Research on Project-based learning to facilitate learner autonomy

This is a report of teacher initiated research to investigate what materials, strategies and approaches could be practically used to teach English in under-resourced EFL environments which have large classes, outdated and standardized syllabi, and untrained teachers. It has evolved gradually to its current position

Phase 1: 3 year research, 50-hour course experimenting with communicative methodology and materials with classes of 100+ in one college Researcher ZS (1983-85)

Phase 2: evolving the concept of Project Based Learning (PBL), classes of 100+, English department from one college,  involving 3 colleagues and Researcher ZS (1994- 97)

Phase 3: fine tuning the PBL model in wider contexts, Classes 100+ to 35, Three institutions, 5 collaborating researchers, ZS as a principle researcher set up research, analysed and wrote the report given below.(1999-2002)

Introduction

Give a man fish, he eats it one day; teach him how to fish and he will never go hungry. This is an oft quoted and very well known saying, which lends itself beautifully to the educational paradigm. If we teach learners how to learn, then they would not be at loss in real life situations, as they would be armed with strategies to deal with whatever comes their way. To quote Bruner (1966) “ instruction is a temporary state that has its objective to make the learner or problem solver self-sufficient….Otherwise, the result of instruction is to create a form of mastery that is contingent upon the perpetual presence of the teacher.” The objective of helping learners to become self -sufficient points towards teachers having to make an effort to motivate learners to be active and eventually be groomed as independent/autonomous learners. The classroom changes from teacher fronted classroom to a learner-centred place of activities where learners identify, restructure and formulate their goals. They use strategy planning; develop and execute their plan and learn to self-monitor, evaluate and reflect on their learning as they go along. (Oxford R:       ; Wenden A: 1991.) A salient feature across the research from various perspectives characterises effective learners as being cognitively and affectively involved in the learning process (Wang.M.C. and Peverley S.T:1986) Some work in cognitive psychology is directly tied to this constructivist approach to learning. At its core, this theory is about the relationship between learners and content. “constructivist approaches emphasise learners’ actively constructing their own knowledge rather than passively receiving information transmitted to them from teachers and textbooks. From a constructivist perspective, knowledge can not be simply given to students: students must construct their own meaning” (Stage, Muller, Kinzie and Simmons 1998:35) This view of learning is based on the work and thinking of a variety of psychologists and philosophers, most notably Jean Piaget Jerome Bruner, Ernst Von Glaserfeld and Lev Vygotsky (Weiner M 2002 :11-12)

As Weiner (Ibid) rightly points out, “literature is very good at describing where students should end up. The authors delineate all the chararecterises independent, autonomous learners. They address much less frequently how it begins with students who are at the other end of the continuum [dependent, passive and not self-confident] and starts moving them in the direction of intellectual maturity and autonomy. It has been observed in a number of studies that development as an independent learner is not really the logical outcome of formal education.” Both teachers and learners need to make a conscious effort  towards this goal (Lai-Kwan & Liz Hamp-Lyons :2001; Coombe C. & J Kelly :1998;  Shih M :1999; Weiner : 2002) This research report is an effort to investigate if the PBL model used in five Pakistani classrooms helped to foster autonomous learning in EFL classes. 

Background
1.The Teaching /Learning Environment

In Asian settings, such as Pakistan, where this research was done to look at learner autonomy as one of the variables for effective learning, this conscious effort takes a greater level of determination and understanding on the part of the teacher who initiates this conceptual leap. Before sharing the research and its findings, it would be pertinent to give a description of the teaching learning environment in which the research was done. As in many EFL countries traditionally the teaching of English emphasizes the gaining of knowledge about the language rather than using language for general communicatiive purposes. In reading, the emphasis is on lexis and word to word translation of contents. 

(Kiato & Kiato:1995) In writing, the focus is sentence level grammar, creating an impression that good writing is correct writing, rather than considering features of writing that are important for communicating a message to a reader. Writing is seen as means of re-inforcement of grammatical and rhetorical structures, not as a tool for communicating with audience and stimulating thinking about subject matter. (Raimes:1983). This has two very serious consequences for language learning. First of all, language learning consequently does not activate meaningful contexts to help learners relate to them for effective learning. Secondly, because of the artificial use of language, the learners are deprived of genuine exposure to language use.

Besides this, the learning environments are heavily teacher-centred. Lai- Kwan Lai and Liz Hamp-Lyons comment (ibid) that the criticism that the learners in such settings are passive and dependent is hardly fair. Students’ enthusiasm and creativity are ‘often dampened in the traditional classroom, which cannot amply provide [them] with sufficient opportunities to acquire or to exercise the learning skills for autonomy. If lectures are mostly presented in teacher-centred fashion, students’ sense of involvement may tend to lesson.’

Yet another area which needs to be highlighted is the existence of large classes, which results in lack of individual attention from teachers and also the lack of exposure to genuine language use. (Coleman. H; 1991 Sarwar Z: 2001) To add to this complicated list, outdated and ‘standardized curricula and exams make it difficult to change teaching materials and methods. Teachers have to ensure that students perform well on the required exit exams.’ ( Shih  M : 1999)

2.Research setting

ELT in itself is not a full-fledged discipline in Pakistan yet, hence there is almost no research tradition in ELT in Pakistan and a dearth of materials and facilities exists. This project was taken up as a part of TESOL’s Tailor-Made Professional Development (TMPD) for which Pakistan was chosen as an Affiliate to pilot the programme. 23 Classroom practitioners worked together in collaborative research projects in areas of their interest. This is one of the six projects, which reached completion.

The research on Project-based Learning  (PBL) was set up set up by this researcher. It enrolled five teacher researchers to try out the PBL model in their classrooms and helped to gather data through pre/post Questionnaires, arranged group interviews and reflective accounts of learners.

3. Research Design

This section of the paper gives a brief description of the subjects, question in focus and procedure used in the study. The over-arching research question of the study is:  what happens if PBL is introduced in EFL classes?  The study brings out interesting facts, and raises issues about which learners chose to do the PBL and why; what they found interesting and useful and why; how was group work perceived by learners and a host of other related queries. However, this paper will focus on only one of the implementing questions and its ancillary questions, which deal with learner autonomy.

It will also describe the PBL model along with its operational definition and outline the procedures that were followed for data collection and analysis. The analysis will follow an ethnographic approach, in which numbers are used to understand issues and trends rather than be looked at as indicators to prove contentions.

4. Subjects

Initially, this classroom research was to focus on the outcomes of PBL  in EFL large classes. Due to some constraints, only one collaborating researcher out of the five had a class of 150. The other classes from where data has been collected had an average population of 35 students each from two government colleges and one private college from a major city in Pakistan. In all, 225 students enrolled for PBL and 153 completed the project. The students were females at the two government colleges, and a mixed class of boys and girls in the private college, all aged between 18-20 + years. Their proficiency in English ranged from false beginners to intermediate/post intermediate level.

Question in Focus

In what ways did PBL facilitate learner autonomy for the college students in an EFL learning environment? 

The ancillary questions are: 

What is learner autonomy? What activities in the PBL are designed to facilitate learner autonomy? As initiators of PBL, what are teachers’ perceptions about learner autonomy? What are learners’ views about PBL? What are the outcomes?

The PBL Model used in Research

The PBL model used in this research differs from the usual practice in which project work  (Fried-Booth D.L: 1986; A.P. Papandreous: 1994; J L  Eyring: 1998; K Gerret:  1998) is built around the curriculum, its instructional objectives and its themes. However, the model in this research evolved gradually in an effort to solve the ‘puzzles’ while keeping the ground realities of the EFL teaching/ learning environment in view. Summerised briefly, these include outdated and standardized syllabi and examination procedures; large classes; teacher-fronted classrooms promoting learner dependency and learners’ lack of exposure to meaningful language use. 

The operational definition of PBL as used in this research is that it is

“ a voluntary collaborative or individual process initiated by the teacher to provide EFL learners a meaningful use of the target language outside the classroom. The contents of the project may or may not relate to the learners’ prescribed curriculum. The focal aims are to give them opportunities to become fluent and confident in using English by utilizing and expanding their existing language repertoire” (Sarwar 2000: ) 

The diagram below will also clarify the steps, which were used by students while working on PBL. Insert 5 step diagram

Procedure

Since this researcher was not involved in the direct application of the PBL in classes, an introductory session with the 5 collaborating researchers [referred to in this research as researcher A,B, C, D, & E] was undertaken to explain the rationale and the process of the project. A handout with the guidelines for the students was also prepared, and they were promised a certificate of participation for working on PBL and in each class, first second and third prizes for different projects 

A pre- and post-questionnaire was administered to the 5 teacher researchers who were working on the PBL in their classes. They were also interviewed after the completion of the project. Similarly, 225 students who initially enrolled for the project filled in a questionnaire. 153 Students who completed the project were asked to fill in a post-questionnaire. 26 random samples from different institutions of the same pre-post questionnaires have been selected for analysis. As the sample is large, random selection of available students was taken for the two group interviews of students. Random telephone interviews of available students were also taken.

More over, students were encouraged to give an open-ended reflection on their experience of project based learning in which 38 responses were received. During the final display and certificate award of the project, the students’ work was also observed by this researcher. The data collected is extremely rich but for the purposes of this paper, only responses dealing with learner autonomy will be discussed. 

Analysis and Discussion

1. Learner Autonomy

Before beginning the analysis, it is necessary to understand what learner autonomy involves. Wenden 1991:15 says that

‘Successful’ or ‘expert’ or intelligent learners have learnt how to learn. They have acquired the learning strategies, the knowledge about learning, and attitudes that enable them to use these skills and knowledge confidently, flexibly, appropriately and independently of a teacher. Therefore they are autonomous.

By this definition learning to learn is a process of gaining learner autonomy, through which learners become active, confident and can flexibly transfer their learnt skills to other/similar areas of learning, even without teacher guidance. Wang (1986) sees learners as being capable of learning independently through identification, formulation and restructuring of goals; use of strategy planning; development and execution of plans; 

engagement of self-monitoring.

It must be remembered however that learner autonomy is not a magical state, but is a  gradual process of learner training through which they can gain independence. As the PBL researcher A pointed out in her interview, ‘in Asian settings, where children are not encouraged to ask questions and voice opinions, learner training for autonomy is also a conceptual leap, a kind of breaking of barriers of the socio-cultural norms.’

2. Analysis of the structure of PBL

If we look at PBL’s operational definition it is a voluntary activity. It involves learner’s personal decision about enrolling for extra studies, which do not directly relate to their ‘course’. Secondly, being a completely out of the class activity, it moves the students from the teacher–fronted classroom and gives them an opportunity to learn on their own. 

In stage one of PBL, personal decisions are required whether the activity will be done individually or in groups and what tasks or themes will be selected for the project. Stage two focuses on information gathering ‘strategies’. Stage three brings into play organizing, sequencing ,editing self/peer ‘monitoring’ skills. Stage four requires final selection and presentation skills. Finally organizing display and sharing with others, which can be termed as the ‘development and execution of plans’.

The stages of PBL are similar to the traditional one. However, there are two major differences. Not being connected directly to their studies, these learners had simply taken up the  project in a desire to learn English. All respondents in the pre-questionnaire said that they wanted to join the project to improve their English,  [improvement in spoken skills 58%;  overall language skills 27%; reading and writing 18%; grammar 18 %; and 12% want to learn something new] It indicates an ‘identification of goal’ and the consciousness of what they were learning in their English classrooms [whether large or small] was not enough. Secondly, the majority of learners in their reflective writing said that they had never done an activity like this before. Being used to rote-learning, producing a newspaper or a project book on their own was like achieving a “ mission impossible” [entry no 16] These responses may suggest that learners who were at the lowest  wrung of the ladder in terms of learner autonomy, found PBL a confidence building activity which can be taken as their first step towards independence.

3. Teachers’ perception of autonomous learning

Prior to working on PBL, the two senior teacher researchers A & B, expressed doubt if students will opt to work on a project, which was not directly related to examinations and grades. “Our students in government colleges are comparatively slow, lazy, lack concentration to work and are not often ready to accept new ideas.” Researcher C opined that “there is always unlimited capacity in every learner to learn, only the learning environment is limited.” However, Researcher D gave a more positive response, saying “my learners are enthusiastic about learning English. I believe that if this enthusiasm is channeled and guided properly, they are surely capable of learning on their own.” Researcher A and E accepted that they had “never heard of the term ‘learner autonomy’ ” Also, the interviews brought out the fact that none of them had ever considered learner autonomy as a teaching strategy. This may suggest that teachers are unaware of this as a rich resource for effective learning.

Another interesting point that emerged was that being used to the ‘product oriented’ culture, researcher E was very disappointed that only 10 out of her 35 students completed PBL. She felt so embarassed by this fact that it took a lot of encouragement from the principal researcher before she shared her reflections. She found it difficult to understand that ethnographic research does not necessarily report on success, but is an effort to understand the issues involved in a probe. This could indicate the erroneous opinions which teachers hold about research. The difficulty of achieving success in such ventures could be a deterent  that  keeps teachers away from classroom research.

4. Learners’ views: 

1. Anxiety

In their open-ended reflections, learners show anxiety about how they would gather materials to organize for a newspaper. Here are some quotes from them:

‘Before starting the newspaper I was very worried [+Entry (E)18,25] about collection of materials, its compilation….. in the beginning it was looking  a difficult task’ [ E3] ‘concerned’ [E 5] ‘confused, puzzled’,[E 13; 16;19;31] ‘In the past I never thought I could create anything. I was curious and nervous’ [E2;15;20;30;32;33] ‘It was tough and difficult’ [E10; 11;34]

Researcher A substantiates the stress and anxiety felt by the students,  “Initially the assignment seemed too difficult to achieve… it was contrary to the conventional methods of teaching….. it was an uphill task.”. Their anxiety and nervousness might be due to the fact that so far, the students had never worked on their own. They were ‘stunned’ [E35] by the thought that besides learning in class, there were other options for practicing English.

2.Group Dynamics

An interesting fact that emerged in the general analysis the pre-PBL questionnaire was that the majority of learners who opted for working alone had secured high marks in public exams and perhaps did not feel the need for group/peer support.

Another view is presented by a learner [E10] “I hope this research goes well. One thing: this programme has already proven to me: Its very difficult for girls to work together in a group especially if two of them want to be ‘the boss.’  This problem was also voiced in the group interview. One interviewee said ‘there should be rules of behaviour in projects like these.’  A revealing reflection is given by another learner [E29] of the same group.

 “First of all, I thought the programme will go to heights, but this moment when I am in the depths of water… it is no more interesting…. I am not enjoying the way I want because of lots of burden, may be nervousness of my group members”.

 Out of the 35 reflections, this is the only entry, which admits not enjoying the PBL. It may also be that in EFL teacher fronted classrooms the learners never get a chance to work on collaborative projects, and find it difficult to work out principles of cooperative learning.

3. Lack of time

 Although most of the learners enjoyed the PBL activity, but a few complained of lack of time. “ It gets stressful sometimes when we get many assignments of other subjects and we have to do this. One cannot give much time to this and enjoy it [E22]

Another adds “I would like to criticize one thing, because some times we do not have sufficient time to complete these exercises, and we feel embaressment before our teacher.” [E34]. Yet another entry records ‘ If we had more time to spare, we might have done more than what we did. Anyway, it helped us a lot” [E38] It appears that learners were aware of the vast possibilities offered by PBL, but the demands of regular studies prevented them from performing as well as they wanted to. Being an out of the class activity and not connected directly to their studies, this tension would be inherent in PBL. However, the majority of entries also accept that PBL improved their English language skills a great deal. 

5. Teachers’ Role

For learners, the teacher is still a very important figure in the PBL. “ At first I was quite confused about the planning of the newspaper, but the teacher’s coordination made it easier.” 

[E 18]. Another reports, “ at first I couldn’t make out what the teacher said, but when she explained, I was satisfied. My teacher is nice and cooperative. She helped us and gave us ideas. It was my first experience and I don’t know how to accomplish it. But she encouraged us and enabled us to do a marvelous job” [E37]. Teachers’ appreciation also appears to be instrumental in pushing learners towards better performance. “ Now when the project is complete, I’m quite satisfied and happy with my work, as our teacher appreciated our work a lot. I feel a big tension is released from my mind.” [E 3]

This may indicate that these EFL learners are as yet not very sure of the value of their work and require teachers’ approval to feel satisfied. The PBL operational definition has taken into account the teachers role’ and terms the teacher as the ‘initiator’, whose role is to introduce the programme to learners and give them ideas about the options available for learning through PBL

6. Profile of One PBL Learner.

It is tempting to share the profile of one PBL learner [E4] whose work will be displayed with this presentation. She secured the first prize for the book as well as the newspaper. A discussion with her teacher [Researcher A] revealed that she was doing badly as a science student and was transferred to Arts. Her teacher says ‘ she remained disinterested in her studies. But when the PBL was introduced she magically transformed, became active and excelled all others.’ Learner E4’s reflections record how she went from place to place looking for the materials. She finally found them in magazines bought from a roadside hawker. In a telephonic interview the learner said that she had first wanted to do something on Princess Diana. She changed her mind when she found a lot of girls had taken up this theme. She wanted to do something different. This may indicate a conscious use of a strategy to achieve success through selection of an uncommon topic. 

E4’s reflection also provides another dimension of development that she went through while working on PBL. “Throughout this book I have been learning about people and relationships_ what I have found important was the precious treasure of people I have by my side. I am thankful to all of them for being with me in their own different ways at all times I needed them.” The acknowledgements she gives at the beginning of her book on Windsors are very professional, impressive and touching. It indicates a level of maturity, which she gained while working on the project with others.

Researcher B’s reflections substantiate the view that learners’ potentials come to the surface once they are given occasions to explore their capabilities.  She says, “ the project was open for all. First the motivated and the intelligent ones came forward. But later, the other students_ the weaker ones _ also started getting involved. This proves that the girls we call ‘weak students’ can also be motivated.”

Outcomes

1. Positive views on learning

On the whole the learners viewed working on the PBL positively. In the post PBL questionnaire, 90% of the participants  recommend that PBL should be introduced as a regular programme for learning English. To quote from just a few reflections, they term it as  ‘A great challenge’; [E32]‘The only way to remove our deficiency in English’; [E9]; ‘I have learnt very much from this project about difficult words and their meanings [E17]; ‘I gained a lot of information [E18]; I gained a great amount of knowledge and felt a responsible person [E13]; The most precious and unforgettable experience of my life.  My feelings are more than I can express [E5] The over all response of the learners indicates that they found it a useful and enjoyable activity.

 2. Use of strategies

The learners used conscious strategies to achieve success. E4’s example of choosing a topic to be different from others has been quoted above.. E 11’s reflection throws light on another strategy. “Above all, I gained remarkable confidence to stand up and speak…. I started preparing to discuss in the [group] I started improving my vocabulary so that I can prove myself and make my point clear.” Yet another strategy is learning to transfer their skills to future tasks. “It was a difficult task. But when we have completed it, it’s very easy to say that now we can easily make another.” [E 20] Responses of this kind indicate that PBL learners became active and used their thinking skills to improve themselves.

3. Confidence building

A characteristic of learner autonomy is confidence building and consciousness of skills learnt. E6 records, “ with the making of profile cards, we were able to know our skills at presenting each and every aspect of our life in a beautiful manner.” Another entry [E31] says, “ after making the newspaper all tensions were gone…. I am happy and thinking that nothing is difficult if you have the true spirit.” The reflection in E2 says, “I have made a beautiful newspaper and I think it was a great experience to make an informative assignment with my own ideas. I have made many assignments but making the newspaper was a wonderful experience of my life.” Working on their own and discovering their potential gave E14 the confidence to say, “ I feel after completing the newspaper that I have the ability to do something.” E28 says that PBL has brought out the  “hidden abilities of the students.” Similar responses can be seen in a number of entries indicating that on the whole, having realized their potential, learners felt confident after doing PBL.

Researcher A’s reflection also corroborates this finding, “ the whole exercise brought a tremendous change in my students. They were overwhelmed with their work. They became confident, independent and self-reliant. They were proud of their achievement and wished to do more such work.” Researcher B adds, “the thrill of working together, interacting in English and finally succeeding in compiling something which they could call their own, gave them a sense of achievement They wished to do more such work.”

4. Improvement in Language Skills

The primary reason for joining PBL was to improve their English language skills. Many recorded entries give an indication of what learners’ felt about their progress. E24 writes, “By this programme we have improved our English and the ability to write.” E 25 and 26 terms it a “good programme for improving English.”  E6 calls it “a healthy activity which improved our overall powers of English reading and writing.”

Reviewing students’ progress, researcher C says “ Some students had written paragraphs about themselves depicting their growing awareness in language conventions. Although these paragraphs were not accurate, they could be considered an effort towards fluency in written language.”  Another comment is offered by researcher D, “ it broke their inhibition of writing when they saw they could write meaningful sentences on their own. Previously they copied responses from texts. Now they discovered their capability of writing on their own and their answers were much better. (it) also helped them learn to streamline their thoughts and arranging them on paper. This improved their essay writng skills.” Researcher B talks about improvement in comprehension, “ Searching and selecting suitable materials sharpened their sense of judgement, improved their understanding and developed their power of comprehension.”  Although no language test was taken before or after PBL, the teachers and students responses may be taken as an indication of language improvement which is possible through PBL, since it provides a meaningful exposure to language use on an EFL environment.

5. Teachers Awareness of Leaner Autonomy as a Potential for Learning

An interesting and perhaps unexpected outcome of PBL research was a change in the attitude of some researchers towards learner autonomy. Researcher A frankly admits 

“The designs, colour combinations plus the information about themselves was a sight to watch. I could not believe that the work was done by the same students whom I had labeled as dull, slow and lazy ….. so much can be achieved by a little effort on the part of a teacher!” Researcher D was surprised that “students who relied completely on the teacher for understanding a text before PBL, were noticed to gain some independence by having to scan the newspaper for useful information and select meaningful information.”

Researcher E, who was initially disappointed with the response of her students, reflects

“ I think we can further think about the effect of PBL on those who did not participate, maybe they regretted it. In my case when they saw the outcome, some of them actually came up to me and regretted that they had not opted to participate in it.”  She was perhaps able to reconcile to the lack of response in her students when they realized that the PBL activity in itself was a good one.

The above section of the paper analysed in what ways PBL facilitated learner autonomy in five EFL classrooms as an out of class and voluntary activity and what were teachers’ perceptions and learners’ views about it. The outcomes of PBL have also been reviewed.
Conclusion

The outcomes indicate learners’ positive views on PBL, their use of strategies, confidence building and improvement in language skills. Teachers of the five classes where PBL was introduced became conscious of the building up learner autonomy as a potential for learning. These indications are similar to what Sarwar (2001:135) has pointed out in her earlier research findings

 “The transition from learner dependence to independence was not an easy process, specially in a system of education where spoon-feeding and rote-learning are common teaching learning strategies….. On the other hand, relegating learning tasks and responsibilities to students involved risks and ensuing frustrations…. But the students’ responses and enthusiasm lent a lot of support. In the last stages, their increased output and productivity became a reward in itself.”

Weiner (2002 :1-2) supports the same view “ It seemed to me that what prevented students from doing well was a lack of confidence….. It came to me that I might address the problem by making the learners feel more in control….. I was stunned by how willing they were to work and with no complaints. Less concrete, but no less real was the change in atmosphere and energy in the class.” 

It can be surmised from that learner autonomy is a powerful strategy, which was used in this research introducing PBL in an EFL learning environment. So PBL is particularly pertinent in EFL learning environments because as learners gain confidence, “ they are  able to see the power of language and how to use it for their purpose. Its like a person discovering that she can walk without a crutch  ____ She will never want to use a crutch again and give up freedom to walk independently. The same paradigm can be used for a language learner released from the shackles of rote learning”  (Sarwar 2000:51)

Further Questions

The research which introduced PBL in five EFL classrooms has given a number of broad insights into teacher /learner perceptions and outcomes of PBL. However, a number of  further questions which spring from it are:   who are the learners who opt/not opt to take up this voluntary mode of learning and why?  Would class size make a difference in learners’ opting to do voluntary learning such as PBL? What are teacher/learner attitudes to self-learning? Would these attitudes change after seeing the outcomes of PBL? How much language improvement do the learners really go through as a result of using PBL? What benchmarks should be used to gauge this progress? Will conscious learner training in strategies improve language skills? How does group work and peer support help/hinder students’ personal progress (specially the weak ones) in autonomous learning? How does training in ELT help teachers to introduce and convince learners to use learner autonomy? How much support should be given to learners at the lowest wrung of the continuum in learner autonomy?

The questions abound. The point of teacher research is to peel off one skin of the onion or solve one ‘puzzle’ (Alwright;  Burns;  Freeman;  wallace) and then begin the cycle of research  again.
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