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Learner autonomy is of vital importance in languagaching,
particularly in reaching better outcomes in langeaacquisition, in
integrating foreign language use, as well as irréasing motivation.
How far learners become autonomous greatly dependbe method
within whose framework they learn. The presentystxglores the
extent to which a pedagogical approach supportelrdirected
learning can be applied successfully in teachinglish as a foreign
language (EFL). The student-centred instructionhodtunder
investigation poses “contextualized, real-worldusiions” to learners
in order for them to “develop content knowledge gnoblem skills”,
and has become known as problem-based learning)(PBitoducing
the seven jump model by Schmidt (1983), the papapares and
contrasts PBL, which has not been widely usedreida language
teaching, and task-based language learning (TBuihjch is a well-
researched and widely practiced language teachiethod. Given
that PBL originates from medical sciences, it ia\nly researched in
its mother field and other related sciences. Primgdan overvievof
PBL in various academic environments through comgpithe results
of several meta-analyses, the study examines finedieéness of PBL
over the last four decades. Relying on the regiltaimerous
empirical research projects conducted in seveedts, the paper
discusses the advantages and shortcomings of ttiede&Concerns
that need special attention when implementing Pilagso
addressed. Based on the experience and findingdufators and
researchers of PBL in various academic fields,dtugly provides
implications for EFL teachers willing to foster idirected learning.

Keywords: Teaching English as a Foreign Language; Problases
Learning; Task-Based Language Learning

Learner autonomy has become a buzzword in langieaghing (Barfield &

Brown, 2007; Little, 1999, 2007; Palfreyman & Smi#©03). Over the last
two decades, research interest has increasingheduto learner autonomy,
namely, the learner’s ability to rule himself (Ry&rPowelson, 1991) and to
take charge of his own learning (Holec, 1980). Tihderlying reason might
be the fact that autonomous language learnersttebd more successful in
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various areas of learning. First of all, an autooom learner has better
outcomes in language acquisition and consequentgtars the foreign
language to a greater extent (Deci et al., 199lel 2009; Little, Ridley &
Ushioda, 2003; Nakata, 2010; Ryan & Grolnick, 1986p & Wu, 2007;
Ushioda, 2010). Besides, autonomous learners matmgetegrate the
language use learnt in the classroom into thedslifRogers, 1983; Ryan, &
Grolnick, 1986). As a third advantage, autonomoearrers are more
volitional, more interested and motivated in leagnia foreign language
(Deci et al., 1991; Ryan, & Powelson, 1991). Aditidlly, learner autonomy
is not confined to the classroom as it is highkelly to result in pursuing
lifelong learning (Egel, 2009). Having the abovendfecial effects on both
the process and the product of language learr@agnér autonomy deserves
to be nurtured in teaching English as a foreigmylage (EFL). A potential
method that might be used in order to foster autgnm language learning
is one that has been applied and researched fart &ar decades in the
teaching of sciences, particularly in medical aedlth education courses.
The growth in autonomy, or the self-directed gyalit the process of
acquiring knowledge, as it is referred to in thacteng of sciences (Savery
& Duffy 1996; Torp & Sage 2002), can be assisteccimating a learning
environment that poses problems to the learnebl&mbased learning has
proved to be fruitful to some extent in the teaghaf sciences; however, it
has not been widely applied to foreign languagechieq. This paper
attempts to examine what EFL teachers can leam flee method already
tested in the fields of sciences.

The present study aims at providing a pedagogichliyen literature
review of problem-based learning, a self-direcahing method applied in
the education of sciences. Consequently, the eféawtss of the method
using ‘a student-centred pedagogical strategy that posesifcant,
contextualized, real-world, ill-structured situati® while providing
resources, guidance, instruction, and opportunifasreflection to learners
as they develop content knowledge and probleng’s@ibffman & Ritchie,
1997:97) is investigated. Respectively, the stuatyu$es on the following
research questiorBased on already existing research on problem-based
learning (PBL), what strengths and weaknesses @firstruction method
can be identified?The findings obtained from this study will helpadr
implications for EFL teachers willing to foster taar autonomy by means
of applying PBL in the classroom.

The origins of PBL go back to the 60s and 70s aiada, where it was
developed and implemented as a possible solutiomettical students’ poor
clinical performanceHarold Barrows professor at McMaster University
Medical School, considered the way medical studemst® trained to be the
root of the failure, since traditional lecture faidid not provide students
with knowledge applicable in real life medical piee (Barrows, 1996). As
the four decade long history of PBL abounds in eitgli research, great
care had to be taken when selecting research peypedie present literature
review. Striving to outline a balanced overviewtlod bulky material and to
integrate the great number of findings, meta-amalysere chosen to be
investigated. In other words, comprehensive analyseseveral different
empirical research conducted in a given period imietwere analysed.
Consequently, the present review is based on nmetlytacal studies that
meet the following criteria:
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- the entirety of the meta-analyses examined coVvénefour decades
of the history of PBL;

- the number of statistical (quantitative) and nareafqualitative)
meta-analyses chosen is balanced,;

- besides relying on the mother field of medical agsk, other
educational fields are represented.

Accordingly, Table 1 shows in detail the seven ragtalytical research
papers chosen as the basis of the present review.

Table 1.The meta-analyses on which the present literatevéew is based

Researchers Journal Published| Embraceg Nature
Albanese, M. A., &| Academic Medicine 1993 1972-1992 narrative
Mitchell, S.

Berkson, L. Academic Medicine 1993 pre-1992  narrative
Colliver, J. A. Academic Medicine 2000 1992-1998tatistical
Dochy, F. et al. Learning and 2003 43 studies | statistical
Instructions
Gijbels, D. et al. Review of 2005 1976-2000 narrative
Educational Research
Vermon, D. T. A,, Academic Medicine 1993 1970-1992 statistical
& Blake, R. L
Yuan, H. B. et al. Journal of Nursing 2008 1990-2006 statistical
Training

The strengths and weaknesses of PBL stem from #teren of the
instruction method itself. Barrows (1996) clairhattPBL mirrors nature as
to the process of acquisition, since learningiggéred by facing authentic
problems. In contrast, artificial ways of learnirsgich as rote learning, do
not pose real problems to the learner thus theestud not deeply engaged
in the learning process. Secondly, PBL emphasisalslgms over content,
that is, content is organized while a series ofblenms is being solved
instead of the educator providing content priosatving problems. Besides,
reasoning is strengthened by PBL when students diznse and effect
relationships, explain choices or find out whicleqas of information are
relevant to be considered when solving a given Iprob Additionally,
students have a strong chance of active participatince PBL is typically
applied in small groups.

The steps of a PBL course or series of classemimately described by
Schmidt(1983), who lists the seven important ingrediesits?BL in his
seven jump model. First, students in small groupseaposed to a problem
stimulus by the teacher. In this phase studentstamdarify concepts by
asking questions and requesting more informatiomfthe tutor. Second, it
is the students who identify the problem, phrasadtwell as, determine its
domain of investigation. Thirdly, students staraitalyse the problem based
on their own prior knowledge. Then students formulaypothesis about the
problem, at the same time, the group acknowleddest wnowledge they
fail to possess. In the fifth step students forrmuldearning goals and
objectives, that is, the group of students agreeimdependent, self-directed
study or research. The sixth step is carried otwédoen two sessions, this is
the phase when students collect additional infaonatand meet their
learning goals. In the last step students discodssgnthesise their findings
with the facilitation of the tutor. In a foreignnguage learning environment,
however, one more step should be adde&dbmidt's seven jump model
(1983). Namely, presentation as a final move in RBurses shall not be
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ignored. Presentation might involve all the pregi®even steps, as it is not
simply the solution that is in the limelight. Oretkbontrary, the process of
solving a problem, discussing various options amting to agreements are
also important steps through which students benafid learn. This
additional eighth step gives students a chancautagrize their learning
process to other small groups in the class, as aglto use the foreign
language needed to solve the problem productively.

Due to the problem-focused nature of the instractieethod, PBL might
seem to be identical with task-based language ilegr@rBLL) for EFL
teachers. The two approaches, however, are geputiifferent. Most
importantly, PBL exploits real life problems whereswers are needed to be
sought; however, the problems in TBLL are not lieathe sense that the
teacher is familiar with the possible answers rightthe outset of the
problem. Likewise, the domain of the problem is endlexible in PBL,
where students themselves identify the problem itmidcope. In contrast,
the problem domain in TBLL is strictly determineg the teacher or the
course book. Finally, the purpose of PBL is to eavproblem, whereas the
aim of TBLL is to present certain language itemd arake students practise
and finally learn them.

The seven meta-analyses narrating and analyzing réiselts and
shortcomings of PBL report that the method is éif¥ecin increasing
knowledge. Numerous studies express that PBL pespatudents for
passing standardized tests with higher scoreslédtaure students (Albanese
& Mitchell, 1993; Arthur, 2001; Gallagher & Stepiet996; Hwang & Kim.,
2006; Lieux, 2001; Michel et al., 2002; Rideoutagt 2002; Tiwari et al.,
2006; Schlundt et al., 1999; Vermon & Blake, 199B)oreover, PBL
students do not only demonstrate a higher lev&hofvledge in the test year
when they are exposed to the student-centred atsirumethod; however,
longitudinal studies assert that PBL students managscore higher than
non-PBL students for at least two years (Tiwagdlet2006).

Besides, the meta-analyses summarise other beefesults of the
method. Positive learning outcomes of PBL includdamcing students’
problem solving skills (Barrows, 1996; Cook & Moyl2002; Dods, 1997,
Dolmans & Schmidt, 1994; Kamin et al., 2001; Schneidal., 1992). Given
that students are exposed to problems under tlagee of a tutor instead
of being provided with lists of factual informatidn a lecture, students
practise and acquire the ways of tackling problesffectively in small
groups, which results in better problem solvindlski

Furthermore, the meta-analyses infer PBL to haymsitive effect on
critical thinking. In the studies PBL students assessed to demonstrate
greater improvement in critical thinking than leetustudents (Cook &
Moyle, 2002; Day & Williams, 2002; Morales-Mann &akell, 2001; Tiwari
et al., 2006; White et al., 1999; Yuan & Qian, 200Bhe guidance and
assistance of the PBL tutor as well as the disonsswithin the group of
students admittedly cause students to think logiehtionships and
argumentations over, which might be responsible developing critical
thinking skills (Barrows, 1996).

Enumerating further beneficial effects of PBL, thstruction method is
described to promote students’ active participatiothe learning process
(Cook & Moyle, 2002). From the very beginning of IPBourses, students
are clearly made responsible for what they ledrms hot the tutor but the
group of students who identify and phrase the mblwho examine their
own prior knowledge, who set learning objectivebpvattempt to organise
various pieces of information, who argue for pdgesgwlutions, finally, who
give an account of their findings. Working withimetframework of such an
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instruction method does not let students fall i@ passivity of listening to
a lecturer.

Subsequently, a further merit of PBL lies in itfeef on communication
according to the meta-analyses investigated. Tthadas reported to affect
students’ communication positively by means of ioyimg communication
skills (Morales-Mann & Kaitell, 2001; Rideout et.,aR002; White et al.,
1999). PBL creates a natural environment for teararkw where
communication is essential for the students. Stisdeeed to phrase the
problem, to choose relevant pieces of informatiod # find the way of
solving the problem. All of these steps are carred in small groups;
students are encouraged to share their knowleddeirmights with their
team members. As a consequence, students canmgthdait practicing and
thus improving their communicative competence. @itleat arguing for or
against possible ways of solving a problem is alispensable element of
PBL, students can not avoid presenting their opinwhich naturally leads
to discussions in the group. Hence improving sttele@mmmunication skills
is constantly in the foreground.

Tightly connected with the previous merit of thethosl, PBL also has
the advantage of enhancing students’ cooperatiagronp work (Yuan &
Qian, 2003). Identifying and solving the proposedbfem is the task of the
group, where each and every student has their esponsibility and own
learning goal. That is, no student is expectedadhgough the process of
solving the problem individually; however, studeate to intertwine what
they know and have discovered.

Besides the above positive cognitive and sociacesf of the instruction
method, PBL is described in the meta-analysesdadaeneficial affective
or emotional effects as well. Namely, the teachingthod is reported to
increase students’ satisfaction with the learningeess resulting in a higher
level of enjoyment by students and tutors alikegl dikewise, it is also
characterised by greater motivation (Hwang & Kim0@0 Michel et al.,
2002; Rideout et al., 2002; Rogal & Snider, 2008&iit&/et al., 1999).

To continue the list of strengths of PBL, its meate not confined to the
length of the PBL course; however, it is reportedhdve long-term positive
effects as well. Particularly, PBL students seerdaweelop responsibility for
their learning; consequently, they tend to purdieéohg learning (Michel et
al., 2002).

Despite the fact that PBL has numerous benefités ot a method
without drawbacks. As described in the studies, anine shortcomings of
the instruction method is its costly nature (Fammsky 1994). The higher
cost of the teaching method might not necessaslydilected in financial
terms, a traditional lecturer might earn as mucta &BL tutor. However,
guiding small groups and providing individual hetp students definitely
requires a PBL tutor to devote more time on runtirggcourse smoothly. In
a similar manner, students also need to spend timmeson preparation in
order to obtain similar learning outcomes as sttglemorking with
traditional methods.

A further drawback of the method discussed in thetaranalyses
concerns students’ emotions. PBL is considered dase a sense of
discomfort at the initial stage of its implemerati(Dabbagh et al., 2000;
Hoffman & Ritchie, 1997; Jost et al., 1997; Schiritass & Kline, 1999).
The reason for such a discomfort is reported to sbene students’
unwillingness to take an active role in goal settifihis might be an obvious
result of having trained students with feeding-aeglrgitating methods
thus failing to familiarise them with taking respdulity for their own
studies. Besides, low-achievers are found to geilyefrustrated by not
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being able to grab the essential content of a Riglrse. Despite these initial
difficulties, studies account that most PBL studemtevelop positive
attitudes towards the method by the end of thairses.

Weighing up the numerous strengths and handful edknesses of the
method described in the meta-analyses, PBL canldimaed to enhance
learner autonomy through developing self-directedrding, as well as
improving problem-solving skills, developing craic thinking skills,
promoting active participation in the learning prss, developing
communication skills, encouraging cooperation iougr work, providing
greater enjoyment and motivation, and promotingeldifig learning.
Although PBL is proven to be time-consuming and easily stir low-
graders, especially at the initial stage, the stidiollect evidence that the
method increases students’ factual knowledge.

The strengths and weaknesses of the instructiohadetan draw EFL
teachers’ attention to several points worth comsiaen when applying PBL
in English teaching. First of all, students shdoddmade aware of their own
role in the language learning process. Settingoalpm to students without
having initiated them to the main idea of the imstion method can easily
result in an ill-functioning course with studentsihg motivation. In other
words, it is vital to discuss with the students WwRBL is about prior to
exposing them to a new teaching method. Once theg kinderstood their
own roles in the learning process, they tend tmbee cooperative.

Similarly, it should be made clear to the studehtt the new method
might be stirringly strange for them at the begiigniSuch an explanation
has the advantage of reducing initial discomfotudents will feel that
support is given to them in the adjustment peridtien students are aware
of the fact that it is only normal to have mixecklfegs in the transition
period, they will not easily get entangled in the&gative emotions. That is,
developing a positive attitude towards the teachimeghod is made easier
this way.

In the case of applying PBL in the teaching of mabtor other sciences,
it can be taken for granted that the professiomablpms posed to the
students are relevant to the learners’ further siestace all the students are
in the same pre-service education. It is not theec@iowever, with EFL
students, who come from various professional bamkgpls. As a result, in
an EFL group careful needs analysis should beethout before exposing
students to problems. Small groups should be foiimedch a way that their
members share some common interest, which progidesnmon ground for
real-life problems for them. On the contrary, ifmigers of the small groups
have nothing in common, the problem they are twesalill not trigger
genuine interest, the students will not find thebtem a real-life one.
Consequently, they will not have a genuine drivgadhrough the stages of
solving the problem, which can easily result inidgstheir motivation as
well as putting considerably less effort into tharhing process.

Provided that some common interest is found ambagytoup members
in which field a real-life problem can be posedttem, minute attention
should be also paid to the complexity of the probl&or language teachers
familiar with task-based language teaching it i®lvio bear in mind that
PBL uses problems where real answers are soughmela neither the
teacher nor the course book has the answer atutsetmf the task. Finding
the scope of the problem, sorting out relevantrimion, searching for new
pieces of information, sharing knowledge and disitigs arguments are
impossible for the students to carry out if thebpem is simple enough to
see the answer right at the beginning, if the gmiuts provided by the
course book. Since it is the problem that liedhatHeart of PBL, it should be
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made certain that the tasks are neither too easyraightforward nor too
complicated. Once the students find a task too t¢exnpo tackle, the
guidance of the PBL tutor involves helping studestgt out and organise
relevant pieces of information.

Considering the design of the problem, PBL tutdrallsmake sure that
students assign a realistic range to the problero.tbroad problems require
far too much research, which might turn out to lbenanageable for the
students; while a limited scope does not give sdacenvestigation or
contrasting ideas. It is also the PBL instructagsponsibility to facilitate
group work with the help of checking if there i¢adr share of tasks among
the group members. Besides, it is also vital to whether the individual
learning goals are appropriate.

A salient point for EFL teachers is to set problemtsich require the
students to collect information in the target laager As PBL is applied to
foster learner autonomy, the problem to be solvemlisl be researched in
English, not in the mother tongue; otherwise sttglevill fail to work with
authentic materials. To ensure that students a@etitenticity as important,
they can be required to list the websites and odberces they used while
gathering information and finding their solution.

In an EFL teaching context Schmidt's seven jump eh@&i983) shall be
completed with an additional eighth step, naméigt bf presentation. Once
students have found an answer to the problem, iinfortant to give an
account of both the solution and the process ofingethere. Such an
overview gives the EFL learners a second changerdduce meaningful
texts with real-life content based on researchiathentic materials. This
way the foreign language input gained through réeepskills (typically
reading or in some cases listening) is reinforchcbugh the use of
productive skills (speaking or writing). Presentithg problem, the way of
sorting it out and the solution itself can be delad both in an oral or a
written form to other small groups in the classsohool. Besides giving a
PowerPoint presentation, students can write reportompile portfolios as
well to share their findings.

Unlike in the teaching of sciences, there is athtion to this instruction
method in the frame of foreign language teachinghall be noted that PBL
cannot be applied at all levels of EFL teachingc8ithe method involves
discussions and individual research, learners efftheign language should
have a moderate command of the target languagdiciparly students
should be at a pre-intermediate level or above. [@let@ or false beginner
students will not find the way to collect informati or argue for their
opinion in the target language.
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