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PRACTICAL ISSUES OF RESORTING TO PROBLEM-BASED
LEARNING AT EFL CLASSES
The article discusses the main prospects of using problem-based learning in teaching
English as a foreign language. Both the benefits of implementing PBL in language
learning process and the possible difficulties are outlined. The major features of
problems for EFL classes are described and real life examples are presented.
Key words: problem-based learning, English as a foreign language, types of
problems.
Introduction. The notion of problem-based learning (henceforth PBL) is not a
new one, but seems to be essentially evasive when it comes to real life experience of
teachers. The problem is that though numerous educators have heard of it, not so

many of them have come up with the practical suggestions of its implementation into

466



the learning process. The main obstacle for introducing PBL into the English
language classroom is very clear indeed: it is the lack of learners’ language
proficiency itself. As a rule, students with low levels of language proficiency find it
difficult to understand the matter of the problem when it is presented in a foreign
language. Moreover, they are overly concerned with their ability to express their
point of view, so that they usually opt for silence.

However, the benefits of implementing PBL in EFL classroom are worth
making an effort. It falls in the line with communicative language teaching. There is
no doubt, that problem solving and teamwork improve such essential skills as critical
thinking, informed decision-making, argumentative strategies, communicative and
cooperative skills, etc.

Rationale. PBL can be defined as a student-centred methodological approach
to education that focuses on the learners’ self-directed cognition processes which are
stimulated by a challenging ill-structured problem, the solution of which often
requires multiple skills and knowledge of more that one field of science [14; 15]. The
core of this approach is an authentic problem, which serves as a stimulus for learners
to get actively involved in the process of its analysis, discussion of the main obstacles
to decision making, arrangement of further research into the problem, sharing of the
obtained information, and proposing the possible solutions.

There seems to be a huge disproportion between the amount of publications
dedicated to PBL abroad and those published in Ukraine. Moreover, popularity of
PBL principles and practices varies considerably across disciplines, being much more
favoured in medical science [8], engineering [7; 10], management [10] and far less
known in studying foreign languages.

Jumariati et al. (2017) present findings on the positive impacts of PBL on
learning argumentative writing in English [5]. Fateme Shir Mohammadi (2017)
compares vocabulary recall and retention results among students who were taught in
a traditional way and with problem-based vocabulary tasks, the latter being proved as

more effective [9].
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Azman and Shin (2012) have found PBL particularly helpful for improving
students’ speaking skills, featuring the peculiarities of its implementation on a small
scale with first year students. These authors are very optimistic about the abilities of
low language proficiency learners to do a PBL course as long as tutors provide more
scaffolding and guidance for language enhancement. They state, “PBL is
educationally sound, but educators and researchers still need to assess students’
perceptions about PBL before implementing it” [1]. However, J. Larson claims that
PBL may not be a very good approach at basic levels of language learning — at least
not in its traditional form [6].

Othman and Shah (2013) prove that a PBL course does not have to sacrifice
the content for the form, making it possible for the students to cover all necessary
topics in a patchy self-directed manner. The students seem quite capable of creating a
comprehensive and coherent picture of the course while simultaneously improving
their language skills [12].

Ng Chin Leong P. illustrates some problems suggested at Business English
classroom, stating that students had to be very creative while doing, for example,
disguised shopping, or collecting additional information. This authenticity fostered
collaborative learning, but was not void of limitations [11].

Boothe D., Vaughn R., Hill J. and Hill H. advocate incorporation of the PBL
model into science, technology, engineering and mathematics education (STEM)
coupled with English language learning [2].

The authors of the collective work “Problem-based learning in teaching
English as a foreign language: theoretical and practical issues” (2017) share their
experience of participating in a MOOC dedicated to PBL and then implementing it in
their EFL courses. They combine two perspectives of being taught through PBL and
teaching according to the principles of PBL. Apart from theoretical issues, the
authors present some examples of the problems to be used and some essential
vocabulary to be taught in order to sustain teamwork [13].

Thus, the existing publications mostly provide comparisons of PBL with other

EFL teaching methods and outline its benefits and the main obstacles to its
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implementation. The real examples of PBL tasks are surprisingly few. Besides, many
examples are presented as decision making tasks which complies with Bloom’s
taxonomy of learning objectives, of course, but can be too well-structured to be called
‘problems’ in the sense of PBL.

The objective of the article is to outline the major reasons for resorting to
PBL while learning foreign languages and kinds of problems that can be used at
English classes.

Discussion. The major reasons for implementing PBL at EFL classes are
grounded on the benefits of learner-based approach, increased cognitive involvement
and collaborative work. Most researchers agree on the following advantages of PBL:

-solution of authentic problem-based tasks improves both cognitive and
metacognitive skills of the learners;

-it creates student-centred educational environment that engages the learner to
participate more eagerly in all the activities;

-the students are much more motivated as they deal with real world problems,
which are interesting for them;

-the novelty of the approach raises the learners enthusiasm as well;

-a challenging problem promotes group work, develops skills to view an issue
critically, argue and propose solution, thus developing communication skills;

-through PBL students learn to take responsibility of their learning process and
its outcomes, and these skills of self-directed learning can be essential for life-long
learning;

-PBL increases student talk-time and reduces teachers’ time, which is very
important for language learning;

-it emphasizes the role of self and peer assessment;

-mundane memorizing is replaced with conceptualization and retention of
grammar and vocabulary units in the context;

-PBL prompts the usage of a variety of knowledge sources and often stimulates

acquiring additional skills, e.g. improved e-literacy;
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-PBL is collaborative, communicative and cooperative as it involves group
work, peer teaching and group presentations;

-non-linear approach to learning falls in the line with the development of
today’s cyberworld.

Finally, as O.-S. Tan points out, at PBL classes students tend to develop a
positive mindset concerning problems, which replaces the usual confronting attitude
to them with inquisitiveness and confident efforts to find the solution [15]. These
features are essential for all specialists.

The PBL curriculum has proven to work well in educational institutions
worldwide and can find its way into Ukrainian classrooms in different formats and
modifications. However, the main obstacles to its implementation are the rigid system
of separate academic disciplines, lack of PBL experience among Ukrainian lecturers,
low English language proficiency of the learners and no database of challenging
educational problems.

Moreover, EFL teachers often face additional constraints. J. Larson points out
the fact that while discussing a problem, students often prefer to communicate in their
native language which is of course, a huge drawback in an EFL classroom. On the
other hand, the students’ inability to fully express themselves in a foreign language
may cause frustration and disappointment [6]. A PBL tutor should be very sensitive
to this fact.

Another important issue is that Ukrainian students are over-reliant on language
teachers due to the general educational traditions in the country. Such activities as
explaining, describing, decoding, guiding etc. have to be actively fostered in the
class, otherwise only a few students with better knowledge of the subject or more
confident ones will do the talking, while the rest will be passive listeners ready to
agree with anything said. Thus, the choice of a challenging problem is essential for
stimulating all students to participate, despite their apprehensions.

How do we choose a problem for an English class? First, one should bare in
mind the primary purpose for using PBL at English classes — to break down language
barriers, to prepare students for real life communication and to suggest higher order

thinking models that will enhance cognitive and metacognitive skills.
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One might wonder whether we do not achieve these goals while dramatizing
and improvising at language classes. Unfortunately, students are often disinterested
when they have to speak on the topics outlined by the instructors. Usually they rely
on the suggested vocabulary and do not speak their mind but choose the option that is
easier to express. Communication in the classroom is frequently not the same as in
real life situations.

Problems at EFL classes should comply with the rules for PBL problems in
general. It is recommended that problems should be ill-structured and call for
multiple perspectives. The problem should be felt with some discomfort and desire to
clarify the situation. Yet, its solution cannot be found quickly, but requires mutual
efforts, additional search. It may have more than one way to develop it. It must
stimulate teamwork, communication and cooperation. The problem must challenge
students’ current knowledge, attitudes and competencies. A good problem for EFL
classroom should be relevant to the lesson objectives, at appropriate language level,
comprehensible and debatable. It would be best to have a real-life issue that is closely
connected with the learners’ professional development or everyday life. By no means,
should the tutor supply examples, accompanied by comprehensive guidelines and
step-by-step solutions [4; 13; 14; 15].

The problems can be presented in different formats (texts, videos, interviews,
images, etc), as well as the students’ answers (a letter to a real addressee, surveys,
videos, presentations, etc). As we can see, such work requires more skills than just
knowledge of English or other languages.

J. Larson has made an insightful remark about the difficulty of finding natural
contexts for pure language problems [6]. As such possibilities are quite limited, a
more realistic approach is to combine language training with teaching of other
subjects, or at least to incorporate knowledge and skills from other disciplines into
language classes.

Here are examples of the problems that were presented to the EFL students in
heterogeneous groups of speakers (at levels B1-C1 according to CEFR) at Vinnytsia
Institute of Trade and Economics of KNUTE.
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Jan van Eyck’s picture at the text interpretation class. The first class in text
interpretation starts with the discussion of what the text is, how long should it be?
Does one sentence count as a text? (Have you heard of E. Hemingway’s shortest
story?) What about one word? No words? What about dancing, and other forms of
visual art? We come to dichotomy of verbal and non-verbal means of imparting the
meaning.

The students are shown Jan van Eyck’s Portrait of Giovanni Arnolfini and his
Wife (1434). They should describe relationships between the husband and wife
judging by the portrait. Usually students have little to say, dwelling mostly on the
colours and the distance between the spouses. Next, the students are offered to search
for some additional information on the Internet. If the information is not in English,
someone must work as a translator. The students have 15 minutes to do that; an
appointed person marks the time. A strong student leads the discussion. Several or all
students report the details they have found out. One of the students sums them up and
makes up a text about the story of relationships encoded in the picture. Eventually,
students come to understanding that text interpretation is all about finding clues.

Giving diagnosis to a book character. While reading and discussing the book
“Doctor at Large” by R. Gordon students come across a description of a man who
suffers from multiple fears. The students are suggested to diagnose his psychological
state. Eventually, they come to the notion of phobia. Then, they find the names of all
the phobias that the man suffers from. They need to use additional resources, of
course. While doing so, students often come across many interesting, funny and
surprising phobias. They are prompted to conduct a survey among their peers and
present its results at the next lesson. Usually students eagerly do these tasks and even
ask for some technical help in order to present the results statistically and graphically
correct. Thus, additional skills are developed.

Teaching children and learning the history of the language. At the lesson
dedicated to the historical aspects of formation of the English vocabulary, students
are given a letter written by a primary school pupil who has been studying English for

four years. The pupil expresses her resentment to learn English, because the language
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seems absolutely illogical. She has noticed, for example, that some letters are read
absolutely in a different way in various words, such as chair, chemistry and
champagne. ‘Why couldn’t the English people stick to one way?’ asks the girl in the
letter. The students recognise the problem immediately as each of them previously (or
even currently) had or has the same difficulties. Now, they need to find an accurate,
thorough, and clear explanation. After doing the research, the students share the
information. Usually they find different examples and different cases of borrowings.
Finally, they should decide on the most appropriate form of responding to the child’s
letter.

Conclusion. The existing literature and our own findings indicate that PBL can
be successfully used as an alternative strategy for language acquisition at higher
education levels. Cognition-based tasks promote students’ active participation,
effective vocabulary learning, contextualized and more natural communication in a
foreign language. Meanwhile, PLB seems to be especially valuable for scaffolding
the students’ professional success when training sessions combine language learning
with some other professional disciplines. This, however, requires specialists who
have solid knowledge in several spheres or their cooperative work. Thus, the research
and development of PBL courses that integrate EFL learning with other academic
disciplines are the prospective issues to be discussed in further publications.
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