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THE EFFECTS OF MOBILE-ASSISTED PROBLEM-BASED LANGUAGE
LEARNING ON SPEAKING PROFICIECNY OF IRANIAN LANGUAGE
LEARNERS IN THE SECOND LANGUAGE
ABSTRACT

Problem-Based Language Learning (PBLL) is a cognitive and collaborative approach
to language learning which has gained attention of language educators in the last two
decades. Although previous researches have revealed that PBLL is a promising approach
to language learning, a detailed look at the effects of mobile-assisted PBLL on linguistic
features of speaking proficiency of the learners and the learners' views with regard to this
approach are absent. In an attempt to shed light on this issue, a confirmatory sequence
mixed-methods study in the EFL context of Iran was conducted. The effects of mobile-
assisted PBLL was compared to the conventional language learning approach. The
experimental group (n=37) went through mobile-assisted PBLL instruction and the
control group (n=33) went through conventional instruction. The PBLL model was
designed based on Hmelo Silver's (2004) model and Hung's (2006) 3C3R model. The
Oxford Placement Test (OPT) was administered as a placement test, IELTS speaking test
(Parts 2 and 3) was once administered as the homogeneity test-pretest and 3 times as
posttests. A semi-structured interview was also conducted twice, once at the middle and
the other, at the end of the treatment with the experimental group participants (n=17). The
results of multivariate ANOVA (MANOVA) analysis after 26 sessions of treatment
revealed that PBLL can positively affect the participants' proficiency in terms of accuracy
of grammatical structures, vocabulary, spoken fluency, and pronunciation; however, in
terms of task achievement, no significant effect was found. In addition to this, it was
found that the participants’ views with regard to mobile-assisted PBLL are mostly
positive. The learners believed that this approach provides them with more practice in the
form of monologues and dialogues to deal with real-life issues, and it also reveals their
weaknesses to them. Furthermore, it increases their self-confidence, provides them with
opportunities to check their pronunciation with peers in class and to compare them to
valid online sources, which also affects their incidental vocabulary knowledge, their
listening and speaking proficiency at the same time. This study can have pedagogical
implications for curriculum designers, language teachers, material developers, and
language test designers.

Keywords: Mobile-assisted problem-based language learning (PBLL), speaking

proficiency, Iranian EFL context, higher order thinking, collaboration

il



KESAN PEMBELAJARAN BAHASA BERASASKAN MASALAH YANG
DIBANTU PERANTI MUDAH ALIH PADA KEMAHIRAN LISAN PELAJAR
DI IRAN
ABSTRAK
Pembelajaran Bahasa Berasaskan Masalah (PBLL) adalah pendekatan kognitif dan kolaboratif
terhadap pembelajaran bahasa yang telah menerima perhatian pendidik bahasa dalam dua
dekad kebelakangan ini. Walaupun penyelidikan terdahulu telah mendedahkan bahawa PBLL
adalah pendekatan yang amat berjaya dalam pembelajaran bahasa, tiadanya kajian terperinci
akan kesan PBLL yang dibantu peranti mudah alih pada ciri-ciri linguistik lisan para pelajar
dan juga pandangan pelajar berhubung dengan pendekatan ini. Dalam usaha untuk memberi
penerangan tentang masalah ini, penyelidik menjalankan kajian kaedah gabungan bertumpu
selari dalam konteks EFL Iran dan membandingkan kesan PBLL yang dibantu peranti mudah
alih ke pendekatan pembelajaran bahasa konvensional di Iran. Kumpulan eksperimen (n = 37)
mengikuti pengajaran PBLL yang direka oleh penyelidik dan kumpulan kawalan (n = 33)
mengikuti pengajaran konvensional. Oxford Placement Test (OPT) diberikan sebagai ujian
penempatan bahasa, ujian lisan IELTS (bahagian 2 dan 3) diberikan sekali sebagai ujian
homogeniti dan 3 kali sebagai post test. Temubual separa berstruktur juga dijalankan dua kali:
di tengah dan di akhir rawatan dengan peserta kelompok eksperimen (n = 17). Keputusan
analisis ANOVA multivariate (MANOVA) selepas 26 sesi rawatan menunjukkan bahawa
PBLL dapat mempengaruhi dengan positif kecekapan para peserta dari segi ketepatan struktur
tata bahasa, kosa kata, kelancaran lisan, dan sebutan; tetapi, dari segi pencapaian tugas, tiada
kesan ketara dijumpai. Di samping itu, didapati bahawa pandangan para peserta terhadap PBLL
yang dibantu peranti mudah alih kebanyakannya positif. Mereka percaya bahawa pendekatan
ini memberi mereka lebih banyak latihan dalam bentuk monolog dan dialog untuk menangani
isu-isu kehidupan sebenar, dapat mendedahkan kelemahan mereka, meningkatkan keyakinan

diri mereka, memberi peluang kepada mereka untuk memeriksa sebutan mereka dengan rakan-
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rakan di kelas dan membandingkannya kepada sumber dalam talian yang sah, meningkatkan
pengetahuan kosa kata sampingan mereka, dan mempengaruhi kemahiran mendengar dan
berbicara mereka pada masa yang sama. Kajian ini boleh mengakibatkan implikasi pedagogi
untuk para pereka kurikulum, guru bahasa, pencipta bahan permbelajaran, dan pembuat ujian
bahasa.
kata kunci : pembelajaran bahasa berasaskan masalah yang dibantu peranti mudah alih
(PBLL), kemahiran lisan, konteks EFL Iran, kefasihan bercakap, pemikiran pesanan yang

lebih tinggi, kerjasama
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

1.1 Overview
The first chapter of the study begins with an explanation of the background of the study.
Following the background section, the researcher discusses the problem statement, the
purpose of the study, and the significance of the study. In line with the purposes of the
study, the research questions and the research hypotheses are formulated and presented.
The chapter ends by reviewing the definition of the key terms.
1.2 Background of the Study

Speaking proficiency in the second language is defined as the speakers' ability to
perform meaning-focused (fluency) and form-focused (grammatical accuracy)
communication (Goh, and Burns, 2012; Hinkel, 2017). Other aspects of speaking
proficiency in the second language include pronunciation, use of lexical resources, and a
combination of form-focused and meaning-focused communication (Albino 2017;
Hinkel, 2017; Iwashita, Brown, McNamara, & O’Hagan, 2008). The significant role of
speaking proficiency as a communicative skill in both English as a second language (ESL)
and English as a foreign language (EFL) contexts has made it one of the main queries in
most English classes. As a result, there is a plethora of research on speaking proficiency
in various EFL/ESL contexts (e.g., Durer & Sayar, 2013; Karatas, Alci, Bademcioglu, &
Ergin, 2016; Diaab, 2016; Lu & Zheng, 2018; Purnama, Fauziati, Hum, & Wijayanto,
2017; Zeinivand, Azizifar, & Gowhary, 2015; Bergil, 2016).

Indeed, as the overall aim of language teaching and learning is communication
(Brown, Iwashita, & McNamara, 2005), the learners' speaking proficiency in the second
of a foreign language can be an index of their language learning success (Tanaka & Ellis,

2003). Speaking proficiency is assessed in most high stakes tests such as the International



English Language Testing System (IELTS) and Test of English as a Foreign Language
(TOEFL), although it is still not checked in some tests such as Gaoko test in the context
of China (Yang, 2014).

The studies conducted concerning speaking proficiency have revealed that certain
factors may affect speaking, i.e., attitude (Durer & Sayar, 2013; Zeinivand et al., 2015),
willingness to communicate (Bergil, 2016), gender and anxiety (Oztiirk, & Nurdan,
2012), blended learning methods (Samadi, Maghsoudi, & Azizmohammadi, 2014),
pronunciation instruction (Atli & Bergil, 2012), strategy-instruction (Moradi & Talebi,
2014), and cultural background (Kim, Tatar, & Choi, 2014). It can be inferred from these
studies that at least two types of factors affect speaking proficiency of the language
learners, i.e., a) affective factors such as motivation, anxiety, willingness to communicate,
and b) instructional factors such as material selection, selecting teaching or learning
procedures, and strategy instruction. These studies, in turn, indicate the need not only to
attempt to understand language learners as 'whole-mind, whole- person' (Meier, 2000)
but also to design learning procedures that can activate their learning potentials. A
common shortcoming of many instructional approaches to language learning, which may
impede speaking proficiency, however, is the lack of authenticity of the speaking tasks
(Larsson, 2001). Although the use of language is a routine activity in people's lives, in
language classes, it is solely viewed as content to be learned. As a result, the approach to
practice the content is usually instructional rather than authentic (Larsson, 2001).

Another problem is converting the lesson content to an easy-to-understand content for
the learners. This problem is, more or less, observed in the context of Iran, where
language learning mostly occurs through books with predetermined content. Most
language teaching series used in Iran, such as the 'Interchange' series authored by
Richards, Hull, and Proctor (2012) confine the learners to the pre-designed conversation

models and leave less room for the learners' creativity (Soleimani & Dabbaghi, 2012).



For example, in book 1 of the Interchange series, which includes 16 units (lessons), the
learners are presented with 32 different conversational models. Other books used in the
context, e.g., the "Top Notch' series authored by Saslow and Ascher (2006) or the
'Headway' series authored by Soars, Soars, Falla, and Cassette (2010) also present the
learners with decoded data such as conversation models, grammar lessons, vocabulary
lessons with photos. These learning tasks increases the chances of learning through lower-
order thinking in which learning begins with the presentation of knowledge rather than
creating the need for knowledge (Conklin, 2005).

Such problems with the learning materials and teaching methods that are based on
these learning materials urge the need for a new learning method that does not rely on the
excessive presentation of easy-to-understand learning content. Therefore, in this study,
the researcher examines the effects of mobile-assisted problem-based language learning
as a possible approach to solve this problem.

1.2.1 Problem-Based Language Learning (PBLL)

Recent research concerning language learning has also revealed that cognitive
approaches to learning, which are usually run actively and constructively, are more
effective than traditional lecture-based ones (Kessler, 2018). Learning in cognitive
approaches occurs through exploring and connecting ideas (Hmelo-Silver, 2004; Savery,
2015). The language learners are guided to explore knowledge instead of being a passive
recipient of data (Fromkin, Rodman, & Hyams, 2018).

Also, the gradual movement from teacher-centered approaches such as grammar-
translation method (GTM), and audio-lingual method to more collaborative approaches
such as communicative language teaching (CLT), and task-based language teaching
(TBLT) revealed that collaborative learning is more effective than individual learning.
Collaboration is in congruence with Vygotsky's concept of the Proximal Zone of

Development (PZD) (Chaiklin, 2003). The main idea is PZD is that each individual has



an area of knowledge that will not be improved unless that individual collaborates with
other learners who have their area of knowledge. Through this approach, learners can
enhance their knowledge (Hmelo-Silver, 2004).

One of the inquiry-based approaches to learning, which is based on active use of
learners' cognition and metacognition in learning and real-life situations, is that of
problem-based learning (PBL) (Lee & Kwan, 2014). PBL is a self-directed learning
(SDL) approach that relies on learners rather than teachers as knowledge providers. In
PBL, the teachers facilitate and guide learners through higher-order thinking skills
(Ansarian, Adlipour, Saber, & Shafiei, 2016). In PBL, learning content is not determined
by teachers or books. The learners mostly prepare it through searching for relevant data
and shortlisting related and useful information. (Kassem, 2018). Christodoulou (2014);
however, does not favor problem-based education. She explains that inquiry-based
approaches to learning such as PBL make heavy demands on working memory and this
affects learning.

Though PBL was first introduced to medical education, it soon found its way to other
disciplines such as engineering, geography, nursery, and recently social sciences
(Larsson, 2001). Language learning is among the last disciplines touched by PBL.
However, the consensus among many PBL educators is that PBL can affect language
learning (Aliyue, 2017; Hashim, Selamat, & Raja Sulaiman, 2014; Mathews-Aydinli,
2007; Othman & Shah, 2013; Shin & Azman, 2014). Due to the novelty of the approach
in language classes, many aspects of this multi-faceted language learning approach are
still unknown to educators; for example, how the concept of facilitation can be fostered
by the use of technology in PBL language classes. Facilitation (fostering learning
processes) is usually carried out by the course tutor in PBL (Wang, Li, & Pang, 2016);
however, other than human facilitators, there can be environmental facilitators (Hmelo-

Silver, Duncan, & Chinn, 2007) such as technology-based facilitation. Recently and by



the advent of the digital world, the internet and mobile phones are among the leading
technologies used in the sphere of language learning to the extent that such integration
has received a label, i.e., blended learning (Anderson, 2018; McArthur, Lam-McArthur,
& Fontaine, 2018). Technology can affect the cognitive engagement of the learners (Shea
& Bidjerano, 2009), facilitate the social presence of the learners (Shin, 2018), give the
learners more practice time (Hsu & Hsieh, 2011), and provide them with ample search
opportunities (Silverman, 2016).

Although the application of mobile phones in language classes in the 1990s seemed to
be a fanciful thought; due to restricted number of users and unfamiliarity of learners with
online atmosphere, it is more a common habit by many learners to use their mobile phones
to search for the meaning of words, check the accuracy of their structures and watch
language learning videos on YouTube. In line with this new trend, many studies have
been carried out to investigate the impact of mobile-assisted language learning (MALL)
on various language skills and subskills. Burston (2013) acknowledged that over 575
research projects had been conducted between 2005 and 2013, and in most cases, the
results had been promising. In another study, Afzali, Shabani, Basir, and Ramazani (2017)
studied 30 more recent studies concerning MALL and language learning and concluded
that, in most cases, MALL had shown a positive effect on language learning.

More recent studies have focused on the use of mobile phones in PBL classes and have
assumed that it can aid learner-centered and self-directed learning (Alias, Dewitt, & Siraj
(2013). Hendry, Wiggins, and Anderson (2016) argue that the use of mobile phones in
PBL classes can have advantages. However, studies dealing with mobile-assisted PBLL
in which mobile phones are used as the main learning tool rather than an ancillary aid are
extremely scant and detailed effects of deploying mobile-phones in problem-based
language learning (PBLL) classes in not fully understood. Therefore, the researcher was

motivated to conduct a study and delve into this area.



1.3 Problem Statement

Language learning in the private sector in Iran is associated with some problems.
Private language institutes are run by the learners financially; thus, one of the influential
factors in determining the learning and teaching policies is the learners' expectations.
Borjian (2013) explains that the learners expect the teachers' to be accountable for their
learning, which can result in teacher-centered instruction and preference in providing the
learning content by the teacher. In addition, although the focus in the private sector is on
the speaking skill, attention to higher-order thinking, and technology is missing in the
context of Iran (Gilakjani, 2013). For example, In Iran Language Institute (ILI), which is
the most widespread network of language classes in Iran, learners are obliged to turn their
phones off as they enter the class, and the classes are not equipped with any other type of
online search tools. Therefore, one of the current challenges in the EFL context of Iran is
familiarizing the language educators and learners with the role of mobile phones in
language learning processes.

Currently, the internet and the online data, as significant sources of information, are
mostly ignored in Iranian language classes. Considering that Iran is an EFL context and
not in contact with many English native speakers, the learners need to use the internet to
have access to authentic data. Also, as Iranian EFL teachers play a considerable role in
shaping learning for the learners (Akbari, 2015), the learners lose their chance to make
use of their higher-order reasoning skills. This situation may be the cause of low retention
of vocabulary and grammar knowledge among Iranian EFL learners (Gorjian,
Moosavinia, Ebrahimi Kavari, Asgari, & Hydarei, 2011). Mahmoodzadeh (2012) also
notes that Iranian EFL learners lose their confidence in speaking, as they are not sure
about some grammatical structures they use, an issue which affects their speaking fluency

and their communicative success.



The problems mentioned above indicate that what is being currently conducted in
language classes in Iran may not be the desired outcome for the language learners. Also,
it would be hard to conclude the learning procedure suggested in this study can solve the
problems unless it is subject to a comprehensive study in which the learners' views are
also taken into account.

1.4 Purpose of the Study

Little attention has been accorded to how mobile-assisted PBLL can affect the spoken
proficiency of EFL learners. This issue formed the overall purpose of this study, i.e.,
finding out the extent to which mobile-assisted PBLL could affect the speaking
proficiency of EFL learners in the context of Iran.

In order to achieve the abovementioned objective, there was a need to identify the
underlying components of speaking proficiency. Therefore, the public version of the
IELTS exam rubrics was used. As a result, another objective of the study was to realize
how mobile-assisted PBLL could affect speaking proficiency concerning fluency,
pronunciation, grammatical accuracy, vocabulary, and task achievement.

As the researcher wished to have a comprehensive and in-depth look at the variables
under investigation, he endeavored to not only have a quantifiable look at the data but
also to collect qualitative data, i.e., interview data. Thus, the third objective of the study
was to delve into the views of the respondents about mobile-assisted PBLL. Below is a
list of the objectives of the study:

1. To realize whether or not mobile-assisted PBLL affects the speaking proficiency of the
Iranian EFL learners.

2. To understand which aspect of speaking proficiency of the Iranian EFL learners, i.e.,
grammatical structures, pronunciation, vocabulary, fluency, and task achievement is

affected by mobile-assisted PBLL



3. To explore the views of the Iranian EFL learners regarding mobile-assisted PBLL.
1.5 Significance of the Study

The results gained from this study can make contributions to the field of applied

linguistics and also the EFL context of Iran. With a focus on learner-centered,
collaborative, cognitive, and metacognitive approaches to learning, scholars have been
looking for practical procedures to implement these concepts in language classes. Mobile-
assisted PBLL is an attempt to merge these concepts into a learning procedure.
The practice in EFL contexts is often not sufficient. Samaranayake (2016) EFL learners
do not have many opportunities to practice English, as they are only limited to the
classroom occasions and learning materials. The mobile-assisted PBLL approach does
not limit the learners to the classroom boundaries. Not only can the learners practice
English collaboratively at home, but also they are expected to formulate the conversations
themselves rather than mimicking the conversations presented to them. This situation
gives them more practice time.

By utilizing mobile-assisted PBLL, the learners can practice English from home and
are not obliged to attend language classes physically. This aspect of mobile-assisted
PBLL can provide learners in remote areas with language education. Also, this capability
of mobile-assisted PBLL aids learners in learning English during health crisis times and
movement control obligations such as the crisis caused by the COVID-19 pandemic.

Finally, although mobile-assisted PBL is suggested in this study as an approach to
enhance speaking proficiency, some aspects of this approach might not be favored by the
learners. This study can provide the readership with a detailed account of such issues from
the learners' perspective, as it comprises a qualitative section.

1.6 Research Questions

This study sought the answer to the following research questions:



1.  How does mobile-assisted PBLL affect speaking proficiency of the Iranian EFL
learners?

2. Which aspect of speaking proficiency of the Iranian EFL learners, i.e., grammatical
structures, pronunciation, vocabulary, fluency, and task achievement is affected by
mobile-assisted PBLL?

3. What are the views of the Iranian EFL learners regarding mobile-assisted PBLL?

1.7 Research Hypotheses

Hand in hand with the research questions, the following research hypotheses were
formulated:

HO1. Mobile-assisted PBLL does not have any significant effect on the speaking
proficiency of the Iranian EFL learners

HO02. Aspects of spoken proficiency, i.e., grammatical structure, pronunciation,
vocabulary, fluency, and task achievement of Iranian EFL learners' do not significantly
improve as a result of mobile-assisted PBLL.

1.8 Definition of the Key Terms

Problem-Based Language Learning (PBLL)

Problem-based language learning (PBLL) is an extension of problem-based learning
used to consider the intricacies of language learning to implement PBL in language
classes successfully. Both approaches are based on identical theories, i.e., higher-order
thinking, constructivism, and experiential learning. PBLL is a collaborative approach to
learning. The teachers' role in PBLL is changed to tutors who guide the learning process.
Various models have been suggested by scholars such as Hmelo-Silver (2004), Huang
(2006), Savery and Dufty (1995) to implement PBL in classes. In this study, a model was
designed based on the features of these models. This model was used to conduct PBL in

the experimental group. The main difference between the model used in this study and



the previously used models is the close attention paid to the intricacies of learning a
second language.
Speaking Proficiency

Goh and Burns (2012) define speaking proficiency in terms of performance. They
explain that learners have varying degrees of ability in stating sentences fluently and
accurately. The varying degrees of ability in oral communication form various levels of
proficiency in the second language. By referring to fluency and accuracy as two main
components of speaking proficiency, Goh and Burns (2012) discuss three significant
aspects of communication, i.e., meaning-focused (fluency), form-focused (accuracy), and
meaning and form-focused (complexity). Besides, Hinkel (2017) asserts that speaking in
the second language requires the development of speech- processing and oral production
skills. He further explains these skills as accurate pronunciation, grammar, and
vocabulary, as well as information sequencing and discourse organization, are required.
In line with Hinkel (2017) and according to the public version of IELTS' band descriptors,
speaking can be assessed in terms of fluency and coherence, lexical resources
(vocabulary), grammatical accuracy, and pronunciation. These sub-constructs were
considered to assess speaking proficiency in this study. In addition, the researcher
borrowed the concept of 'task achievement' and added it to the scoring model used in the
current study.

Self-Directed Learning (SDL)

Self-directed learning is one of many outcomes of learner-centered learning in which
learners decide what steps they should take to learn a particular content, and therefore,
can guide their own learning process (Hmelo-Silver, 2004). Self-directed learning is a
cognitive process and may vary from one learner to another. The role of a teacher is SDL
is changed to a tutor who only gives feedback rather than determining the learning

process. SDL is among the main features of PBLL.
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Cognitive Learning

Cognitive learning is a product of cognitive learning theory (CLT) and aims at
productive, constructive, long-lasting, and active learning (Rogaten et al., 2019). CLT
explains that mental processes affect learning through both internal and external factors.
It is assumed that without considering cognitive learning, not all learning processes can
be explained.

Cognitive learning is among the most significant characteristics of learning in PBL
(Hung, 2006) and is implemented by determining certain occasions in the learning task
for the learners to think about their learning.

1.9 Rationale of the Study

The researcher believes that mobile-assisted pedagogy is different form laptop-
assisted and desktop-assisted computer pedagogy. Thus, only was the focus of this study
only on mobile phones, but also the participants were prohibited from using any other
device to connect to the online classes. Also, the researcher observed a lack of
comprehensive research on PBLL and speaking proficiency in the second language. Most
of the previous studies have not designed a model based on language learning intricacies
and only implement PBL models designed in the field of education in language classes.
Examples of these models include Hmelo-Silver's (2004) model and Hung's (2006)
model. These models may not be effective unless a step-by-step procedure approach to
language learning is implemented. This shortcoming in the previously designed PBL
models formed the second rationale for conducting this study.

One of the main drives for conducting this study was that PBLL is mostly implemented
in Malaysia (Shin & Azman, 2014), Pakistan (Othman & Shah, 2013), Korea (Lin, 2015)
and research findings that show how it affects the Iranian EFL context are very scant.

This situation indicated a need for a study that not only seeks to understand the effects of

11



mobile-assisted PBLL but also looked at the learners' views. Therefore, the researcher
conducted a study in the context of Iran.
1.10 Organization of the Thesis

This thesis is organized in 5 chapters. The first chapter includes the background of the
study, problem statement, purpose, and significance of the study, along with the research
questions and the hypothesis. The main theories which underpin the study are explained
in Chapter 2. Firstly, the concept of PBLL is made clear by reviewing the literature from
PBL to PBLL. In addition, characteristics of PBLL such as cognitive and metacognitive
thinking, collaboration, self-directed learning (SDL), and learners' autonomy are
elaborated on critically. Next, the role of technology and mobile-assisted language
learning is explained. Finally, the concept of speaking proficiency, models used to assess
speaking proficiency, and studies conducted concerning speaking proficiency are
critically reviewed.

Chapter 3 centers on the methodology of the study. Issues such as participants and
setting, instrumentation, research procedure, and research design are explained in Chapter
3.

Chapter 4 depicts the analysis of the data. Both qualitative and quantitative data are
analyzed by using relevant statistical tools, and the answer to research questions is sought
by using the results of the analysis.

The discussion on the findings and conclusion of the study is stated in Chapter 5.
Through the conclusion, the objectives of the study are restated, and a summary of the
study is presented. Other sections in this chapter include the theoretical and pedagogical
implications of the study, limitations of the study, and recommendations for further

research.
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1.11 Summary of the Chapter

In the first chapter, the problems in the Iranian EFL context concerning speaking
proficiency were elaborated on. Therefore, in the problem-statement section, a detailed
account of the Iranian EFL context (the public and the private sector) was given.
Negligence towards the speaking skill in Iran and the need for a new cognitive approach
to learning justifies the main objectives of the study, i.e., to measure the effects of mobile-
assisted PBLL on speaking proficiency of the Iranian EFL learners. In order to have a
more in-depth look at this objective, through the second objective of the study, speaking
proficiency was broken down into its components. Additionally, the researcher planned
to listen to the learners' voices and to delve into their views. Based on the objectives, the
research questions and hypotheses were stated. Finally, a brief definition of the key terms

and the organization of the thesis was presented.
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1 Introduction

The second chapter of the study is an attempt to shed light on PBLL, mobile-assisted
language learning (MALL), and speaking proficiency. In the first part of the chapter, the
theoretical framework of the study is explained. Next, PBLL is explained as a
consequence of the cognitive revolution in the 20th century. Later, a synopsis of its
history is presented. Empirical studies dealing with PBLL are also discussed to underpin
the achievement in the field of PBLL. As this study is based on mobile-assisted PBLL,
the literature dealing with mobile phones and language learning is also discussed. Finally,
the researcher elaborated on the speaking skill, its components, and models to assess the

speaking skill to justify its use in this study.

2.2 Theoretical Framework

To implement PBLL in language classes, a PBLL tutorship model was adopted based
on Hmelo-Silver's (2004) PBL model and Hung (2006) 3C3R model. Hmelo-Silver’s
model is rather general and is mostly used in medical education; however, the adopted
version has more detailed steps and has already been tested in language classes. Also,
Hung (2006) introduced the 3C3R model, which comprises of 6 main components of
problem-based learning, i.e., connection, context, content, research, reference and
reflection, and these were implemented into the model. Figure 2.1 shows how the steps

mentioned by Hmelo-Silver (2004) and Hung (2006) were operationalized.
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Figure 2.1: PBLL model used in the study
Adopted from Hmelo-Silver (2004) and Hung (2006)

The column on the left side shows the steps suggested by Hmelo Silver (2004), i.e.,
problem creation, problem analysis, synthesis, application, reapplication, reflection, and
knowledge (abstraction). Other steps in this column include researching, reasoning, and
reflection (mentioned by both scholars) represent Hung's (2006) model. These steps are
linked to the relevant theories, and based on each step, an appropriate teaching step was
created. Some aspects of PBL, as mentioned by hung (2006), such as connection, content,
and context, are implicit in nature. Thus, the researcher attempted to consider them within
the steps taken to implement PBL by creating a link between the learning content and the

context of the study.

Another significant theory used in this study is the modified version of Bloom’s

higher-order thinking model. This model (Figure 3.3) identifies levels of cognitive
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development in learning and has been the underlying assumption of PBLL (Larsson,
2001), and many language learning hypotheses such as the involvement-load hypothesis
by Laufer and Hulstijn (2001). Although the model was criticized for being sequential
and artificially constructed, it looks very well at learning to the extent that it is still being
considered as the basis of inquiry-based approaches to learning (Savery, 2006). The
model aids the researcher in utilizing the higher thinking skills of the learners. In order to
conduct a more accurate study, the model designed by Anderson, Krathwohl, and Bloom

(Conklin, 2005) was used, which is the revised version of Bloom's cognitive model.

Figure 2.2: Higher order thinking (Adopted from Conklin, 2005)

In the revised version of the model, Anderson, Krathwohl, and Bloom argued that
the learning concepts should be created in the minds of the learners prior to evaluation.

As a result, the learners know what should be evaluated by them (Conklin, 2005).
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2.3 The Concept of PBL

PBL is among the latest approaches to learning which has features such as
collaboration, cognitive thinking, learner-centered instruction and learners' autonomy

(Hmelo-Silver, 2004). Lee and Kwan (1997) defined PBL as:

...one of the most innovative developments in education in the past 30 years.
In PBL, the problem drives the learning. Instead of lecturing, we give the
students a problem to solve. For that problem, small groups of students
identify what they know already and what they need to know, set learning
goals and make learning contracts with the group members (1-4). Each
student learns the knowledge independently and then returns to the group to
teach others that knowledge. The group uses that knowledge to solve the

problem. The group reflects and elaborates on that knowledge. (p.60)

PBL has been defined as an innovative self-directed, collaborative approach to
learning which makes use of students’ problem-solving skills. Other characteristics
involve intrinsic motivation on the part of the learner and revision of the teachers' role

(Hmelo-Silver, 2004).

PBL is innovative; unlike many learning and teaching approaches that see teachers
imparting the content to the learners, PBL begins with the presentation of an ill-structured
problem (Savery, 2006). The problem is deliberately ill-structured, as well-structured
problems may be self-explanatory and may reduce the students’ cognitive engagement
with the lesson. Additionally, the problems would ideally be based on real-life situations
relevant to the students, drawing on the belief that the students ought to have a solid
understanding of the problem. It is also collaborative as the students work in small groups

to solve real-life problems. Other than small-group collaboration, they have the chance to
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collaborate with other learners in the class. Collaboration in PBL classes should result in
the students' entering each other's Proximal Zone. Vygotsky (1987) notes that it is in the

other individual learners that one can find the missing parts of his/her knowledge.

The innovative and collaborative nature of PBL makes it an ideal teaching tool for the
language classroom, given that the discussion centric quality has the potential to enhance
language learning through the numerous opportunities to use the target language.
Additionally, its emphasis on the use of real-life issues as learning scenarios has the
potential to boost the students’ motivation to learn, and thus foster language learning

within the classroom (Sungur & Tekkaya, 2006).

It should be mentioned that collaboration can be fostered through technologies such as
mobile phones. Indeed, different forms of social media and applications such as
Telegram, Amigo, and WhatsApp have been used by mobile phone users to share
information, knowledge, and opinions (Green, Brock, & Kaufman, 2004). These
applications can increase enjoyment, and attract users; as a result, they have mostly been
used as marketing platforms. However, there is a need for more studies to measure the
possible positive effects of mobile-assisted PBLL on language learning in general and

speaking proficiency in particular.

Another feature of PBL is Self-Directed Learning (SDL). In PBL tutorship, the
students begin by evaluating the problem in order to generate ideas for possible solutions
(Savery, 2006). This process is a self-directed one, as students are in charge of learning,
and tutors merely aid the process, usually through feedback provided at specific points
(Hmelo-silver, 2004). Students are expected to select the required strategies to solve the
problems and reflect on the effectiveness of the strategies. Every student has his/her own

identity and brings this along into the ideas presented as part of the solution within the
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PBL scenario. These individual ideas are negotiated in groups and applied to solve the

problems. Thus, the collaborative nature of PBL (Hmelo-Silver & Barrows, 2006).

Intrinsic motivation is a goal rather than a feature in PBL. Previous studies have shown
the positive effect of PBL on students’ motivation. For example, Jones (2008) found that
the PBL approach had motivated undergraduate nursing students to embrace learning. In
addition, Rogers (2014) reported that the practice of PBL had positively motivated
engineering technology students. The students’ interests also play a significant role in
creating intrinsic motivation (Strobel & Van Barneveld, 2009); thus, in order to motivate
the students to learn, educators should aim at creating a sense of achievement for the
students with each learning scenario. If the challenges posed to the students are too
demanding for their cognitive level and overwhelm them, they might lose their confidence
and lose motivation (Jonassen, 2000). Thus, the problems should be tailored to the
students’ level and vary in difficulty according to the students’ ability to capitalize on the
students’ own motivation to learn. Additionally, posing problems relevant to the students’
real-life context increases their motivation levels as they are more likely to value what

they are learning.

The revised role of the teachers is one of the notable differences between traditional
learning approaches and PBL. In the former, the teacher’s role was to deliver lectures
while in the latter, they act as tutors or facilitators, which sees a shift in function (Savery,
2006). Studies such as the one conducted by Dahlgren, Castensson, and Dahlgren (1998)
have shown that PBL creates congruence between the tutors' strategies and their
intentions and is well suited for moving from teacher-focused strategies to learner-
focused strategies. Within the PBL approach, both tutors and students are jointly in charge
of learning. Tutors facilitate the process by fostering the students’ use of thinking skills,

and by giving feedback after the students have attempted to find solutions to the problems
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presented to them (Ansarian et al., 2016). Tutors in a PBL class are not the conductor of
the classroom orchestra, preferably a member of each and every group in the class. They
aid the learners to think about learning and to select proper learning strategies (Park &
Ertmer, 2007). The significance of tutors' role in PBL has also resulted in several studies
(mostly qualitative ones) on this issue. The consensus among many PBL tutors and
educators in this field is that conducting PBL classes has more challenging than
conducting conventional classes; therefore, PBL is usually recommended to experienced

tutors (Duch, Groh, & Allen, 2001).

PBL situates learning in its socio-cultural context. Tan, Van der Molen, and Schmidt
(2016) note that PBL is a tool to smooth transition of skills and knowledge related to one's
life in society and concerning a particular context. Although the inception of PBL
occurred in medical education, the effect of PBL on learning relevant socio-cultural skills
was observed in other disciplines such as engineering, geography, and even the social
sciences (Larsson, 2001). Not only the learners understand their required personal values

in PBL, but they also learn how such values can be integrated into society.

The objectives of PBL tutorship are highly comprehensive and more relevant to the
practicalities of the students' real-life than many other approaches to learning. Boud and
Feletti (2013) asserted that the objectives of PBL tutorship should be viewed in terms of
what students will be able to do at the end of the course. Students' development should

be observed in the following areas:

a) Professional competency

b) Dealing with and solving problems

¢) Creative and critical reasoning
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d) Coping with unfamiliar situations and making sound and reasoned decisions

e) Participation in creating a change

f) Understanding others and their point of view

g) Self-evaluation

h) Production

Note that the eight areas listed here are skills and abilities crucial to life in the real
world, be it in the education or working environment. Additionally, they are more than
likely attributes employers look for in potential hires and make a stronger case for the use

and application of the PBL approach in education and language learning in particular.

2.4 The History of PBL

PBL can be well understood by going through its history. Indeed, understanding the
origins of PBL and evolution of PBL to what it is today can shed light on both the features

and effects of PBL.

2.4.1 PBL: From Experience to Science

PBL has a scientific and non-scientific history. The non-scientific history of PBL can
be traced back before the dawn of history when the most common approach to making a
living was an apprenticeship. For example, young sailors who wished to learn to sail boats
were obliged to gain hands-on experience in sailing. The apprentices could acquire skill
and knowledge simultaneously and be paid low wages following what they did and the
type of trade they were involved in. Therefore, the inception of teaching and learning in
history was, in a sense, problem-based and experiential. Two significant aspects of this

type of learning were a) learning by doing, and b) tutor as a guide.
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The ‘scientific’ history of PBL can be traced back to ancient Greece. Socrates is
believed to have employed it in his ‘dialogos’ or dialectical approach (Schmidt, 2012).
Later, in the 20th century. The main precursors of PBL were Kilpatrick and Dewey
(Hmelo-silver, 2004) who argued in favor of the importance of experiential learning.
Although PBL was being used before it was formally known as a scientific approach to
learning, not all features of PBL were incorporated in its historical use. For example, the
concept of higher-order thinking must have been unknown to the masters of the draft; as
a result, they might have modeled who the tasks should be done for the apprentices. Also,
learning was not cooperative on many occasions, and the young learners had to work
alone without any peer learning with them the same craft at the same time or even before
them. As a result, the beginning of the 20th century was replete with conjectures about
how education can become more productive by amending experiential learning
approaches. Dewey believed that one of the most effective approaches to learning is by
reflecting on experiences (Roberts, 2003). Dewey notes that experience and education are
two critical elements of successful learning (Roberts, 2003). As a result, he worked on

the concept of experiential learning and designed a figure for it.
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Figure 2.3: Dewey's experiential learning model (Roberts, 2003)

Looking at Dewey's experiential learning model, one can understand that several
factors were significant and facilitative in the process of experiential learning. Firstly,
every learning task has a social environment that cannot be ignored. The social
environments include the ethics and culture of the learning context and are significant in
determining the quality of learning tasks. Secondly, learning is a cycle in which
knowledge leads to a learning outcome and that this cycle repeats itself. Thirdly, the

tutor's role is limited, and they do not intervene with all stages of learning.

Although Dewey presented the concept of experiential learning in a figure and with
clear boundaries between concepts, new findings in the field of psychology and education
urged the need to have a more meticulous look at the issue. One of the concepts in this

regard was 'higher-order thinking.'
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2.4.2 Social Constructivist Theory (SCT)

One of the theories which underpins PBL and PBLL is that of 'Social Constructivism.'
The social constructivist theory was first presented by Vygotsky (Callaghan, 1996).
Unlike the cognitivist such as Piaget and Perry, who assumed that learning is a separate
issue from the social context, Vygotsky (1978) strongly advocated that environment and
social context play an active role in learning. Although the role of environment and social
context in learning had also been discussed by Bandura (1978) in social learning theory
(SLT), Vygotsky does not hold the behaviorist view about the role of society who find it
the source of reinforcement; instead, Vygotsky sees social context as a source of
interaction and collaboration which results in cultural and social development. Thus
learning was not regarded as the product of accommodating knowledge by Vygotsky (Lee
& Smagorinsky, 2000). Indeed, it is the process of integrating into society (Vygotsky,
1978). It can also be mentioned that cognitive learning theories, such as Higher Order
Thinking, are the result of SCT. SCT assumes that learning has an inter-psychological
and intra-psychological level. Inter-psychological learning occurs between people, and
intra-psychological learning occurs inside the individual. These levels form the basis of
logical reasoning, the formation of concepts and theories, and eve memorization (Wertsch
& Stone, 1999).

SCT represented a new outlook over knowledge, learning, motivation, and later
teaching. Vygotsky (1968) assumes that individuals are constantly involved in an
intellectual process of perceiving the world through language and culture. They overcome
the natural limitations by attributing sense and meaning to their world. Thus, learning is
not viewed as an interaction with stimuli. Vygotsky states (1968, 39):

A special feature of human perception ... is the perception of real objects ...

I do not see the world simply in color and shape but also as a world with sense
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and meaning. I do not merely see something round and black with two hands;
I see aclock ...

Thus, language is the means of transmitting language and conceptual schemes, and
knowledge is co-constructed rather than being constructed. PBLL is based on Vygotsky's
SCT, as it is a collaborative approach to learning. The pioneers' of PBL believed in the
construction of meaning in the minds of individuals rather at individual understanding of
reality. In addition and in line with Vygotsky, PBL scholars believe in actual
development, which is defined as the capability to solve problems (Savery, 2006). Also,
PBL is in line with the level of potential development in SCT theory known as Zone of
Proximal Development (ZPD). Vygotsky notes that every individual has knowledge over
some aspects of an issue, yet lacks knowledge over other aspects. Through collaborative
learning, individuals can accumulate knowledge and complete their understanding.
Vygotsky (1978, p. 85) explains that:

The level of actual development is the level of development that the learner
has already reached, and is the level at which the learner is capable of solving
problems independently. The level of potential development (the zone of
proximal development) is the level of development that the learner is capable
of reaching under the guidance of teachers or in collaboration with peers. The
learner is capable of solving problems and understanding material at this level
that they are not capable of solving or understanding at their level of actual
development; the level of potential development is the level at which learning
takes place.

2.4.3 Higher Order Thinking

Challenging traditional education for its shortcomings, i.e., being teacher-centered,
theory-based, unauthentic, and unpractical, Bloom suggested that the learning processes

should not begin by presentation of knowledge, rather they should begin by a 'learning
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problem' (Kelly, 2017).His higher-order thinking model which begins by evaluation of
knowledge was used to fill the gap in learning concerning the order of the activities which

should be done by the learners.

Figure 2.4: Bloom's higher-order thinking model

Bloom believed that learners should create learning concepts in their minds by
attempting to solve the learning problem in their particular context. Then they can
evaluate the problem and diagnose the required formation to solve the problem. As they
attempt to collect data to solve the learning problem, they analyze the data to find the
most relevant, which is later applied to the problem to find out if the problem can be
solved. Bloom believed that such an endeavor could lead to understanding and, finally,
long term retention. On the other hand, 'lower-order thinking' begins by presenting the
knowledge to the learners (Krathwohl, 2002). The learners are asked to remember the
given information, as it is believed that this leads to understanding. Later the learners can

apply the knowledge and conduct analysis and evaluation based on the knowledge.
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Both lower order thinking and higher-order thinking has been subject to criticism.
Boud (1995) posits that knowledge acquired through lower-order thinking is subject to
forgetfulness, and the learners forget about %90 of the information they acquire in this
way. Hmelo-Silver (2004) asserted that traditional learning approaches do not prepare the
learners with practical knowledge, and those learners who had experienced higher-order
thinking can outperform traditional learners. On the other hand, higher-order thinking was
criticized for being linear and unpractical to implement. As a result, the model was revised
by Bloom and his colleagues, and 'creation' was added as a primary step before evaluation
in the model. Also, the scholars in various fields of experiential learning, such as
anchored-based instruction and PBL attempted to design practical and step by step models

to implement the model. (e.g., Boud & Feletti, 1997; Hmelo-Silver, 2004; Hung, 2006).

As higher-order thinking was gradually becoming salient, several higher educational
systems began thinking of implementing it in their curriculum. Lee and Kwan (2014)
believe that Canada was one of the pioneers of PBL, where the curriculum was introduced
at the Faculty of Health Sciences at McMaster University in Canada in 1969, though
planning for this curriculum had begun in 1966. Indeed, medical education comprises
both hypothetical deductive reasoning process and expert knowledge (Barrows, 1986, as
cited in Savery, 2006), which breeds the expectation that hands-on experience would
constitute a large part of the medical curriculum. By contrast, PBL stood out against the
traditional lecture-based courses at the school, which consisted of long, exhausting
lectures. The rationale was that despite the explosive growth in information in the field
of medicine, students could only retain what they could experience within this growth of
information. Also, excessive attention accorded to content was found to have caused
negligence towards the teaching thinking strategies, which turned out to be a pitfall in

traditional teaching approaches (Collins, Brown, & Newman, 1988). Therefore, PBL was
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adopted to address the issue of knowledge impartment and retention faced by the medical

school.

The McMaster group believed, however, that the problem should be presented first,
engaging the students in the hands-on learning process, and that necessary knowledge
will be gained through the solving of the problems. The new curriculum was in line with
the educational belief of the time, which advocated intrinsically motivated learning,
collaboration, and problem solving. Thus, in 1969, students enrolled in the first PBL
classes, which deemphasized lectures and instead learned in small groups through a self-
directed study guided by problems designed by their teachers. In the 1970s, Howard
Barrows, a recent addition to McMaster, tweaked the model by introducing simulated
patients in order to foster clinical reasoning skills. Barrows believed that the information
and discovery boom of the time would render knowledge obsolete, and thus the focus

should be on the acquisition of deductive and diagnosis skills.

The students’ positive reaction towards PBL paved the way for this approach to be
adopted by other medical schools, although slight alterations were observed in the way
PBL was implemented in other schools. Among other educational settings that made use
of PBL were Maastricht University in the Netherlands, the University of Newcastle in
Australia, and the University of New Mexico in the USA (Camp, 1996). According to
Hillen, Scherpbier, and Wijnen (2010), Maastricht began looking for an alternative to the
traditional medical curriculum as students were not performing well during clinical and
were struggling with the transition from theoretical learning to practical application. A
visit to McMaster in 1969 left some of Maastricht’s delegation impressed with PBL, and

they soon offered their PBL medical curriculum in 1974.

Almost three decades after PBL was first implemented in Canada, a process was begun

at McMaster University to find out how effective PBL has been. According to Lohfeld,
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Neville, and Norman (2005), 17 graduates of McMaster University in the 1970s who had
gone through PBL instruction were interviewed. The interview results showed that PBL
approach has been successful compared to those who had gone to non-PBL medical

schools.

2.5 From PBL to PBLL

The success of PBL in the field of medical education saw other disciplines such as
engineering, chemistry, physics, and geography; thus, scholars in these fields began using
the approach (Larsson, 2001). Following these successes, Problem-based language
learning (PBLL) was used in language education. However, implementing PBLL was
found to be complicated. Indeed, defining a learning problem such a diagnosing an illness
in the patients is easier than diagnosing a problem in language education (Larsson, 2001).
In the case of language education, it was severer, as learning language as a tool and target
could make the learning situation complicated. Therefore, among many disciplines which
enjoyed PBL, language education is among the last ones. Only after the turn of the 21
century, the researchers became curious to find out about the effect of PBLL on language
learning. As a result, not only the literature on PBLL and language learning is scant, but
also most studies have not followed a model of PBLL, which should be specifically
designed for language learning. However, Larsson (2001) discussed the role of PBLL
tutorship in the teaching and learning of languages. Further studies were conducted on
the effect of PBLL on language learning (e.g., Aliyue, 2017; Ansarian, Adlipour, Saber,
& Shafiei, 2016; Fard & Vakili, 2018; Fonseca & Martinez, 2017; Hashim, Selamat, &
Sulaiman, 2014; Kassem, 2018; Mathews-Aydinli, 2007; Remedios, Clarke, & Hathorne,
2008; Shin & Azman, 2014), the consensus was that PBLL could be a possible approach

to language learning. However, many questions regarding its implementation within the
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classroom have remained unanswered. Among these questions, the lack of a robust PBLL

model is to be answered.

Comparing PBLL to principles of language teaching can also provide valuable
insights. Long (2014) refers to the learners' freedom as a significant aspect of language
learning that often occurs through Task-Based Language Teaching (TBLT). He mentions
that while learners need to have freedom in learning, they should be guided appropriately.
While this concept matches how learning occurs in project-based learning (Agudelo &
Vasco, 2019), where the teacher is part of the learning task, in PBLL guidance occurs in
the form of feedback only after the learners have attempted to solve the learning problem
(Hmelo-Silver, 2004). In this sense, PBLL is different from TBLT. Long (2014) also
mentions that the accountability and relevance of approaches to language teaching were
under question in the 1980s; however, the advent of TBLT and more recent approaches
to learning have considered relevance and accountability in the teaching approaches and
the syllabus design. In line with many synthetic approaches to language teaching, PBLL
has a particular focus on the relevance of learning content to the learning objectives. Hung
(2006), in his 3C3R model, considers the role of relevance in PBL education pivotal. The
emphasis of PBLL on self-directed learning (SDL) also reveals that the students are

accountable for their education in PBLL courses (Ansarian & Teoh, 2018).

2.5.1 Empirical Studies on PBLL

Apart from non-empirical studies that have discussed the use of PBL in language
classes (e.g., Larsson, 2001; Mathews-Aydinli, 2007), there have been researchers who
have attempted to examine the effect of PBLL on language learning. In almost all cases,
these studies reported on effectiveness of PBLL in language classes. For example, Aliyue
(2017) attempted to solve the writing problems of Nigerian ESL language learners. The

objectives of his study were twofold: a) to investigate the effect of PBL on Nigerian ESL
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learners’ metacognition, and b) to investigate the effect of PBL on the learners’ writing.
This mixed-mode study adopted a convergent-parallel design and was conducted on a
class of 18 second-year university ESL learners for 12 weeks. Comparing the results of
the metacognitive questionnaire administered before and after the treatment, significant
improvements in the learners’ metacognition was revealed. In addition, the participants’
understanding of content, organization, vocabulary, language use, and other mechanics
of writing had improved. However, whether or not the study was genuinely problem-

based is obscure, given the absence of proper ill-structured problems.

Kassem (2018) endeavored to find out how PBLL could affect speaking proficiency
and motivation of Saudi EFL learners; thus, the researcher had designed a mixed-methods
study and had compared the results of the control group (n=30) with the experimental
group (n=30) before and after a Hybrid problem-based course. The study revealed that
hybrid PBL could affect the speaking proficiency of the participants and their motivation
as well; however, a detailed account of how PBLL had been implemented in the study

was not given.

Elsewhere, Fonseca-Martinez (2017) conducted a study in the context of Cajamarca,
Peru, with 47 language students in an attempt to increase the talking time of basic-level
language learners in the class. The author noted that the positivist present, practice,
produce (PPP) model is time-consuming and is no longer the favored model in language
classes. Therefore, there was a need for a new student-centered and meaning-based
approach to language learning. Task-based learning (TBL), which is a form of
communicative language teaching, was selected to achieve the goal of the study. The
researcher believed that TBL is a form of PBL, “problem-based learning for language
learning, i.e., task-based language learning” (p.46). However, the procedure of the study

does not include the main features of PBL, such as problem-scenario, and emphasis on
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higher-order thinking skills, instead the entire study was based on TBL. Although a
detailed description of the TBL method used was not included, it concluded that TBL
allowed for increased language learner talking time compared to the PPP model. The
misconception that PBL and TBL are interchangeable, as explained in Chapter 2, has been
observed in other studies as well, For instance, Hashim, Selamat, and Sulaiman (2014)

also attributed the main features of PBL to TBL:

There are unique characteristics offered by TBLT approached, as stated by Larsson

(2001), when he describes the advantages of TBLT. According to him, TBLT helps to:

1- Improve students’ communicative skills.

2- Increase the general ability of social interaction.

3- Encourage students to gain a more profound sense of understanding.

4- Activate students to acquire the knowledge actively and not passive receivers.

5- Motivate students to learn in a way that the prospect of a final examination rarely

manages to do. (p.3).

It should be pointed out that Larsson (2001) had attributed the features mentioned

above to PBL, though it may also be true for TBL.

Although the focus of PBL in language classes has often been on productive skills
such as speaking and writing, Lin (2017) conducted a study with 60 participants in the
context of Taiwan on the effect of PBL on reading comprehension skills of language
learners. The researcher designed a web-based English course for the PBL group, the

results of which were compared to the non-PBL group. Both a posttest and a questionnaire
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were administered to the participants at the end of the study. The results of the study
revealed that the participants had enjoyed the online reading courses through PBL. Also,
the experimental group learners outperformed the comparison group in terms of reading

comprehension.

One of the studies that had focused on a unique feature of language learning in EFL
classes through PBL was conducted by Bejarano Beltran, Perez, and Yucely (2016), who
believe that social values that should be taught in the new context. One significant value,
in the researchers' opinions, was how to deal with disrespect in social interactions. The
ancillary purpose of the study was to teach English vocabulary. The researchers' made
recruited 20 5th grade language learners in the South of Bogota, Colombia, as participants
and made use of Morales and Landa's (2004) steps in implementing PBL. These
participants' were presented with problem scenarios in which they were being
disrespected in real life and were asked to suggest solutions to such problems. In addition,
the researchers' observed that the learners' knowledge of vocabulary increased.
Furthermore, it was found that the participants' social interactions were enhanced in
quality. Thus the researchers concluded that PBL could be used as a tool to improve

communication in language classes.

Another study that has focused on the effect of PBL on speaking proficiency was
conducted by Sy, Adnan, and Ardi (2013). The researchers had selected descriptive
speech as the main target of the study and attempted to find out how PBL can improve
language learners' ability to describe people, things, and places. The researchers delved
into speaking proficiency of 49 learners in Indonesia from 4 perspectives, i.e.,
pronunciation, fluency, grammar, and vocabulary. The findings of this experimental study
involving pretest and posttest, which compared the results of the control group (traditional

approach) against those of the experimental group (PBL), reported significant differences

33



between the participants speaking proficiency in two groups, with those in the

experimental group demonstrating marked improvement.

Coffin (2013) believed that one of the shortcomings of the writing course offered at
Mae Fah Luang University in Thailand is that it was highly individual-based and focused
more on the written product rather than the learning process. The researcher attempted to
restructure the writing courses in EFL classes using PBL. Throughout the study, the
researcher delved into both learners' and teachers' perceptions regarding PBL. A total of
182 language learners and three language teachers participated in the study. The
participants' were surveyed both before and after the study. Triangulation of data between
teachers' perception through interviews, and learners' achievement in terms of scores
revealed that PBL had a positive impact on learners' writing. Besides, it was found that

the implementation of PBL had also motivated the learners to learn writing.

Another study was conducted in the Malaysian ESL context by Elizabeth and Zulida
(2012), who attempted to investigate whether the application of PBL in English for
Specific Purposes (ESP) classes can affect the learning of language. Twenty-five
undergraduates, in their second semester, participated in the study. The researchers used
an ontological approach to research and accorded focus on actions, behaviors, and actions
as central points in the triangulation of data. Their data consisted of video recordings of
the class interviews with and reflective journals from the participants, as well as the
researchers’ field notes. The results of the study revealed that PBL could be used in ESP
courses to increase learners' knowledge of linguistic features related to specific language
use situations. In addition, learners' cooperation with group members and confidence in

learning was increased as a result of having been exposed to the PBL method.

In yet another study conducted in Thailand, Huang and San (2012) attempted to find

out how undergraduate students perceive the use of PBL in language classes. The
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participants in this study were 42 first-year undergraduate students who were interviewed
using a questionnaire adapted from Marcangelo and Gibbon (2009). Although some
students were dubious on whether PBL could affect their motivation to learn, the majority
of them agreed that PBL had helped them to become more independent learners. The
participants' also asserted that they had gained language learning skills through the use of

PBL in their classes.

Hussain, Nafees, and Jumani (2009) focused on the effect of PBL on the learning of
the English language by 8th-grade language learners in Pakistan. A total of 67 language
learners took part in the study, wherein they were split into two groups: the experimental
group (PBL) and the control group (lecture-based teaching). The researchers expanded
on Lambros' (2002) concept of case-based problem-based learning and presented written
cases to the learners. The researchers found that PBL affected language learning in terms
of'achievements within the target language. They also concluded that the participants had

gained the abilities of analysis, synthesis, and evaluation.

Two separate studies were conducted in Singapore, one by Abdullah and Tan (2008)
and another by Tan (2003). In the first study, the researchers were interested in examining
how PBL can affect the learning of linguistic features of the language among 19 groups
of students. Therefore, they designed asynchronous online conferencing forums,
believing that this can increase the learners’ cognitive engagement with the learning
content. They concluded that not only could PBL increase participants' knowledge of
linguistic features of the language but that it could also turn them into more self-directed
learners. In the other study, Tan (2003) focused on the main features of PBL and
endeavored to find out whether learners were familiar with these features. The focus of
the study, therefore, was on three main features, i.e., ill-structured problems, facilitation,

and problem-solving processes. Data was collected through interviews, surveys, and case
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vignettes from 100 students. It was found that the lack of understanding of these features

often resulted in the misapplication of PBL.

Another study was conducted in the Malaysian ESL context by Shin and Azman
(2014). The researchers saw PBL as a potential approach for implementation in language
classes and aimed to introduce it to the arena of Malaysian language education. They
created collaborative learning groups comprising six learners and designed PBL language
tasks based on Mathews-Aydinli (2007). Unlike many other studies, the authors revealed
an example of the ill-structured problems used in the study. On a positive note, the study
began the PBL implementation process by briefing participants on the approach. They
found that Malaysian ESL learners and language tutors involved in the study had a

positive perception of PBL.

On the other hand, a few issues should be pointed out in Shin and Azman’s (2014)
study. First, they placed the learners in groups of six despite recommendations of smaller
groups in various literature. This situation places a burden on the tutor to ensure that no
member is idle within the group. Secondly, the PBL process was broken up and spread
over different sessions, which undermined the higher-order-thinking-skills process,
which is most effective when completed in its entirety. Next, the feedback stage where
language learners receive feedback from the tutor and their peers was moved to the end
of the course, violating the principles of PBL and may have adversely affected the
effectiveness of the approach. Finally, it should be examined if the question presented to

the participants was ill-structured and unsystematic as required in PBL.

In the context of Malaysia, Othman and Shah (2013) targeted course content and
language development as two main features of a language learning course and gauged the
effect of PBL on these two variables in language classes. This experimental study was

carried out with the participation of 128 language learners. The findings revealed that the

36



experimental group, in which problem-based tasks were implemented, outperformed the
comparison group in terms of language development; however, in terms of course

content, both groups showed similar progress.

2.6 Underlying Assumptions in PBL

As a learning approach that is influenced by some of the most recent findings in the
field of educational psychology and education, PBL utilizes several theories. The role of
higher-order thinking skills in PBL was already discussed. PBL stood against the
information bombardment and exhausting unpractical sessions, which were common in
many classes in traditional education (Lee & Kwan, 1996). Scholars in the field of PBL
have realized that memorization does not lead to retention (Boud & Felletti, 1997). In
addition, there was no defined role for the learners in traditional education to present their
knowledge in practicum, and they were only expected to achieve high final scores. This
situation, eventually, increases the negative washback effect of instruction, and focus on
results rather than processes. Laufer and Hulstijn (2001) believe that learning requires
engagement between learning content and learners' life; thus, a need analysis is required
before defining any learning process. PBL is also based on an evaluation of a learning
problem that is ill-structured and based on the learners' real-life scenarios; therefore, it
can be assumed that the backbone of PBL is higher-order thinking. It should also be
mentioned that various terminologies have been used in the literature, i.e., critical
thinking, problem-solving, rational thought, so much that it is called a "conceptual
Swamp" by Cuban (1984). As the model used in this study, among many other models
designed in the area of PBL, has made use of Bloom's (1956) higher-order thinking

model, his model is used in this study to refer to higher-order thinking.

Savery (2006) notes that teachers' should guide their learners through higher-order

thinking. They should familiarize the learners with various tasks they should accomplish
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in any stage of the process, i.e., evaluation, synthesis, analysis, application,
comprehension, and knowledge. Evaluation of both content and situation is a significant
first step to be taken by the learners in PBL tutorship. This situation requires providing
the learners with the occasion to evaluate the learning content; as a result, ill-structured

problems are used in PBL classes.

After having evaluated the problem, the students then prepare a plan for solving it
whereby they identify necessary changes, alternatives, plans, and procedures, thus
synthesizing a solution. Their understanding of the problem is taken to a deeper level in
the next step — Analysis. Based on the nature of the problem, the members of the group
may generate new ideas using the old ones, subdivide and organize the parts, identify
patterns or attempt to predict the future (Kelly, 2017), or in other words, engage in
Analysis. The students then apply their findings to new situations to assess the quality of
their conjectures in the next step — Application. Application is the opportunity for the
students to see their theories in practice, and as real-life situations may differ from theory,
they may need to make changes to their speculations. Problem-solving skills are required
in this stage, and tutors may facilitate the process by encouraging the development of said

skills.

This process results in comprehension, which is associated with explanation,
interpretation, and description of the newly learned content (Truschel & Deming, 2007).
Comprehension is the reward of an in-depth understanding of the problem, which was
dealt with through the steps mentioned above. Finally, at the end of the process, the
desired knowledge is acquired. PBL has the added advantage of engaging the student
throughout the learning process, simultaneously teaching them crucial critical thinking
skills. As such, it is believed that this hard-won knowledge will remain with the student,

unlike that which is obtained through the traditional approach.
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It should be mentioned that Bloom’s higher-order thinking model was criticized for
being linear and impractical (Krathwohl, 2002). However, the model has survived and
been used since its inception, which can indicate the practicality of the model. On the
other hand, failing to implement all steps of the process may result in a partial effect. This

failure might be the reason some scholars criticized the model.

Another significant feature in PBL is collaboration. Learners in PBL are required to
cooperate with other learners at various stages of the process (Azman & Shin, 2014).
Although they are asked to attempt to evaluate and analyze the learning problems
individually at the beginning of the learning process, they should discuss their thought
with their friends and plan on how to solve the problem (Hmelo-Silver, 2004). Moreover,
after the learners present their learning outcome to the class, other peers are asked to

provide them with feedback.

Indeed, PBL accords with Vygotsky's (1987) zone of proximal development (ZDP).
ZPD was suggested by the Soviet Union psychologist Vygotsky (1987), who believed
that effective learning occurs in both the unaided zone (learning on one’s own) and the
aided zone (learning with the help of others). Two main processes that facilitate the
implementation of ZPD in the PBL approach are the feedback and peer work. Both the
tutor and peers are involved in the feedback process. As a result, integrating group work
into the learning task allows the learners to employ other group member’s ideas, and this,

in turn, can foster learning.

Constructivism is rather a philosophical paradigm than a theoretical background in
PBL (Jones, 2008). Educators in a PBL process should be aware that unlike the positivist
view, which considers reality as fixed and observable, PBL seeks answers as they are
constructed and formed in the minds of the learners (Savery, 2006). Therefore, answers

may be different among different groups of students or even individual students in the
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PBL approach. There are no right or wrong answers to the questions, and all answers can
be accepted as long as they can solve the problems. This view is mostly congruent with

the constructivist view of education.

The 20th century witnessed the birth of many language teaching approaches and
methods in the search for the most suitable one. The end of the 20th century saw the death
of the method era and the emergence of the post method era. According to
Kumaravadivelu (2006), the concept of the post method era was brought into existence
to solve some of the main problems associated with previous approaches and methods
such as a) the marginalized role of the teachers, b) the passive role of the learners, c¢) the
ignorance towards culture, language context, learning styles and teaching styles, and ¢)
the prescribed activities. In congruence with the presumptions of the post method era,
PBL attempts to highlight the role of learners in the learning process (Elizabeth & Zulida,
2012). This process should include taking into consideration their ideas, approaches to
solving problems, and cognitive skills. Similarly, cultural and social context play a part
in PBL (Coffin, 2013). The problems presented within the PBL approach are based on
real-life situations, meaning that culture and social context are integrated into the
problem. While some language teaching methods limit the role of teachers to robots
expected only to impart information, the educator in the PBL approach act as facilitators
who are encouraged to use their creativity in guiding the students through the learning

process.

Our increasingly globalized world is b