Nguyén Thi Qué va Prg

Tap chi KHOA HQC & CONG NGHE

183(07): 147 - 152

ASKING THE RIGHT QUESTION FOR SUCCESSFUL SELF-STUDYING AND
COOPERATIVE LEARNING - TOWARDS INDEPENDENT LANGUAGE LEARNERS
IN THE CONTEXT OF ASEAN COMMUNITY AND GLOBAL INTEGRATION

SUMMARY
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How can EFL learners identify problems and find the right solutions? It all begins with asking the
right questions. Since a good question well-asked is a question well-answered, it plays a
significant role in helping learners define their language problems and determine ways to solve
them. This paper introduces an approach to self-study strategies using problem-based learning
projects (PBLPs) which has been piloted under National Foreign Language Project 2020 at Thai
Nguyen University of Vietnam. A number of issues related to starting a good PBL project question
will be discussed including definition, significance, criteria and steps to design a good PBLPs
action learning question and is followed by a proposed model for asking the right question for self-
studying projects. The purpose is to create capable and motivated life-long learners, so the article
is for students and teachers at any level who want to learn how PBLPs can really help enhance
their learners' English language competence, one of the important factors contributing to
Vietnam’s success in the demanding context of ASEAN community and global integration.
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INTRODUCTION

The launch of the ASEAN Community 2015
is expected to bring about many opportunities
for its member countries such as the free flow
of commercial trade, tourism, educational
exchange and regional cooperation of all
fields following the liberalization. As stated
in Charter Article 34 that "the working
language of ASEAN shall be English"[1], the
member states are required to step forward
the use of the language to its people to make
it easier for us to communicate as part of a
community. These opportunities also put
Vietnam under new challenges since English
in Vietnam is considered a foreign language
to be taught at schools of all levels, not a
means of communication in daily
conversations. Moreover, it is an unpleasant
fact for us that "Vietnam is among the group
of countries which have low proficiency in
English" as reported in the 2014 EF English
Proficiency Index [2].

However, it is a positive signal that Vietnam
has made significant headway in English
language education, and the government
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intends to further that progress by passing the
national policy on foreign languages through
Decision 1400 which declared that by 2020,
“foreign languages, particularly English, will
be a comparative advantage of development
for Vietnhamese people in the cause of
industrialization and modernization,” [3, p.7].
In 2010, The National Foreign Language 2020
Project (NFLP2020) was launched by the
Ministry of Education and Training with the
goal of thoroughly renovating the tasks of
teaching and learning foreign languages within
the national educational system [4]. Under this
project, Thai Nguyen University (TNU) where
the author is working has been officially
chosen as one of five regional foreign language
centers to carry out NFLP2020 with a specific
focus of action research.

Due to the time constraints of learning
English in classrooms which ranges from only
8 to 12 credits or 120 to 180 hours during any
entire tertiary training programs at Thai
Nguyen member universities, students here
have not mastered the language to the
required level of expectation. More
specifically, a recent report of English
proficiency results of eight TNU members has
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shown that in total two fifth of students failed
to achieve level A2 in English (equivalent to
level 2/6 in the Common European
Framework of Reference) [5, p.5] which is
one of the basic requirement for graduation
for students as stated in the project on
standardizing language skills for TNU
academic staffs and students of the 2013-2015
and the 2016-2020 periods signed by Thai
Nguyen University Director in 2014 [6, p.12].

Understanding the above challenges, as an
English educator at TNU, the author has tried
hard to rethink and renovate the English
teaching methodology to her students. Of all
the materials she and her colleagues have
designed, a self-adopted term for action
research project to avoid her students'
confusions when translating the word
“research” into their native language which
frequently refers to a scientific, theoretical
model of inquiry, Problem-based Learning
Project (PBLP) was developed as a guiding
principle for structured study strategies for
lifelong learning at her university. In this
reference, the author will discuss one of the
important initial steps to decide the success of
a self-studying learning project that is asking
the right question to determine problems in
learning English, the basic for the following
phases of actualizing a successful self-
studying or cooperative learning project.

PROBLEM BASED LEARNING PROJECTS
What is problem-based learning?

Problem based learning, also known as action
learning, is defined as putting ourselves in the
driving seat of our learning [7] or “a dynamic
approach to teaching in which students
explore real-world problems and challenges,
simultaneously developing language learning
and study skills while working individually or
in small collaborative groups” [8, p.3].

Simply speaking, problem based learning is
the enhancement of language knowledge and
skills through the process of solving specific
problems in language learning. It is obvious
that PBL projects require students to take
responsibility for their learning by making
choices about their priorities and fulfill action
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learning plans to achieve their goals in
learning. These projects are meant to be
structured experiments in practical study
strategies and collaborative learning. This is
an unfamiliar approach to many Vietnamese
English language teaching (ELT) instructors
since the classrooms here are often teacher-
centered where students rely heavily on
teachers imparting the knowledge to them.

How do PBLP work?

PBL projects foster habits well-suited for
lifelong learning by requiring participants
through the process of selecting a specific
issue related to language skill development,
writing it in form of an action learning
question, planning detailed action steps to
follow through, implementing the planned
steps to address the problem or concern,
analyzing the results and finally reflecting on
the outcome [9].
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Figure 1. Process of an Action learning/ PBLP [10]

Following are the major steps extracted and
summarized from a PBLP workbook [8]
designed by the author and her colleagues to
help English learners implement a successful
project during English training programs
under NFLP2020 at TNU.

The first step in doing an action learning
project namely identifying your problem
requires you to analyze your language
learning needs and difficulties. This is an
essential step in the process in which you
identify real-life difficulties that limit your
success in using the English language. If you
find someone who shares the same problems
with you, you can make a team to agree upon
a project focus that will help you build your
language skills in specific areas and work
extensively both face-to-face an online to
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solve it with your peers.This step also
involves writing your project focused
problem in the form of a question which
should be specific and action oriented. Your
work as a team is in fact a determined effort
to find an answer to the question you create.
This question should simultaneously describe
the problem you face as a team or yourself
alone as well as the strategies you will use to
find solutions [8].

The second step is to make a plan about what
you can DO to actively answer your question.
Your plan should include actions steps and
possible resources that will help you and your
team carry out your project over a four to six
week time period.

The third step involves carrying out the
action steps as outlined in your plan. The
majority of your time will be set aside for you
or your team to work together on the project.
This part also include time for you and your
team to discuss the effectiveness of what you
are doing to answer your question. If your
teacher is available to help, he or she will
serve as a consultant and coach during this
time to ensure that your work is focused and
effective. During your team discussions, you
will analyze what is helpful about what you
have been doing and what has been less
helpful than expected. As a result, you may
decide to make some changes to your original
plan if you decide that doing something
different would help you reach your project
goal more quickly.

The fourth step is observing and analyzing
your result after your trial projects to see
whether you and your groups have improve
your problems. Your goal, again, is to find
answers to your original question by means of
your effort and experience. Therefore, it is an
opportunity for you and your team to
summarize what you have learned from these
projects.

The final step is reflecting on the outcome
which is essential to an action learning
activity. Since ‘"reflection is the most
important part of the learning process" [11], it
provides opportunities for learners or the

groups to look back on the problem, ponder
over it, learn from what they have done and
then use the new knowledge to help solve
their future similar situations. Furthermore, a
sharing in classrooms or school newspapers
will also provide invaluable advice and
resources to peers who face problems similar
to your own.

DESIGNING AN ACTION LEARNING
QUESTION

What is a PBLP action learning question?

As stated in the previous part, designing an
action learning question is essential in doing a
self-studying and cooperative learning
project. It is because questions serve many
purposes for communication. On the one
hand, they focus our attention by the simple
fact that we are expected to find an answer.
On the other hand, they create a basic level of
curiosity that can motivate us forward.

A PBLP question should combine:

(1) a DESCRIPTION of your PROBLEM
with

(2) the ACTION you believe will provide a
SOLUTION.

Measureable
l Achievable

Specific

Action learning
Question

~
—
/ Relevant
Open-ended \

Time-bounded

Figure 2. Criteria an action learning question
should meet revised Marie Boyd

What makes a good PBLP question?

The first criteria a good action learning
question should meet is open-ended. The
difference between an open-ended and
directed question is that directed question is
based on facts to support development of
deeper understanding and has one correct
response  while open-ended is more
appropriate for a self-studying project as it is
based on concepts or ideas which require
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students to research, investigate or reflect
before responding. As a result, an open-ended
has at least one correct answer. Specific
examples of the two kinds of questions can be
seen in the following: "what is the weather
like in Thai Nguyen city of Vietnam today?"
(directed question with easy-to-answer
response) and "How do different types of
weather affect students in learning English?"
(open-ended question which requires you to
do a research to answer).

Most often learners come up with project
questions which are too general. General
questions are nearly impossible to answer
completely. One reason for this is the lack of
understanding, in the learners’ part, on the
purpose of question. They do not understand
that the question has to be something specific
and most importantly something that they can
act upon. Therefore, both Problems and
Activities such as action tools, resources or
strategies used must not be too general.

One basic way to explain an effective
question is to say that it must be measurable.
First, a measurable question is first something
that can be completed by specific action steps.
Second, a measurable question is something
that produces specific results that are easy to
identify and evaluate.

An action learning question should also be
achievable, which is neither out of reach or
below your performance. Like if you are at
level B2 in CEFR, the question of "how can
we write a simple sentence in English
correctly" would be too easy for you.

Furthermore, a good question is the one
which is related to your problems you want to
solve while the action tools or resources used
must be relevant to the skills you want to
improve. For instance, the use of recording
our conversations does not help us much in
improving our writing skill, therefore, you
should avoid using irrelevant tools to address
certain skills.

Finally, it is worth considering the time
bound you spend on doing a self-studying
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project. More specifically, it answers the
question of HOW LONG or HOW OFTEN
you will do the project. For example, if you
intend to improve your pronunciation of final
"s" sounds, which is a typical lack of
Vietnamese learners, and you use group's
conversations for two hours every day, it will
not be feasible because the time of speaking
to practice a minor mistake like this is too
long and not necessary.

To wrap up, a well-asked question by nature
should be Open-ended and S.M.A.R.T which
stands for Specific, Measurable, Achievable,
Relevant, and Time-bounded.

How can we design a good PBLP action
learning question?
Step 1: State the basic problem

When formulating an action learning
question, it is best that we have some idea of
what topic interests us or what language skills
or aspect we are weak at. However, if it is
difficult to identify a specific problem, then
we can also start from something we already
know and care about. For example, you and
your group may have problems with writing.
What arises in your head is “I want to
improve my writing skills.”

Step 2: Choose ONE specific language skill
It is suggested that we use MIND MAPPING
as a starting point to specify your project
focus. Do a mind map of what are the
components of the general language skills you
are interested in step 1. If your problem is
listening, by doing the mind map, we can
choose at least one area of many components
in listening that we really need to explore and
is feasible to improve in a short 6-8 week
project like "How can we improve our ability
to listen for main ideas?"

Step 3: Choose specific actions to use

In addition to identify specific language
skills, we also need to identify specific
actions that can be used to practice those
skills. PBL Projects are exploratory in nature
and the act of looking for suitable tools,
resources and strategies to use in itself is part
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of what PBLP is all about. In the action
learning model, language skills are referred to
as “dependent variables” and actions (tools,
resources and strategies) are referred to as
“independent variables”. It means to say that
whatever tools or methods we use should
have a direct impact on the language
problems we want to improve.

Step 4: Make it SMART

The final step in writing an action learning
question is to consider the criteria of a good
question we have mentioned in previous part.
Remember that your question should be open-
ended in nature and S.M.A.R.T.

What does a sample PBLP question in
speaking look like?

STEP 1: State the Basic Problem

(a) Topic (general):
I have problem with
so how can I improve my ?

|

STEP 2: Choose ONE specific language skill
(b) Language Skill (specific):
How can we improve our ability to

y

STEP 3: Choose specific actions to use

() Actions (tools, resources and strategies):
How will the use of . .
help us/ improve our ability to(insert language
skill focus from step 2)

?

U

STEP 4: Give it structure
(d) Make it SMART:
To what extent does the use of (insert specific
actions from step 3)

help us/ improve our ability to (insert language

skill focus from step 2)
. . ?

0

Write your complete question in the box below.

Figure 3. Proposed model of asking the question
for self-studying and cooperative learning

Sample questions for Problem Based
Learning Projects

To what extend does the use of songs for 20
minutes every day improve our ability to
listen for key words?

To what extend does the practice of taking
with foreigners on social media three times a
week help us improve our pronunciation of
“s” ending sounds?

How does peer-feedback for 15 minutes every
day improve our ability to correct mistakes in
writing essays?

To what extend does the use of brainstorming
activities for 5 minutes every day help us
develop ideas about an academic topics for
longer sentences and paragraphs?

How does the use of online reading articles
for 30 minutes every day improve our ability
to answer main idea question in reading tests?
How will the wuse of recording our
conversations everyday help us improve our
pronunciation of word stress?

CONCLUSION

In the new trend of globalization and
particularly in the context of ASEAN
integration, it is essential for each member of
the community to be fluent in one common
language, i.e. English, to be able to
communicate with each other easily. Due to
the restricted time of learning the language
inVietnamese school setting, students need to
equip themselves with self-studying strategies
beside classroom learning. Problem based
learning projects can be recommended for
such a strategy which can be applied outside
English classrooms for students to work on
their own problems or with a group of friends
who share the same difficulties. It is best if
this kind of projects can receive the support
and help from their teachers and the results of
the project will be shared in public so that
other people can learn from that experience.
Therefore, it is suggested that teachers should
introduce this new method of learning English
to her students so that they can make use of
this project to solve problems towards
building a community of practice with
independent language learners.
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HOI BUNG BE TU' HQC VA HQC TAP CONG TAC THANH CONG
— HUONG TOI XAY DUNG NGUOI HOC NGOAINGU PQC LAP
TRONG BOI CANH HQI NHAP KHU VU'C VA QUOC TE

Nguyén Thi Qué’, Hoang Thi Nhung
Truong Pai hoc Khoa hoc — PH Thadi Nguyén

Lam thé nao dé ngudi hoc ngoai ngir nhan ra diém yéu ciia minh va tim ra giai phap phu hop? Tat
ca déu bat dau bang viéc dat ra cdu hoi ding. Vi cau héi c6 ding thi méi 6 cau tra 1oi thoa dang,
do do, viéc dat cau hoi ding dong vai tro quan trong trong vi€e giup ngudi hoc xac dinh chinh xac
cac van dé kho khan khi hoc ngon ngit va cach giai quyét chung mot cach tdi uu. Bai viét nay gisi
thi€u mot dudong hudng mai trong chién luoc tu hoc ngoai nglr cua hoc vién, st dung cac du an
hoc tap duya trén van dé da duoc thir nghiém giang day cho gido vién pho thong cac cap tham gia
chuong trinh bbi dudng ning lyc tiéng Anh tai Dai hoc Thai Nguyén trong khuén kho Dé an
Ngoai ngir Qudc gia 2020. Cu thé, mot s6 van dé lién quan dén viéc dit mot cau hoi phu hop khi
bat dau bat cir ké hoach hoc tap nao sé& duoc tac gia dua ra thao luan, bao gém: dinh nghia, tim
quan trong, tiéu chuédn va cac budc dé thiét ké mot cau hoi hoc tap theo hudéng hanh dong phu hop
va cudi cung, tac gia dwa ra mot md hinh goi y cach dat cau hoi dung cho cac du an tu hoc hoac
hoc tap cong tac theo nhom. V6i myc dich gitip nguoi hoe c6 kha néng va dong luc hoc tép subt
doi, bai viét nay phu hop v6i sinh vién va gido vién ¢ bat ky cap d6 nao muon tim hiéu cach ma
cac du an hoc tap dua trén van dé co thé giup nang cao ning lyc tiéng Anh cho ngudi hoc — mot
trong nhimg yeu t6 quan trong goép phan vao thanh cong cua Viét Nam trong b6i canh gia nhap
cong dong kinh té ASEAN va hoi nhap toan ciu.

Tw khoa: Pat cdu hoi dung, dé dén hoc tdp dua trén van dé, hoc tdp cong tac, ty hoc, Pé an Ngoai
ngit Quoc gia 2020, Pai hoc Thai Nguyén, Hoi nhdp cong dong ASEAN va thé gidi.
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