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PROPOSED SEVEN-STEP ACTION PLANS IN IMPLEMENTING PROBLEM-
BASED LEARNING PROJECTS FOR ENGLISH TEACHERS IN NFLP 2020
TRAINING PROGRAMS AT THAI NGUYEN UNIVERSITY

SUMMARY
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What kinds of research does Vietnam need to build in order to foster its English teachers’
proficiency competence and teaching capacity? This article introduces a new approach in teacher
action research, a key component of the NFL2020 Project vision. At Thai Nguyen University, this
approach is named Problem-based learning (PBL) projects which have been experimented with
initial success for the past two years. In this paper, we will briefly look at what PBL is, how a PBL
project is carried out and why it is important in English language learning and teaching. After that,
we will walk through the major steps to successfully implement a PBL project with proposed
seven-step action plans. Our purpose is to create capable and motivated life-long learners, so the
paper is for teachers at any level who want to learn how PBLP projects can improve their language
proficiency. It is also hoped to encourage teachers of English to implement the use of self-study
and cooperative learning strategies in PBLPs to solve problems in their classroom language
teaching.
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INTRODUCTION

For years in Vietnam, the quality of English
teaching and learning at all levels of
education has become a question for debate
and teachers’ weaknesses in English
proficiency and teaching methodologies were
blamed for students’ failure to communicate
or use English in their study and work after 9
years at school and college [2].

The above challenge served as a driving force
to put forward Decision 1400 issued by
Vietham Government in 2008, with the goal
of thoroughly renovating the tasks of teaching
and learning foreign languages within the
national educational system [5]. Two years
later, in 2010, The National Foreign
Language 2020 Project (NFLP2020) was set
up by Ministry of Education and Training of
Vietnam to implement this decision at
national level.

Under this project, Thai Nguyen University
(TNU) has been officially chosen as one of
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five regional foreign language centers of the
whole country to carry out NFLP2020 with a
specific focus of action research. In 2012, the
Center for Human Resource Development for
Foreign Language Studies (CFORD) was
founded to shoulder responsibilities given by
NFLP2020 at TNU. Since its establishment,
TNU English educators and foreign experts at
CFORD have tried hard to develop a training
program in which Problem-based Learning
Project (PBLP) was integrated as a
compulsory component. During two years of
training, more than 400 PLB projects have
been executed by over 1.500 primary,
secondary and high school English teachers of
8 Northern provinces of Vietnam and helped
those teachers solve their problems in English
language proficiency.

PROBLEM-BASED LEARNING

What

Problem based learning, also known as action
learning, is defined as “putting ourselves in
the driving seat of our learning” [1] or “a
dynamic approach to teaching in which
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students explore real-world problems and
challenges, simultaneously  developing
language teaching and study skills while
working in small collaborative groups” [3].

languages

qv@ﬂe

la W
earnmqlg

)L

eachmq

Graph 1. Action learning [3].

PBL projects require students to take
responsibility for their learning by making
choices about their priorities and fulfill action
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
ELT instructors and the whole class will
typically struggle at the beginning to grasp
the idea if they are not clearly instructed.

Why

Because problem based learning is filled with
active and engaged discoveries, it inspires
students to obtain a deeper knowledge of the
subjects they are studying. Research also
indicates that students are more likely to
retain the knowledge gained through this
approach far more readily than through
traditional teacher-centered learning. In
addition, students develop confidence and
self-direction as they move through both
team-based and independent work.

In the process of completing their projects,
students also hone their organizational and
research skills, develop better communication
with their peers, and often work within their
community while seeing the positive effect of
their work.

As students are evaluated on the basis of their
projects, rather than on the comparatively

62

narrow rubrics defined by exams, essays, and
written reports, assessment of project-based
work is often more meaningful to them. They
will quickly see how they progress and their
weaknesses are solved within certain periods
of time [3].
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Graph 2. Action Research Steps [4]

As can be seen from graph 2, 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, 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.

The next part of the paper will discuss in
details of how a PLB project is carried out
with specific guidance for learners who want
to apply this approach in solving their
language difficulties.

PROPOSED SEVEN-STEP
PLANS in PBLPs.

To guarantee the success of a PBL project for
better improvement of learners’ English
capacity, we proposed that seven-step
action plans should be strictly followed as
described below:

Identify the problem

This is an essential step in the process of
doing a PBL project in which learners
identify real-life difficulties, analyze their
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language learning needs and weaknesses (or
those of their students) that limit the success
in using the English language.

Make a team

It is important to think carefully about a team
(ideally with no more than four people) since
each member will work extensively with this
group of people both face-to-face and online
between the beginning and the end of the
course.  Most obviously, team members
should all be able to agree upon a project
focus that will help them build their language
skills in specific areas. Moreover, it will help
if participants are from the same school or
district so that they can easily meet with one
another outside of class time.

Question it

The next step would be finalizing the project
focus and plan by writing it in the form of a
guestion. A good question will be specific and
action oriented.

The work as a team is in fact a determined
effort to find an answer to the question
created. This question should simultaneously
describe the common problem that members
face as a team as well as the strategies that
they will use to find solutions.

Plan it

Planning your PBL projects refers to drawing
up a step-by-step picture about what a group
can do to actively answer their action learning
question. The plan should include specific
action steps that can be carried out over a four
to six week time period.

Do it

Once the plan is approved by the instructor,
team members should carry out the action
steps as outlined in their plan. The majority
of class-time during PBLP tutorials will be set
aside for each team to work together on the
project. It is noted that each group is required
to bring one laptop computer and one USB
3G modem for internet access to tutorial
meetings. It is also the learners’

responsibility to bring any other resources
needed to complete their project.

Discuss it

Every week PBLP tutorial sessions will also
include time for participants and their team to
discuss the effectiveness of what they are
doing to answer their action learning question.
The instructor will serve as a consultant and
coach during this time to ensure that students’
work is focused and effective.

During team discussions, group members will
analyze what is helpful about what they have
been doing and what has been less helpful
than expected. As a result, they may decide
to make some changes to their original plan if
they think that doing something different would
help them reach their project goal more quickly.

Share it

The goal, again, is to find answers to the
original question by means of members’
effort and experience. The final report is an
essential part of that process. It is an
opportunity for learners and their team to
summarize what they have learned from these
projects. An excellent report will also provide
invaluable advice and resources to colleagues
who face problems similar to their own. The
final report is therefore also a cooperative
effort among team members.

CONCLUSION

It is obvious that a key priority with the
NFLP2020 is renovating the way languages
are taught and learned in Vietnam.
Renovation requires rethinking about old
assumptions and discovering new ways of
doing things. PBL projects are one way to
accomplish this renewal of learning and have
been proved to be of great help to teachers of
English in improving their language
proficiency at TNU. It is expected that these
teachers will continue applying PLBPs to
solve problems in their classroom teaching
when coming back to their schools with the
ambition of building a community of practice
in the whole country to better implement
NFLP2020.
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TOM TAT

PE XUAT KE HOACH HANH PONG GOM BAY BUGC NHAM THU'C HIEN
PE AN HQC TAP DUA TREN VAN PE CHO GIAO VIEN TIENG ANH
THAM GIA CHUONG TRINH BOI DUONG CUA PE AN NGOAINGU
QUOC GIA 2020 TAI PAI HQC THAI NGUYEN

Nguyén Thi Qué’, Phung Thi Hii Van
Truong Dai hoc Khoa hoc — PH Thai Nguyén

Viét Nam can nhirng loai hinh nghién ctru nao dé phat trién ning lyc ngoai ngir va phuong phap
giang day cho gido vién tiéng Anh? Bai bao nay s& gi6i thiéu mot cach tiép can mdi voi nghién
ctru hanh dong danh cho gido vién — mot trong nhimg nhiém vy quan trong ciia Bé an Ngoai ngit
qudc gia (PANNQG) 2020. Trong hai nim qua, tai Dai hoc Thai Nguyén, cac dé an nghién ciru
hanh dong da duoc thir nghiém voi nhitng thanh cong ban dau ciing voi tén goi: DE 4n hoc tap dwa
trén van dé. Bai viét sé gioi thiéu ngén gon thé nao 1a hoc tap dua trén vén dé, cach thirc thuc hién
va loi ich cua cac dé an nay dbi véi viee day va hoc ngoai ngir. Sau do, chiing t6i dua ra dé xuit
gdm bay budc cu thé dé thuc hién mot du an nghién ctru hanh dong thanh c6ng. Véi muc dich
hudng tdi viée tao ra nhung ngudi hoc c6 kha nang hoc tap suot doi va co quyét tam cao, bai viét
nay phu hop véi giao vién tiéng Anh ¢ moi trinh do mong mudn tim hiéu xem céc dy an nghién
ctru hanh dong c6 thé gitip ho cai thién kha ning ngdn ngl cua minh bang cach nao. Hy vong rang,
céc chién luge tu hoc va hoc cong tac theo nhom dé an trong md hinh nay s€ dugc cac gido vién
tiéng Anh cac cap tiép tuc 4p dung va nhdn rong dé giai quyét cac vin dé lién quan dén phuong
phap giang day cia minh & co s¢ dao tao.

Tw khoa: Nghién ciu hanh dong cho gido vién, dé an hoc tdp dua trén vin dé, ké hoach hanh dong
bay budc, cdi thién nang luc ngoai ngit, Dé dn Ngoai ngit Quoc Gia 2020, Pai hoc Thdi Nguyén
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