out in groups. The task is conducted outside thy PBL
classroom whereby learners are required to meet real-world professionals to gain information pertaining to thejy help:
future careers. A study was conducted to investigate what the learners felt about this component embedded in thy

course, and to what extent PBL has motivated them in their learning. This paper also discusses the short and lon C'E)m]
term gains learners reap from the learning approach. - diffe
settil
Introduction As

' Project-based learning (PBL) is a learning approach that moves away from classroom, teaches oonn
centered activities and instead focuses on learner-centered tasks which are integrated with regl ckill;
I world issues and practices. PBL is defined as “a comprehensive instructional approach to engage throt
students in sustained, cooperative investigation” (Bransford & Stein, 1993). Project-basef well
l Learning approach offers learners the opportunity to participate in projects thus requiring team prob
effort and a host of other soft skills to ensure the successful completion of the project. The
benefits of this approach are many; one of the most apparent would be that learners would instll Give

in themselves much of the generic skills that are required to develop ‘whole’ learners. By thel revis

| completion of the learning programme these learners undergo at the learning institution, thelf leart
‘ would mature and develop in all aspects: cognitively, socially as well as psychologically. their
that|

Review of Literature PBL

Project-based learning (PBL) is a learning method which focuses on the learner; the teacher adi§ vari
mainly as a facilitator and motivator. PBL emphasizes learning activities that are learnest refle
centered and usually integrated with real world concerns. I
The PBL project may have a number of different goals. Most PBL projects however, makell  Ass
connection with the real world and address real world issues that are relevant to students' livesf asse
communities. A project may be connected to real professions through the use of authents the
methods, practices, and audiences. Real world connections might also be established with el less
world outside the classroom, via the Internet or collaboration with community members al 200
professionals. The PBL approach thus enriches the lives and experiences of a learner as he'
required to establish contacts with individuals outside his regular links of contacts.

Another benefit of the PBL is that it is said to motivate students as students are wholly engage
in the learning task. PBL is usually carried out in groups, thus learners get to develop the
decision-making skills in groups as well as leadership qualities. Participation in PBL proj
helps to maximize student decision-making and initiative as they would have to make mdl
' important decisions on their own throughout the project: from selecting from various optiok
il | each team member has (e.g. in the case of the PBL project discussed in this article; W
' professional engineer to interview, and from which company, when and how to pursué ¥
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professional engineer, what approach to undertake during the meeting with the professional, etc),
to the design. production, and presentation decisions (which team member will be presenting
which part of the project). PBL projects should thus be rather wide in terms of scope so as to
allow learners to utilize their creativity and decision-making skills.

Adopting PBL projects in the classroom also helps reinforce social relationships among team
members. PBL enhances collaboration among learners, between learners and the teacher, as well
as between learners and other community members as well. Thus PBL gives learners
opportunities to learn collaborative skills, such as relying on the work of peers and providing
thoughtful feedback to peers.

PBL also bridges learning between different disciplines. Adopting this approach in the classroom
helps learners see the bigger picture as they integrate the content of different disciplines when
completing the project-based task. This is much more beneficial than asking them to integrate the
different pieces of theories in the different lecture classes they are made to attend in ‘artificial
settings’. :

As PBL usually involves projects done outside the classroom, these activities provide
connections to life outside the classroom. Thus, PBL addresses real world issues and develop
skills which they would find useful in the real-world outside. Many of the skills developed
through PBL. are those which employers usually seek: team-working spirit, the ability to work
well and get along with others, make informed decisions, take initiative, and solve real-world
problems. - '

Given sufficient time to complete the PBL project, learners would be given enough time to plan,
revise and reflect on their learning. These activities lead to meaningful learning. Reflective
learning consolidates what they have achieved for themselves in terms of learning and increases
their awareness on their limitations and how these weaknesses could be overcome. This means
that PBL is an innovative approach that employs a different mode of assessment. Utilizing the
PBL approach, learners evaluate themselves continuously. Assessment is seen as an ongoing,

varied and frequent process involving teacher assessment, peer assessment, self-assessment, and
reflection.

Assessment techniques should thus be well understood by the learners. The criteria for
assessment should be made known to the learners if they are to assess each other. Participating in
the assessment process in ways not typically supported by more traditional teacher-centered
lessons further develop learners into more matured, responsible and autonomous learners (Grant,

2002),

To conclude, it is not just the learner who reaps benefits from the adoption of the PBL approach.
ffﬁa.chers involved in orchestrating the Project-based Learning task whose role is mainly as task
ﬂ?&lgner, facilitator, coach and motivator; would also get the opportunity to establish social
‘ej?’g!maCts with the real world as the PBL projects are developed. Teachers may develop links with
'€ outside world through the connections established by their learners. These links would be

€mely useful to future learners as the learners’ projects which document their learning

88 can be shared with other teachers, curriculum developers and the larger community who
H1ave a stake in the students' education.
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The Project-Based Learning Task clarificatio
This paper describes the PBL. component whereby the task is carried out in groups of four ty jearers a
five. The task which is conducted outside the classroom requires learners to meet real-worlg profession
professionals to gain information pertaining to their future careers. The course is an English
language course offered to learners following the third-stage English Language programme at g pesearch
higher learning institution. The course, called English for Career Search, is aimed at equipping The study
students with the right job-hunting strategies, so that they are able to secure a job upoy .mbedded
graduation. The course has several components, namely, job advertisements, job applicatiog This paper
letters, resumes, interviews and the job search component. as well as
- whether th
The Project-based Learning task is integrated into the J ob Search component. The task requirgg pBL task
the learners to seek information pertaining to their future profession, thus they need to identify g fyture groy
professional working in a discipline related to their future profession. The learners are requireg
to interview their respondents at their work place, after having made an appointment with the The resea
respondent. About twenty questions, all related to the respondent’s career and work environmeng questionna
are given for the learners to put forth to the respondent. These questions are used as a guideling! their respc
but the learners may add and create their own questions (as they know better about thejf gpen-ende
discipline) so that they can acquire a more holistic picture of the career which they woulg perception
embrace in future. |
The main objective of the PBL project is for the learners to furnish themselves with all th The subjes
information they can find about their future profession. This is not done via the traditiondl study was
method where the lecturer imparts all the information to the learners. Neither is the profession who were
called to give a talk to the learners on their future profession, although this has been requested bif subjects ¢
learners before. Instead, it is felt that learners would learn more by participating in a projeck {nstruction
based learning task where they are required to establish the link with the professional§ they folloy

themselves, visit the professional’s workplace so that they get better insights of the job, thef their respc
profession and the work environment, and create and pose questions to the professional as thef§ set. None
would decide the kind of information they want to gather from the professionals. responden

the subjec

The objective of the PBL task is also to instill in learners the various generic skills they neediif task.
order to prepare themselves for the workplace. This is not solely because the course is actuallf

the ‘English for Career Search’, but also because there have been numerous complaints abollf Findings :
university graduates being ill-equipped in soft skills required to perform at job interviews, to gl The first it

themselves employed and subsequently, to perform effectively at the workplace. All 35 lea
few founc

interview””

The PBL task requires learners to make appointments prior to visiting the professional. Onced .
However,

appointment is made, the learners would go out and meet the professional face-to-face, usually?
the workplace of the professional. The team members would ask the respondent all the necessd!
questions they have decided on and discussed in groups before actually meeting up with W&
respondent. Once they return to the classroom, they would have to prepare for a presentation, il Were mor
which they share with fellow classmates, everything they had discovered about the profession. S

Learners are assessed on the content of their presentation, as well as the language used as this
a language course. Learners would present their talks using multimedia technologies; howe C
sometimes, if the classroom does not have the required technologies, learners would then 1
to using the OHP. The question-and-answer session follows, and the presenters are asked
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Research Methodology

The study was conducted to investigate what the learners felt about this PBL component
embedded in the course, and to what extent PBL has motivated them in their learning process
This paper also discusses the short and long-term gains learners reap from the learning approach-
as well as shortcomings of the approach, if there were any. Their views were also sought m;
whether they found the PBL task challenging, enjoyable, and beneficial. The challenges of the
pBL task were also identified so that the PBL task could be adapted or improved on for use with
future groups of learners.

The Fesearlch instrument used to gauge the views of the participants of this study was the
questionnaire. Four-point Likert scale items were posed to the subjects requiring them to circle
their responses on the aspects of PBL which were investigated. Apart from Likert-scale items
open-ended items were also included so as to gain a more in-depth account of the subjects:
perceptions of PBL.

The subjects were students who were enrolled in the English for Career course at the time the
study was carried out. The subjects comprise fifty-five third-year Electrical Engineering students
who were-following the English course with two different language lecturers. Although the
subjects: came from two different language classes taught by two different lecturers, the
instructions given to the students, regarding the PBL task were standardized. The procedures
they followed when embarking on the task were also the same. The research subjects interviewed
their respondents at different times, depending on when their appointment with the engineer was
set. Nonetheless, all subjects had already carried out the interview with their respective
respondent by the second half of the academic semester. The questionnaires were distributed to

the subjects immediately after the semester break to ensure that they had all completed the PBL
task.

Findings and Analysis
The first item on the questionnaire is on whether learners thought of the PBL task as challenging.

| AlLSS learners or 100% of them felt that the project-based learning approach is challenging. A

fGW fgund the task a challenge as it “was hard for them to find someone available for the
!QtErV1ew”, “difficult to find transport”, and they “need to interview someone I didn’t know”.
anever, a larger majority of the subjects felt that the task was a challenge for them as “there
?ﬁ&e many new things to explore and get new information about the real world”, “it tests my
%TLS in English” and “it is‘related to my future life when I become a real engineer”. Thus, there
%In fore .learners who viewed the task positively and felt that the PBL task had challenged
L cognitively.
L‘ﬂi[hether t.he task was enjoyable, 96.4 % of the subjects reported that they had enjoyed the
_aSk while only 3.6 % claimed they did not enjoy the task because it is “cumbersome” and
3 }:I a lot of preparation, work and effort”. When asked if the task had improved their
» 100% of them reported that the project did help improve their English. None
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complained that the task did nothing to their level of English proficiency. This was because th disatvant
learners were required to interview the professional engineers in English. In addition, somg o time-‘
Jearners admitted that the job enculturation task opened their eyes to the importance of English j v to th
the working world of an engineer. mp?n ¢
On their motivation level to learn and improve their English further, 98.2 % of the 55 subjecy g
agreed that their motivation level soared high after having conducted the interview with the
professional. In fact, 92.7 % of them had high motivation levels while only 5.5% were slightlj
motivated to improve their English proficiency after they met up with the professional engineg
and understood the requirements of the job better.

When asked if the project had motivated them to study harder in their Engineering course, g
100 %, with 72.7% highly motivated, 25.5 % somewhat motivated and only 1.8% slighty
motivated to improve their content knowledge in the electrical engineering discipline. This wasg;,
positive indication that the learners now had increased awareness to improve themselves
aspects relating to their content and technical knowledge of their discipline. -

to analyze
them (3.6¢
Other disa
having to
to use En;
energy (1.
members
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© them werl

' . . nde
The findings of the study also revealed that the project had changed 98.2 % of the learners in 0 r\::g g,, a[:

way or another. Only one out of fifty-five learners was unaffected by the task. This was becaug asked aboy
this learner had already gathered similar information from his contacts with seniors of b 8%ic benef
faculty. Learners who were affected by the task revealed that they were taken aback by

finding that they may be working in an environment which is not related at all to what they hg Table 1 |
studied for and also the fact that the engineering scope is so wide and “I need to decide nowS rgenefits of
These new findings would benefit the subjects as, had they not been required to complete thif [, Challengi
PBL task, they would not be aware of the fact that they needed to make decisions that may aligf| 2. Enjoyable
their future. . 3. Improved
On the benefits derived from the project, learners cited several, with the most frequently-citg | 4. Further m
advantage being the fact that 34.2 % of them now understood the profession of an enging %
better. 15.8% of the learners responded that they have mow improved their knowledge @ ?@m
strategies to get themselves employed while 5.3 % of them are now more aware of i [8 Learned a
opportunities of conducting their practical training in the companies they have just visited. O 9, Aware of

learner remarked that he was now motivated to fulfill the requirements of an engineer. 1 | 10. Given of
' | 11.Aware of

While most respondents cited advantages relating to the engineering profession and what hel
future may hold for them, other respondents revealed that they discovered new dimensions|
other aspects, for example, the soft skills required to become better individuals and bett
employees. One such benefit reported by 21.1 % of the respondents is that they have now lear
how to communicate with others and felt that they have improved their communication s ill
13.6 % of the learners were delighted about learning new things such as networking with a
meeting real professionals while 7.9 % felt that they were given the opportunity to learn to W
in teams. 13. 2 % were now more aware of the need to improve their communication skilk
English while one respondent reported his awareness of the need to become a more commi
and responsible individual. This is because the team members had to really plan their trip
company and the questions they wanted to ask the engineer, besides reporting that they also
to observe punctuality when dealing with a professional. i

What the <

Table 2 !

Aspects of P

Although there appears to be a host of advantages for conducting PBL lessons, as revealed! .
these respondents, the PBL approach was not without its shortcomings. The most comm®
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disad\.zantage, as given by 25.5 % of the respondents, is that the ado
was time-consuming. The complaints were regarding the cost they

grips to the companies (9.1 %), having to identify an appropriate engineer to interview (3.6%

having to travel to the engineer’s workplace which they did not quite appreciate (3.6% o,
to analyze the situation first before entering the task (3.6%) and the added stress |
them (3.6%). o
Other disadvantages revealed by the respondent are the
having to establish contacts with, the professional (3.6
to use English to interview the engineer ((1.8%). Other complaints were that the task required
energy (1.8%), the task was tiresome (1.8%) and also that they had to be punctual when mgetin

members of _the public (1.8 %). Another drawback which was expected to arise is that high Ievel%
of co-operation were required of team members to ensure the smooth running and successful
completion of the project, and the learners revealed that this was difficult to achieve as some of
them were s'taying far from otl}ers. It is enlightening to note, however, that 25.5 L% of the
respondents, in response to the item, “what are some of the things you dislike about learning this

way?”, actually wrote “nothing”, “No, it was enjoyable” and “There’s nothing I dislike”
asked about what they disliked about the PBL task. ¢ iRe when

The benefits derived from the PBL task are summarized in Table 1 below:

ption of the PBL approach
had to bear in making the
), having
the task gave

y were not too delighted at the prospect of
%), neither were they excited about having

Table 1 Benefits of PBL Task

h the most frequently-citel

profession of an engine

roved their knowledge

. now more aware of

they have just visited. Om

s of an engineer.

; profession and what thel
:overed new dimensio
tter individuals and
. that they have now le
their communication sk
ch as networking with
)pportunity to learn to
2ir communication skills
become a more commif
 really plan their trip (0
reporting that they alsof

'BL lessons, as revealed
mings. The most cOm¥

- Benefits of PBL Task i i
B e E’g;} L:;:tage of Subjects —‘
2. Enjoyable 96.4%

3. Improved English 100%

4, Further motivates to learn English 98.2%

5, Now understands profession of engineer 34.2 %

6. Improved communication skills 211 %

7. Gained strategies on how to get employed 15.8%

8. Learned about networking with professionals 13.6 %

9. Aware of need to improve English I%‘ 2%

10. Given opportunity to work in teams 7h9l %
1. Aware of strategies to identify companies for practical training 5:3 T

What the students did not enjoy about the PBL Task may be summarized in Table 2:

lable 2 Aspects of PBL Task that Subjects did not Enjoy

ects of PBL Task which subjects did not like: Percentage of subjects
LMe-consuming 25.5% L
to bear costs 9.1 %
Jave added stress 3.6%
d to identify respondent 3.0%
d to travel to engineer’s workplace 3.6%
to analyze situation beforehand 3.6%
:loto establish contacts with professional 3.6 %
me
d 10 interview enoj i is s
gineer in English 1.8%
&d to be punctual when meeting member of public 1.8%
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Conclusion T
To conclude, the PBL approach brings about more benefits than disadvantages to these learney
involved. We know that every teaching-learning approach has its strengths and weaknesseg
However, the PBL approach introduced to the students taking the language course revealed thy
the benefits outnumbered the disadvantages. The project needs proper planning, however, on the
part of the learners. In addition, the learners need to be given sufficient time to complete the tasg
to ensure that they derive maximum benefit from it. l
Suggestions for Future Research
Teachers and educators who employ Problem-Based tasks in their classes could determine th
specific generic skills which learners have improved on, as a result of having undergone ¢
learning approach. On the role of the educators, it would be fruitful to determine what they feg
about this approach, as some are known to distance themselves from teaching approaches
which their roles are downsized to that of a facilitator. Teachers who have always beg
authoritative figures of knowledge in the tlassroom are usually the ones to oppose this kind g
learning approach. Thus, it would be interesting to find out if our present-day teachers
welcome to the notion of providing more autonomy to learners. |
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