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SUMMARY 
With its mtemationally acknowledged benefits, Project-Based Language Leaming (PBLL) has 
gamed m popularity. In this context, the School of Foreign Languages (SOFL), Hanoi University 
of Science and Technology (HUST) has been adoptmg this approach for its five elective English 
for Specific Purposes (ESP) 2 modules over the past four years. This emphica! paper aims at 
investigating the significant benefits and challenges of PBLL when being employed for one of 
these five modules, English for Mechanical Engineering and Materials Science 2 (EMEMS2) and 
then proposing recommendations. The findings collected from the questionnaue survey conducted 
on 54 participants, who were enrolled m the 2016-2017 school year course reveal that PBLL plays 
an important part m enhancmg leamer autonomy, facilitating the application of on-going 
assessement and equippmg the leamers with a series of essential life skills. In addition, the resuhs 
also show the challenges faced by bodi the teacher and the leamer, including the change in the role 
of both the teacher and the leamer, teamwork, choice of topic and technical knowlege and 
terminology. In response to these dififcuhies, the study provides some practical recommendations, 
based on the survey participants' and the researcher-teacher's ideas. 
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INTRODUCTION 
Rationale 
Project-based leaming has gained its 
popularity all over the world. Following the 
ttend, the School of Foreign Languages 
(SOLE), HUST has employed this leaming 

" approach for its all five selective ESP 
modules since 2011. Although a great deal 
has been written about the theoretical 
foundation of PBL in general and PBLL in 
particular, very few empirical studies have 
been carried out to investigate the impact of 
this approach on the leamers, especially 
Vietnamese leamers. 

The answers to such concerns as whether this 
approach is applied properly in language 
classes in universities In Vietnam; whether its 
benefits are realized here, and whether its 
application faces any challenges and if yes, 
what should be done to overcome those 
challenges can be found in this case study. 
Research objectives and questions 
This research is aimed at investigating the 
benefits and challenges of integrating PBL 
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into one ESP module namely English for 
Mechanical Engineering and Materials 
Science 2 (EMEMS2) designed for English-
majored students at SOLE, HUST and 
proposing recommendations to tackle the 
challenges. 
To obtain these objectives, three research 
questions are raised: (1) What benefits do the 
learners of EMEMS2 enjoy from integrating 
PBL into this module? (2) Do the learners and 
teachers face any difficulties when learning 
and teaching this module and if any what are 
they? (3) What recommendations can he made 
to mitigate the difficulties found by the 
surveyed learners and the researcher-teacher'^ 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
Although being adopted in Vietnam quite 
recently in 2010, PBL is not a new approach 
in education in the world, catching the 
attention of a great deal of educationalists and 
pedagogists worldwide. 
Definition of PBL and PBLL 
In fact, there are a variety of definitions of 
PBL. Buck Institute of Education [1], an 
American research and development 
organization defines PBL as "a teaching 
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method in which students gain knowledge and 
skills by working for an extended period of 
time to investigate and respond to an 
authentic, engaging and complex question, 
problem, or challenge." Highlighting the 
leamer' role, Solomon [2] states that PBL is a 
process of leaming that leamers are 
responsible for. Students work collaboratively 
to solve problems (p. 10). 
From these two defmhions, it can be 
summarized that PBL is a leamer-centted 
leaming approach in which students solve 
real-world problems in a cooperative 
environment over a long period of time to 
create a product. 

In a second language classroom, PBL is also 
defined as "an instructional approach that 
contextualizes leaming by presenting leamers 
with problems to solve or products to 
develop" [3], It is easy to see the similarities 
between defmhion of PBL and PBLL, which 
are authentic leaming and problem solving. 
The obvious benefit of adopting PBLL, 
suggested by Fried-Booth [4], is that this 
approach creates links between real-world 
language and language in textbooks. 
Features of PBL 

The principal features of PBL synthesized by 
Curtis [5], Hedge [6], Helle, Tynjala, & 
Olkinuora [7] and Solomon [2] include: (a) a 
complex exploration over a period of time; (b) 
a student-centted leaming activity whereby 
students plan, complete and present the task; 
(c) challenging questions, problems or topics 
of student interest which become the centre of 
the project and the leaming process; (d) the de-
emphasis of teacher-directed activities; (e) 
frequent feedback from peers and facilitators 
and an opportunity of share resources, ideas 
and expertise through the whole process In the 
classroom; (f) the production of meaningful 
artefacts that can be shared with peers, teachers 
and experts in a public presentation; and (g) 
assessment in both the process of working 
from the first stage to the last stage and the 
finished product. 

It can be seen from the features (b),(c), and 
(d) that the roles ofthe leamer and teacher are 
remarkably changed. The teacher no longer 
plays the dominating and central role In the 
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leaming process, but acts as a facilitator and 
advisor while the leamer is responsible for 
his/her own leaming, implementing his/her 
chosen project with the support of their peers 
and the teacher. 
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
Background information about EMEMS2 
Objectives: This module Is designed to help 
leamers consolidate and practice English 
language skills such as Listening, Speaking, 
Reading and Writing in the field of 
Mechanical Engineering and Materials 
Science (MEMS) and deepen their MEMS 
fundamental knowledge acquired in the 
previous term. 

Content: The syllabus will typically include 
the planning, implementation and reporting of 
a group small-scale MEMS designing project. 
Assessment: Leamers are assessed throughout 
the module with a variety of assessment tasks 
including: general proposal (5%), detailed 
proposal (12.5%), reference materials (10%), 
term presentation (12.5%), project progress 
and experience sharing (10%), project 
presentation (20%), post-presentation quiz 
answers (5%) and newsletter (25%). 
Research method aad respondents 
Survey questiormaire was used to collect 
primary data for the research questions 
because it is easy to analyse and reduces bias 
thanks to uniform question presentation and 
the absence of verbal or visual clues from the 
researcher to influence the respondent [8]. 
The semi-structured questionnaire was made 
on Google form, consisting of four closed and 
four open questions, which aim at eliciting the 
respondents' benefits and challenges when 
leaming EMEMS2 and their 

recommendations to improve the module, h is 
designed based on the theory of PBL 
synthesized in the Literature Review above 
and the researcher's own observations and 
written in Vietnamese to make sure that the 
respondents understand the questions clearly 
and feel relaxed when expressing their 
opinions. To ensure objectivity, the 
respondents' answers are all anonymous. 
The sample of the research is all EMEMS2 
enrollers in 2016-2017 academic year, who 
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are 68 2^'' year English-majored students. The 
researcher decided to employ this purposive 
sampling method as she assumed that the 
participants were available and willing to 
participate in the survey and their experiences 
of the module were still very fresh as they 
were invited to join the survey only a month 
after their module completion. 
The questionnaire was then sent to the whole 
population online via the closed Facebook 
groups which had been created earlier for 
communication between the teacher of 
EMEMS2 (also the researcher) and the students. 
The questionnaire was answered by 54 
respondents, accounting for almost 80% of 
the population. The responses to the closed 
questions were automatically analysed and 
presented in charts while those to the open 
questions were analysed and presented in a 
master sheet by the researcher. 
FINDINGS, DISCUSSIONS AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS 
Benefits 
It can be said from the survey findings that 
the most noticeable benefit of the integration 
of PBL into the EMEMS2 module is the 
enhancement of leamer autonomy. That is the 
factor that over 80% of the survey 
participants attribute to the appeal of the 
module. Indeed, leamer autonomy can be 
highly recognizable from the beginning to the 
end of the module. In the first lesson, the 
students are allowed to decide on their team 
mates, labor division and form of 
communication among their team, the topics 
of their projects, and then on the terms to be 
presented to the class, type of model of the 
designed product (working or concept model) 
and finally form and content of their 
newsletter. 

According to Little [9], leamer autonomy is 
extremely beneficial in boosting learner 
motivation and interest in leaming. A student 
in the survey reconfirmed this idea: "we are 
motivated to develop our own product and 
therefore we are more interested in what we 
do". Moreover, leamer autonomy yields other 
positive results like activeness, independence, 
and creativity as shared by other respondents 

in: "thanks to autonomy, I feel that my 
independence has been substantially 
improved. 1 am more self-confident in 
expressing my opinions now", "learning this 
module, I had a chance lo be active in 
acquiring all the skills necessary for the 
project process as well as other skills.", and 
"freedom fosters my creativity". 
Another enormous advantage of PBL is on
going formative assessment, acknowledged 
by over 50% of the surveyed students. With 
formative assessment and without summative 
assessment, the students can make timely 
adjustment in their leaming strategies and 
equally importantly, they do not have to 
suffer from the inevitable pressure resulting 
from exams, as mentioned by these two 
respondents "/ like the module because there 
is no exam pressure", "we do not put all of 
our attention and energy to just the final exam 
as usual." 

Finally, a series of essential life skills are 
obtained through the project process as 
suggested by Stanley [10]. From over 40% to 
50% ofthe survey participants agree that team 
work, problem solving, critical thinking and 
information searching, analyzing and 
synthesizing skills contribute significantly to 
the module success. They believe that after the 
module "we now know how to divide tasks 
among team members and listen to each 
other". They also managed to prevent disputes 
in their team by "appointing a team leader and 
assi^ing specific tasks to team members 
publicly and fairly^ and "voting for the best 
idea". Besides, they valued individual 
responsibility and mutual respect as in "we 
make sure that everyone has to be responsible 
for his/her task and then we sit with each other 
for group discussions" or in "each member has 
to think of an idea, justifying his idea and we 
agree over the best one". 
Explaining why problem solving Is another 
vital skill that they could Ieam, a student puts 
it "we encounter certain problems and 
difficulties throughout the project process." 
Another student shares this opinion as in "in 
every step of the project, unexpected 
problems arise" and this respondent also 
concludes that "therefore, after the project 
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completes, I find that I have become more 
adaptable and responsive to problems arising 
during my learning process. " 
The development of critical thinking is also 
persuasively justified by a student: "in order 
lo make an optimal product, we have to 
propose a great deal of opposite ideas". 
Besides developing their crhical thinking 
voluntarily in their teams as also in "we 
sometimes put ourselves in the position ofthe 
audience and then we can produce a lot of 
fruitful feedback^', the students are also asked 
by the teacher to give their comments on the 
topics, general outlines and presentations of 
the other teams on the class. 
Furthermore, the students Ieam where to 
search information, how to judge its reliability 
and then what information to use for their 
project. A student shares his/her experience: 
"Submerged in a mountain of information, 1 
learn that 1 should use key words to search for 
the relevant information faster." 
Finally, two more skills that are worth 
mentioning are time management and 
planning. Freedom would tiim into an 
obstacle if the students did not know how to 
manage their time and make detailed plans for 
their project. This is fully understood by a 
team leader as she/he says "the project 
process has transformed me into a better plan 
maker as I had to assign tasks to the team 
members and make plans for us to accomplish 
them. As a result. I have learned that 1 need to 
make plans for my study of other modules for 
higher results". 
Challenges facing students 
The biggest challenge facmg up to 58% ofthe 
surveyed participants is their limited technical 
knowledge and terminology. This is 
understandable when the major of the students 
is English, not Mechanical engineering and 
Materials Science. Although before enrolling 
into this module, they have already been 
equipped with some fundamental knowledge 
and terminology ofthe field in EMEMSl, this 
is certainly far from enough for their project of 
designing a technical product. Following 
closely this challenge is the students' confusion 
hi choosing the content and form of the 
newsletter, agreed by 57% of the respondents, 
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This can be explained that there are a variety of 
newsletter formats available and the students 
put themselves under the pressure of creatmg 
something unique and creative. Similarly, a big 
number of the surveyed students (45%) also 
find that the selection of topic gives rise to 
plenty of confusion and time consumption. This 
can be attributed to the list of all the 
requirements of a topic to be satisfied, which 
are "interestmg" "relevant to the field of 
MEMS", "practical", "creative" and "feasible". 
Another huidrance to the project process faced 
by 33% of the students is the poor literahire 
about their topic. Finally, group work is also a 
problem when a lot ofthe students .(practically 
45% and well over 20%) find it hard to arrange 
a common timetable for group meetings and 
reach an agreement over the project activities 
respectively. 
Recommendatioas 

These recommendations are put forward 
based on both the opinions of the respondents 
and the researcher, who has been teaching this 
module for six years. 
Providing clear orientation ofthe module: in 
the very first class, the teacher should provide 
the leamers with a brief inttoduction to PBL, 
in which the benefits of PBL and the roles of 
the teacher and leamer should be highlighted. 
Moreover, all the requirements ofthe module 
and the assessment should also be made clear 
to them. More importantly, the teacher should 
communicate his/her strong belief to the' 
students that they can successfully complete 
the module by showing them some 
outstanding products that previous year 
students could design. Seeing these success 
stories also helps to arouse their interest and 
motivation and give them some clues about 
what they can do this year. 
Setting feasible tasks: it is common 
knowledge that motivation comes along with 
success. Therefore, the teacher should only 
assign the leaners to workable tasks. For 
example, in EMEMS2, the students are asked 
to design a product which can either be a 
brand new or just an improvement of an 
existing one to meet the needs of a group of 
target customers, for example a product 
which is cheaper or friendlier to the 
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environment than the original one. The model 
of the product they design can be eitiier a 
working model or just a concept model. 
Providing close supervision and frequent 
coaching: the teacher should keep 
himselfiTierself informed of what the students 
are doing or have done by setting deadlines 
and regular informal oral reports by each 
group in each class so that he/she can give 
them timely guidance and advice. For 
example, EMEMS2 students are told that they 
can find information about their projects via 
websites such as howstuffworks.com, 
wikihow.eom or videos about new domestic 
inventions and that both English and 
Vietnamese documents can be of great help to 
them. They are also encouraged to seek 
support from external experts such as theu 
schoolmates or teachers who have technical 
expertise from other departments at HUST if 
they face any technical problems beyond their 
teacher's and their capacity. Moreover, they 
are guided to make a specific plan for each 
phase of their project, in which the mformation 
about what must be done, who Is in charge of 
what and the deadlines is clearly stated. When 
it is time to build up models, the students 
should be asked to brmg materials and 
equipment if possible to the class and build 
them there. By this way, they can take 
advantage ofthe support from their teacher and 
peers and the teacher can make sure that their 
students are really working on their projects. 
Encouraging peer feedback and sharing: as 
mentioned earlier in (e), point 2.2. in the 
literature review, frequent feedback from 
peers and an opportunity to share ideas and 
resources is a feature of PBL. Therefore, in 
this module, the students are always 
encouraged to give their peers feedback as it 
is believed to foster their critical fhuiking and 
active leaming. From the beginning of the 
project process, all the groups are asked to 
present their ideas of the topics of their 
interest to the class and the other groups will 
comment on them based on the list of criteria 
given by the teacher. This activity is 
acknowledged as a solution to help a group of 
students make up their mind about the final 
topic for their project: "luckily, the teacher 
reserved one class for the groups to present 

their ideas and with the comments from other 
groups, we could decide on the final topic." 
Furthermore, peer feedback can also be 
observed in the project reporting activities 
such as term presentations, project progress 
report and experience sharing and project 
presentations where the audience is asked to 
give comments on their peers' performance, 
including both the strengths and weaknesses. 
Giving specific feedback: as PBL is featured 
by on-going assessment, the teacher should 
give detailed comments and marks publicly 
after every assessed activi^ so that the 
students are informed of their sfrengths as 
well as weaknesses and therefore can have 
timely adjustment of their leaming sttategies. 
Using online forms of communication: To 
overcome difficulty in arranging a common 
timetable for the team meetings, a very 
effective measure taken by all of the teams is 
online discussions via Facebook closed groups, 
Facetime and Messenger. However, they still 
emphasize that face-to-face communication is 
pivotal in solving problems in their teams. 
Facebook closed groups are also employed by 
the teacher for faster communication with her 
students and convenience. 
Treasuring the learners' works: the teacher 
should take photographs of the artefacts that 
the students create (models and newsletters in 
ease of EMEMS2) and show them to the 
public (post them on Facebook for example) 
to tteasure their efforts and stimulate their 
pride of their own works. Besides, the best 
model should be selected through student and 
teacher votes and awarded a small prize in 
order to enhance the learners' interest and 
motivation. 
CONCLUSIONS 

This study has answered the research 
questions. Specifically, the leamers of 
EMEMS2 could enjoy ttemendous benefits of 
PBLL such as enhancement of leamer 
autonomy, on-going assessment, and 
acquisition of a range of life skills. Though, 
both the leamers and their teacher faced some 
obstacles, the outstanding of which are 
working in groups, deficiency of technical 
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knowledge and terminology, abmpt change in 
the leamer and teacher roles. To address these 
problems, the researcher and the survey 
respondents propose seven recommendations. 
From the findings, it can be concluded that the 
integration of PBL Into EMEMS2 module at 
SOLE, HUST is very much welcomed by the 
leamers with 100% ofthe survey respondents 
choosing "Yes" when being asked "Do you 
like EMEMS2?" One respondent even 
admitted "EMEMS2 is one of the modules 1 
like the best during my three years of study at 
university so far". The researcher, therefore, 
suggests that PBL approach should be adopted 
more widely for not also ESP modules but for 
English language teaching in general for its 
huge benefits. 
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TOM TAT 
S f DVNG D U d N G HUOfNG HQC TAP THEO DV AN C H O MON HQC TIENG ANH 
CHUYEN NGANH T ^ I VIEN NGOAI NGU", DAI HQC BACH KHOA HA N Q I : 
LQfl ICH, THACH THlTC VA DE XUAT 

Nguyin Thj Kim Oanh' 
Kie« Ngogi ngir - DH Bdch khoa Hd NQI 

Vdi nhihig Ipi Ich dtioc c4 th8 gidi cong nhdn, dudng hudng hpc ngogi ngiJ theo dir dn (PBLL) ngdy 
cdng duijrc dp d^ng r^ng rdi. Nhan thiic ducrc nhung l(f\ tch dd, Vien Ngoai ngir, Dai hoc Bdch khoa Hd 
Npi dd dp dyng dudng hudng htjc t^p ndy cho nSm mdn tieng Anh chuyen nganh l̂ ra chpn 2 trong bon 
n ^ qua. B^i nghiSn cuu thuc nghiem ndy nhdm m\ic dich tim hieu nhQng Ipi ich vd thdch thiic cy th^ 
khi ap dyng PBLL cho mon tieng Anh Co khi va Khoa hoc Vdt li^u 2 vd dua ra nhihig d€ xu^t. Ket qua 
thu dupe til ban cdu hoi khdo sdt tien hdnh tren 54 sinh vien dd tham gia khda hpc ndy ndm hoc 2016-
2017 cho thay PBLL ddng vai trd quan trpng Irong vi^c nang cao tinh t̂ r chii cua ngudi hpc, cho phip 
dp dyng hlnh thiic ddnh gid lien tyc vd trang bi cho ngudi hoc hdng loat k^ ndng song cdn thiSt. Ngodi 
ra, ket qud nghien ciiu cung chl ra nhihig khd khdn md ngudi hpc vd ngudi day gdp phai, chdng han nhu 
vai trd ciia ngudi hpc vd ngudi day thay ddi, ldm vi^c nhdm, l\ra chpn chii dl vd thieu klfin thiic vd tCt 
v(mg chuygn ngdnh. DS khde phyc nhung khd khdn ndy, nghiSn cihi dd dua ra mdt so gidi phdp dira trSn 
y kiSn ciia ngudi tham gia khdo sdt vd kinh nghigm ciia nghiSn cihi viSn, ddng thdi id gido vien phu 
trdch mdn ndy. 

Tu- khda: Hoc tdp theo dir dn; tiing Anh chuyen ngdnh; Igi ich cua hoc theo dv dn; thdch thuc cua hoc 
theo dif dn, de xudt cdch dp dung mo hinh hoc theo du dn 
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