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This study aims to explore the difficulties that 3rd year English major
students at a university in Vietnam have when doing a project-based
learning course - the Magazine Project. A survey questionnaire was
built basing on a proposed model and administered to 60 English major
students at the university. The quantitative session of the questionnaire
was to test how the students rate the different types of difficulties in the
model. The qualitative session was to investigate additional problems
(if any) and seek for solutions suggested by the students. The
quantitative data revealed that teachers’ lack of support and enthusiasm
caused difficulties to the students. In addition, students struggled the
most with finding IT tools and authentic magazine resources, writing in
magazine conventions, and collaborating with peers. Meanwhile, the
qualitative data show that low learning motivation was additionally the
source of troubles. Some suggestions were also given by the students to
minimize the difficulties. The study contributes to the limited existing
literature of a particular PBL course —the Magazine project and brings
more insights into students’ learning difficulties in similar contexts.
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Day hoc qua Dy &n

Dé &n Tap chi

Kho khan cua nguoi hoc

Sinh vién Tiéng Anh

Day hoc Tiéng Anh & Viét Nam

Nghién ctru nham muc dich tim hiéu nhitng khé khan ma céac sinh vién
nam thir 3 chuyén nganh Tiéng Anh tai mot truong Pai hoc ¢ Viét Nam
gap phai khi hoc mot khoa hoc dur an cu thé (Bé &n Tap chi). Mét bang
diéu tra dugc xay dung dua trén mé hinh nha nghién ctru dé xuit va duoc
trién khai dén 60 sinh vién. Phan dinh tinh cua bang hoi xem xét mic do
gay kho khin ciia cac yéu té dé xuét ddi vai viéc hoc Bé an Tap chi. Phan
dinh luong diéu tra nhimg kho khin khac (néu c6), dong thoi tim hiéu
nhitng giai phap do sinh vién dé xuat. Két qua dinh lugng cho thiy su
thiéu ho tro va thiéu nhiét tinh ciia gido vién gy ra khé khan cho nguoi
hoc. Bén canh d6, sinh vién gip nhiéu khé khan trong Iya chon cong cu
c6ng nghé va tap chi tham khao, viét bai theo van phong bao chi, va hop
tac vai cac thanh vién nhém. Dit liéu dinh tinh b6 sung thém yéu té dong
lyc hoc tap thap. Mot s giai phap do sinh vién dé xuit ciing dugc dua ra
& cubi bai bao. Nghién ciru dong gop vao tai nguyén nghién ctru vé khoéa
hoc dur &4n cu thé (D& &n Tap chi) va mang dén thém mot géc nhin vé
nhitng kho khin cua ngudi hoc trong cac béi canh tuong tur.
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1. Introduction
1.1. Project-based learning

The 21st century witnesses the emerge of Communicative Language Teaching where teachers
can provide authentic uses of the second language [1]. The approach puts emphasis into content-
based language learning and project-based language learning (PBL). PBL was a term which was
coined in the early 1900s by educational reformers such as John Dewey or William Heard
Kilpatrick [2]. Although a number of PBL definitions have been given and are worded
differently, there is a tendency for the authors to agree on some of the PBL constructs which
could be summarized as followed: a model of an educational approach that (i) places students in
an authentic problem scenario and produce important results/ solutions (ii) creates a pleasant and
flexible learning environment, (iii) lets students work relatively autonomously over extended
periods of time (iv) involves team-work, critical thinking, problem-solving skills [3]-[7]. A more
recent model of John Larmer introduces the “Gold Standard” of PBL which includes seven
essential elements of project design: (i) Challenging Problem or Question, (ii) Sustained Inquiry,
(iii) Students’ voice and Choice, (iv) Authenticity, (v) Reflection, (vi) Critique and Revision and
(vii) Public Product [8].

Various aspects of PBL have been subjected to research. Some, for example, discussed the
characteristics of PBL [2], [9], [10] and its procedures [11]-[14], while others looked into PBL
benefits such as increased student achievement [15]-[19], built student self-efficacy [16], [20],
[21], enhanced student engagement [22]-[24], developed students’ problem-solving and critical
thinking skills [25], [26], [18], developed leadership skills [22], and improved students’
community awareness [27]. Despite the benefits, PBL model is considered not popular in schools
due to certain factors [28].

1.2. Previous studies

Within the pools of research bodies in PBL, there have been those that explore the barriers
(prohibiting factors) toward effective PBL implementation. Many of those studies focus on
factors from the part of teachers and their teaching strategies. Jenny Jasper [29], for example,
pointed out the difficulties due to teachers’ factor such as inadequate support to learners, lack of
subject area knowledge, or traditional teaching strategies. In an earlier qualitative research,
Richard Savage claimed that the prohibiting factors to PBL in a school context include teacher
training/ frequency or consistency of professional development, funding, culture that opposes
PBL, communicating to stakeholders about PBL, view of PBL as difficult and time consuming,
student skill level (varying abilities), schedule constraints, lack of specific types of technology
[28]. In this paper, with a focus on students’ difficulties in a specific PBL course, we consider
teachers’ limitations as one of the sources of difficulties for students.

Within the limited literature available that discusses factors that cause students’ difficulties in
PBL up to the time of this study, we organized them into three major groups that we found the
most emerging themes among the current studies: (i) teachers’ limitation, (ii) students’ content
knowledge, and (iii) students’ skills. Firstly, with regards to feachers’ limitation, some studies
concluded that while students require more support and motivation, teachers demonstrate a lack
of necessary skills, training, and guidance [30], particularly in areas of assessment [31]-[35], lack
of appropriate materials, resources, technologies and fund [31], [34]-[37], time management and
the loss of initial motivation [29], [28]. The next factors to mention are student’s content
knowledge and skills. Blumenfeld and his colleagues emphasized that to be successful in a PBL
environment, “students must have sufficient knowledge of the content and specific skills to
explore information” [38, p. 378]. In a study of 2020, Yanuarti Apsari investigated students'
difficulties writing recount text while using Project-Based Learning [38]. The findings revealed
that the majority of students struggled with five aspects of writing: content (23.33%), grammar or
language use (56.67%), organization (36.67%), mechanics (43.33%) and vocabulary (26.67%).
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With regards to learners’ skills, Barron’s study (1998) showed that students struggled to apply
the skills required to answer the driving question [39, p. 276]. First, collaboration and group work
during PBL implementation is a major challenge [34], [33], [36], [31]. In a Baysura’s study, teacher
candidates complained that their students had difficulty working in groups and might not be able to
contribute equally to project work; only the leaders in groups took responsibility, while others were
passive [34]. Lack of time management skill is also a problem discussed in several studies. Some
empirical studies investigating students' and teachers' perceptions of PBL reported that it is a time-
consuming approach [34]-[37], [40], [41]. This implied a lack of time management skill since a
good project time management should involve the key milestones that are planned and are kept
close track of by both teachers and students [8]. Matthew Harris in 2014 investigated the difficulties
associated with implementing PBL in a suburban school district outside of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania
and found that both students and teachers reported not having enough time to implement PBL; for
students, they had to meet with their peers to plan and work on projects together. Some research
reported students struggling with IT skills in accomplishing projects [33].

In the Vietnamese context, research on PBL mostly treats this model as an intervention for
specific courses and results almost confirm the benefits of PBL, e.g. a good source for integration
of cultural content [42], an alternative to teaching a foreign language which enhances learning
experience and increases creative teambuilding and group skills [43], or a new direction in
professional training and development for primary school teachers [44].

In short, the term PBL has been in existence for quite a long time. The topic attracts numerous
studies that examine different areas of PBL including the principles, procedures, key elements,
benefits, and challenges. Although much research has addressed the challenges of PBL, these are
mostly discussed from the view of teachers and teaching practices. Limited resources have been
found to investigate the difficulties from the view of the students.

1.3. The current study

In this paper, we consider the difficulties experienced by learners in a Magazine Project
course (a PBL course) at a university in Vietnam by using a self-report instrument. The self-
report instrument is a questionnaire built on a proposed model which the researchers generate
from the previous studies. Students’ self-report of their difficulties will be of significance as it
will provide a different angle into the barriers to PBL. Therefore, the result is expected to inform
teaching practices for more effective implementation of the project.

2. Methodology
2.1. Research setting

The university which is the site of this study has applied PBL into their curriculum since
2007. There are several courses in which PBL is applied to its full extent; that is, throughout the
semester, teachers and students work entirely on a project. Those courses include but do not limit
to Drama Project, Magazine Project, TV show Project, Culture Project. A group of teachers who
were trained to understand elements and principles of PBL are in charge of those courses.

In the Magazine project, students create their own magazine by designing graphics and
writing articles, applying community involvement, teamwork skills and critical thinking [45].
The teachers use a guidebook complied for internal use only [46]. The guidebook provides the
guidelines for teachers that require (i) student-centered classroom, (ii) roles of clarifying sample
products, an action plan, and all other assessment tools, (iii) extensive knowledge of the project's
field, (iv) responses to students’ weekly reports, (v) encouragement of self-discovery, (vi)
students’ agreement on punishments in advance and (vi) intolerance to plagiarism. Meanwhile,
the guidelines for students ask for (i) well-planned content prior to class meeting, (ii) self-
discovery, (iii) clear milestones/ schedules, (iv) creativity and motivation. The guidebook also
provides clear samples of project course frame, weight of assessment components and rubrics.
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The teaching and learning notes in the guidebook prove a clear understanding of PBL principles
and techniques, and they act as a source for good practices.

2.2. Theoretical proposed model

From the review of PBL literature (particularly prohibiting factors to PBL) and the discussion
of the specific context of the research site, we propose a model which is our hypothesis on the
students’ difficulties while learning the Magazine Project (see Figure 1). Based on the model, we
build a scale to test the hypothesis. The key components of the model are explained as followed.

Teachers’ limitation

9
Learners’ content - assessment

Students’

_knowledge difficulties in - resources and technologies
- Writing in Engllsh for Magazine project - time
Magazines - motivation

!

Learners’ skills
- Collaboration/ Group work
-1T

Figure 1. Proposed model of the study

Learners’ content knowledge is the knowledge needed to conduct the content of the project. For
the specific course of Magazine Project, it is the knowledge of grammar, vocabulary, cohesion and
coherence and conventions of magazines. Learners’ skills refer to the skills that students need to
succeed in their project. Learners’ skills may vary; however, this model focuses on collaboration
and IT skills that emerge as the most problematic in previous studies. Teachers’ limitation refers to
the sources of students’ difficulties due to teachers’ lack of necessary elements to support students
in PBL,, i.e., proper assessment, resources and technologies, time, and motivation.

2.3. Research questions

The research aims to answer the following questions:

(1) How much the following prohibiting factors affect the implementation of PBL in English
magazine project as rated by the students?

- Students’ content knowledge

- Students’ skills

- Teachers’ limitation

(2) Are there any other difficulties that the students report in implementing the Magazine project?

(3) What solutions are mostly suggested by the students to minimize the difficulties?

2.4. Participants

The participants of the study were third year English major students at the university who had
just finished the Magazine project course by the time of the study. The sampling technique used
was cluster random sampling [47]; that is, all the classes studying the Magazine project in the
first semester of the 2020-2021 school year were numbered (i.e. from 1 to 6), and every odd class
was selected (i.e. classes numbered 1, 3 and 5). A random sample, according to Cohen [47],
ensures the equal chance for every member of the wider population to be included in the sample.
Therefore, it is more useful to make generalization and is less bias compared to non-random
sample. A sample of 75 was identified, and the received responses were 60.

2.5. Research design

The researcher used both quantitative and qualitative research method to analyze the survey
data. The quantitative data was drawn from the questions with answer options in Likert scale of
5, while the qualitative data was taken from the two open-ended questions.
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2.6. Data collection instruments and procedures

The instrument used to collect both types of data was a questionnaire. All the questions were
written in Vietnamese to avoid possible misunderstanding due to language barrier. The
questionnaire has three sections with 20 items in total. The first part includes demographic
questions aiming at describing the participants’ background. The second part seeks for students’
difficulties due to teachers and student’s factors. The items were built basing on the constructs
defined in the proposed model. The last part includes two open-ended questions: The first one
asked the participants to name other difficulties besides those mentioned in the questionnaire
while the second asked for students’ suggested solutions for the problems encountered.

The questionnaire was first piloted to 15 students to see if there is any ambiguity in the wording.
Basing on the feedback of the participants, the researchers reworded some of the expressions and
finalized the scale. The final scale was then delivered via Google form to students from the 3
selected classes at the university and received 60 responses. The data was then collected and
transferred into Microsoft Excel sheet for statistical calculation. Finally, responses to the 2 open-
ended questions were coded using the thematic analysis technique. The researcher read the
responses and manually coded students’ reports into themes showing difficulties.

3. Results and Discussions
3.1. Students’ learning background

Data obtained from the first part of the questionnaire (mostly demographic ones) revealed some
aspects of students’ background. All participants claimed they had learnt English for at least 10
years by the time of the study. In addition, the majority of the students got the Cumulative Grade
Point Average (CGPA) of 2.5 (rated fair in the students’ grading system) or higher (72%), the rest
got lower than 2.5. Regarding the scores for the Magazine project course, 53.3% got A and 46.7%
got B; none received C or D. The CGPA and course grade data showed that most those students had
a quite satisfactory study result, which in turns, implied their language competence.

3.2. Difficulties due to teachers’ limitation

Students’ report of their difficulties due to teachers’ factors are shown in Table 1 below. Most
students agreed that their teachers gave useful feedback (67%), clear assessment criteria (71%),
fair assessment (65%) and a clear time frame (60%). From the discussion of the research context
in 2.1, it could be concluded that the teachers follow quite well the school guidelines for teachers
in PBL courses and that they demonstrated quite clear understanding of PBL principles in areas
of giving assessment and feedback.

Table 1. Students’ difficulties due to teachers’ limitation

Difficulties due to teachers' factors SD D NT A SA
The teacher provides useful feedback on our work. 5% 3% 25% 40% 27%
The teacher shows enthusiasm in supporting students 25% 33% 17% 13% 12%
The teacher gives clear assessment criteria. 0% 12% 17% 38% 33%
The teacher's assessment is fair 7% 12% 17% 47% 18%
The teacher supports us with useful technologies and referential magazine resources. 30% 42% 12% 8% 8%
The teacher provides a clear time frame 0% 5% 13% 47% 35%
The teacher keeps good track of students' progress 28% 32% 22% 10% 8%

(Note: SD = strongly disagree; D = disagree; NT = neutral; A = agree; SA = strongly agree)

However, the result also revealed teachers’ lack of enthusiasm (claimed by 58%), lack of
support in technologies and resources (62%) and poor tracking of students’ progress (60%).
3.3. Difficulties due to students’ content knowledge

Writing in English for magazines is the content knowledge in this study. The aspects of writing
considered in the questionnaire are grammar, vocabulary, organization (coherence and cohesion)
and magazine language conventions. Table 2 summarized the responses from the students.
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Table 2. Students’ difficulties due to students’ content knowledge

Difficulties in learners' content knowledge SD D NT A SA
I am comfortable with English grammar in my writing. 17% 22% 30% 25% 7%
I had sufficient vocabulary to express my ideas in writing. 13% 17% 28% 30% 12%
I know the conventions of English magazines and apply these in my writing 28% 33% 17% 15% 7%
effectively.
I can organize my ideas in writing coherently. 10% 27% 32% 18% 13%

As can be seen, although students reported differently to some different aspects of writing
(grammar, vocabulary, organization), the number of students claimed at least “neutral” to “agree”
and “strongly agree” accounted for the majority (more than 60% in all the 3 categories), meaning
they were confident to some extent about their English writing. The result was also consistent with
students’ report of their CGPA and course scores. This indicates that although language barriers
still exist, it seems not to be a major contributor to students’ difficulties in the Magazine project.

However, there was one aspect of writing that many students claimed not being confident of,
that was conventions of English magazines. 61% of the respondents did not agree that they know
and apply those effectively to their writings. This result, together with students’ report of not
receiving useful support of referential magazine resources, could be interpreted as the students
having difficulties in magazine conventions was partially due to teachers’ providing limited
resources for students to consult.

3.4. Difficulties due to students’ skills

Table 3 shows results for students’ difficulties in applying IT to their project. As reported, not
many students found processing documents, taking qualified photos, or using photo editor tools a
major challenge to them (respectively 10%, 17% and 3% claimed they did). In contrast, what
struggled them the most was to find the relevant tools to help with graphic design. 63% of the
students agreed or strongly agreed that they had such a difficulty.

Table 3. Difficulties due to students’ IT skills

Difficulties in learners’ skills: 1T skills SD D NT A SA
I had difficulty processing texts, document printing and layout. 27% 30% 22% 12% 10%
I had difficulty finding tools to help my magazine graphic design. 8% 12% 17% 35% 28%
I had difficulty in using photo editor tools. 2000 20% 17% 27% 17%
I had difficulty in taking qualified photos. 33% 22% 25% 17% 3%

The result showed that most students did not have much trouble with basic IT skills such as
processing text documents or taking and editing photos. Instead, they struggled more with
specific IT tasks related to the magazine project, which was IT tools for designing the magazine.

With regards to students’ collaboration skills, data indicated some problems in groupwork
such as unfair work distribution (50%), lack of responsibility to group work (52%), or unhelpful
discussion sessions (63%). The result revealed students’ lack of necessary collaboration skills to
be successful in group work (see Table 3).

Table 4. Students’ difficulties in collaboration

Difficulties in learners' skills: Collaboration SD D NT A SA
My group members did not support each other much. 13% 10% 33% 24% 20%
Work distribution in the group is unfair. 17% 17% 17% 30% 20%
The group members are not equally responsible for group work. 13% 13% 22% 30% 22%
| find it hard to arrange time to meet and discuss with my group members. 25% 28% 23% 17% 7%
Group discussions rarely yield useful suggestions. 13% 10% 13% 33% 30%

3.5. Other difficulties and suggested solutions

Thematic analysis (TA) was employed in analyzing qualitative data from the open-ended
questions. In this study, we followed the phases of reflective TA [48], namely familiarization,
generating codes, constructing themes, revising and defining themes. The main findings almost
overlapped with results from quantitative data. The key themes emerged were:
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(i) unsatisfying teachers’ support. Answers were put under this theme when containing one or
more of those features: teachers’ not responding to students’ questions, teachers’ letting students
to struggle with their own problems, not giving good advice, not very helpful, or not providing
useful learning resources. For example, student C stated:

“...My teacher did not reply to my email and text messages asking for her suggestions of more
authentic magazine samples.”

(ii) students’ weak writing competence: This was identified by students claiming not good at
writing, finding it difficult to express oneself through writing, not knowing how to edit writing
after receiving feedback, or feeling incompetent in using language for magazines.

(iii) students’ lack of success skills: Some students mentioned that they were not good at IT
skills, while some others stated that they often left the work until the last minutes. Responses also
revealed students’ lack of collaboration skills. For example, one student wrote:

“Sometimes a team member forgot to bring the required writings to the class and the whole
group had nothing to feedback on.”

A few others mentioned that they had little to say in group discussions because one or two
members talked too much.

(iv) low motivation: Answers under this theme include students admitting not being interested
in the course, having little motivation in any writing tasks or claiming a general loss of
motivation throughout the learning process.

Among the themes identified, the first three were already mentioned in the quantitative
guestionnaire sessions, although the students termed them differently. The last one, low
motivation, was a new theme. However, as they data were collected via the open-ended question,
the source of students’ low motivation was unknown.

For students’ suggested solutions, we coded the answers and themed them under the major
difficulties discussed above. Firstly, with regards to students’ knowledge and skills, students
suggested that they need to improve their knowledge and skills to better their magazine product.
Examples of answers included in this theme were: learning more grammar and vocabulary and
presentation skills, learning more about the language of magazines, doing more writing
homework and practice, learning more about tools for magazine design. Secondly, with respect to
collaboration problems, it was advised that the group needs to set clear rules as well as penalties
from the first week of working together. In addition, the group needs to promote solidarity among
the members, and they should choose a topic that all members of the group are interested in.
Clear task division and timetable should be well-planned ahead.

Under the theme of solutions to difficulties due to teachers’ limitation, the students suggested
that every teacher should let students work on a variety of topics and help students more, i.e.,
providing more information channels, web resources and information technology tools.

4. Conclusion

In conclusion, the study revealed students’ major difficulties in the Magazine project course
by a self-report instrument. The key challenges identified were selecting IT tools and magazine
resources, writing in magazine conventions, collaborating with peers, and low learning
motivation. The students themselves suggested some of the solutions to solve the problems. The
limitations of the study lied in that the instrument of only a questionnaire might not be able to
explain in depth the roots of some of the difficulties recognized. In addition, the statistical
procedures include basic calculations using Microsoft Excel. From the limitations, the topic is
open to more multi-dimensional studies with stricter statistical procedures.
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