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English for Academic Purposes literature is often criticized for its very functional 

interpretation of language (e.g. Benesch, 2001) which ignores the intellectual, cultural, 

and social side of learning in an attempt to appear “neutral.”  Furthermore, writing is the 

EAP skill area which seems to provide students with the most difficulty. Many EAP students 

express high levels of frustration toward their writing despite years and years of ESOL 

writing courses (e.g. Johannson, 2001). Thus, the purpose of this study was to invent and 

describe a curriculum which would approach the teaching and learning of EAP writing in 

a way that addressed student frustrations toward L2 writing, shifted the idea of EAP 

writing back toward the more authentic purpose of communication and, described 

students’ reaction to the curriculum.    

The resultant PBL2 curriculum evolved into a method, under the umbrellas of  

Communicative Language Teaching and the Process Approach, that “fleshed out” EAP 

curricula with regard to second language writing by recognizing students as intellectual, 

cultural, and social beings, promoting life-long learning, emphasizing the importance of 

discourse communities, and by shifting the focus of writing to communication.    This 
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dissertation is a teacher research-evaluative case study that took place in an exit-level 

EFL course at a small bilingual university in Mexico City.  The students were all Mexican 

nationals, of an average age of 21, whose majors included psychology, business 

administration, international studies, and computer information systems.  All were 

enrolled in the class in order to complete the mandatory English requirements of the 

university.   

The data collected included observations via a teacher-researcher journal/lesson 

report per Richards & Lockhart (1994), three audio taped semi-structured student 

interviews per Seidman (1998), and various course related documents such as student 

assignments and instructor evaluations.  Three types of analyses were used: (1) emergent 

theme-constant comparative analysis, (2) cross case analysis, and (3) document 

analysis. During analysis, issues concerning the impact of the learners’ feelings toward the 

L2 emerged along with issues of culture, hegemony and power; moreover, classroom 

management and learning communities were highlighted in addition to the invaluable 

role of technology in facilitating the PBL2 inquiry process.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
  

 
 

 This dissertation is a teacher research-evaluative case study that provides a thick 

description of a technology enhanced, English as a foreign language-Problem Based Learning 

writing curriculum called PBL2.  The study took place in a small private university located in a 

large urban city in Mexico.  Data collected in order to construct the narrative portrayals of the 

class included participant observations, student interviews and various forms of documents such 

as drafts of student essays, journal assignments and end of semester teacher evaluations.  During 

data analysis, three themes emerged. They are entitled: 

1. Instrumental views of English: The contradiction between institutional imposition and 
personal choice 

 
2. Circumventing the classroom system: Conflicting university & classroom cultures & the 

resulting classroom management issues 
 
3.   Technology as a catalyst for online and offline community building 
 

 

These themes explore the impact of such issues as linguistic imperialism, power, culture, 

technology and community-development on the second language writing classroom.   

In order to facilitate the thick description of said phenomena along with the description 

of the resulting curriculum, this chapter outlines the rationale for the descriptive study that is to 

follow, and it delineates the theoretical foundations on which this study is based involving my 

definitions of language, communicative competence and Socioconstructivism. I will, however, 

begin first by explaining some key terminology in order to clarify their meanings in this 

dissertation.  
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Operationalization of Key Terminology  

 This study makes use of several terms which are, in some texts, addressed as the same 

entities or are defined differently. There are, nonetheless, some fundamental differences in 

interpretation, which are important to understand for this dissertation. Therefore, the below 

explains specifically what these terms mean for this dissertation. 

 

English as a Foreign Language, English as a Second Language, English as an International 

Language & English for Speakers of Other Languages 

 

 In this dissertation, the terms English as a Foreign Language (EFL), English as a 

Second Language (ESL), English as an International Language (EIL), and English for Speakers of 

Other Languages (ESOL) will be used to indicate the English used by separate speech 

communities. The distinctions are important to note in some cases due to the arguments made, 

although in cases such as the research setting, the distinctions sometimes become blurred. 

English as a Foreign Language (EFL) is English taught in settings in which the native language 

and/or primary language of usage is not English. What is most characteristic of such speech 

communities is that EFL speakers do not typically have easy access to the language on a 

consistent basis. By contrast, English as a Second Language (ESL) is English taught in countries like 

the US, Canada and the UK, where English is the native language of most inhabitants and the 

language in which the majority of communication takes places; thus, it would be considered a 

learner’s “second” language. Brown (1994) explains the difference between ESL and EFL as 

follows: Second language learning contexts are those in which the classroom target language is 

readily available out there. …Foreign language contexts are those in which students do not 

have ready made contexts for communication beyond their classroom. They may be 

obtainable through language clubs, special media opportunities, books, or an occasional 

tourist, but efforts must be made to create such opportunities (p. 120).  
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While this distinction sounds clear cut, settings such as West Germany (see Berns, 1990) 

and Mexico blur the line between EFL and ESL since despite the fact that the official languages 

of each of the countries are not English in countries such as these English plays a significant role 

in daily life.  For example, “English is part of all school curricula; is used to some extent in all 

media; is the source of extensive word borrowings; is available through contact with native and 

non-native users within West Germany in a variety of domains and for a range of purposes; and 

is learned to varying degrees of competence by West Germans of all social, economic and 

educational levels.” (Berns, p. 6).  As a result, the term English as an International Language has 

been proposed. 

 English as an International Language (EIL) is often discussed in terms of globalization.  EIL 

occurs in settings where communication across various nationalities occurs such that none of the 

communicators speak each other’s languages. At the United Nations, English is often used as an 

international language to facilitate communication among countries who do not share a 

common native language.  For example, the Japanese UN Ambassador might use English when 

he communicates with the Mexican UN ambassador if he does not speak Spanish and the 

Mexican ambassador does not speak Japanese. That is, according to Schneitzer (1995), “English 

is being used by nonnative speakers among themselves” (p. 229).   Finally, English for Speakers of 

Other Languages (ESOL) is used as a general term and can encompass all of the above “kinds” 

of English; it will be used in this dissertation when I do not wish to make a distinction between any 

of the types of English.  

 

Approach- Method- Technique 

 

 In this study, the term approach is used as it was defined by Anthony (1972). An 

approach “is a set of correlative assumptions dealing with the nature of language and the 

nature of language teaching and learning.” It is understood as a kind of broad philosophical 
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orientation. Communicative Language Teaching and the Process Approach are discussed as 

approaches in this dissertation.  Furthermore, the term approach is defined here as a way to 

differentiate it from the term method.  Method is operationalized in this study as a smaller more 

specific way to implement an approach as motivated by the curricular goals and specified 

approach(es). For example, PBL, Project Based Learning (PJBL), and Learning by Design (LBD) 

are all referred to as methods that fall under the larger umbrella of the Problem Based Learning 

approach. Finally, for this dissertation, technique is defined as “specific activities manifested in 

the classroom that [are] consistent with a method and therefore [are] in harmony with an 

approach as well” (Brown, 2001, p. 14). For example, this study makes reference to problem 

solving techniques that have been employed in ESOL classrooms and discussed in ESOL 

methodology books.  

 

PBL Approach/Philosophy- PBL Method- PBL2 

 

 It should be noted that there are two types of Problem Based Learning mentioned in this 

dissertation—one of which is an approach and one of which is a method.  PBLphil as denoted by 

the superscript phil indicates PBL as an approach or philosophy while PBL as denoted simply by 

upper case letters will be used in reference to the teaching and learning method. PBLphil as a 

philosophy is a broad inquiry-based approach to learning that subsumes various smaller 

methods such as Anchored Instruction (AI), Case-Based Instruction (CBI), Project Based Learning 

(PJBL), Learning By Design (LBD), and Problem Based Learning (PBL).  In this study, I talk largely 

about PBL as method through which Communicative Language Teaching and a Process 

Approach to writing were enacted. PBL2 denotes Problem Based Learning for second language 

learners. It is the name of the curriculum I developed which is described in this dissertation. 
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Subtractive Schooling, Conscientization, & Culturally Relevant Pedagogy  

 

Given that this dissertation addresses English language learning in Mexico, the 

ramifications of the language’s historical legacy (i.e. linguistic imperialism) strongly factored into 

the development and implementation of the curriculum as well as into the subsequent analysis 

of the data.  As a result, I borrowed the terms subtractive, conscientization and culturally 

relevant in order to discuss the impact that having to learn English can have on students in 

foreign settings such as Mexico. 

Subtractive is a term taken from Angela Valenzuela’s 1997 text Subtractive Schooling: 

U.S. -Mexican Youth and the Politics of Caring. Valenzuela uses the term in reference to how the 

US school system can systematically strip US-Mexican students of their linguistic, cultural, familial 

and community identities through uncaring and assimilationist practices.  Conscientization or 

conscious-raising is defined by Freire (1970) in Pedagogy of the Oppressed as “Learning to 

perceive social, political, and economic contradictions to take action against the oppressive 

elements of reality” (p. 19).    And, Culturally relevant pedagogy is defined by Gloria Ladson-

Billings as “a theoretical model that not only addresses student achievement, but also helps 

students to accept and affirm their cultural identity while developing critical perspectives that 

challenge inequities that schools (and other institutions) perpetuate” (p. 469).  

The terms subtractive, conscientization, and culturally relevant were developed by 

researchers in order to explore topics related to oppressed and disadvantaged groups in order 

to empower them against the political and social elites.  They are never used by the researchers 

in regard to populations which might be termed “advantaged” or “elites.”   The participants in 

this study are by and large upper-middle class and could be considered by many to be part of 

a socio-economically advantaged portion of Mexican society.   In order to discuss the issue of 

linguistic imperialism, a concept that became apparent in the analysis, I will borrow their rhetoric 

because the terms help to encapsulate the idea of a societal structure imposing standards upon 
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those who live within it, but I do acknowledge that the original authors did not intend their work 

to frame discussions about this population. 

 

Rationale 

 

 
Often students who are nonnative speakers (nns) of English have a contentious 

relationship with the L2 composition process. Many nns students find themselves insecure about 

their abilities and unable to produce an appreciable level of academic prose, often after 

completing years of English Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) courses. Miguel, a former EFL 

&ESL student, who is currently enrolled in a doctoral program in educational administration in a 

US university, related a story about how he moved his family to the US from Mexico in order to 

become bilingual so that they could return home with increased earning power. In spite of years 

of English language study in Mexico and in the US, he stated: 

I’m really disappointed in my English—especially in writing. Before, I 

would tell my wife that we came here to (1) get the diploma and (2) 

become bilingual.  Now, I’ve lowered my standards. Now, I tell my wife 

that we came here to (1) get the diploma and (2) better our English, 

not to become bilingual. Maybe our son will be bilingual, but we will 

not (M. García, personal communication, October 28, 2003).   

The student went on to explain ways in which teachers and tutors provide him with feedback in 

his writing that have, thus far, been less than effective in his opinion.  Essentially, in his 

experience, Mexican teachers tended to concentrate on grammatical feedback and his past 

US teachers often made such comments on student papers as “this is choppy.”; “this doesn’t 

flow.”; and “this sounds awkward.”  The latter comments are typically related to issues of unity, 

cohesion and fluency, but can seem very mysterious for learners.  How does one not sound 
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choppy?  Which book teaches how to flow? And, does that book include a chapter on 

avoiding awkward constructions?   

Furthermore, even when textbooks do address these topics, they use language which is 

often too vague and/or unapproachable for ESOL writers.  The Elements of Style, for example, 

makes suggestions to writers like: Avoid a succession of loose sentences, write in a way that 

comes naturally, do not affect a breezy manner, avoid fancy words, and use figures of speech 

sparingly (Strunk and White, 2005). These suggestions all have to do with concrete composition 

and rhetoric concepts, but they are “talked about” in such a way that it does little to clarify 

what L2 writers can do to improve the quality of their writing.   As a result, many ESOL students 

often feel that “good” writing is out of their hands. It is something mystical, elusive and cryptic, 

which may or may not be achievable.   To exemplify this mindset, Johanson, in a 2001 study, 

reported that one of his informants went so far as to use prayer as a means of helping him 

through the composition process.  “When I am stuck in the process of writing, I will pray, and 

God is an inspiration.  It really works!” the student asserted (p. 19). While this student’s comment 

was humorously stated, it is telling of the frustration that many L2 writers feel during English for 

academic purposes (EAP) writing classes.   

Typically, such EAP classes are based on the completion of a needs analysis and then 

are traditionally focused on specific tasks that emerge from the analysis (i.e. task based 

approach) (Benesch, 1988; Swales, 1994; Flowerdew & Peacock, 2001).  With regard to the 

composition process, this task-based approach can often lead to an overly-simplified 

presentation of the composition process, falsely leading learners to believe that “good” writing 

can be achieved through a check-list approach (Zamel, 1987).   A former student named Yuki 

commented, “The English word ‘essay’ is very popular in Japan, but I thought it was a word for 

something like easy/simple writings.  I never imagined it requires some techniques to write, so I 

[was] surprised when I found the true meaning on my dictionary...” (Y. Yamamoto, personal 

communication, September 4, 2003).   This erroneous belief of some students that “good” EAP 
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writing is the result of following a bulleted list of rules and conventions can also leave L2 writers 

frustrated with their writing abilities.   

Numerous studies have also reported the concern that despite years of study, second 

language writers still feel and are unprepared to meet the demands of writing in English for 

Academic Purposes settings (e.g. Hirsch, 1988; Santos, 1988; Blakely, 1995; Johns,1997; Jordan, 

1997; Leki & Carson, 1997; Hinkel, 2002).  Furthermore, researchers such as Swales (1994), Raimes 

(1991), Zamel (1993), and Benesch (2001) criticize English for Academic Purposes literature (e.g. 

Johns, 1990; Santos, 1992) for what Benesch calls its “ideology of pragmatism.”  They criticize EAP 

literature for “often portray[ing] teachers as trainers who accept and enact [the] predetermined 

requirements” of content courses (Benesch, p. xviii). Furthermore, this pragmatism hurts the field 

by relegating it to the position of an auxiliary support service, secondary to content courses and 

by stripping it of any intellectual and/or critical characteristics. That is, as Pennycook (1997) 

explains, EAP’s “instrumental or functional view of language obscures the social, cultural, and 

ideological contexts of language,” which disallows for how concepts such as linguistic 

imperialism, power, culture, and community affect the L2 writing classroom (Benesch, p. 45).  

As such, integrating technology-enhanced Problem Based Learning (PBL) with the 

existing Communicative Language Teaching approach and the process approach to writing 

can help to “flesh out” English for Academic Purposes curricula with regard to second language 

(L2) writing by recognizing students as intellectual, cultural and social beings, promoting life-long 

learning and by shifting the focus of writing to communication.  In fact, Torp & Sage (2002) assert 

that the addition of PBL can be beneficial because it addresses learners as individuals and 

promotes life-long learning by: (1) increasing motivation through engagement and the 

encouragement of personal investment, (2) making learning relevant to the real world, (3) 

promoting higher order thinking, (4) emphasizing learning how to learn and by (5) requiring 

authenticity. Furthermore, PBL helped to re-conceptualize the idea of writing in EAP settings.  It 

helped to shift the focus away from the inauthentic audience of the writing teacher and the 
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inauthentic purpose of achieving a “good” grade. Instead, because the problem solving 

process emphasizes that language is a tool with which we communicate our thoughts, feelings 

and ideas, PBL drew attention to the fact that writing is a form of communication. Thus, under a 

PBL interpretation, good writing was redefined as successful when it clearly and effectively 

communicated the writer’s message; this, in turn, helped to demystify the L2 writing process by 

providing us with opportunities to talk about composition and rhetoric conventions in a 

communicative way to show students that these rules of composition are simply ways to help 

them better express themselves.  L2 writers often complain about the difficulty of the writing 

process partly due to the fact that they feel, like the students mentioned above, that good 

writing is a gamble—a game at which they sometimes win and often lose. Thus, it helps point out 

to learners that it is important for them to recognize the value of being able to convey what they 

mean in a way that allows the reader to connect to their message.    

Computer-based technology was used as a tool to enhance PBL2 by (1) further 

engaging learners, (2) empowering them to extend their language learning outside of the 

classroom, (3) facilitating increased opportunities to communicate and by (4) eliciting 

spontaneous language usage. Thus, the value of technology is interwoven throughout the 

discussions of PBL2 which take place in this dissertation. It played an invaluable supporting role 

without which this implementation of PBL2 would have failed.   Therefore, this research also aims 

to contribute to computer assisted language learning literature by providing a thick description 

of new ways to understand and conceptualize the value of technology in the second language 

writing classroom which specifically center on its ability to facilitate communication both online 

and “offline” in the English for Academic Purposes L2 writing classroom. 

In summary, the rationale or the underlying reason for this study was to explore a way to 

improve upon the teaching and learning of L2 writing.  I chose Problem Based Learning as a way 

to augment pre-existing approaches to second language writing because of its: 
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1. recognition of learners as social beings and the language classroom as a social 

system   

2. promotion of students as stakeholders and life-long learners 

3. demystification of the L2 writing process through an emphasis on communication 

Problem Based Learning for the L2 writing classroom or PBL2, helped students to understand that 

good writing was, in fact, something that they could control, something that did not require 

praying to the writing “gods.”  And, technology enhanced my ability to do so. 

 

Research Questions 

 

As previously stated, the main goal of this research was to describe my invention1 of a 

technology-enhanced PBL2 classroom and to use these descriptions as a way to highlight the 

ways in which an ESOL writing curriculum could be enhanced.  That is, this dissertation is a 

descriptive study that hopes to provide insights into how the teaching and learning of EAP 

writing could be augmented through the use of PBL and technology such that linguistic, 

sociolinguistic, and pragmatic gains are observable via thick descriptive narratives.  Therefore, 

the research questions for this study are as follows: 

a) How did a teacher/researcher develop a technology enhanced PBL2 

writing classroom for adult learners? 
 
b) How did students react to this class? 

  
Thus, the specific objectives of said study were as follows: First, it sought to provide a thick rich 

description of what happened in a technology enhanced L2 academic writing class. Insights 

gained from such a description might later be used to extend the research of cognitive 

psychologists and math and science education researchers to second/foreign language 

education populations concerning the application of Problem Based Learning (PBL). Insights 

could also be useful by adding to L2 composition research by developing a method of teaching 

                                                 
1 The term invention is used as it was in Schwarzer (2003) and Whitmore and Crowell (1994). 

 



 11 

and learning that is effective, nurturing and translatable into practical classroom application. 

Third, the study also sought to describe and evaluate how technology enhanced and supported 

the teaching and learning of L2 writing. In addition, this study explored how participants reacted 

to such a class, and this study sought to do the aforementioned within the theoretical framework 

specified below.  

 

Theoretical Framework 

 

The above research questions were explored using a research framework that was 

based on the interplay of language theory, communication and Socioconstructivism.  First, 

because of the importance of the concept of communication to this study, the establishment of 

a research framework began with the question: “What is language?”  Of course, there are 

varied responses to such a query, none of which may be considered ubiquitous.  A biologist 

might equate language with the term speech, suggesting that it is a complex motor skill that 

involves the respiratory system, the larynx and vocal tract (Fowler, 1985). A speech scientist might 

suggest that language is a form of “…linguistic communication consisting of symbols combined 

by grammatical rules.” (Fowler, p.193). Psychologists often discuss language in terms of cognitive 

capacity. That is, language is one of the means by which we are able to demonstrate our 

mental processes. And, finally, A layman might define language as a “…means of 

communicating ideas or feelings…” (Merriam-Webster Dictionary). All of these definitions are 

valid interpretations of the idea of language; however, what all hint at, but none acknowledge 

is the social component of language.  Why do we have language, but to communicate—to 

share our thoughts and ideas?  As a result, it is in the answering of the aforementioned question 

that the framework for this study emerges.   

Humans use language in order to convey to others their feelings, thoughts and ideas. This 

raison d'être suggests the presence of interlocutors—it suggests that language has an 

interlocutive feature that is social by nature. Likewise, ESOL learners study language in order to 
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be able to express themselves (to others) in a new language. Furthermore, by extension, L2 

writers, under this framework, began with the question, “how can I best make myself understood 

to my audience?”  Writing is communication.  It is a tool used by humans, which helps to 

facilitate communication between writer and reader and tends to reflect the worldview of its 

originator. As such, the idea of communicative competence (cc) is paramount.    

 

Communicative Competence 
 
 

Ellis (1994) asserts that two defining components of communicative competence, which are 

generally accepted among researchers, are linguistic knowledge and pragmatic knowledge. 

Specifically, in order to be communicatively competent, a communicator or user of language 

would have to possess (1) knowledge of the governing grammatical rules of a language (i.e. 

linguistic knowledge) in addition to (2) knowledge regarding appropriate language behavior 

across varying social settings (i.e. pragmatic knowledge) in order to successfully function as a 

member of a social group (Ellis, 1994; Lightbown & Spada, 1993).  The implementation of PBL 

provides context within the classroom that allows for the development and/or reinforcement of 

pragmatic knowledge.  Thus, this basic assumption that we use language in order to 

communicate lends itself to a theoretical framework that is rooted in Socioconstructivism.   

 

Socioconstructivism 
 

There are many versions of constructivism that appear on a continuum (Palincsar, 1997). 

However, there are some commonalities on which this framework is established. First, socio-

constructivists generally tend to agree that knowledge creation is a shared process.  For 

example, Goodman (in Wertsch) states, “knowledge is developed ‘by the dialectical interplay 

of many minds, not just one mind’ “ (p.311).  That is, “…we pay attention not just to the learner 

and what the learner brings and takes from the situation, but also to the cultural meaning of the 
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situation in which the learning is taking place and the sort of social practices and power 

differentials that influence teacher and learner in the learning situation” (Schallert, p.7).   

Furthermore, Vygotsky, the leading socioconstructivist theorist, viewed learning as a growth 

process that is always social and cultural.  Namely, a person first knows something on the social 

realm and then internalizes it.  This internalization is learning and occurs in the Zone of Proximal 

Development.  “The zone of proximal development defines those functions that have not yet 

matured but are in the process of maturation, functions that will mature tomorrow but are 

currently in an embryonic state. These functions could be termed the ‘buds’ or flowers’ of 

development rather than the ‘fruits’ of development” (Vygotsky, p. 86). Therefore, under this 

framework, learners were “scaffolded” through the learning process.  Like the braces that 

support a building while it is being constructed, said mental scaffolds were gradually 

disassembled as the learners began to blossom into more independent learners. Finally, the last 

characteristic of Socioconstructivism that is key to this framework is the idea that “…cultural 

activities and tools (ranging from symbol systems to artifacts to language) are regarded as 

integral to conceptual development” (Palincsar, para 7).  Vygotsky (1978) viewed language as 

a tool that has the ability to transform individual development. Moreover, this “…mechanism of 

individual developmental change is [also] rooted in society and culture” (p. 7). Therefore, the 

assumption made in the case of this study was that students are learning the language—more 

specifically, learning how to write in the language so that they can later demonstrate their 

knowledge and abilities outside of the ESL/EFL classroom in content-based courses and in real-

life settings such as the workplace.   In summary, the implications of such a research framework 

were as follows:   

• We used all forms of language, including writing, in order to communicate; thus, 
language teaching, under this approach, sought to foster communicatively competent 
language learners. 

• The learning process was social and cultural by nature. 
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• Learner-writers were understood embedded within their multiple contexts.  The idea of 
schema or previously acquired background knowledge structures informed the L2 
teaching and learning process. 

• Language was one kind of tool that learners used to help students learn. Tools could act 
as scaffolds. 

• Scaffolds were used to guide learners through the ZPD and encourage self-regulated 
learning. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 In conclusion, the subsequent chapters are the result of a descriptive study which sought 

to examine and evaluate how PBL was used in the teaching and learning of L2 composition. It 

also examined how technology was able to enhance the PBL implementation and how learners 

reacted to it. In particular, this chapter delineated the impetus from which this study took shape 

and described the theoretical framework on which this study is founded.  The next chapter 

provides a review of the literature in order to highlight this study’s “place” in the field. As was 

mentioned in the above rationale, PBL, as enhanced by computer based technologies can help 

to fill out writing research, allowing the field of L2 writing to take what Trimbur (1994) refers to as 

the “social turn.”   As such, integrating problem based learning philosophy and technology 

along with the process approach to writing can help to “flesh out” English for Academic 

Purposes curricula with regard to the composition class by acknowledging the social, cultural, 

intellectual and communicative components of L2 writing.   
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Chapter 2:  Review of Literature 

 

As I stated in chapter one, this dissertation is an evaluative case study that intended to 

provide a thick description of a technology-enhanced PBL-informed ESOL writing curriculum 

called PBL2. In developing, describing and evaluating the curriculum, this research was informed 

by and adds to an array of fields which include: 

a) Teacher Research,  

b) English for Academic Purposes,  

c) English language learning in Mexico 

d) Second/Foreign Language Composition,  

e) Problem Based Learning (PBL), and 

f) Technology Enhanced Language Learning (TELL) 

As such, this literature review will situate the study within each of the above fields and explain 

where this study extends each of the above areas of research with regard to second/foreign 

language learning for adults at the university level.  First, I will review foreign and second 

language teacher research literature as a way of explaining from where the motivations and 

structure of this research come. Next, I review English for Academic Purposes (EAP) literature in 

order to place this study in a more specific area of language research. This section of this 

chapter acknowledges the pragmatic roots of EAP and the pragmatic motivations of the 

students in this study while also orienting this research in a critical EAP approach to the 

language. This critical approach to EAP was important based on the fact that this research took 

place in Mexico where English has a long intertwined history with the US’s imperialist legacy. As a 

result, I next address English language learning in Mexico.    

I then place this study in the field of second language composition, highlighting its 

contributions to new post-process research since the purpose of PBL2 was to flesh out L2 

composition approaches generally used in academic settings.  PBL2 and the philosophy behind 

it informed the EAP curriculum’s treatment of the writing process by making it a clear social, 
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cultural & intellectual act which was focused on the idea of communication.  Thus, PBL literature 

was also reviewed in this chapter. Finally, the field of technology enhanced language learning 

(TELL) was reviewed in order to address how technology supported and enhanced the 

implementation of PBL2.  In the conclusion, I will re-construct each of these fields to explain what 

they mean as a whole to L2 teachers and learners.  That is, I will explain why this study is 

important to our fields.    

 

I. Teacher Research  

 

Good language teachers have always acted like researchers, realizing that language 

teaching and learning are very complex activities which require constant questioning and 

the analysis of problematic situations: why do students have difficulty with certain tenses? 

What is the relationship between what the textbook presents and what students are able to 

acquire at a particular stage in their language learning development? Why do some 

learners progress at a faster rate than others? …In short, the language teacher and the 

researcher share the same goal: understanding what is involved in the process of second 

language acquisition in the classroom (Seliger & Long, 1983, pp. iii-iv). 

 

As I previously stated, this dissertation provides a thick description of a teacher research 

case study I conducted in an English for Academic Purposes writing course in an effort to 

“understand what is involved” in enhancing the learning and instruction of EAP-writing. Through 

questioning and analyzing the “problematic situations” which I observed and which students 

have pointed out over the years, I developed a curriculum called Problem Based Learning for L2 

learners or PBL2. As such, one of the areas of literature which this study was informed by and 

hopes to contribute to is the area of ESOL teacher research. 

Charles Kettering stated that “Research is an effort to do things better and not be 

caught asleep at the switch. It is the problem-solving mind as contrasted with the let-well-

enough-alone mind. It is the tomorrow mind instead of the yesterday mind.”  Moreover, Fairfax 

County public school teacher-researcher, Gail Ritchie, asserts, “When you look at your classroom 

from a stance of "How can I make teaching/learning better?" you are taking a Teacher 
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Researcher stance. Teacher Research is not something done TO us; it is something done BY us. 

The goal of Teacher Research is to put ‘Best Practices’ about teaching/learning into actual 

practice in your classroom” (para.1 ). Thus, teacher-research is a tool through which a teacher is 

empowered to improve student outcomes and realities in the classroom while also empowering 

teachers to take part in shaping the discourse which, in turn, shapes what occurs in the 

classroom.  This idea of improving the classroom from within has a long history.  Hubbard and 

Power (1999) state that, as far back as the sixteenth century, people such as Comenius used 

observational data in addition to child psychology to inform teaching methods.    Hubbard and 

Power also cite such people as Rousseau (1712-1778), Herbart (1776-1841) and Montessori (1870-

1952) as having advocated “…the value of teachers using their observations to build systematic 

understanding of students” (p. 5). In the early twentieth century, educators like Francis Parker 

(1894) and John Dewey (1899) conducted research in laboratory school settings in order to 

address what they perceived as shortcomings in their respective educational settings of the 

time.    

Despite the long history which teacher research enjoys, this method of classroom 

research along with other qualitative approaches to research, has struggled for acceptance 

due to the strongly positivistic orientation of academia as a result of “conservative definitions of 

university researchers and federal policymakers” (Hubbard & Power, 2003, xvii).  However, in 

spite of this positivistic orientation of the academy, Hubbard and Power assert that “…teacher-

researchers are heading a revolution in modern art—the art of teaching. We are looking at 

research possibilities from new angles. We [as teachers] are redefining our roles, rejecting the 

small and flat impoverished models of research” that have been the result of investigators who 

are unappreciative or unaware of the intricacies of the classroom (p. xvii).  In recent years, 

teacher research methodology books have begun to appear (e.g. Ellis, 1998; Hubbard and 

Power, 1999; Mills, 2000; Hubbard and Power (2003). 
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Hubbard and Power (1999) state as further evidence of recent substantiation of teacher 

research in the field of education that 50% of NCTE’s Promising Researcher awards during the 

last ten years have gone to teacher researchers.  Atwell (1987), Barbieri (1995), and Bissex (1996) 

are recent award winning examples which reveal an increasing level of respect for this kind of 

research. Each of these researchers investigated the on-goings of their classrooms to get closer 

to the “truths” of their impact on their students and to better hear the voices of the students.  

Using a narrative format, Attwell (1987) provides a description of what she learned from her 

seventh grade reading and writing classroom, which she referred to as her reading and writing 

workshop in an effort to address the gap between what teachers teach and what students 

learn. In her study of her class she learned that skills-based, drill and practice methods of 

teaching were less effective than she had previously thought and thus moved toward an 

approach to teaching which was more responsive to student needs.  

Barbieri (1995) chronicled how she as a teacher collaborated with her all girls seventh 

grade English class to discover how the girls could learn to or be encouraged to take risks and 

find their own voices in their writing.   Bissex (1996) provides a collection of case studies about 

how writing is learned. What Attwell,  Barbieri, and Bissex have in common with other teacher 

researchers is that they are searching for: ways to better their teaching, ways to allow for the 

voices of the students to come through, and ways for themselves to drive research discourse.  

Emig (1987), Heath (1987), and Swope (2004) are other notable teacher researchers which have 

helped to substantiate this approach to research. 

Teacher Research & Language Learning 

 

According to Lazarton (2000), the qualitative paradigm has “come of age” over the last 

fifteen years within the language learning community.  As a result, teacher research is also 

experiencing increased validation and acceptance, which, in turn, has resulted in an increased 

number of teacher research publications.  Evidence of such includes: (1) the acknowledgement 
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by researchers like Seliger & Long (1983) and Chaudron (1988) and van Lier (1988) that setting 

research in the context of the language classroom is vital to the realistic translation of theory into 

practice; (2) the increased number of collaborations between researchers and teachers (e.g. 

Edelsky and Smith,1984; Adamson, 1993; Ellis, 1998; Moore, 2001; Schwarzer, Haywood and 

Lorenzen, 2004); and (3) teacher research’s inclusion as a basis for L2 teacher education (e.g. 

Wallace, 1991; Edge & Richards, 1993; Freeman & Richards, 1996; Edge, 2001).   

Additional evidence includes the fact that The Canadian Modern Language Review 

published a special issue on language teacher research in 1997 (Vol. 54, No. 1), the Language 

Teaching Research Journal published a special issue in 2003 on language teacher research (Vol. 

7, No. 2) and that there have also been some teacher research methodology texts published 

specific to language learners such as Allwright and Bailey (1991), Wallace (1997), 

Freeman(1998), and Burns (1999).  Furthermore, TESOL Publications has issued a 2005/2006 “call 

for writers” for a language teacher research series2.  TESOL asserts that “The ultimate aim of this 

series is to encourage an inquiry stance toward language teaching, in which teachers play a 

crucial role in taking responsibility for their own professional development, while also contributing 

their particular perspective to the research literature on TESOL… This series attempts to celebrate 

what is being achieved and to encourage more involvement of language teachers…” (p. 1).  

Given the above, the future seems promising for teacher research in language learning; 

however, the number of studies is still few.  Of those which exist, the research tends to focus on 

three areas which include innovative teaching, the language classroom community, and L2 

learners (Bloom, 2004).   

L2 Teaching Innovations Teacher Research 

L2 Teaching Innovations Teacher Research: Because teacher-research is an effort to “do 

things better” in the classroom, it often focuses on the investigation of new inventive curricula 

and practices. For example, Schleppegrell (1997) explored her implementation of problem 

                                                 
2 The call can be found at the following URL:  
http://www.tesol.org/s_tesol/bin.asp?CID=6&DID=2163&DOC=FILE.PDF  
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posing through dialogic inquiry as a way to improve second language teacher research. 

Romney (1997) looked for a way to improve language acquisition in her French-English 

translation course by exploring the implementation of collaborative group class structure.  

Schwarzer, Khan and Smart (2000) suggested learning contracts as an innovation which might 

help to bridge the gap between EAP courses and outside content courses.  In the oft neglected 

field of Spanish for specific purposes, Bloom (2004) explores the invention and negotiation of a 

curriculum she developed for nursing students in search of a better way to do things.  

Furthermore, with the emergence of Computer Assisted Language Learning in the 

nineties, teacher research became a popular means through which instructors could investigate 

ways in which they could implement technology in their courses. Much of this research was 

descriptive in nature and could be categorized as teacher reports/projects which explored the 

“exciting” new applications of technology in language learning.  For instance, Davis and Ye-Ling 

(1994/95) report on their innovative use of on-line tools to facilitate collaboration between 

students at universities in North Carolina and in Taiwan. Students in both settings reported that 

their writing had improved as a result of the online collaboration and the researchers learned 

that this kind of collaborative effort helped learners become “conscious members of the 

discourse community they create” (p. 31). Furthermore, the “electronic exchange is one way to 

foster their growing awareness of themselves, the languages they are learning, and the speakers 

throughout the world who are their audience” (p. 31). Hanrahan (2005) described and 

evaluated her implementation of information and communication technology (ICT) as a 

homework tool in her seventh grade French and German classes. Hanrahan came to the 

conclusion that ICT enhanced the courses by engaging students’ interests and fostering learner 

autonomy.   Other teacher research which investigated similar technological innovations during 

the last fifteen years include such publications as R. C. Chávez (1990), Borrás (1993), Ritter (1993), 

C.L. Chávez (1997), Bicknell (1999), and Step-Greany (2002). 

L2 Classroom Community Teacher Research  
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L2 Classroom Community Teacher Research:  Teacher Research also affords the 

opportunity to observer first-hand the nuances of learner communities which develop in the 

language classroom. Haneda (1997) implemented a portfolio project in her Japanese as a 

Foreign Language university course to examine classroom interactions from a community of 

practice point of view to find alternatives to transmission models of language teaching. She 

determined that community of practice provided some useful alternatives, but that it needed to 

be expanded. In his examination of his Hebrew foreign language whole language classroom 

(WLFLC), Schwarzer (2003) found that although there were some student tensions toward his 

implementation of WLFL, his teacher research resulted in some positive changes with regard to 

learners becoming part of a multicultural/multilingual community. Through the curriculum, 

students were encouraged to become more involved in the Hebrew speaking community and 

Israeli society, and the non-Jewish student became more culturally aware.  

L2 Learner-Focused Teacher Research  

L2 Learner-Focused Teacher Research: Finally, teacher research also allows for the focus 

to be placed upon language learners and their lives as well as on their learning practices.  

Weinstein (1997) examined how L1 literacy affected the lives of her English language learners in 

her ESL class. Her ethnographic approach to teacher research reminded her of the plethora of 

riches which students bring from their home cultures to the ESL classroom.  Gunn (2003) explored 

how her EFL students developed communicative competence through specific classroom 

activities. She found that integrating questioning of her teaching practices enriched both her 

and her students’ experiences in the classroom. Perpignan (2003) was motivated by a desire to 

improve feedback practices on student writing in her EAP writing course at an Israeli university. 

Students expressed a preference for a large variety of feedback types and styles, and the 

researcher found that her comments on student essays were understood and misunderstood in 

a variety of ways. Perpignan learned that the ultimate goal of her teacher research was to 

improve the quality of life in the classroom for her students.  
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Slimani-Rolls (2003) wanted to understand how group work functioned in her Business 

English class at a London university. Despite the fact that much academic research supports the 

inclusion of group work in language classrooms, the classes at her university had difficulty in 

implementing this kind of student grouping. Slimani-Rolls asked students to complete learner 

diaries to express their feelings and reactions about the group work. The study helped to raise 

student and teacher awareness about the delicacy and complexity of group work in order to 

make implementation more successful.  Schwarzer (2004) examined communication strategies 

used in dialogue journal writing in his Hebrew as a foreign language course.  He found that 

dialog journals were a way to encourage communicative competence in his language learners 

and concluded with suggestions for strategies which might be helpful in fostering 

communication  within this type of assignment.  Jing (2006) examined the learner resistance that 

occurred in her EFL reading class during her implementation of a metacognition training project. 

Jing found that the resistance was partly due to differing “learner and teacher agendas” and 

clashing teacher-student expectations of the EFL classroom.  

 
Teacher Research & English for Academic Purposes 

While this dissertation is concerned with the teaching of English as a foreign language, it is more 

specifically concerned with the treatment of English as an academic tool.  The English for 

Academic Purposes branch of ESOL is specifically suited for teacher research as its basic premise 

is to discover what would most help ESOL learners in mainstream course once they leave the 

EAP environment. For example, Adamson (1993) uses teacher research case studies to 

investigate how former EAP students function in mainstream content courses once they leave 

the ESL program and to investigate ways to better address EAP student academic English needs. 

Johns (1993) explored the need for L2 writers to understand their audience in order to develop 

effective written argumentation and found that genre awareness of a useful tool to do so. EAP 

teacher researcher Sue Starfield (2001) undertook an ethnographic study in her course to “to 

understand better the relative lack of success of black [ESL] students entering a [south African] 
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university after the exclusionary apartheid years…” (p. 132). She found that the idea of discourse 

communities was more problematic than she initially thought with regard to the teaching of EAP 

writing since students revealed that they dynamics of a discourse community or transmutable 

depending on the person who is assessing their writing.  Hu (2005) describes her use of peer 

review in her EAP writing class in an EFL setting (Singapore). The results caused her to reflect on 

her teaching and informed her teaching practices by encouraging her to seek other practices 

to enhance peer review such as through CMC. 

Furthermore, one of the most frequent areas of discussion is whether EAP instructors need 

knowledge of their students’ academic areas in order to best teach them. In her teacher 

research of her psychology-linked EAP course, Benesch (1996) determined that conducting a 

critical needs analysis is more appropriate for EAP curriculum design in that it address the power 

differentials present in academic hierarchies to make learning more democratic. And, as stated 

above, the teacher researcher project of Schwarzer, Khan and Smart (2000) suggested learning 

contracts as a way of guiding students toward taking personal responsibility for mastery of the 

“language” of their specific field, the implication of such research being that EAP instructors 

provide them with the general guidance and tools to do so.   Specifically with regard to the skill 

area of writing in the English for Academic Purposes arena, there is even less teacher research; 

however, with the focus of composition studies becoming increasingly “social,” this is sure to 

change.  

 

 Teacher Research Conclusions 

Thus, this dissertation is, in the words of David Alwright (2002) my attempt at making “… 

the quality of life in [the EAP writing classroom] the key issue.”   It is an attempt to heal what 

Hubbard and Power refer to as the rift between teaching and research and it is an attempt to 

be more inclusive of the voices of language learners.  As Allwright (1997) suggests, teacher 

research is a much needed research perspective which involves “a search for local 
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understandings” (p. 369). Likewise, this study showcases the perspective of the teacher and 

students in an EAP writing class at a private university in Mexico. It showcases the participants’ 

voices of and the social, cultural, linguistic and cognitive issues which affect them in the 

classroom in an attempt at understanding how PBL2 writing plays out in the setting. Thus, this 

dissertation hopes to contribute the voices of language learners to our field and to our research.  

Moreover, teacher research empowers the teacher to dictate research foci such that 

research is relevant and practical and can thus better inform classroom practices. It removes 

research from a vacuum and places it squarely on terra firma- in the classroom.  As second 

language acquisition tends to overlook the classroom as a focus for research (vanLier, 1989), this 

was an opportunity to examine EAP writing in its contextualized setting.  Finally, because each 

population of students is different, there is always a need to investigate what learners will need in 

the settings specific to their academic preparation and their cultural, social and intellectual 

realities. This dissertation hopes to contribute to the English for Academic Purposes teacher 

research as there is a paucity which focuses on the social and cultural aspects of L2 writing.   
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II. English for Academic Purposes 

 

English for Academic Purposes has the potential to address the pragmatic academic  needs of 

English language learners while also respecting, nourishing, and empowering  their social, 

cultural and intellectual identities.  

 

This teacher research study was also informed by English for Academic Purposes (EAP) 

literature, which also holds great potential for empowering language learners. EAP falls under 

the umbrella of English for Specific Purposes. During the mid 1960s, English classes were generally 

taught with the understanding that language learners would use the language for literary 

purposes. Researchers like Strevens (1971) argued that humanities-based English classes ignored 

the academic needs of those who would choose to study science.  Thus, EAP was first 

developed for a specific purpose—technical and scientific purposes (i.e. English for Science and 

Technology (EST))(Benesch, 2001). Swales (1988) cites Herbert's (1965) EST text, The Structure of 

Technical English, as perhaps the first English for specific purposes (ESP) textbook. Early research 

by Strevens (1977), for example, asserted that English be taught specifically geared toward the 

future scientific aims of language learners using material such as scientific vocabulary and 

scientific texts. Research of the time (e.g. Hudddlestone, 1971) focused on studying the 

frequency with which certain lexical and/or grammatical features occurred in science-based 

texts (Benesch, 2001). 

Although English for Specific Purposes still exists and has amassed its own body of 

literature, EAP, since then, has broken off and separated to become a more generalized field in 

which the teaching of English can be used to help learners prepare to use English in order to 

study, research or teach in any given academic field of their choosing (Flowerdew & Peacock, 

2001). Of late, there has been research specific to each skill area (e.g. Ferris, 2001; Cobb & Horst, 

2001; Tauroza, 2001; Robinson, Strong, Whittle, & Nobe, 2001 ). There has also been research 

concerning such topics as assessment (e.g. Davidson & Cho, 2001), syllabus design (e.g. Bruce, 
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2005), and ways to enhance EAP instruction through such innovations and novelties as 

computers (e.g. Jarvis, 2004) and student self-reflection (Granville & Dison, 2005). However, this 

move toward a more “general” treatment of academic English raised concerns about how EAP 

instructors could best prepare students who would have interests in varying academic fields.  In 

response, researchers such as Lackstrom, Selinker and Trimble (1973), Allen and Widdowson 

(1974), and Drobnic (1978) offered up the possibility of rhetorical analysis.  Under this research 

framework, learners were taught to analyze syntax and rhetorical patterns at the paragraph 

level in order to improve passage comprehensibility. Thus, the goal was “not to teach more 

grammar, but to show students how to use the grammar they already knew” (Allen & 

Widdowson as cited in Benesch, 2001).  

Needs Analysis Studies 

Since the 1980s, much of EAP research has involved conducting various kinds of needs 

analyses or “target situation analyses” in order to determine what kind of language, skills and/or 

topics were most necessary for learners to acquire before entering into mainstream academic 

environments. The needs analyses studies were structured according to different approaches. 

Some analyze mainstream academic discourse; some focus on former ESOL students and their 

perceptions about their preparedness once they left their respective ESL programs, and some 

needs analysis research asks mainstream instructors for input on ESL curricular choices. 

Academic Discourse Studies  

Academic Discourse Studies: Studies on academic discourse (e.g. Biber, Conrad, 

Reppen, Byrd and Helt, 2002 ), corpus/concordances (e.g. Sinclaire, 1999 & Biber, 1998), and 

genre analysis (e.g. Bazerman, 1998) seek to determine the kinds of languages that students 

need to know in their future content-driven academic settings. Therefore, they parse texts from 

specific fields for various kinds of information.  For example, in their review of past studies of 

academic discourse, Biber et al found that there is a focus on written academic prose and 

academic lectures.  Their research indicated international university students require exposure to 
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spoken and written registers typical of a university experience (i.e. textbooks and classroom 

lectures).  However, Biber et al also determined that “gate keeping” registers (e.g. university 

catalogues, departmental web pages, course syllabi, class management talk, service 

encounters) were also important for the success of former language learners once 

mainstreamed into university classes.  Additionally, the authors suggest a need for students to be 

exposed to conversational language features as students are often required to extract 

academic related information from informal, impersonal face to face interactions.    

Mainstreamed Former ESOL Student Studies:  

Mainstreamed Former ESOL Student Studies: Other EAP researchers investigate 

“mainstreamed” former ESL students who provide feedback about the usefulness of their past 

ESL learning experiences.  For instance, Smoke (1988) surveyed former ESL students to find out if 

they felt ESL had prepared them for their mainstream courses. Although a large number of 

students reported that their English had improved because of past ESL classes, only 18% felt that 

what they learned in class actually prepared them for university level work in the US. She also 

found that students did not feel confident in the English language abilities and actively 

employed avoidance strategies while in academic settings.  Researchers (e.g. Hirsch, 1988; 

Blakely, 1995) have determined that students who had successfully completed ESL programs 

had difficulties completing work assigned to them in mainstream university courses due to 

linguistic and/or affective impediments.  

Content Instructor Studies  

Content Instructor Studies:  In addition, EAP needs analysis research also addresses what 

mainstream instructors expect of former ESOL students. Horwitz (1986b) queried the faculty at a 

US university about the kinds of writing assignments they gave the students in their content 

courses. His findings actually contradicted the process approach-focused work of Zamel.  Brooks 

(1988) interviewed core faculty to ascertain the kinds of skills and tasks ESL students needed to 
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accomplish. She found that ESL was perceived by the content professors as a service industry 

and determined that there should be greater coordination between ESL and content instructors 

in order to better prepare language learners.  In a similarly motivated study, Santos (1988) found 

that “professors judged the content more severely than the language. That is, the professors 

found the sentences with errors highly comprehensible, reasonably un-irritating, but linguistically 

unacceptable” (p. 72)).   

The pragmatism of EAP needs analysis studies began to elicit some criticisms beginning in 

the late 1980s (e.g. Benesch 1988; Swales, 1994; Benesch 2001). Some complaints were that the 

research was subjugating ESL to content courses, relegating it to “service” industry status (e.g. 

Brooks, 1988 ). As a result, some researchers suggested remedies such as adjunct courses and 

linked courses where ESL classes were taught in conjunction with content courses (e.g. Brinton & 

Snow, 1988; Benesch 1988b; Hirsch, 1988; Guyer & Peterson, 1988). Still, others criticized EAP’s 

pragmatic focus for ignoring the complexity of language learning and the social constructions 

of the classroom (e.g. Swales, 1994; Benesch, 2001).  Swales (1994), for example, provides a very 

succinct criticism. He stated that many of the topics treated in EAP research were “strikingly 

unengaged” from the complex realities of the language classroom. He asserted that “ESP 

contexts [which includes EAP], for example, have not become a testing ground for theories of 

Second Language Acquisition, as they have not become a site for issues of ideology (e.g., 

elitism versus populism), for issues of learners’ rights, for alternative (e.g., deconstructionist or 

feminist) modes of presentation, or (with a couple of exceptions) for explorations of paradoxes in 

the social and textual construction of knowledge.” (p. 201). These kinds of criticism, in turn, led to 

the combination of critical pedagogy and English for Academic Purposes.  

EAP & Critical Pedagogy Studies 

Benesch (2001) asserts that critical pedagogy “is concerned with institutional power 

relations, studying how students’ and teachers’ multiple identities complicate teaching and 

learning. It seeks ways to democratize societies by engaging students in decisions affecting their 
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lives in and out of school. It questions the status quo: Why are things the way they are? Who 

decides? What are other possibilities?” (p. xv). Thus, critical English for Academic Purposes 

research questions what has become established as convention or accepted in EAP.  For 

instance, researchers such as Ibrahim (1999) and Nelson (1999) address the experiences of 

marginalized students in EAP and the implications their experiences have on the EAP classroom; 

Ibrahim looks at racial identity formation in African ESL students in Canada and Nelson broaches 

the topic of homosexuality in the EAP classroom. Canagarajah (2001) explores issues of cultural 

difference and power in an EAP writing class, acknowledging the hegemonic legacy of English 

which penetrates our ESOL learners’ psyches.  In doing so, from a critical stance, it empowers 

students not to be subsumed by the sociopolitical and historical legacy of English so that they 

can embrace who they are while learning the language. As a result of a critical approach, 

Skutnabb-Kangas(1998) problematizes the imperialist legacy of English and proposes what he 

calls “self-evident, fundamental individual linguistic human rights...” (p. 22). As applied to EAP 

contexts, learning a second language such as English should not be to the detriment of the 

language learner’s L1.    

Because this is an extremely new area of AEP research, there is not yet a large body of 

research. However, because it problematizes the status quo of EAP, it leaves room for a plethora 

of future research. Furthermore, as Canagarajah (2001) points out, there is also a necessity to 

translate critical research into applicable pedagogy. Morgan (1998), Benesch (2001), and 

Quintero (2002) are some of the few works which attempts to bridge the gap between theory 

and practice in her critical approach to EAP, most work in this area simply calls for a bridge 

between theory and practice.  This dissertation is an attempt to further Canagarajah’s call. As 

informed by critical EAP research, this dissertation seeks to describe PBL2 and the underlying 

pedagogy which empowers students to embrace their cultural and social realities, reject the 

hegemonic in favor of making English language learning relevant to their cultural, social and 

intellectual realities.   
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English for Academic Purposes Conclusions 

Thus, the PBL2 curriculum takes what Benesch (2001a) calls a critical EAP stance. While 

this dissertation acknowledges the pragmatic motivations of the students’ and their influence on 

the curriculum; it also seeks to acknowledge the students as social, intellectual and cultural 

beings. Therefore, this study has been informed by Critical English for Academic Purposes 

literature.  “By encouraging students to consciously engage in academic life, critical EAP aims to 

increase their participation in the workplace, civic life and other areas” (Benesch, p. xv).  English 

for Academic Purposes has the potential to address the pragmatic academic needs of English 

language learners while also respecting, nourishing, and empowering their social, cultural and 

intellectual identities.  This became particularly important given that this study was conducted in 

Mexico where English has begun to play a very instrumental role both professionally and socially, 

while also having a very specific imperialist legacy.  
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III. English Language Learning Research in Mexico 

 

A wide range of conflicting cultural perspectives associated with language 

acquisition and ethnolinguistic loyalties exists in Mexico wherever English is 

taught and spoken. The interplay of socioeconomic, cultural, and ethnic tensions 

produce positive and negative attitudes toward learning English (Francis & 

Ryan, 1998). 

 

Thus far, this chapter has critically reviewed the literature for L2 teacher research and for 

English for Academic Purposes. In addition to the EAP setting in which this study was theoretically 

situated, this study was also physically situated in the country of Mexico. Therefore, the below will 

review the literature which is concerned with English language learning in Mexican academic 

settings—specifically university settings. First, I will provide a brief overview of Mexican 

educational research—conducted in both the US and in Mexico; Then, I will narrow the focus of 

the discussion to English language learning and higher education in Mexico.   

 

Educational Research in Mexico 

 There is little Mexico-based educational research—especially regarding ESL in higher 

education.  Much of the research that is conducted is published by US researchers concerned 

with border issues or with Mexican student performance within the US school system or is 

published internally by the Secretaría de Educación Pública (SEP), the results of which are 

sometimes posted on their website3, but are mostly distributed internally (Petrón, personal 

communication). Of  the available research, there seems to be a focus on elementary 

education settings (e.g. Black & Cutler, 1993; Martín,1994; Nolasco & Asceveda, 1985; Nelson, 

Lutenbacher, and López 2001) and/or on research which explores Mexican immigrants’ 

experiences in the US schools found typically in the border states like Texas, Arizona and 

California (e.g. Dolson & Villaseñor , 1996; Dorn, 1996; Feyl Chavkin & Gonzalez, 2000; LeBlanc 

Flores, 1996; Macias, 1990; Reguero de Atiles & Allexsaht-Snider, 2002; Romo, 1999; Salinas & 

Fránquiz, 2004; Scribner & Scribner, 2001; Valdés, 1996; Trueba, 1998).  There are also works that 

                                                 
3See the following URL:  http://www.sep.gob.mx/wb2/sep/sep_2493_estado_de_mexico  
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examine Mexican views or perceptions of education such as Valdes’ Con Respeto (1996), which 

explores Mexican immigrant children’s’ ways of learning; and Valenzuela’s Subtractive 

Schooling (1999) which discusses how the ethic of care impacts educational settings of Mexican 

students in a US high school.  Also, the issue of Mexican-US transnationalism has been discussed 

(e.g. Suárez Orozco, C., & Suárez Orozco, 1995; Smith, 2002; Petrón, 2003). 

 In addition, some educational research centers on intercultural issues; these studies are 

typically directed at ESL/EFL teachers or teacher trainers in an effort to inform such educators 

about the “typical” characteristics and learning styles of their Latino students (e.g. Albert, 1996; 

Hofstede, 1986, Hall, 1983). For example, Hofstede (1986) proposes that cross cultural learning 

environments can be facilitative to learning if teachers and students understand that cultural 

differences impact the way in which we teach and learn.  The US Department of Education 

(DOE) has published some research reports regarding Mexican immigrant children. For example, 

Reguero de Atiles and Allexsaht-Snider (2002) discuss effective approaches to teaching young 

Mexican immigrant children, suggesting that instructors encourage development of the L1, 

incorporate aspects of Mexican culture, and provide opportunities for learners to use the L2 

among other suggestions. Also under the auspices of the US DOE, McLoughlin (2002) published a 

brief description of schooling in Mexico so that US educators could consider Mexico-origin 

immigrant students’ prior experiences.  The idea of “cultural” mismatch is also used by some 

(e.g. Ogbu, 1992) to explain the failure of US schools to adequately address the needs of some 

minorities such as African Americans, Mexican-Americans, and Mexico-origin students.  Nevarez 

(2001) discusses the institutional influences on Mexico-Origin student attrition in the US university 

setting. 

There is also cross-cultural comparison type research such as Slater, McGhee, Capt, 

Alvarez, Topete, and Iturbe (2003) and Slater & Ariza (2000) which compare the views of 

educational administration students in the USA and Mexico. In doing so, the researchers try to 

engage in transformational learning, which the authors assert “…starts by becoming critically 
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aware, perhaps through the stimulus of interacting in another culture, then by questioning 

assumptions, and finally, by adopting a new perspective eve if temporarily” (Slater et al, p. 54). 

Similarly, Ryan (1998) reported on a case study involving two bilingual teachers, a native speaker 

of English and a native speaker of Spanish who explore their beliefs about how culture impacts 

their teaching in Mexico.  Nelson, Lutenbacher, and López (2001)explore the research question 

“What school-related differences emerge from the perceptions of American and Mexican 

students and teachers?” (p. 464).  The researchers noted a pattern in participants’ perceptions 

of Mexican and US teachers. They state, “Mexican teachers were frequently perceived as 

relatively authoritarian but loving parents who were personally responsible for the learning of 

their students. American teachers, on the other hand, were perceived as less personally involved 

with students and as encouraging students’ individual responsibility” (p. 463).  This kind of 

research is often conducted to point out cultural differences between US and Mexican ways of 

being in order to inform teaching practices, methodologies and approaches. 
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English Language Learning & Higher Education Research in  

Mexican Educational Settings 

 

   There is a great deal of research regarding the issue of bilingualism in Mexico.  Much of it 

centers on the maintenance of indigenous languages such as Náhuatl which have suffered a 

decline as a direct result of early Mexican policies to create a “united” Mexico with Spanish set 

as the official language (e.g. Lastra de Suarez, 1978; Hidalgo, 1994; Pathy Chavez, 1994; Hamel 

2000). Newer, albeit fewer, bilingualism research address the role that English is beginning to play 

in Mexican society. Francis (1994) discusses the complexity with which English exists in Mexican 

society, mentioning that the colonial legacy of Spanish offsets the imperialist undertones that 

generally accompany English in countries with different native languages.  Thus, for some 

populations, English can be viewed in a more positive manner since Spanish is identified as 

threatening to home languages—not English. And, Chasan and Ryan (1995) found that many of 

their participants enrolled in English because of an expressed interest in the language; this 

contradicts much of the literature that discusses the view of English language learning as 

instrumentally-driven such as Francis and Ryan (1998).  

 On the other hand, there are other researchers who discuss the negative impacts of the 

increased inclusion of English in Mexican society.  For example, those of La Comisión para la 

Defensa del Idioma Español de Mexico (The Commission for the Defense of the Spanish 

Language of Mexico) write about the negative effects that English has on Mexican society. 

Smith (2003) asserts that “English, like Spanish before it, is increasingly identified as a ‘killer 

language’” (Skuttnab-Kangas, 2002) (p. 2).  Based on the work of Romaine (1999), Smith (2003) 

makes the criticism, that most of the research on bilingualism in Mexico is based on middle class 

populations indicating that most Mexico-located research is “involved with the formation of elite 

bilinguals” (p. 3).  Lethaby (2003) asserts that there is the fear that English could “devalue” the 
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Spanish language in Mexico and could hasten the deaths of many fragile indigenous 

languages. 

Despite the history of “language issues” in Mexico, little research exists regarding the 

teaching and learning of English and its impact on higher education settings in Mexico. Ryan 

(1994) examined the relationship between culture and language learning in an urban university 

in Mexico as perceived by EFL teachers. Ryan found that teachers had different understandings 

of what culture was as reflected by how they talked about it and how it emerged in their 

instruction of their classes, but expressed that all participants felt it was fundamental to English 

language learning. Chasan and Ryan (1995) discussed the attitudes of students who studied 

English at an urban Mexican university toward US culture and its English speakers. They found 

that in addition to studying English for instrumental purposes, learners were also interested in 

learning about non-functional aspects of the lives of English speakers such as literature, music 

and politics. Francis and Ryan (1998) compare the varied perception of English by rural and 

urban populations in Mexico. They found those in urban areas tended to be exposed to English 

as an international lingua franca and thus viewed it instrumentally and negatively. For other 

elitist populations the acquisition of English is viewed as additive and prestigious. They concluded 

“that the learning of English presented a panorama of affective variables that interact in 

complex ways with the language acquisition process itself” (p. 26).   

Finally, the organization MexTESOL publishes a journal on an inconsistent basis. Many of 

the articles focus on topics like bilingualism (e.g. Dorcasberro, 2003; Lethaby, 2003; Salsburry & 

Heskin, 2003), cultural relativism (e.g. Towgood, 2003), linguistic diversity in Mexico (e.g. Romaní, 

2003), and interaction and negotiation in the language classroom (e.g. Ortega, 2003). Some 

articles also addressed pedagogical issues or reported on class activities or insights. Meinecke 

(2003) discussed her implementation of peer revision; Rodriguez discussed his use of haiku in his 

EFL class. Medina (2003) wrote about vocabulary acquisition through songs. Parkyn, Beaney, 

and Yúnez (2003) explored the pedagogical implications of teaching and learning English in 
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American film. Finally, Lam (2003) addressed the use of English regarding teaching of English and 

American literature in a Mexican university.   

 

English Language Learning Research in Mexico Conclusions  

 

 Mexico, as a context for this study, is important because there is a lack of research on 

the way in which EFL plays out in this setting. Because English has such an emotionally-tinged 

socio-political legacy in Mexico, EFL teachers there need to be aware of the issues specific to 

this cultural context which impact the language classroom.  Issues such as power differentials, 

cultural identity and student relationships with and perceptions of English can negatively 

manifest themselves impacting the EFL classroom in both observable and imperceptible ways. 

Furthermore, writing is an expression of personal identity. Asking students to write in English as a 

foreign language following US-dictated rhetorical patterns can unfairly impose upon L2 writers 

and have a subtractive4 effect on the students’ psyches.   It is also important for ESL programs 

since Mexico-origin students are one of the US’s largest ESL populations.  EAP programs which 

prepare ESL students to attend undergraduate and graduate school in the United States to be 

informed about the ways in which language learning is approached and viewed in Mexico 

since the backgrounds and motivations of learners are important in establishing a “connection” 

with learners and choosing effective and appropriate approaches to teaching and learning.   

Chapter three will provide specific background on English language learning at the research 

setting, UcM.  

 

                                                 
4 I am borrowing this term from Valenzuela’s 1999 Subtractive Schooling: U.S. -Mexican Youth and the 
Politics of Caring. Valenzuela uses the term in reference to how the US school system can systematically 
strip US-Mexican students of their linguistic, cultural, familial and community identities through 
uncaring assimilationist practices. There are stark difference between the socio-economically 
disadvantaged population described in Valenzuela’s text and the socio-economically elite population 
described in this dissertation. However, I am borrowing the terminology because it encapsulates the idea 
that a social system can somehow subtract from, de-value and supplant a student’s identity. 
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IV.  Second/Foreign Language Composition  

The post process approach seeks “to highlight the rich, multifocal nature of [L2 

writing] — …to go beyond now-traditional views of L2 writing research and 

teaching which focus on issues such as drafting, teacher feedback, peer review, 

editing, grammar correction, and the like. [It seeks] to emphasize …the manifold 

links that can be made between L2 writing and current and emerging areas of 

local, global, political, intellectual, technological, and sociocognitive concern that 

are part of the landscape of theory and practice in education, applied linguistics, 

and social science at the start of the 21st century” (Atkinson, 2003, p. 12). 

 

Specifically, this dissertation deals with writing—the writing which occurs in English for 

Academic Purposes settings.  Comparatively, writing is a newly recognized research area within 

the field of TESOL. Prior to the 1980’s, research ran rather parallel to what L1 composition theorists 

were doing.  As a result we are just beginning to explore the complexity of L2 writing as an entity 

separate from L1 writing research. Its recent acceptance by the TESOL field is exemplified by the 

newly ratified second language writing special interest group with the TESOL organization in June 

of 2005 as announced on the Second Language Writing CCCC list serve.  Therefore, this 

dissertation contributes to this recently independent field by directly addressing the complexities 

of the EAP writing classroom including social, cultural, political and intellectual concepts. To do 

so, this section will first begin with a historical overview of L2 writing research and then will 

address the current post-process research and the influences of monolingual children’s literacy 

research on this research. 

 

A Historical Overview 

 

Research is often impacted by what is happening in society at large. For example, “the 

perceived linguistic isolation” of the US during the 1920’s convinced foreign language educators 

that reading and not speaking should be focused upon (Brown, 1994). Moreover, the beginnings 

of World War II emphasized “…the need for Americans to become orally proficient in the 
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languages of both their allies and their enemies” (p. 57). Thus, the Auiolingual Method5 became 

pragmatically and theoretically favored over the previously lauded Direct Method6.  Currently, 

societal influences are again impacting how language is being taught.  For example, a post 

process approach is certainly favored with regard to research; however, such influences as the 

Leave no Child Behind Act have dictated a more high-stakes-influenced approach to learning. 

Consequently, within the current US classroom, focus is often shifted to the product despite the 

paradigmatically favored socioconstructivist approach. Likewise, in many foreign settings, 

contextual constraints such as the lack of availability of authentic L2 samples prevent the 

implementation of research-favored communicative methods and approaches to language 

learning.  As such, often, grammar translation-esque approaches tend to be more prominent 

than the literature might otherwise indicate.  

Ways of thinking fall in and out of favor depending on the impact that exterior forces 

have on the field specific dialog that takes place.  “…ideas grow, transmute, live, [and] die…” 

(Schallert, 2000, p.3). Thus, the below review of literature regarding L2 writing will be addressed in 

chronological order because it facilitates the discussion.  However, I acknowledge that teaching 

and learning theory tend to be, in the tradition of academia, reactionary, cyclical, and co-

dependent. One pedagogical theory/approach tends to emerge out of the inability of a 

preceding theory or approach to address all of the au courant issues and/or needs of teachers 

and learners. Furthermore, they often bleed into one another.  As Clark (1982) discussed in his 

article entitled “On Bandwagons, Tyranny, and Common Sense” “…This attitude fosters an 

inevitable swinging of the theoretical and methodological pendulum, such that one 

generation’s heresy becomes the orthodoxy of the next generation, and an individual’s position 

in the profession as saint or sinner depends largely on accident of birth…” (pp. 439-440).  

                                                 
5 The Audiolingual method, which was sometimes referred to as the Army method, emphasized listening and speaking 
skills through pattern drills and conversation practice (Brown, 1994).  
6 According to Brown, the Direct Method, typically used in Berlitz schools, stipulates that “…second language learning 
should be more like first language learning—lots of oral interaction, spontaneous use of the language, no translation 
between first and second languages, and little or no analysis of grammatical rules” (p. 55). 
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 This section begins with a discussion of the progression of L2 writing models and methods 

“because understanding a concept often requires an exploration of its evolution” (Abbott, 1996, 

p. 8). Next I discuss L1 children’s literacy research which has helped to address post-process 

researchers’ criticisms of process research as this dissertation explores a socioconstructivist 

approach to the teaching and learning of writing for academic purposes.  

As eluded to above, research on L2 writing has been largely ignored by the field.  The 

1966 publication of Kaplan’s “doodle7” version of Cultural Thought Patterns in Intercultural 

Education is generally considered the beginnings of writing research specific to foreign 

languages. Prior to this, L2 research followed L1 research. As a result, the following will provide a 

brief introduction to L1 writing literature. Then, I will enumerate where L1 and L2 research 

diverged and discuss research that are specific to L2 literature.  

Product Focus Approach:  Model Writers 
Product Focus Approach- Model Writers: Prior to contrastive rhetoric the Audiolingual 

method8 of teaching dominated L2 instruction whereby there was an emphasis on the learning 

of oral/aural skills (Brown, 1994; Connor,1996). During this time, the teaching of L2 writing, 

according to Omaggio Hadley, was focused on accuracy through the use of what the author 

calls the controlled to free approach.  This approach required that “students write variations first 

on sentences, then on paragraphs, then on very controlled compositions, and finally work on 

free composition when their skills are at an advanced level” (p. 324). This kind of approach led 

to a focus on the product (i.e the essay, report, story, etc.). Students were given models of 

writing to imitate that were in concordance with accepted criteria for content, organization, 

vocabulary, grammar, and mechanics (Brown). “Compositions were supposed to (a) meet 

certain standards of prescribed English rhetorical style, (b) reflect accurate grammar, and (c) be 

organized in conformity with what the audience would consider to be conventional” (p.320). 

                                                 
7 In a 1987 publication, Kaplan refers to his first work on cultural thought patterns as doodles. He states that “…in crude 
graphic form” he tried to represent how the rhetorical structure of language differs over cultures. He adds, “It is probably 
true that, in the first blush of discovery, I overstated both the difference and my case” (Connor & Kaplan, p.9). 
8 Developed by the US Army during World War II, the audiolingual method advocated the communicative use of the 
target language through repetitive drills and dialogs (Brown, 1994; Larsen-Freeman, 1986). 
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Research was primarily concerned with what students wrote ignoring the “how” of writing by 

failing to address composition as what Zamel (1982) calls a process of discovery. Thus, as 

Matsuda explains, “until well into the 1970s, the teaching of second language writing focused 

mostly on the features of L2 written text—orthography, sentence-level structure, and discourse-

level structure—and the way L2 student texts deviated from the L1 norm” (p. 21).  

 For example, Ross (1968) explores composition through the idea of “sentence building” 

via grammatical patterns observed while reading.  Arapoff (1969) made a similar assertion in her 

work entitled “Discover and transform: A method of teaching writing to foreign students.”  

Paulston (1972) discusses the controlled composition method the main goal for which is to 

produce a “correct composition” based on a model.  Other research which includes the 

exploration of controlled composition includes Horn (1974). Finally, studies of particular 

grammatical features were also prevalent such as Stageburg’s (1968) research on structural 

ambiguity in the noun phrase. 

Contrastive Rhetoric: Cultural Carriers of Language 
Contrastive Rhetoric- Cultural Carriers of Language: Rhetorical form was also a research 

concern during the 1960s and 1970s (Raimes, 1991). It should be noted that contrastive rhetoric 

developed parallel to the contrastive analysis hypothesis (CAH). Both, according to Connor 

(1996), began as attempts to improve pedagogy; however, CA theory tends to focus on errors 

(i.e. first language habits) and interlanguage9 in order to describe the L2 language acquisition 

process.  “The CAH predicts that where there are similarities between the two languages, the 

learner will acquire target language structures with ease; where there are differences, the 

learner will have difficulty” (Lightbown & Spada,1993, p. 23). For example, Fox (1970) compared 

the occurrences of relative clauses in English, Hindi and Arabic to “alert the language teacher to 

possible problem areas in [teaching and learning of] the foreign language” (p. 131) and 

                                                 
9 Ellis defines interlanguage as “a transitional system [of language] reflecting the learner’s current L2 knowledge” (p.16). 
That is, L2 learners, like L1 learners go through a developmental process whereby the production of the target language 
reflects a temporary hybrid state of language acquisition combining forms and structures from both the NL and TL. 
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Manuchehri (1974) compared English and Farsi verb forms in an attempt to predict where native 

Farsi speakers would have difficulty with English. 

“Language, in the whole multiplicity of its forms, both shapes and is shaped by the 

experience of the society of speakers” (Kaplan, 1967, p.10). This concept, first suggested by 

Whorf and Sapir10, helps to ground the idea of contrastive rhetoric (CR). “Contrastive rhetoric is 

an area of research  in second language acquisition that identifies problems in composition 

encountered by second language writers and, by referring to the rhetorical strategies of the first 

language, attempts to explain them” (Connor, 1996, p.5). It was, according to Connor, the first 

attempt at explaining L2 writing.   CR was first proposed in the 1960’s by Robert Kaplan (1966 & 

1967) as a means of addressing the impact of culture11 on how we write. Kaplan’s 1966 study 

examined expository paragraphs written by 598 contributors between 1963 and 1965 in order to 

explore how paragraph order varied across culture.  His study hinged on his assertion that 

rhetoric12 is based on logic which evolves out of culture. Moreover, like logic, “Rhetoric…is not 

universal…but varies from culture to culture and even from time to time within a given culture. It 

is [also] affected by canons of taste within a given culture at a given time” (1966, p. 3). He 

attempted to describe and categorize “acceptable” rhetorical styles across cultures. For 

example, his 1966 study asserted that Chinese and Korean writing is marked by “an approach 

by indirection” which is characterized by examining the topic indirectly and by the inclusion of 

tangential views. An additional example would be his finding that Spanish and French writing is, 

rhetorically speaking, more liberal in its inclusion of digressions and extraneous materials than 

English.  From his findings, Kaplan developed models of paragraph development for English, 

                                                 
10 According to Bennett (1998), the Whorf/Sapir hypothesis “alerts us to the likelihood that our experience of reality is a 
function of cultural worldview categories” (p. 15). The hypothesis states, “We dissect nature along lines laid down by our 
native language. …the world is presented in a kaleidoscope flux of impressions, which has to be organized by our 
minds—and this means largely by the linguistic system in our minds” (Whorf in Bennett, p.13). 
11 There are varying accepted definitions for the term culture within the literature for intercultural communication. 
However, for the purposes of this discussion, it will be defined according to Milton’s subjective culture—“the learned and 
shared patterns of beliefs, behaviors and values of groups of interacting people” (p.3). 
12 Kaplan defines rhetoric as “the method of organizing syntactic units into larger patterns” (1967, p. 15). 
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Semitic languages, Oriental13 languages, Romance languages and Russian in hopes of 

developing a contrastive system to share with L2 student writers. 

The importance of such studies, according to Kaplan, is to highlight that not all L2 learner 

difficulties with writing are rooted in linguistics, which had been the prevailing thought at the 

time. That is, “…each language and each culture has a paragraph order unique to itself, and 

that part of the learning of a particular language is the mastering of its logical system” (1966, 

p.14). Kaplan’s contrastive rhetoric advocates explicit instruction regarding cultural differences 

in writing through the use of rhetorical models, which he developed.  

In reaction, according to Zamel (1987), prose models, like Kaplan’s original CR model 

may give ESL/EFL students the erroneous impression that the writing process is linear. Therefore, in 

reaction, researchers such as Zamel caution that “…this methodology can be misleading 

because it may give students the impression that the linear, straightforward writing they are 

supposed to imitate is the result of a process that was itself linear” (p.275). This assumption would, 

in turn, place “undue emphasis on the final and correct product and by doing so threaten 

students with the idea that they are expected to achieve the same level of competency and 

may render them incapable of even beginning” (Eschholz, 1980, in Zamel, p.275).   

Furthermore, Brown criticizes Kaplan for being dogmatic and prescriptive (i.e. All writers 

from Korea will experience problems with writing in English due to the fact that they are Korean), 

but suggests that teachers and research consider cultural schemata as one possible source of 

learner difficulty—not the only difficulty. Still, language, unlike many traditional school topics (e.g. 

math, science) is steeped in a tradition of contextualized presentation.  Perhaps the greatest 

contribution of Kaplan’s early research is that it began to differentiate L2 writing from L1 writing 

by acknowledging that L2 students have added considerations to tend to during the language 

learning process.  

L1 Process Movement: Creators of Language 
 

                                                 
13 Kaplan used the descriptor “oriental” in reference to Chinese and Korean writing.  
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L1 Process Movement- Creators of Language: L2 in tandem with L1 composition literature 

has focused on the “process of writing” model since the mid 1970’s (Dyer, 1996). It can be 

characterized by two assumptions: (1) students learn to write by writing and (2) the more 

students write, the better writers they become.  Emig’s seminal 1971 L1 case study, according to 

Zamel (1982 & 1987), was one of the first investigations of the composition process. Emig 

determined that methods of teaching writing were oversimplifying the composition process 

since research participants’ behavior seemed to expose/highlight the nonlinear nature of 

writing. In addition, Pearl (1980) highlighted the value of revision with regards to the composition 

process. She found that when students were able to reflect on their writing, they were 

empowered to develop their ideas further. Pearl noted that more experienced writers changed 

“whole chunks of discourse” and ideas viewing writing more as an evolutionary process of 

discovery. Pearl’s research also led to the finding that students were more satisfied with their 

writing when the topic involved them personally. In summary, L1 research has made apparent 

the importance of the reader, the value of approaching writing as a process, and the recursive 

nature of writing. 

In considering one of Perl’s L1 findings that students desire topics that involve them 

personally, a difference between native speakers and non native speakers may become 

apparent at this point.  Zamel (1987) found that “… the purpose of most assigned writing seems 

to be the transmission of objectively described information for the teacher” (p. 269).  Moreover, 

ESL Writers “…by and large preferred more objective, informationally based assignments. One 

student, recalling some of his first ESL writing assignments, thought that personal matters were 

“none of my teacher’s business,’ while another exclaimed, ‘My teacher is not a confessor, 

preacher, or psychologist!’” (Zamel, p.271). While L2 oriented process writing research has 

tended to be a staunch critic of contrastive rhetoric, this preference for writing topic is a clear 

reflection on the effects that culture has on writing pedagogy. Moreover, this example serves to 
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highlight the difference between L1 and L2 considerations which highlights the need for L1 

specific research. 

Task Based Process/Production Combination Approach 
Task-Based Process/Production Combination Approach: In the mid 1980’s some L2 

researchers began to find flaws with the process approach and with L1 research in general. L2 

researchers questioned the validity of L1 writing approaches for foreign language populations 

(e.g. Dyer, 1996; Horwitz, 1986a; Horwitz, 1986b; Johns, 1986; Santos, 1992).  Horwitz (1986b) 

asserts that  the process approach “has failed to take into account the many forces outside of 

an individual writer’s control which define, shape, and ultimately judge a piece of writing” (p. 

446).  For example, Inghilleri (1989, in Atkinson & Ramanathan, 1995) suggests that the focus on 

form is “a part of a hidden pedagogy that disadvantages L2 English writers visà-vis their native-

writer peers” (p. 539). In addition, Scollon (1991) asserts that the L1 composition process 

emphasizes the discovery of the individual’s “voice”, which can stifle the self identity of some 

Asian students. That is, according to Carson and Nelson (1996) self identity is intricately tied to 

the collective in-group identity due to the strong influence of Confucianism in many East Asian 

cultures. Thus, dissonance between individualistic nature of US pedagogues and the collective 

nature of East Asian pedagogues may disadvantage students coming from this area of the 

world.  

In addition, Dyer asserted that the process approach left academic purposes students 

unprepared for such writing assignments as essay examinations or other highly structured 

assignments. This is particularly relevant to ESL populations in academic settings, as Spener (1998) 

states, the goal for a typical ESL course is to raise the English proficiency of non-English speaking 

children so that they can participate effectively in classrooms that use English as the main and 

only language of communication. That is, the majority of students are learning English in order to 

participate in academic settings and thus, may be working under conditions which do not 

encourage the recursive nature of the process approach and are not in align with other process 

features such as its open-ended, student centered character.  
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As a result, L2 theorists have proposed a task-based approach to the teaching of writing, 

which would consider the unique needs of language learners by merging needs assessment with 

a product/process hybrid approach (e.g. Dyer, Horwitz,1986b, Long & Crookes, 1992). This 

research dictates that educators consider the types of tasks14 a language learner will be 

required to do while using the target language. Once this has been determined, writing, in this 

case, could be taught using activities that “draw students’ attention to [the desired] aspects of 

the target language code” that would allow them to function in the capacity that they need 

(Long & Crookes, p. 43).   

 

Post-Process Research 

 

All of the above research contains invaluable insights into L2 composition.  Kaplan and 

other contrastive rhetoric proponents set L2 composition apart from their L1 contemporaries by 

having pointed out that culture does in fact play an important role in the way in which we think 

and compose. Contribution of L1 theorists such as Emig and Perl have helped to shift the focus 

away from the product and have highlighted the importance of the construction of meaning 

through such steps as editing and revision. Similarly, L2 researchers such as Zamel have built 

upon their research to further emphasize that “…writing is a process through which meaning is 

created” (1987, p.267). And, Task-based researchers such as Horwitz have given words to the 

importance of how the setting can impact the kind of writing learners do.  However, as might be 

inferred from the discussion above, L2 composition research, including process approach 

research, can lend itself to a kind of mechanical interpretation.   

                                                 
14 Research by Horwitz (1986b) on the types of writing tasks required by university professors once ESL students become 
mainstreamed led to seven categories of tasks: (1) Summary of/reaction to a reading, (2) annotated bibliographies, (3) 
Report on a specified participatory experience, (4) connection of theory and data, (5) case study, (6) synthesis of 
multiple sources, and (7) research projects. 
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Primarily, L2 writing has been engaged in a product versus process debate. However, in 

the post-process movement, according to Cassanave (2004), “…the interest of L2 writing 

scholars who favor this perspective has turned to the socially and politically situated contexts of 

writing and how these contexts influences both how writing gets done and the end products of 

writing” (p. 84). As I explained in the rationale of this dissertation, it asks the field of L2 writing, 

specifically the process approach to writing, to take what Trimbur (1994) refers to as the “social 

turn.”   Trimbur (1994) is credited with naming the post-process approach to writing when, in a 

review of three writing texts, he points out that they made “their arguments not so much in terms 

of students’ reading and writing processes but rather in terms of the cultural politics of literacy” 

(p. 109). Research which takes a critical approach to learning does address the learner from a 

socio-constructivist standpoint; however, the majority of this research does not encompass 

second language writing.  A notable exception is Sarah Benesch. Benesch (1993; 2001) argues 

against what she calls the pragmatics of English for Academic Purposes, and therefore, calls for 

a more critical approach to EAP writing. 

Because the Post Process movement is a new area, a large percentage of post-process 

research involves calls for more socially, culturally, politically motivated L2 writing research. For 

example, in 2003, The Journal of Second Language Writing published a special addition 

dedicated to exploring the Post-Process movement (volume 12).  In it, Casanave (2003) states as 

her purpose the following:  “In this essay I argue that three familiar areas of inquiry in future L2 

writing research need to be investigated in more sociopolitically-oriented ways: written products, 

writing processes, and writer identity” (p. 85). In addition, Kubota (2003) explains that “social 

construction” of gender, class and race should be paid more attention to by second language 

writing research. Kubota also reviews some research which somewhat addresses these areas. 

She mentions that Belcher (2001) addresses how gender impacts peer reviews; Prior (2001) 

discusses the role of voice in L2 writing and Carson (1994) addresses the influence of culture on 

L2 writing groups.   
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There are some criticisms or warnings of the new approach.  In her article, Casanave 

(2003) struggles to determine what post process means for EFL writing contexts. She explains that 

the process revolution hasn’t even reached her EFL context (Japan); thus, it is difficult for her to 

apply the new post-process approach research to her setting.  She asserts that post-process 

reflects a Western mentality. In relation to this, Matsuda (2003) cautions that Post-Process 

research be “guided by a critical awareness of the discursive construction process” in order to 

prevent reductionism or simplification of very complex constructs (p. 65) and warns that post-

process movement does not reject the process approach; rather, it just asks process approach 

researchers to consider L2 writers as social beings.  

In conclusion, the introduction to the Second Language Writing special edition, written 

by Atkinson (2003) affirms what the foci of post-process research. He asserts: 

By calling the current era of L2 writing ‘‘post-process,’’ we seek to 
highlight the rich, multifocal nature of the field — our need and 
ability, in our current and future work, to go beyond now-traditional 
views of L2 writing research and teaching which focus on issues such 
as drafting, teacher feedback, peer review, editing, grammar 
correction, and the like. We want in this special issue to emphasize 
the broad scope and nature of the field—the manifold links that can 
be made between L2 writing and current and emerging areas of 
local, global, political, intellectual, technological, and sociocognitive 
concern that are part of the landscape of theory and practice in 
education, applied linguistics, and social science at the start of the 
21st century (Atkinson, 2003, p. 12). 

 
Thus, the post-process movement is a call to involve L2 writers as people in L2 writing research 

and to acknowledge the multitude of social, cultural, and political factors which can affect their 

writing. Therefore, this dissertation, as informed by the historical L2 writing literature and the post-

process research adds to the field by acknowledging the process approach roots while also 

acknowledging students and what they bring to the EAP writing classroom.  The second 

research question, “how do students react to PBL2?” specifically addresses this. 
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Borrowing from Monolingual Children’s Literacy Research 

 

Furthermore, this study also builds upon some ideas found in children’s literacy research 

which help to bring a sense of fullness, purpose, and authenticity to the composition process in 

an academic context.  In her research about writing, Routman (2001) uses words like engage, 

celebrate, value and community.   She also uses the notion of invitations to request learners to 

write and be a part of the classroom community. Short, Harste and Burke (1996) incorporate the 

idea of inquiry for teaching children to write as a way of addressing the fact that “Putting pen to 

paper in school is usually an activity where a child writes out someone else’s intentions” (Edelsky 

& Smith, 1984, p. 24).  This outcome is very similar to what many L2 writing teachers observe due 

largely to the very pragmatic motivation of ESOL students who enroll in writing for academic 

purposes courses.  Students and content course teachers often view the EAP field as a place 

where students can “pick-up” the English language skills they need to study other “more 

important” content-driven subjects.  

The category “academic purposes” gives the perception that writing in this kind of class 

setting is a “soulless” task—the process of which writers endure in isolation—within the confines of 

their mind, in order to pass.    Furthermore, this perception of English for academic purposes as 

practical and transient bleeds into the way in which EAP methods and curriculum are 

developed, setting up for what Allen (2000) calls PPP--  the  traditional presentation-practice-

production approach to teaching English composition, where writing is the summation of 

conventions, grammar, structure, organization, and content, lacks “soul”--- lacks the voice of the 

writer and lacks an imprint of his or her critical thinking abilities. It is true, EAP writers do create 

meaning with their words, but, from the research, it is not certain that the words are in fact 

meaningful to the writer. 

This is not to say that students accomplished this alone, accompanied by only books, 

articles and computers.  In addressing the issue that post-process researchers express relating to 
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the under-addressed social component to writing, Haas-Dyson (1994) suggests a 

reconceptualization of the monolingual child writer, suggesting that a definition is needed 

“…that goes beyond writing as a generic verb, a kind of linguistic and cognitive process children 

use, and beyond the constraints of a single relationship…” (p. 21).   In response, Haas-Dyson 

suggests a definition by Bakhtin (1981) where “…composing oral or written words involves 

entering into a dialogue with another, using words to construct a social place where the self and 

the other are connected” (p. 21).  Thus, as informed by this literature, PBL2 included the idea of 

discourse communities. 

 

Second/Foreign Language Composition Conclusions 

 

As a result, this research seeks to contribute to L2 writing research by taking a qualitative 

approach which will allow for a deeper acknowledgement of L2 writers as social, cultural and 

intellectual beings.  There is little qualitative research about writing with the exception of 

researchers such as Bardovi-Harlig and Bofman (1989), Coombs (1986), Valdes et al (1992), and 

Allison (1995)—all of whom used document analysis technique as a way to explore their 

research questions.  Thus, qualitative teacher research can allow for the voices of L2 writers and 

L2 writing teachers to come through.  Moreover, the process approach ideas of planning, 

revision and editing were beneficial to the PBL2 curriculum in developing self-directed writers and 

the contributions of children’s literacy research fleshed out the writing curriculum. 
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V. Problem Based Learning & EAP Writing 

 

PBL can situate language learning in the real world. ...During the inquiry 

process that learners go through to develop solutions, they need to use 

language to obtain and communicate information, express opinions, and 

negotiate, as they would in occupational domains. As they document 

discussions and decisions, consult reference materials, talk to others, or 

present findings, they learn to listen, speak, read, and write effectively. They 

develop vocabulary, learn rules of grammar and conventions of social 

language use, and integrate the use of different sign systems. In short, they 

construct an understanding of language as it is used in real-world contexts 

(Abdullah, para. 4). 
 

 

As previously stated, one of the rationale for the development of Problem Based 

Learning for second language learners (PBL2) curriculum was to flesh out the field’s treatment of 

English for Academic Purposes writing.  Because PBL has the power to contextualize and situate 

language learning in the real world, it has the ability to help EAP writing to take what Trimbur 

(1994) refers to as the “social turn,” thereby re-orienting the learners’ view of writing as a form of 

communication.  Therefore, this section will review the literature regarding Problem Based 

Learning and second language learning as it deeply informed this dissertation. Furthermore, this 

section will also describe how this research sought to extend PBL research.   

Defining Problem Based Learning 

N.B.  First, it should be noted that there are two types of Problem Based Learning mentioned in 
this chapter.  PBLphil as denoted by the superscript phil indicates the larger approach/philosophy 
while PBL as denoted simply by upper case letters will be used in reference to the 
teaching/learning method. This dissertation adapted the method of PBL in order to develop 
PBL2.   

 
Problem Based Learning (PBLphil) is a philosophy of learning that advocates inquiry and 

situated cognition. Under a socio-constructivist framework, it takes into account not only that 

learners construct knowledge, but that they do it in a context and amongst other in-group 

members. Problem Based Learning, as a philosophy, has sprung from what Resnick (1987) and 

Brown et al (1989) refer to as the discontinuity between with what is learned in school and what 

is needed to function in the real world.  Their criticism is that children lack the mental frameworks 
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(i.e schema) that allow them to apply knowledge learned in school across contexts outside of 

the classroom. This philosophy redefines both teacher and student roles. In PBLphil, students are 

asked to take increased responsibility for learning (Erickson & Lehrer, 1998). As a result, there is 

also a shift in teacher roles.   

This philosophy of teaching and learning necessitates that teachers take on more of a 

coaching or facilitator role.  That is, the facilitate learning by mentoring, maintaining the 

appropriate levels of challenge, questioning students assumptions, modeling, and by making the 

connection between content/curriculum and the class activities clear. Likewise, students (as 

empowered by teachers and motivated by the problem) must take a more active role in the 

learning process by discovering solutions for themselves. These role shifts help to students 

develop more flexible, complex and critical cognitive skills.  In the end, the goal is to transform 

what Bransford, Franks, Vye and Sherwood (1989) refer to as inert knowledge into dynamic 

knowledge. Also, this philosophy assumes group work and collaboration since learners are social 

beings and construct knowledge through interaction with people and contexts. 

There are those researchers who describe PBLphil in a very strict sense. Likewise, there are 

others who take a more laissez-faire approach in discussing PBL principles. There are various 

models for PBLphil (e.g. Krajicik et al, 1998; Barron et al, 1998; The Cognition and Technology 

Group at Vanderbilt, Torp & Sage) as well as different methods that are subsumed by PBLphil such 

as: 

• Case Method (e.g. Williams, 1992),  

• Anchored Instruction (e.g. Haneghan, Barron, Yong, Williams, Vye, Bransford, 
1993),  

• Goal Based Scenarios (e.g. Schank, Fano, Bell & Jona),  

• Cognitive Apprenticeship (e.g. Brown, Collins & duguid, 1989),  

• Learning By Design (e.g. Liu, 2003; Nelson, 2003),  

• Project Based Learning (e.g. Liu & Hsaio, 2002), and  

• Problem Based Learning (e.g. Torp & Sage, 2002).  
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All of these methods are based in the Problem Based Learning philosophy/approach and 

embrace the above-mentioned assumptions of PBLphil.  However, the ways in which they 

implement the philosophy differentiates each of the approaches.   

The Case Method Approach, developed in the medical field, is typically used for job 

training by presenting real-life scenarios (problem and solution). The idea is that students learning 

under this approach bridge theory and practice by observing how experts approached and 

solved the problem (e.g. Williams, 1992 or Kolodner, 1997). That is, they learn to think like a 

professional.  The Cognitive Apprenticeship approach has similar goals in that it is designed to 

help the learner develop as a professional/expert by focusing on helping learners to apply what 

they have learned to real life contexts. Brown, Collins, Duguid (1989) refer to this type of 

knowledge as useable and robust. This concept would provide hands on, consistent, socially 

contextualized learning and would help to enculturate learners so that they become culturally 

involved practitioners. Anchored Instruction takes course content and anchors it in a real life 

meaningful context. Typically, the problem is presented in a narrative format and provides 

expert and non-expert perspectives to the problem.  (Bransford et al., 1990; Cognition and 

Technology Group at Vanderbilt, 1990; Haneghan, Barron, Yong, Williams, Bye, Bransford, 1993).  

The Goal-Based Scenarios approach functions in a learn by doing environment (e.g. 

Schank, Fano, Bell & Jona, 1993/1994). Students embark on a “mission” that will allow them to 

complete a concrete goal by learning and practicing a set of target skills. These target skills are 

typically those required by the curriculum but may also include others added by the teacher or 

by the students. The original SimCity (Maxis Software) is an example of GBS software whereby the 

goal is to manage and maintain a city design which is achieved through the use of economic 

analysis and planning skills.  Learning by Design focuses on fostering learners’ ability to view the 

complexities of a subject matter. By designing, they are able to view the system as well as the 

parts of a system that allow it to function (Hmelo, Holton & Kolodner, 2000).  Project Based 

Learning, based in Dewey’s philosophy of learning by doing advocates the use of projects to 
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facilitate the learning of target skills/knowledge (Barron, Schwatz, Bye, Moore, Petrosino, Zech, 

Bransford, & The cognition and Technology Group at Vanderbilt, 1998). Critics assert that PjBL 

can lead away from learning and toward doing for the sake of doing. Proponents retort by 

expressing the need for the teacher to be vigilant about making connections between the 

content and the project clear and obvious.   

Finally, the method Problem Based Learning (PBL), like all of the other approaches, is also 

subsumed by the PBLphil philosophy. It aims to create self-directed learners, help develop 

learners’ problem-solving skills and encourages metacognition (Torp & Sage, 1998; Barrows). PBL 

makes use of simulated yet authentic situations to present an ill-structured problem to students.  

The problem is usually presented in the form of a narrative or vignette and ends with a 

challenge. Typically, students work together to discuss hypothetical outcomes and then begin 

the problem solving process. The use of scaffolds (temporary support from more knowledge 

individuals) should be used to help learners along the way and can be anything from just in time 

lessons to the use of multimedia (Barron, Schwartz, Vye, Moore, Petrosino, Zech, Bransford & the 

Cognition and Technology Group at Vanderbilt, 1998). 

Much of the above mentioned literature is descriptive in that it describes the 

implementation process, discusses positive and negative outcomes and then extrapolates 

principles for implementation/design to be used in the future. This area of research is still in a 

“trial by error” stage. What does seem encouraging is that students, under this approach appear 

more motivated, engaged and critical. However, because this area of research is still very new, 

much of the literature makes recommendations for improving the PBL process (e.g. Krajcik et al). 

Thus far, research indicates that implementation of PBL is difficult. First, it requires a lot of time—

both for students and teachers since as Polman’s (2000) research revealed, as the level of 

student investment typically increases during the use of the types of approaches, so too does 

the urgency in consulting with the instructor over questions and/or concerns.  
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Problem Based Learning Method & English for Academic Purposes 

 

 There is almost no research on the use of PBL as a method in EAP settings.  Abdullah 

(1998) only discusses the possibilities and potential of PBL in language learning. Connolly and  

Seneque (1999) discuss the modifications they made to PBL for nns medical students which 

included the content, inquiry and social interaction components.  They reported that the social 

interaction, in particular, was successful in helping to develop a communicative environment; 

however it led to other drawbacks such as superficiality in discussions (i.e. off task chit chat).  

Connolly and Seneque also point out the difficulty in assessing PBL.  Wood and Head (2004), the 

only ESOL researchers to do so, describe the implementation of PBL in an EAP biomedical English 

course at the University of Brunei Darussalam, which was a feeder program for a Medical 

program at the University of Queensland, Australia.  They determined their implementation to be 

successful in their medical EAP class citing that “In medicine, PBL provides a way to integrate 

content into EAP which does not demand either from students or the EAP teacher a level of 

technical knowledge that is more than can be expected from those interested in the field.” (p. 

15). Therefore, this dissertation definitely extends this area of research. 

 

ESOL & PBLphil: Philosophical Commonalities 

 

While there is almost no research involving PBL as a method for English language 

learning, the idea of using “problems” and the philosophy behind PBL are not entirely foreign to 

ESOL literature. First, certain PBLphil philosophies are already conceptually embedded within ESOL 

methodology. In addition, learning approaches such as inquiry learning also hold PBL-like ideals 

such as collaboration, inquiry, and critical thinking. In addition, other PBLphil approaches, Project 

Based Learning (PJBL) and Case Based Learning (CBL) have a definite presence in our literature.  

However, there are no methodological explanations for PBLphil found in ESOL literature.  
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First, I will discuss the shared conceptual issues found between PBLphil philosophy and 

ESOL methodology research. Next, I will discuss the literature surrounding ESOL problem solving 

techniques, Task Based Learning, Inquiry learning. Finally, I will examine specific PBL approaches 

mentioned in the ESOL field including Case Based Learning and Project Based Learning. 

Shared Conceptual Issues between PBLphil and ESOL Methodology Research 
  

Shared Conceptual Issues between PBLphil and ESOL Methodology Research: Many of the 

principles of second language teaching echo those of problem based learning philosophy.  

Brown (1994) relates the importance of several principles of learning. First, learning of a language 

should be meaningful in order to best facilitate long-term retention of the L2 by appealing to 

students’ interests, needs, and goals. This language learning principle is parallel to the PBLphil 

principle of authenticity.  The philosophy of PBL strives to include real life problems/scenarios and 

authentic forms of assessment.  Second, classroom techniques should also be intrinsically 

motivating.  Since, according to Ellis (1994), intrinsic motivation is facilitative to the language 

learning process, classroom activities should be purposeful and meaningful so that students see 

the innate value in the learning process and are thus intrinsically motivated.  

Moreover, classes should foster risk taking which will allow students to produce the L2 without 

fear of failure or admonishment. This is particularly important when you consider the language 

ego principle, which asserts that when we learn a new language, we develop a new fragile 

personality while using the L2.  The sense of fragility can impede language learning unless 

attempts at fostering risk taking through the establishment of a supportive environment is 

achieved.  Given the open-ended, ill-structured nature of most problems presented in PBL, 

students under this approach would similarly need to be empowered to propose and develop 

solutions without the teacher. This too requires risk taking behavior from students. Finally, 

communicative competence is generally a goal in language learning.  Students should be able 

to use the language not only in class, but also in the outside world across varying unpredictable 

contexts.  This mirrors PBLphil’s goal of fostering inert knowledge.   
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ESOL Problem-Solving Techniques 
 ESOL Problem-Solving Techniques:  In addition, the basic concept of using problems as 

part of a learning experience exists in TESOL and can be generally tied to the Communicative 

Language Teaching Approach (CLT).  As stated in the framework of this study, CLT advocates 

that learners construct knowledge about the target language based on their interactions with 

others while using the L2. Thus, in order to establish or encourage communication, techniques or 

specific activities consistent with a particular method and approach, are suggested as a way to 

sustain interaction through group work, collaboration and cooperation.  For example, in 

Teaching by Principle: An Interactive Approach to Language Pedagogy, a text meant for 

“prospective and new teachers who need to learn how to walk into a classroom and effectively 

accomplish communicative objectives” (p. xi-xii), Brown suggests that simulation is a technique 

that can be used in ESOL classes where learners solve a problem of an imaginary situation. He 

provides an example of a simulation where members of a group are to imagine that they are 

shipwrecked on a desert island with a limited food supply, and must “solve the problem” by 

deciding who lives and who dies.   

 Brown also mentions problem-solving techniques which require learners to use task-

related language to give map directions to someone or to solve a hypothetical murder mystery.  

In these cases, the concept of problem is used in a very general sense.  These situations are 

problematic; however, their usage is fundamentally different from a Problem Based Learning 

approach.  The problems, presented in conjunction with a task, are generally structured and 

chosen by the teacher in order to elicit specific kinds of language and are typically assigned 

after the desired language feature has been presented.  For example, if students were learning 

how to form past tense verbs, the teacher might create a problematic vignette in which 

students played the role of someone who lost their wallet.  They might have to tell a fictitious 

police officer everything they did the day before in order to re-trace their steps. Thus, students 

would be provided with an opportunity to practice what had already been addressed in class. 
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Nevertheless, although this technique uses problems as a basis for drawing out language, it 

functions in a very traditional presentation and practice teaching format.   

Task Based Leaning & Problem Based Learning 

 Task Based Learning & Problem Based Learning: In addition, some researchers (i.e. 

Barron, 2002 and Allen, 2000) have noted similarities between task-based learning and problem-

based learning; Task based learning is a teaching method that falls under the umbrella of 

communicative language teaching approach such that the true focus is on language learning. 

That is, problem solving is used as a vehicle for learner interaction and language usage.  There 

are varying understandings of TBL which appear on a continuum (Littlewood, 2004); however, 

the definitions tend to have certain aspects in common.  Skehan (1998) lists the following 

characteristics of TBL:   

• meaning is primary; 
• there is some communication problem to solve; 
• there is some sort of relationship to comparable real-world activities; 
• task completion has some priority; and 
• the assessment of the task is in terms of outcome (as cited in Brown, 2001, p. 50). 
 

Barron explains that “TBL exploits problems of the first kind, i.e. the answer is known to the English 

teacher. But the tasks are of a special kind because the purpose of the task is not to solve a 

problem, but to be a carrier for the language items to be taught, which have been specified by 

the teacher” (p. 305).  

 In the case of problem solving techniques and Task Based Learning, solving the 

“problem” is incidental to language learning. Although they do encourage collaboration and 

critical thinking and can be open-ended and ill-structured, these characteristics are not 

prerequisites in defining a task under ESOL problem solving techniques or Task Based Learning.  

Furthermore, the “problems” are inauthentic as the result of the problem being chosen by the 

teacher specifically to highlight a particular portion of the curriculum. The problems themselves 

are not a part of the curriculum. The order of presentation is typically what Allen (2000) terms 
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presentation-practice-production (PPP) approach. Thus, there is, in fact, very little inquiry taking 

place.  

Inquiry Based Learning 
 

 
 Although Inquiry Based Learning is a different method of addressing language learning, 

its foundations include some very similar notions to PBL.  Benson and Bruce (2001) state that 

Inquiry Based Learning finds its origins in philosophies espoused by Socrates which have trickled 

down to seminal educational researchers such as Vygotsky, Piaget and Dewey. Benson and 

Bruce assert, “Inquiry-based learning [in the field of education] is the most recent manifestation 

of a centuries-old desire to make learning more meaningful to the learner, more transferable to 

situations beyond the specific context of learning, and more conducive to a lifelong 

continuation of learning”  (p. 153). Short and Burke (1996) might add that it is a way to “broaden 

our thinking” (p. 101). This emphasis on authenticity and critical thinking typically occurs through 

cycles of question posing, investigation, discussion and reflection. Perhaps due to the newness of 

this kind of approach, there is little ESOL specific research.  

However, Schwarzer and Luke (2001) explore theoretical and practical issues related to 

the implementation of Inquiry cycles in a Whole Language Foreign Language class. Their 

research is based on the research of Short, Harste and Burke (1996) who patterned it on the 

inquisitiveness of young children since “for them, inquiry comes from exploring and being 

interested in the world. Through their active exploration of the world, tensions arise and they ask 

questions about aspects of the world that puzzle them” (p. 257). Schwarzer and Luke describe 

their adaptation as a curricular model which involves a series of recursive steps that allow 

foreign language learners to explore an inquiry of their choosing. They define it as “a student-

centered approach to teaching and learning that begins with students self-selecting or 

generating a question or set of questions about a topic that interests them” (p. 89).  In summary, 

while this approach advocates very similar underlined notions of student inquiry, it is not a PBL 

method. 
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Specific PBL Methods in ESOL Literature 
 
Case Based Learning Method 
 
 Case Based Learning Method: Much of Case Based Learning (CBL) research in this field is 

based out of Australia (Murray-Harvey & Slee, 2000; Wood & Head 2004; Macdonald & Isaacs, 

2001) and Hong Kong (Jackson, 2004; Jackson, 1998; Jackson, 1997; Barron, 2002), with smaller 

amounts from European countries such as Spain (e.g. Almagro Esteban & Pérez Cañado, 2004), 

Sweden (Allen, 2000), the Netherlands (van Kleef & Perkins, 1999) and France.  Case Based 

Learning (CBL) is often used for the development of field-specific professional skills; in ESOL 

literature, there are two main divisions of research in this field— CBL used in English for Specific 

Purposes and CBL used for ESOL teacher training research.  

 Participants in the Leonardo Project, Teaching English for Technical Purposes (TENTEC), 

developed research and curriculum using case studies to prepare European learners for 

vocations in a newly unified European Union in which English and other languages are used as 

lingua franca.  For example, Kosel (1999), as a part of the Leonardo Project15, provides a teacher 

report/project description of his implementation of case based learning to increase the 

motivation of his English for Engineers learners. Jackson (2004) and Almagro Esteban and Peréz 

Cañado (2004) both focus on English for business.  Jackson explored the “challenges” of 

implementing CBL in a bilingual context and concluded that CBL was valuable in the teaching 

of business English, but that the cultural setting (Hong Kong) complicated teaching. Findings 

“suggested the need for culture-specific case methodology training sessions” (p. 213). Almagro 

Esteban and Peréz Cañado came to similar conclusions in their exploration of CBL and its 

“obstacles” when used with nonnative speakers enrolled in Business English in Spain.   

 Furthermore, Jackson (1997) and Jackson (1998) discuss the CBL method in an ESP 

teacher education setting.  Jackson (1997) explored the history of using case based learning 

                                                 
15
  Participating countries of the Leonardo Project are: Sweden, Netherlands, France, Austria and Slovenia.  
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and argues “that the case method can sharpen the critical thinking, analytical, and 

communication skills of both novice and experienced teachers and help ready them for the 

complex challenges they could face in the world of professional practice. Enthusiasm for this 

methodology, however, is tempered with words of caution about the difficulties involved in 

implementing case-based learning in teacher education programs.” (p. 1). Jackson (1998) 

provides a rationale and framework for the use of reality-based case studies in English for 

Specific Purposes (ESP) teacher training.   

 In addition, researchers such as Plaister (1993), Richards and Lockhart (1994), and 

Richards (1998) have made use of cases in texts designed for ESOL teacher training.  Plaister 

(1993) compiled a set of cases from his teaching experiences and those of his colleagues at the 

University of Hawaii for ESOL teacher trainees in his work, ESOL Case Studies: The Real World of 

Teaching and Administration. The book posed potential pedagogical or administrative problems 

and then provided discussion questions for trainees to consider.  Similarly, Richards and Lockhart 

(1994) used case studies in their work Reflective Teaching in Second Language Classrooms, to 

encourage reflexivity in teaching for both pre-service and in-service ESOL teachers.  They state 

that the purpose of their text is “the systematic exploration of classroom processes” (p. 5). They 

provide action research case studies, which chronicle one teacher’s process of investigating a 

specific facet of the language learning classroom such as classroom transitions, monitoring 

student performance, or negotiating course content with learners.    Richards (1998) are 

organized in a similar manner. Also, in the activities resource text, New Ways in English for 

Specific Purposes, a few of their suggested activities work with problem solving (Master and 

Brinton, 1998).  

 Barron (2002) asserts that the “problem with problems” in case based learning used for 

teacher training is an epistemological one.  He states, “The kinds of problems used in most 

teaching situations are of a special kind. They are not ‘real’ problems because the answers are 

already known to the teachers” (p. 304). Real problems do not have stock ready-made answers. 
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They are designed to encourage a learner to think like a “professional” and develop 

professional skills.  Thus, while CBL is a specific PBLphil method, it is not true to PBL as defined by 

this study.  

Project Based Learning Method 
 Project Based Learning Method: According to Barron et al (1998), the use of projects as a 

learning experience in the US became popular in the early twentieth century. At that time, the 

authors stated, the category, “project,” encompassed such activities as making a dress, 

watching a spider spin a web, writing a letter or learning about the World Series.  Critics asserted 

that such projects led to doing without understanding. The goal of Project Based Learning (PJBL) 

is to provide a realistic setting in which students can demonstrate what they have learned inside 

of the classroom.  PJBL is the most commonly implemented PBL method in ESOL, but not often 

researched.  The Internet is filled with informal research reports authored by teachers describing 

projects such as student newsletters, virtual visits and web quests that they have enjoyed 

implementing in their classrooms16; however, there are not a lot of discussion of pedagogical 

benefits or theoretical implications in general and even fewer in ESOL .  

Turnbull (1999) uses method-comparison to attempt to measure the benefits of Project 

Based Learning implemented in four elementary school French as a second language classes.  

Sidman-Taveau and Milner-Bolotin (2001) describe an instructional model of PJBL they created 

for their foreign language course. The authors propose that Project Based Learning can be 

effective in addressing the scarcity of theoretically based teaching models in FLE. Moss & Van 

Duzer (1998) discuss examples of Project Based Learning at the Arlington Education and 

Employment Program for adult English language learners. They conclude that PJBL requires a 

great deal of flexibility since unanticipated problems tend to occur, projects can change 

direction, and can vary from class to class. Other researchers who explore the possibilities of 

Project Based Learning in ESOL include Bunch, et al. (2001); Grabe and Stoller (1997), Fried-Booth 

                                                 
16 To see examples, Susan Gaer compiled examples for TESOL 2000 which can be found at: 
http://www.otan.us/webfarm/emailproject/pbl/ . 
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(2002), and CALL researchers such as Kroonenberg (1994/1995), McGee (2001), and Spodark 

(2001).  Most of such research describes the benefits of PJBL for L2 classrooms and/or provides 

lesson ideas and activities.  However, a soon to be published text entitled Project-based 

Learning in Second Language Education: Past, Present & Future17, addresses PJBL 

pedagogically, methodologically and theoretically.  

 

Problem Based Learning Conclusions 

  

 Aside from traditional subjects such as medicine, law and business, PBL has just begun to 

branch out to “nontraditional” areas such as biblical studies (Harding, 2001), economics 

(Maxwell, Bellisimo, & Mergendoller, 2001), teacher education (MacDondal & Isaacs, 2001; 

Benson & Bruce, 2001; Murray-Harvey & Slee, 2000), and even English as a Second Language 

(Wood & Head, 2004).  Thus, this research will contribute to the field by providing an alternative 

to the functional approach to EAP literature.  Furthermore, this study adds to PBL literature which 

is dominant in math and science fields by applying it to a new learning context (i.e. an EAP 

writing context). Finally, this study’s inclusion of PBL complements the criticisms made in post-

process L2 composition research by addressing the teaching and learning of L2 writing in a 

socioconstructivist manner.  PBL as a method is innovative in the way that it embraces traditional 

ESOL “values” and combines them with the foundational ideas of Inquiry Based Learning.  As 

Abdullah proposed: 

PBL can situate language learning in the real world. By posing to language learners 
problems like those found in real life, teachers can bridge the gap between language 
use in the real world and what Dyson calls the 'fake' world of school. Problems used in 
PBL are "ill-structured," that is, they do not have clear-cut, absolute answers (Spiro et al., 
1991; Perkins, 1991), and they reflect the complexity of real-world problems (as opposed 
to short-answer, true-false, and multiple-choice questions). They are also relevant to the 
learners' situations. In addition, they require learners to explore resources other than the 
teacher, including reference materials and community members, and to draw on 
knowledge from various subject areas such as mathematics, geography, and science. 
During the inquiry process that learners go through to develop solutions, they need to 
use language to obtain and communicate information, express opinions, and negotiate, 
as they would in occupational domains. As they document discussions and decisions, 

                                                 
17 It will be published by Information Age Publishing. 
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consult reference materials, talk to others, or present findings, they learn to listen, speak, 
read, and write effectively. They develop vocabulary, learn rules of grammar and 
conventions of social language use, and integrate the use of different sign systems. In 
short, they construct an understanding of language as it is used in real-world contexts 
(para. 4). 
 

In conclusion, I assert that while PBLphil does not generally occur in ESOL literature, many of the 

philosophical/conceptual components are already embedded within the tradition of second 

language teaching.  However, given the special concerns of language students (e.g. 

proficiency, time, & motivation), some PBL principles needed to be modified to address the 

uniqueness of the population while still embodying the essence of PBL.  As such, this study 

explored ways in which PBL could be developed specifically for EAP writers, which, according to 

research, tends to lead to learners who appear more motivated, engaged and critical.  

Technology provides an integral role in supporting these characteristics. 
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VI. Computer-Based Technology & Language Learning 

The key to successful use of technology in language teaching lies not in 

hardware or software but in ‘humanware’, our human capacity as teachers 

to plan, design, and implement effective educational activity. Language 

learning is an act of creativity, imagination, exploration, expression, 

construction and profound social and cultural collaboration. If we use 

computers to fully humanize and enhance this act, rather than to try to 

automate it, we can help bring out the best that human and machine has to 

offer (Warschauer & Meskill, 2000).  
 

The use of technology in the language classroom has been referred to by many 

approaches such as computer adaptive language learning (CALL), computer-based language 

learning (CBLL), computer assisted language learning (CALL), e-learning, network-based 

language learning (NBLL), and most recently, technology enhanced language learning (TELL). 

Regardless of what you call it, as Chapelle (1997) explains, the implementation of technology in 

the language classroom is or should be motivated by the ability to promote communication in 

the target language and to engage learners in the learning process.   Thus, as reflected by this 

dissertation, the integration of technology in language learning is meant to help “humanize” the 

learning process by emphasizing that the purpose of language is to communicate. Therefore, 

the below section will review CALL literature which emphasizes how technology assists the 

language teacher and learner through novel and useful implementations and it will address 

newer TELL research which focuses on the social potential of technology. 

 

Computers & Language Learning (1960s-1990s) 

 

According to Warschauer (1996a), implementation of CALL began around the 1960s. He 

asserts that they style of implementation followed the learning theories of the time, describing 

the first wave of CALL (1960s-1970) as being strongly influenced by Chomsky’s theory of 

transformational-generative grammar (Kern & Warschauer, 2000). CALL of this era was 

characterized by grammar and vocabulary tutorials and drill and practice exercises which were 
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delivered via the “computer as tutor” where the burden of information presentation and 

evaluation was placed on the computer. Thus, the research of the time generally addressed the 

development process or sought to prove the effectiveness of mainframe-based systems in 

language classrooms. For example, the foreign language department at the US Air Force 

Academy (1977) described the development process of the mainframe system called PLATO 

(Programmed Logic for Automatic Teaching Operations) and Bunderson & Abboud (1971) 

found that Arabic language students who used computer-based exercises learned three times 

faster than those who practiced by traditional means (i.e. textbooks). In short, the literature of 

this time is full of “heightened expectations about the pedagogical potential of computer 

applications…” (Salaberry, 2001, p. 45).   

Warschauer (1996a) asserts that the next wave of CALL, from the late 1970s through 

the1980s, was influenced by Communicative Language Teaching and cognitivist views of 

learning. The understanding was that the computer “provided tools and resources, but it [was] 

up to the learner to do something with these [tools]” (Kern & Warschauer, 2000, p. 9). 

Furthermore, in 1981, IBM released the first personal computer (PC), and as the PC became 

more affordable and accessible, research of this era was dominated by the exploration of the 

potentials of computer-based technology in the language classroom. In fact, by the late 1980s, 

descriptions of applications created by teacher-developers using programs like Apple’s 

Hypercard were fairly common (Hubbard) and continued into the 1990s in practice-focused 

journals such as Foreign Language Annals and TESOL Journal.  

CALL software and programs of the time also presented skill-based exercises, except 

these exercises were delivered in a non-drill and practice format, and were perhaps based on 

passages of authentic communication. For example, in 1983, Brigham Young University 

developed a videodisc project using the film Raiders of the Lost Ark for ESL students (Berners-Lee 

& Caillau , 2000, slide 50). Nonetheless, despite the strides that technology made during this era, 

some of the initial enthusiasm for technology’s potential had begun to wane by the late 1980s 
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(Dunkel, 1987).  To this point, much of what had been implemented through computer-based 

technology could be just as easily implemented without it.  

By contrast, the 1990s could be described as a very innovative decade, a time in which 

the Internet and multimedia technologies came of age. As a result, the face of CALL changed.  

Liu, Moore, Graham and Lee (2002) conducted a review of the literature on the use of 

technology and second language learning for the years 1990-2000.  During this review, we 

determined that the majority of studies focused on exploring the potential or efficacy of 

applications of technology (e.g. Dunkel, 1990; Padilla, 1990; Meunier, 1994; Liu, 1995; Liu & Reed, 

1995; Nutta, 1998), and/or describing implementations of technological tools in specific 

language skills or areas such as writing (e.g. Greenia, 1992; Hyland, 1993, Scott & New, 1994; 

Ogata, Feng, Hada & Yano, 2000), or  grammar (e.g. Nagata, 1988), reading (e.g. Montteram, 

1990; Hong, 1997; Lomicka, 1998) or vocabulary (e.g. Liu, 1994; Kang & Dennis, 1995; Nagata, 

1999), listening (e.g. Brett, 1997; Merlet, 2000 ), speaking (e.g. Coniam, 1998; Derwing, Munro, & 

Carbonaro, 2000 ), culture (e.g. Osuna, 2000; Osuna & Meskill, 1998; Moore, 1999), or assessment 

(e.g. Dunkel, 1991; Noijons, 1994; Alderson, 2000).   

In addition, the ability of computer-based technology to facilitate online communication 

and interaction became more plausible. Electronic messaging became ubiquitous during this 

time and thus some research began to focus on the ability of computer based technology to 

facilitate and/or improve students’ communicative abilities. As a result, Computer Mediated 

Communication (CMC) became a prominent area of research.  As Liu et al (2002) assert, 

researchers such as Warschauer (1997) and Salaberry (1996) insist that “ CMC can be an 

excellent medium for cultivating new social relationships within or across classrooms, resulting in 

collaborative, meaningful, and cross-cultural human interactions among members of a 

discourse community created in cyberspace” (p. 252).  For example, in a practitioner report, 

Kroonenberg (1994/1995) described her implementation of and the students’ reactions to both 

email and a chat application.  She found the conversational style of email to be less intimidating 
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for students and thus encouraging of online class conversations, which in turn, reinforced the 

development of real-time processing and communicative skills. Chun (1994) studied what she 

called computer assisted class discussions in a first year German class. Chun found that the 

synchronous chats, reduced learner anxiety, increased interactive competence, and facilitated 

increased use of such speech acts as requesting clarification and giving feedback.  Other 

researchers who discussed technology’s communicative potential are: Gonzalez-Bueno (1998), 

Liaw (1997);  Liaw (1998); Hellerbrandt (1999), Kost (1999).  

  

Computers & Language Learning (2000-2005)   

 

The last five years have signaled a significant shift in the uses of technology both inside 

and outside of the language classroom.  With the popularization and increased sophistication of 

Internet-based communication tools such as chat rooms, MOOs, MUDs, and blogs in addition to 

the coupling of wireless technology and mobile devices such as cell phones, handheld personal 

devices, lap tops and hand tops, we have made communicating easier than ever for many. As 

a result, the novelty of technology has worn off and the language learning community is now 

calling for more substantial, pedagogically and theory-driven research. That is, technology is no 

longer the focus of research, rather the focus is placed on how technology enhances language 

learning. As Warschauer (1996b) asserts, the employment of computer-based technology can 

humanize and enhance language learning, which is in itself “an act of creativity, imagination, 

exploration, expression, construction and profound social and cultural collaboration.” The below 

describes the current literature (2000-2005) and describes how this dissertation fits into the field of 

technology and language learning.   

Instrumental Potential 

Instrumental Potential:  Because of the ever-evolving nature of technology, we are still 

engaged in the description of innovative uses of technology for L2 contexts and the exploration 
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of the potential it holds. For example, Tudini (2003), in his study of synchronous chat found that 

like oral interaction, chat facilitates the negotiation of meaning which encourages 

interlanguage development.  Godwin-Jones (2005) discussed new uses of peer-to-peer (P2P) file 

sharing (e.g. Napster18, Gnutella19, and Bittorrent20 ) and current gaming applications along with 

their potential benefits for the language classroom.  P2P holds the potential to allow for the 

exchange of language teaching materials among professionals, and could allow for access to 

target language materials in foreign language settings. Godwin-Jones described one such use 

in which a hobbyist annotated Japanese Manga stories21, which were shared over the P2P 

system Bittorent and were subsequently downloaded and used by Japanese language learners 

and instructors. In addition, other innovations which the literature has just begun to address 

involve MP3 players such as Apple’s iPod and podcasting since they also hold potential for the 

distribution of oral samples of language to which language learners could download and listen, 

thus receiving samples of comprehensible input.   

Goodwin-Jones (2005) also explored serious gaming or social impact gaming22, which 

involves the educational use of videogames. For example, a British simulation game called 

English Taxi, designed by desq Digital Learning23 requires the game player to play the role of a 

taxi driver and listen and respond to each of the passengers he or she picks up.  Games such as 

this take advantage of what Godwin-Jones calls the digital native24 and their comfort, and 

engagement by such applications of technology and applies it to a language learning setting 

(i.e. ESL). Multiplayer online games would be more encouraging of communication and 

cooperation and will likely been the new frontier for educational gaming and TELL research. 

Chinnery (2006) writes about the innovative uses of MALL or Mobile Assisted Language Learning. 

                                                 
18 The homepage for Napster can be found at: http://www.napster.com.  
19 The homepage for Gnutella can be found at: http://www.gnutella.com.  
20 The homepage for Bittorent can be found at: http://www.bittorrent.com.  
21 The URL for the Manga translations is: http://mangatranslation.com.   
22 A URL for an example social impact gaming site is: http://www.socialimpactgames.com/index.php.  
23 Desq Digital Learning can be found at the following URL:  http://www.desq.co.uk.  
24 Digital natives is a term used for those “whom the Internet and new forms of digital communication 
are second nature” (Goodwin-Jones, 2005, para. 1).  
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Describing new uses of Mobile technologies such as iPods, GameBoys, and cell phones as 

delivery methods for language lessons. The nature of these studies, like their predecessors, is 

largely descriptive. They describe how they have implemented the new technology in their L2 

classroom, and discuss the implications for L2 settings.   

Social & Constructivist Potential 

Social & Constructivist Potential: In addition to the above described instrumental 

applications of computer-based technology in language learning, as Warschauer and Meskill 

(2000) assert, current research also addresses the fact that the employment of computer-based 

technology can also humanize and enhance language learning, which is in itself “an act of 

creativity, imagination, exploration, expression, construction and profound social and cultural 

collaboration.”  First, distance education has become, of late, an increasingly popular option for 

obtaining an education. Thus, such researchers as Pawan, Paulus, Yalcin, and Chang (2003) and 

Sampson (2003) investigate the needs of this new kind of language learner, paying attention to 

such issues as collaboration and community development. Still, the predominant focus has been 

on social and constructivist facets as facilitated by computer mediated communication.  For 

example, Lee (2004) discusses how an online collaboration between native speakers of Spanish 

and nonnative speakers of Spanish presented a language learning environment in which NSs 

grammatically and semantically scaffolded NNs toward the negotiation and creation of 

meaning online by presenting them with models of comprehensible input.  These kinds of 

research highlight the increasingly social nature that language and technology research has 

begun to take on. 

Still, the original focus of bringing people together in cyberspace has broadened. While 

language learners may be, in fact, collaborating and interacting in online spaces yielding such 

benefits as increased engagement or the establishment of a community, other research is 

attempting to establish research connections between the cyber world, the real world and 

those who interact in both.   As such, Smith (2005) recommended moving beyond the face 
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value of technology in the language classroom, advocating a  “view of learning [which] 

emphasizes the interconnection between the emotional, spiritual, physical and the cognitive 

aspects of pedagogy [because] positive outcomes occur when the teacher and the learning 

process connect with the learners’ context” (Smith, 2005, pp. 9-10). Harrison and Kitao (2005) 

discuss how camaraderie that develops online can spill over into real life, providing students with 

additional opportunities for comprehensible language input and giving them additional 

opportunities for language output; however, the research do not mention how this might impact 

the classroom. Lam (2004) addresses the issue of identity-formation in bilingual chat rooms. She 

found that a chat room specifically created for bilingual English and Cantonese teenagers 

provided for the preservation of multiple linguistic identities in socially-constructed virtual space 

where participants could be native speakers of their own unique blend of Chinese and English.  

Moreover, Jeon-Ellis, Debski, and Wigglesworth (2005) describe the L2 “oral interaction” 

and collaboration which was facilitated in their ESL classroom through a technology-based class 

project. Using a socioconstructive framework, they acknowledged that “that social spaces 

where collaborative dialogues (Swain, 2000) occur include physical objects such as computers 

and associated electronic spaces which interact with social behaviour and hence with learning 

itself (Leahy, 2004; Meskill, 2005; van Lier, 2002),” (p. 141). They assert that the purpose of the 

project discussed in their article gave students a context in which to use the target language 

and that the technology “trigger[ed] students' ability to act with words and create social 

realities in and out of the classroom, and thus to facilitate learning” (p. 121).  In an exploratory 

study conducted in their Chinese as a foreign language classroom, Jiang and Ramsay (2005) 

found some evidence that suggests that CALL facilitates teacher-student rapport which, in turn, 

can make language learning more enjoyable, motivating, and anxiety-reducing, thereby 

enhancing language learning.  Using a web-based debate assignment in a synchronous chat 

environment (i.e. BBS), Fujiike (2004) “scrutinized how knowledge was co-constructed through 

social interaction.”  
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Computer-Based Technology & Language Learning Conclusion 

In a 2003 text, Warschauer likened the studying of technology and second language 

learning to the studying of a moving target. From the reel to reel of the 1970s to today’s mobile 

technology such as iPods, GameBoys and cell phones, the rate at which technology evolves is 

astonishing.  Through its evolution, technology, like language is a tool for “individual and societal 

development” the potential of which extends to the language classroom(Warschauer, 2002).  

The augmentation of learner motivation, engagement, learner autonomy and cognitive 

skills in addition to fostering communicative competence have been addressed in the literature 

regarding the use of technology in language classrooms. This dissertation also contributes to 

these findings; however, one aspect which has not been explored in the research is the idea 

that technology can actually enhance face to face communication. Thus, this dissertation 

contributes to the field by suggesting that online communities can enhance the real-world 

classroom community by helping to establish and encourage a rapport among the students 

and teacher.  Furthermore, this study explores this idea of “real-life” community development as 

fostered by technology as an innovative way of enhancing EAP writing. As Jiang and Ramsay 

(2005) state, “CALL's potential in relation to this facet of social interaction remains a neglected 

area of research” (p. 47).  Furthermore, much of the above research has been conducted in the 

US, UK, and Australia. The setting of this study, Mexico, would provide a different socio-cultural 

perspective about the use of TELL because, as Kolland (2000) found, culture can also impact the 

way in which technology is perceived and used.  

Conclusions 

 Innovative is defined by Herrera & Roempler as a departure from conventional. For 

example, Harris’ use of reel-to-reel tape as an instructional aid in the early 1960s and 

Farnswarth’s use of cassette tapes to provide writer feedback in 1974 were seen as innovative 

for the time.  Herrera & Roempler add that “In distinct and creative ways, innovative materials 
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reconceptualize the delivery of [course content]” (para. 3).  This concept of reconceptualization 

lends itself to the idea that educational innovation is connected to the idea of reform—to the 

idea of wanting to improve upon circumstances in order to enhance teaching and learning.  In 

an educational setting, innovation can take the form of pedagogy, practices, techniques, use 

of tools or can even be a new way of looking at the same old situation.    Case in point, in the 

early nineties, computer-based drill and practice exercises were considered innovative by virtue 

of the manner in which they were presented (i.e. online) despite the fact that most educational 

researchers of the time would agree that behaviorist-inspired exercises were—at least—

theoretically out of favor. 

Thus, the innovations in this study sought to improve upon EAP language learning 

practices by being both theoretically and pedagogically informed.  As stated above, placing 

the process approach to writing in a socioconstructivist framework re-conceptualized it with 

regard to theory. Furthermore, the use of Problem Based Learning added a social dimension to 

the “steps” touted by process approach researchers such as Zamel (1982) and Sliva (1993), and 

this pedagogical re-conceptualization was enhanced by the implementation of certain 

computer-based technologies. This, in turn, led to a re-conceptualization of the relationship 

between computers and communication.   
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Chapter 3: Research Methodology 

 

 

Introduction 

 

 This chapter outlines the methods by which I collected data for this study.  It also re-

states the research questions that guided this study.  I first provide a rationale for using a 

qualitative approach to research because it facilitated the exploration of my research 

questions by: allowing for a socioconstructivist framework, yielding a thick description, and 

acknowledging my input as a teacher researcher and the learners as participants. I also define 

this research as an evaluative case study and teacher research, discuss issues of validity and 

trustworthiness and introduce myself as the researcher.  Finally, I describe the methods I used to 

collect the observation, interview and document data and describe the ways in which they 

were analyzed.   The research site for this proposed study was the exit level of an ESL/EFL course 

taught at a Spanish-English bilingual university referred to by the pseudonym La Universidad de 

la Ciudad de México (UcM).   

Research Questions  

As stated in the introduction, the research questions that guided the investigation undertaken in 

this dissertation were as follows: 

a) How did a teacher/researcher develop a technology enhanced ESL-PBL writing 
classroom for adult learners? 
 

b) How did students react to this class? 
 
Three themes emerged as a result of these research questions.  They are:  

1. Instrumental views of English: The contradiction between institutional imposition and 
personal choice 

 
2. Circumventing the classroom system: Conflicting university & classroom cultures & the 

resulting classroom management issues 
 
3.   Technology as a catalyst for online and offline community building 
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There is considerable debate within academia regarding what Bruner refers to as modes of 

thought-- the qualitative and quantitative research paradigms.  Bruner (1985) asserts that “Each 

of the ways of knowing… has operating principles of its own and its own criteria of well-

formedness” (p.97). These principles and criteria often elicit strong feelings of allegiance or 

detraction from researchers on either side of the divide. However, the choice of approach 

taken by this researcher occurred at a more fundamental level.  That is, the determination of the 

structure of this research took form through the posing of the question: How can I most 

effectively and respectfully explore my research questions?  Thus, the mode of thought chosen 

was not dictated by personal preference or structural pressures. Rather, I considered how to best 

approach the information being sought and consequently chose a qualitative mode with which 

to address the research.   Because it is the “how” of phenomenon that I was interested in, 

qualitative research was particularly well-suited since it tends to encompass “…several forms of 

inquiry that help us understand and explain the meaning of social phenomena…” (Merriam, 

2001, p. 5).  Thus, a qualitative approach will allow for:  

1. a socioconstructivist framework  

2. a thick description that acknowledges the importance of context 

3. reflexivity 

4. voice  

 

Methodological Rationale 

Socioconstructivism & Constructed Reality 

 
The qualitative approach to research is located squarely in the socioconstructivist 

viewpoint by allowing for the investigation of the realities that people have constructed within 

an authentic context.  That is, “The key philosophical assumption…upon which all types of 

qualitative research are based is the view that reality is constructed by individuals interacting 

with their social worlds.  Qualitative researchers are interested in understanding the meaning 

people have constructed, that is, how they make sense of their world and the experiences they 



 75 

have in the world” (Merriam, 2001, p. 6). Therefore, qualitative research allowed for the 

exploration of the multiple realities of a technology-enhanced ESL-PBL writing class. Furthermore, 

research based in this mode of thought signifies that the construction of meaning is open to 

interpretation based on a plethora of influences including interactions with other in-group 

members. For example, Gall, Borg and Gall (1996) discuss the meaning of a gold star placed on 

a student’s paper. They assert that for the teacher, a gold star could be meant to signify that the 

student has made improvements on prior work.  For one student, it could indicate that their 

paper is better relative to other classmates.  And, for yet another student, it could be taken as 

indicative of the teacher not wanting to write out comments.  A qualitative approach 

acknowledged that the occurrences within the classroom/research setting are not a fixed reality 

and that all points of view work together to construct helpful, yet infinitesimal opportunities at 

understanding a phenomenon. 

Thick Description, Context & Acknowledged Complexity 
 
 

As previously noted, one of the main purposes of this study is to provide a thick rich 

description of what a technology-enhanced ESL-PBL class looks like.  Gall, Borg and Gall (1996) 

define thick description as “ …statements that re-create a situation and as much of its context 

as possible, accompanied by the meanings and intentions inherent in that situation” (p.  549). 

Therefore, a qualitative approach allowed for the inclusion of a type of description which will 

help to reconstruct what more closely resembles the reality of participants in order to provide for 

what Emerson, Fretz and Shaw (1995) term the indigenous meaning. Moreover, with regard to 

teacher research, “…stories are a critical tool for illuminating the deeper theories or rules 

governing the way a classroom community works” (Hubbard & Power, 1999, p. 2). As such, a 

qualitative approach accommodated and included the context of the research and the 

research participants, thereby acknowledging the complexities of the subject matter being 

investigated. Thus, this dissertation presents a thick description of the class and its participants 

engaged in PBL-related situations like writing tasks, activities, events and projects in both brick 
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and mortar settings (i.e. classroom and lab) and virtual settings such as email and Internet 

bulletin boards. It also provides thick descriptions of ways in which computer-based technologies 

enhanced Problem Based Learning. 

 
Reflexivity 

 
 

 In addition to the above, a third reason why a qualitative approach was fitting for this 

research is based on the idea of reflexivity.  Reflexivity, which is demonstrably anchored in socio-

constructivism, can be defined as the “…focus on the researcher’s self as an integral constructor 

of the social reality being studied…” (Gall, Borg & Gall, 1996, p.20). As teacher researcher, I 

attempted to explain not only how participants perceived the class, but how I “…went about 

making sense of and constructing a representation of this sense-making, constructive process” 

(p. 627). In this case, the acknowledgement of the involvement of the researcher as a co-

constructor of reality is particularly important since the researcher of this study is acting in the 

capacity of a teacher -researcher. The inclusion of the teacher point of view is integral to 

depicting the realities of classroom-based research. Furthermore, reflexivity will make it 

transparent that reality-formation takes place on many levels and that each of these levels work 

together to form a type of perception-based reality.  

 

Voice 
 
 

As discussed in the above section on reflexivity, the idea of the inclusion of the teacher-

researcher’s voice is key to helping construct the reality of a technology-enhanced ESL/EFL-PBL 

class. In addition, the kinds of data collected in this type of research also give voice to the 

student participants in educational research. It allows for student input.  Student participants 

were able to share how they themselves learned best. That is, those impacted have the ability to 

impact.  Therefore, in summary, the idea of value neutrality is a fallacy in qualitative research; 

the influence of all participants in the research process informs the data. Thus, qualitative 



 77 

research is a way to encourage depth of analysis and to understand the emic point of view (i.e. 

the participants’ perspective) (Merriam, 2001). 

 In summary, as a way to investigate the research questions, “How did a 

teacher/researcher develop a technology enhanced ESL-PBL writing classroom for adult 

learners?” and “How did students react to this class?”, I chose a qualitative means of 

investigation due to its allowances for: (A) the socioconstructivist framework of the study, (B) a 

thick description of the participants, the contexts and the settings interacting under a PBL 

methodology, (C) my role in re-presenting the occurrences, and (D) the voices of teacher and 

student participants to be highlighted. 

Defining the Case 

 

Evaluative Case Study 

 
More specifically, this study was an evaluative case study, which according to Merriam 

(2001), “…involve[s] description, explanation and judgment” (p.39).  Charles Kettering stated, 

“Research is an effort to do things better and not to be caught asleep at the switch. It is the 

problem-solving mind as contrasted with the let-well-enough-alone mind. It is the tomorrow mind 

instead of the yesterday mind” (Hubbard & Power, 1999, p.1). Thus, the results yielded by such 

inquiry could help us “to do things better.” It gives voice to both the teacher and the student 

participants, which provides insights that hold potential for improving tomorrow’s teaching and 

learning processes of second and foreign language writing. The results of this study could 

contribute to the field by possibly leading to the refinement of meaningful, contextualized, 

motivating and effective language learning theory and methodology.  

Teacher Research 

 This study also falls under the umbrella of teacher research. As Hubbard and Power 

(1999) explain, “…a teacher-researcher is not a split personality, but a more complete teacher” 

(p. 3). Teacher research, sometimes referred to as action research, is the examination of 
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teaching and how pedagogical practices impact students and their ability to learn. That is, “the 

basic premise of classroom research is that teachers should use their laboratories to study the 

learning process as it applies to their particular disciplines; teachers should become skillful, 

systematic observers of how the students in their classrooms learn” (Cross, 1988, p.3).    

Characteristics of such a mode of investigation include: systematic inquiry, reflexivity, and a 

focus on the practical application of findings (Richards & Lockhart, 1996; McCutcheon & Jung, 

1990).  Thus, a qualitative framework accommodated a teacher-researcher approach to 

research, which allowed for the systematic examination of how PBL and technology impacted 

the L2 writing classroom and provided opportunity for me to reflect on my teaching practices 

using the curriculum described in this dissertation. 

Validity & Trustworthiness 

 

 Qualitative studies, such as this one, point to subjectivity as a strength, and as stated 

above, acknowledge the possibility of multiple interpretations of the same phenomenon. In 

considering the words of Harry Wolcott (1990) this becomes even more salient. He states, “I do 

not go about trying to discover a ready-made world; rather, I seek to understand a social world 

we are continuously in the process of constructing” (p. 147). Likewise, this research sought to 

comprehend the on-goings of a technology enhanced ESL/EFL-PBL writing course. Therefore, the 

idea of validity, with regard to this study, had to be defined in a manner that acknowledges the 

socioconstructivist framework.    

  Consequently, the idea of validity was aligned with the idea of trustworthiness.  

Particularly in the field of education, the ability to trust research results has immediate human 

implications. Educators need assurances that research findings hold the potential to augment 

student learning (Merriam, 2001).  In accordance, this study took the following steps, as 

suggested by Merriam, to safeguard the trustworthiness of the study:  I included information 

about the researcher that made plain how my experiences have shaped the ways in which I 

view, interpret and understand my research and to help reveal any possible biases.  I have 
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conducted two pilot studies in order to test the methods and procedures and to develop the 

curriculum. I employed triangulation by collecting multiple types of data (i.e interview, 

observations, and documents).  I made use of member checks in order to verify that I 

understood in a manner that is consistent with what the participants wanted me to understand. 

Specifically, I used part of the time during the second and third interviews to clarify points made 

during prior interviews.  I also used the last interview to clarify any questions or doubts that 

occurred in my understanding of participant documents.   Finally, I used peer examination by 

asking colleagues to comment on emergent findings as a way of double-checking that I came 

to “logical” conclusions based on the presented data (Guba & Lincoln, 1982).   

 

Description of the Researcher 
 

As mentioned above, the researcher has been historically defined as an “objective” 

purveyor of information, and such information was, likewise, purported to be unbiased.  

However, “Research is seldom, if ever, really value neutral” (Berg, 2001,p. 140). It imbibes the 

researcher with a large degree of power since the texts that are created- be they paradigmatic 

or narrative- “…are implicated in the work of reality-construction” (Atkinson, 1990 in Emerson, 

Fretz & Shaw, 1995, p.213).  That is, through our research and the writing up of our findings, we 

create and/or re-create truth. Therefore, “…reality is constructed by those who participate in it” 

(Gall, Borg and Gall, 1996, p.18).   

Moreover, the complexities involved in classroom research often yield complicated 

findings, laden with “multiple perspectives.” Research conducted by Valenzuela (1999), for 

example, chronicles the mismatch in perception between students and teachers at a Texas high 

school.  Valenzuela (1999) identifies a disparity between teacher and student conceptions of 

caring, stating that there was a “mutual sense of alienation.”  The students expressed notions 

that reflect the sentiment “I will care about school if you care for me.”  And, teachers made 

comments that reflected the sentiment: “I will care about you if you care about school.”   
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Given the above, in addition to the fact that the researcher is the primary instrument for 

data collection and analysis, and because “…the investigator as human instrument is limited by 

being human,” information about the researcher, which may inform the research process, is 

provided below in an effort to make transparent my ‘worldview’ which undoubtedly impacted 

the way in which I conducted and interpreted my research as well as the way in which I was 

viewed by my participants (Merriam, p. 20).   

I am a thirty-year old, African-American, English as a second/foreign language instructor 

and a doctoral student.  As my father served in the US military, I grew up moving from place to 

place, state to state and country to country every few years.  This made me the perpetual “new 

kid.”  I developed an observant nature as a way of familiarizing myself with new people and 

new surroundings. I tended to conduct my own discrete “ethnographic” studies of new places 

and of new people in order to help myself fit in (as much as I could) each time I found myself in 

a new place. In school, I often found myself one of very few or the only black person in the 

classroom.  The “high” reading groups in elementary school, the college preparatory classes in 

high school, the large undergraduate classes at a fairly respected university, and, of course, the 

“intimate” classes of graduate school all reflected the same kind of atmosphere—one of little 

diversity with very few faces of color.  I often felt and feel like a fish out of water.    

One of the ways in which I tried to assuage this feeling was by immediately trying to find 

a “purpose.”  As a child, I tried hard to be good at schoolwork and extracurricular activities.  I 

could be the girl whose purpose it was to help the team win at kickball or I could be the girl 

whose purpose it was to help her classmates with homework or I could be the girl whose purpose 

was to help her mother by taking care of her sister. This thinking eventually carried over into my 

professional life. I needed a job that would allow me to have a “purpose” no matter where I 

lived and no matter how many times I moved.  In part, I chose teaching as a profession due to 

my perception that it was, by and large, a “needed” profession; it was one that would always 
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give me purpose. My purpose is to help students not only learn English, but to help them enjoy 

learning it and enjoy using it. 

As a result, I consider myself a teacher’s teacher.  In fact, I am the daughter of a 

teacher. The intermingled aromas of cookies, glue, and floor wax summon warm memories of 

time spent in my mother’s classroom hanging bulletin boards, rearranging desks, laminating, and 

photocopying after school for allowance money.  Certainly, these activities are not definitive to 

the role of educator; however, it does go to demonstrate the warmth that I tend to connect 

with the physical space of a classroom. While, in my current classrooms, there are no spaghetti-o 

speckled naptime mats with which my students might later associate fondly, I purposefully try to 

demonstrate a manner of care toward my adult students that will hopefully, encourage positive 

associations.  I am always trying to draw the “fishes out of water” into the fold.  Likewise, in this 

classroom-based research, it is important that, as a teacher-researcher, I continue to act in a 

caring manner.  Therefore, my view of good and thus caring teaching is paramount to the 

development of said curriculum and is an amalgamation of several ethic-of-care researchers 

(e.g. Noddings, Delpit, Ladson-Billings, & Valenzuela).   

Explicitly, teaching begins with the establishment of teacher-student relationships (Delpit, 

1995; Ladson-Billings, 1994 & 1995; & Valenzuela, 1999). And, out of an established rapport, 

students are better motivated to take an active role in the learning process. That is, I want to 

engage students both emotionally and intellectually in what can best be described as an 

educational dialog.  As Noddings might assert, caring is “not an attribute or personality trait, but 

a relation.  Caring is not something you are, but rather something you engage in, something you 

do” (Goldstein, 1997, p. 14). Moreover, it is characterized by “reciprocal relationships between 

teachers and students” (Valenzuela, p. 61).  Thus, to “do” or “engage” in care, it is important to 

“(1) maintain student-teacher relationships, (2) demonstrate a connectedness with all of the 

students, (3) develop a community of learners, and (4) encourage students to learn 

collaboratively and be responsible for one another” (Ladson-Billings, 1994, p.480).   
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Furthermore, innovative curriculum practices, like the employment of technology and 

problem based learning, interest me as a research topic since they are also a way to help 

engage students in the learning process. They help foster many of the above mentioned 

parameters of care such as the fostering of community and the maintenance of classroom 

relationships, and they are ways in which I am able to demonstrate the ethic of care through my 

teaching.  

Another issue which may also impact this study is my race or ethnicity.  While none of my 

students have ever mentioned (to me) that my skin color was an issue for them, comments via 

email and on evaluations at the end of the semester sometimes reveal that my ethnicity did 

have an influence on student perception.  One nineteen-year old, Taiwanese, former student 

related a story to me in which she expressed her surprise at how much she gained from the class.  

Not only had she bettered her English over the course of the semester, but she had also learned 

about American people. She explained that she had been scared of me at the beginning of the 

semester because her grandfather told her that if she were a bad girl that he would give her to 

the Black people.  Of course, she meant to relate her story as a means of complementing me on 

my teaching and as a way to demonstrate that she had learned that we are not bad people, 

but her story did, undoubtedly, serve as a reminder to me that there are many facets of a 

person which can affect how he or she is perceived.  Indeed, the color of my skin does impact 

my classroom.     

In Mexico, where this study was conducted, the color of my skin stood out even more. 

Again, it is certain that my race impacted how I was perceived by students, but they never 

mentioned to me how it helped form their perceptions of me.  As Condon suggest, stereotypes 

may often come into play with the “superficial” interactions that tend to take place among 

Mexicans and [US] Americans which “…actually increase rather than decrease the likelihood of 

serious culture-based breakdowns in their relations” (p. xvi). Furthermore, Albert (1996) found that 

many Latin Americans consider Anglo American to be typical of being from the United States. 
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Thus, students might have been surprised to have a non-Anglo English teacher. Perhaps based 

on stereotypes seen in the media, for example, they may have made a host of assumptions 

about me such as expecting that I speak a specific-- less “desirable” dialect of English (sic 

African American Vernacular English)(Valdés, 1989) or that I was somehow less with regard to 

socioeconomic status. In fact, Mexico President Vicente Fox unwittingly revealed his negative 

stereotypes toward African Americans when he stated in a 2005 meeting, “There's no doubt that 

the Mexican men and women — full of dignity, willpower and a capacity for work — are doing 

the work that not even blacks want to do in the United States” at a Texas-Mexico Frozen Food 

Council meeting (AP Newswire, May 13, 2005).  Also, there is a stigma in Mexico regarding dark 

skin color.  For instance, Petrón related an oral history of José María Morelos who is often 

depicted in a hat so that his hair does not reveal his “blackness” which would apparently 

diminish his value and importance (personal communication, Petrón). This, however, might result 

in a mentality whereby it is “ok” for me to be Black, but it is good that they are not. 

What I can note is that I was one of few native speaker instructors at the University. Thus, 

it is also plausible that I was viewed as having a prestige accent and was thus more valued. As 

Petrón (2003) found, teachers without accents tend to be more valued by students and 

administration even if they were less trained or uncertified than their nonnative speaker 

counterparts who were trained and certified due to their noticeable Mexican accent. On the 

other hand, it is also possible that there were students who saw my presence and/or my 

teaching of English in Mexico as imperialistic. But, again, students tend not to broach such taboo 

or controversial subjects with their teachers. Finally, it could have been that I was not even 

perceived as US-American. People in the neighborhood surrounding the university typically 

referred to me as la Cubana25 when talking to and about me. This might have been due to a 

                                                 
25 The Cuban [girl] 
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lack of exposure to African Americans or it could have been due to my appearance and/or my 

Spanish language abilities which neither sound Mexican nor agringado26.   

 As I stated above, these students never broached the topic of my race or ethnicity.  As a 

researcher, I felt that I did not have sufficient time in which to establish the kind of relationship 

with my participants that would provide the high level of familiarity and comfort that would 

support a “race” dialog.  Therefore, all of the above assumptions—even those based on 

research—are simply assumptions.  As a final note on the matter, I viewed the students who 

participated in this study as quite cosmopolitan in their experiences with extranjeros since most 

of them had visited the US at least once and many had lived or studied in the US for extended 

periods.  As such, I suspect that they may have been initially surprised to see me in their own 

classroom and may have had some curiosities about which they would never ask any questions 

for fear of being mal educados27.  

Despite my distinctiveness, still, I manage to connect with students. I appear younger 

and am different than the rest of my colleagues.  I imagine (at least) that my typically young-

adult students connect to this idea of difference and are encouraged by my ethic of care.  They 

often come to me with personal issues and seem to feel comfortable approaching me when 

they have problems with the class, suggestions for me as a teacher, and/or difficulties with the 

course content.  On final evaluations, I consistently receive additional comments unrelated to 

my teaching like: “the teacher is very nice.” And “Leah is very kind.”  “She helps us to learn 

English through her kind ways.” Race must affect my classroom; however, it has, thus far, done so 

in ways that have not been immediately observable to me or in ways difficult to express with 

words.  

                                                 
26 Pronunciation of Spanish typical of nonnative speakers from the US. 
 
27 La educación involves the notions of teaching and learning; however, it does not involve the conveyance 
of book knowledge.  Rather, educación involves the teaching of manners and values.  Valdés (1996) 
explains that to accuse an individual of mal or bad educación can be considered a very serious insult, and 
would assuredly mean that the "accused" was badly mannered, and had not been raised properly.   
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Thus, to summarize, this study embraces the fact that qualitative research “…is 

distinguished partly by its admission of the subjective perception and biases of both participants 

and researcher into the research frame” (LeCompte & Preissle, 1993, p. 92 as cited in Merriam, 

p.22). “Because the primary instrument in qualitative research is human, all observations and 

analyses are filtered through that human being’s worldview, values, and perspective” (p. 22). 

“The researcher thus brings a construction of reality to the research situation, which interacts with 

other people’s constructions or interpretations of the phenomenon being studied” (pp. 22-23). 

Due to this very active process of reality construction in conducting research, it is necessary to 

introduce an element of reflexivity into the research as a way of acknowledging the “hand of 

the researcher” and as a way of recognizing the influences of the “minute particulars” of daily 

life, which have, undoubtedly, “colored” the way in which I perceived things and the way in 

which I was perceived by my students as a person, a teacher, and as a researcher.   

Methodology 

 
 
Data Collection  
 
Data collected for this study was, as stated above, informed by the pilot studies. Data collected 
were as follows:  

 
a) Teacher/Researcher Reflection Journal and Lesson Reports for mostly each 

class [adaptation of Richards & Lockhart (1994) format ] 

b) 3 Semi-structured in-depth student interviews per Seidman (1998)  

c) Documents-  Documents may include, but are not limited to:  students’ class 

assignments, student portfolio contents, student web pages, student email 

journals, teaching journals, lesson plans, lesson reports, program guidelines 

for teachers, syllabi, program mission statements, rubrics, midterm & final 

class evaluations, etc.) 

 
This case study aims to be evaluative.  That is, according to Merriam (1998), “Evaluative 

case studies involve description, explanation and judgment” (p.39). The intent is to provide a 

thick rich description of what a technology-enhanced ESL/EFL-PBL writing class looks like in order 

to gain a better understanding of the learning approach when it is applied in a context that is 
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characterized by factors unique to said population (e.g. nonnative language proficiency) and 

when it is supported by technology. An explanation of the positive and negative aspects of PBL 

and technology implementation might be helpful in (1) judging whether or not it is an effective 

approach for ESOL students and (2) later developing ESOL specific theory and research as there 

is a paucity of ESOL-based research in this area with the exception of work by Barron (2002), 

Almagro-Esteban & Pérez-Cañado(2004), Jackson (1998 & 2004), and Wood & Head (2004),  for 

example.  How are students’ ability to write a university level research paper affected after 

experiencing problem based learning events and technology?  Finally, this study is meant to 

chronicle the means by which teaching and learning can be supported by technology under a 

PBL framework in order to explain and evaluate effective practices.  

 

Case Units 

 

Merriam (2001) describes a case as a single unit or bounded system. Two levels of 

sampling took place.  First, a unique case consisting of an entire writing class was examined.  

Selection of this unique case was determined first according to criterion-based selection 

whereby a unit was chosen based on how closely it matched a list of attributes that would yield 

an information-rich case (LeCompte & Preissle, 1993). Secondly, the case was selected based 

on convenience. Since I had been previously employed as a teacher at the chosen research 

site, I was familiar with the student population and understood how to work within the 

boundaries of the curriculum, which was dictated by the administration. In addition, from within 

the “bounded system” of the class, I sampled three students. These students were not chosen 

until the study was underway for several reasons: A) Students were part of an intact group, 

which cannot be determined by the researcher. B) Student participation in the study was on a 

voluntary basis. C) Not all students may have wished to participate in some or any parts of the 

study since students were informed that they would not be required to participate and that their 
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lack of participation would in no way impact their academic standing. Therefore, purposeful 

and convenient sampling was again employed in order to select individual students. 

Participant Selection 
 

Because the research was conducted within the confines of an intact group, I began with a 

sample of convenience.  Only members of the class case were solicited to participate in the 

study.  The class was notified of the details of the study and informed that they were not required 

to participate and that their lack of participation would in no way impact their academic 

standing. All the students in the class were invited to participate on the first day of the second 

week28 of classes instead of during the first week as had initially been planned; I also purposefully 

selected three students on which to specifically focus to allow for a depth of analysis although 

all who agreed to participate had the understanding that their contributions might appear in 

the study. The focal students were selected for both their representation of the typical class 

make-up as well as for their differences.  Differences were based on criteria that considered 

attitudes toward English, attitudes toward class, and experience with English and English 

speakers.  

Selection of the Class Case 

Selection of the Class Case:  The first case for this case study was an entire class.  Selection 

of this case was purposeful in that the UcM English department administration agreed to allow 

me to conduct this research project in the exit level of their program.  However, I did not have 

control over the students who were assigned to my section of the course.  Although I was 

studying an intact group, participants were notified of the details of the study and informed that 

they were not required to participate and that their lack of participation will in no way impact 

their academic standing.  They were also informed that should they have chosen to participate, 

they would always have the right to withdraw at any time and for any reason.  The consent form 

                                                 
28 The first week of class was plagued by administrative and technological difficulties such that my class 
roster was not finalized until Friday of the first week.  The details of this week are detailed in chapter 
five. 
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detailed all of the above while also making clear that their anonymity would be protected 

through the use of pseudonyms and the changing of any demographic information which might 

be revelatory of their identities. Additionally, all audio recorded participant interviews were 

coded immediately after they took place, and all data produced by students were stored in a 

locked cabinet accessible only by the researcher and will be destroyed once the study is 

complete. Participants were given consent forms on the first day of the second week of class, 

which detailed all of the above, and were given a week to sign and return them if they wished 

to do so. Finally, my contact information was provided to allow the participants the opportunity 

to ask further questions, seek clarification, and/or withdraw at any time. Please refer to appendix 

C for the consent form.  

The students were all Mexican nationals, eleven of whom were psychology majors, three 

were Business Administration majors, three majored in International Studies, and two in Computer 

Information Systems (see table 3-1). There were 12 female students and 7 male students. All were 

enrolled in the class in order to complete the mandatory English requirements of the university.   

Table 3-1: Participant Demographics 

* denotes individual cases addressed in this dissertation 
Pseudonyms Major Age Age began English 

1. Emilio Business Administration 24 4 
2. Elena Business Administration 26 5 
3. Sara Business Administration 20 4 
4. Gilberto Psychology 25 14 
5. Lila Psychology 20 12 
6. Lisa Psychology 20 4 
7. Miguel Psychology 21 8 
8. Lara* Psychology 20 12 
9. Antonio* Psychology 23 7 
10. Amelia Psychology 21 5 
11. Julia Psychology 20 12 
12. Antonia Psychology 20 12 
13. Rodolfo Psychology 19 5 
14. Juana Psychology 20 12 
15. Lilith International Studies 20 3 
16. Rosa International Studies 19 3 
17. Magdalena* International Studies 20 4 
18. David Computer Information Systems 20 3 
19. Eduardo Computer Information Systems 19 6 

averages  20.89 5.14 

Selection of Focal Students 
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 Selection of Focal Students:  Selection of the focal students was done such that students 

were representative of all the participants in age, major and motivation to take the course (i.e. 

instrumental).  In addition, the above focal students were also chosen because they were 

illustrative of specific differences in the age at which they began English, the setting in which 

they begun English, language proficiency, attitude toward the class and attitudes toward 

English. Table 3-2 below summarizes the characteristics by which each was selected.  The one 

possible limitation that should be noted is that two of the participants are psychology majors.  It 

would have been preferable to select one of the participants from one of the other two majors: 

business administration or computer information systems; however, student availability 

precluded this. Nonetheless, as the majority of the students were psychology majors, the focal 

students are statistically representative of the larger class with regard to their majors.  

Table 3-2: Focal Students’ Demographics 

 Antonio Lara Magdalena 
Age 23 20 20 
Age Began English  

 

7 in Spanish-English 
bilingual elem. School 

12  in public high school 4 in Spanish English 
bilingual Kindergarten 

Major 

 

Psychology Psychology International Studies 

Language Proficiency High oral skills & 
intermediate writing skills 

(wrote as he spoke) 

Low Oral Skills 
Low writing skills 

Intermediate-high oral 
skills & Intermediate 

writing skills 
Attitude toward Class Seemingly apathetic Anxiety-laden Enthusiastic & 

participatory 
 

 

Attitude toward 

English 

Negative & Instrumental 
 

Anxious & instrumental 
Extremely insecure & in 

need of constant 
reassurance that English 
was not so bad. Likes to 
use English to listen to 

music and watch movies 
and TV 

Extremely positive & 
instrumental 

 
Confident, actively used 
language in and out of 

class. Sought out 
opportunities 

 
 

Family who speaks 

English 

Family in California None Father, Brother, Sister 

Lived Abroad in an 

English speaking 

country 

Worked on a ship in Alaska 
& Visits family in California 

No Travels in the US 
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As stated above, the purpose for said study was to (A) provide a description, (B) 

explanation, and (c) evaluation of a technology-enhanced ESL/EFL-PBL writing class along with 

participant reactions.  Data collection included: 

1. Observations via Teacher-Researcher Journal (Richards & Lockhart, 1994) 
 
2. Three audio taped semi-structured student interviews 

 
3. Documents that include: Teacher Reflection Journal, student class 

assignments, student portfolio contents, student email journals, teaching 
journals, lesson plans, lesson reports, program mission statements, program 
guidelines for teachers, syllabi, instructor evaluation forms, and student-
generated portfolios. 

 
Collection of the above data (1) were necessary in order to gain a thick rich descriptive 

account of what occurs in the classroom from which categories were developed and 

inferences made and (2) were helpful in increasing the trustworthiness of the findings. 

  

Observations 

 

Observations in the class were conducted on a daily basis over the course of one 

summer -semester.  As experienced during the piloting of this research, it was difficult for a 

teacher-researcher to find time to take detailed field notes while also teaching; therefore, I took 

only brief notes during class time. Furthermore, as Emerson, Fretz and Shaw (1995) assert, 

researchers should be “deeply concerned about the quality of the relationships they develop 

with the people to seek to know” (p. 19). Although I was filling both the roles of teacher and 

researcher during the data collection period, it was imperative that the students (whom I am 

seeking to know) view me as a teacher who was there to help them and not in the role of 

researcher who was there to study them.  As such, my first priority was not only to be available 

and accessible to students, but it was also to appear available and accessible. Therefore, my 

actions inside of the classroom were consistent (in the general sense) with what is typically 

expected from a teacher. I tried to minimize any visible observation activities, which might have 

caused students to feel self-conscious or uncomfortable.  As such, minimal note-taking was done 
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during class; instead, I used what Emerson, Fretz and Shaw call “jottings.”  The authors define 

jottings as brief written records of impressions of ongoing scenes, events and interactions that 

are to be elaborated on later. In addition, I used what Hubbard and Power (1999) refer to as “in 

the midst” notes, which are the observations made while students work independently of direct 

teacher instruction (e.g. during a small group activity). After each class, entries, based partly on 

jottings taken during class time and partly on “headnotes,” were recorded in a teacher-

researcher journal-lesson report, an excerpted sample of which can be found in appendix D.  

Journaling was used as a data collection method since, according to Richards and 

Lockhart (1994), “The process of writing itself [will] help trigger insights about teaching.  Writing, in 

this sense, serves as a discovery process” (p.7).  Furthermore, journaling has allowed for later 

reflection on events and ideas.  Finally, after each two week period, in order to allow time for 

reflection, I re-read notes taken over the period and then recorded further reflections in an effort 

to further “flesh out” observations. 

At the beginning of the pilot studies, I attempted to keep a daily reflective journal and 

lesson report; after each class, I recorded entries in a teaching journal.  However, as the 

semester became progressively busier I began only to have time to jot small quick notes after 

each class and then type them up at the end of the week.  As a result, I tended to produce 2 of 

the 3 intended journals/reports each week.  Therefore, I developed a format which combines 

two tasks: journaling and reporting on what occurred in class, which shall hereafter be referred 

to as the teacher-researcher journal.  Finally, please note that the format of said journal/report is 

an adaptation of two forms detailed by Richards and Lockhart (1984).  

 

Interviews 

 

With regard to interviews, I used Schuman’s (1982) structure, which suggests three 

interviews in order to provide a context for the words of interviewees (Seidman, 1998). That is, 

“People’s behavior becomes meaningful and understandable when placed in the context of 
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their lives and the lives around them” (p. 11).  Seidman asserts that the first interview provides the 

background for participant experiences. The second interview allows participants to reconstruct 

the details of their experience. And, the last interview is intended to serve a reflective purpose—

encouraging participants to consider “the meaning of their experiences” (p.12).  Interviews were 

conducted in English and typically lasted forty-five minutes and occurred at the beginning of 

the semester and at the end of the semester. Since interviewees were nonnative speakers it was 

possible that they might suffer from language usage fatigue. Therefore, I chose not to go over 45 

minutes as the time amount for interviews. In addition, the last meeting served as an opportunity 

for member checking in order to clarify possible misunderstandings. I brought transcripts of 

selections of the interview that needed clarification to ask what they meant and rephrased 

some key questions which were previously asked in initial interviews for further comment. 

Interviewees received interview guides prior to completing the interview (see appendix E).   

In the initial interview, I began establishing a rapport with participants; I attained 

information regarding past experiences with writing classes and technology and their 

perceptions of each.  The second interview concentrated on how participants perceived 

elements of the course and their learning. Finally, a third interview was used to clarify any issues, 

which might be unclear and to attain participants’ final sentiments regarding the course and 

their development as writers.  Because student language proficiency was not native, a series of 

three interviews was also helpful in clarifying student meaning.  At the beginning of the second 

and third interview, a series of member checking questions were asked in order to obtain 

necessary clarifications and/or elaborations.   

During the pilot, a semi-structured interview was conducted with two students after the 

final grades had been reported with the aid of an interview guide.    Said students were both in 

the class detailed under context 2.  Jungmin, a twenty-one- year old Korean woman who is 

learning English to be an English teacher in Korea and Li Rui, a twenty-five year old Taiwanese 

woman were chosen due to (1) their willingness to participate in the pilot study and (2) because 
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each represents a different kind of student with different motivations.  Jungmin earned a C 

under the PBL philosophy; whereas Rui earned an “A” and seemed to thrive within the PBL 

structure.  It was found that the interview guides did not necessarily ease student anxiety. In fact, 

one student remarked that it would seem less like “work” if I had not provided them with the 

questions ahead of time. She preferred to think of the interview time as “chatting.”   As a result, I 

provided a much briefer, skeletal interview guide and tried to take a more informal approach to 

the interview process by employing a more conversational tone.  

When conducting research in a setting that is culturally and linguistically different than 

the researcher’s background, there are a host of factors which need to be considered.  In order 

to compensate for these differences, Belfiore and Heller (1992) and Gumperz (1992) suggest 

working with a linguistic and cultural interpreter.  Since I speak Spanish, and since students 

possessed at least an intermediate proficiency in English, I did not require a linguistic interpreter.  

I conducted the interviews largely in English, but informed the participants that they could 

respond in either Spanish or English.  Typically, the participants responded to the immediate 

question in English or English speckled with Spanish vocabulary. They also made elaborations or 

digressions in Spanish from time to time. When they did not understand a question posed in 

English, I first re-phrased the question in English and then posed it in Spanish if necessary on a few 

occasions. When responding to questions posed in Spanish, participants typically responded in 

Spanish.  With regard to cultural issues, I did require additional insight.  As Shweder (1986) states: 

“A culture is like a black hole, those compacted stars whose intense gravitational forces don’t 

let their own light escape. You can never know it’s there by simply squinting your eyes and 

staring very hard at it. If it is real at all, you can know it only by inference and conjecture” (p. 38 

as cited in Glesne, 1999, p. 157).  Because I am a cultural outsider there may be some things 

which I can assume should be attributed to culture, but there are certainly other things that may 

not be “visible” to me.  As such, I had to keep in mind that interpretations can be culturally-

biased and that I needed to look out for hidden misconstructions.  I asked participants and/or 
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Mexican colleagues questions as issues arose and also identified a teacher who agreed to 

answer any future questions I might have via email or the telephone.  

As Briggs (1986) commented, it is also important to understand the norms of how people 

interact, talk and experience events. As such, the pilot study was helpful in establishing an idea 

of how teachers and students interact and the kinds of topics that are appropriate for teacher 

student conversations in this research setting. For example, as I mentioned above, based on 

prior experiences, I felt that a critical discussion of race might render participants uncomfortable 

and thus chose not to explore the subject at great depth with them. Furthermore, I observed 

students’ interactions during group work, breaks and in class. Thus, in order to preserve a sense of 

normalcy during the interviews, I encouraged their digressions and joking because it reflected 

how they typically interacted in the hope that they would feel more comfortable and could 

provide more in-depth truthful responses to my questions.   Thus, sufficient background 

knowledge provided me with a foundation on which to build effective interview questions.   

Goldstein (1995) also suggested asking concrete questions as opposed to abstract ones 

for interviewees that may have language proficiency concerns.  For example, when the 

researcher asked the question: “ ‘What do you think when another person who speaks 

Portuguese speaks English to you?’  the question drew a blank look and no response…” (p. 591). 

However, when Goldstein reformulated the question to: “If you were working on the line beside 

Idalina, and if Idalina started speaking English to you, what would you say? How would you 

feel?” participants were able to respond to the researcher’s satisfaction. I tried to ground 

questions, even hypothetical ones, regarding PBL and Composition in the events and activities 

that occurred in our classroom.   

Finally, all of the above mentioned issues related to interviewing come down to the 

establishment of some kind of rapport among the research participants and the researcher.  

According to Glesne (1999) “In qualitative research, rapport is a distance-reducing, anxiety-

quieting, trust-building mechanism that primarily serves the interest of the researcher” (p. 96).  
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Furthermore, “it is something that is continually being negotiated between the researcher and 

researched and can, at any time, be rejected by research participants” (p. 96). It can be 

impacted by such factors as race, gender, class, hierarchy, or status (Seidman, 1991). As a 

teacher-researcher, rapport was continuously shaped and re-shaped within both classroom and 

research contexts, and as I stated above, it was important for me to be viewed first and 

foremost as a teacher. As such, I began attempting to establish a rapport that was concurrent 

with (1) what I viewed as effective for language learning and teaching and (2) what I had 

learned was effective for the context.  In doing so, issues of power became apparent.  

As their teacher, I held a position of authority over students.  This could have certainly 

affected the way in which participants responded to questions.  To offset this, I employed 

several strategies. First, I scheduled the interviews in a way that might help to lessen my authority 

over students. While it was necessary to conduct the first interview early in the research process, I 

was able to conduct the second and third interviews after final grades had been assigned off 

campus as we ate lunch.  In addition, as mentioned above, I observed the ways in which 

students interacted with each other and encouraged the same dynamics during my interviews; 

this involved a lot of digression, humor and talking in both English and Spanish.  Much of the 

interviews sound like “chit-chat,” however, this was important to do as I believe it placed me on 

more of a social footing with participants which might have encouraged them to speak more 

freely.   Thus, despite the fact that the parameters of a teacher student relationship would never 

allow for equity in the power dynamic, I hope that the strategies employed helped to at least 

“reduce the hierarchical arrangements” (Seidman, 1991, p. 83). Furthermore, as Seidman 

suggests, I sought “…a balance between means and ends, between what is sought and what is 

given, between process and product, and a sense of fairness and justice that pervades the 

relationship between participants and interviewer” (p. 83). In consequence, complete 

reciprocity between students and researchers was not possible; however, I have tried to be 

authentic and truthful in how I have presented the words and experiences of my research 
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participants, allowing their input to inform research and hopefully benefit others in their place in 

some small way.  

Documents 

 

Three main categories of documents were collected:  

• Type 1 Documents: Documents collected and analyzed prior to the study, which 

included:   program mission statements, program guidelines for teachers, rubrics and 

syllabi 

• Type 2 Documents: Documents collected throughout the semester, analyzed & 

debriefed weekly, which included: students’ class assignments, student email 

journals, lesson plans, and midterm teacher evaluations 

• Type 3 Documents: Documents collected throughout semester, but analyzed at the 

end of the semester, which include: final teacher evaluations, student web pages & 

student portfolio contents 

 

Students were asked, at times, to evaluate their perception of the course through email journals 

(see appendix F).  Research indicates that this medium (i.e. email) may be less daunting, 

particularly for lower proficiency students. Kroonenberg (1994/1995), for example, reported that 

the use of email in her class seemed to encourage self disclosure and put reticent students at 

ease. “The keyboard and screen seem less intimidating than humans, and shy students who 

have refused to speak in class suddenly have fingers flying across the keyboard” (p. 27). The 

medium of email was also chosen for its reputation of informality. I wanted students to feel as 

little anxiety as possible while writing the emails. They were informed that they are not graded on 

content, grammar or rhetorical form.  

An additional source of document data was the student generated portfolios. In the ESOL 

field, portfolios have been largely used for teacher candidates to document their process of 

professional growth through the display of products that serve as verification of having 

completed the specified requisites (Kaufman & Grennon Brooks, 1996). However, in this case, the 

term portfolio will be used in order to help evaluate the progress of students over the course of 
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the semester.  It “…is a collection of evidence used by the teacher and student to monitor the 

growth of the student’s knowledge of content, use of strategies, and attitudes toward the 

accomplishment of goals in an organized and systematic way” (Moore, 1994, p. 170). During the 

course of the semester, students were expected to keep a portfolio of writing assignments that 

included: in-class writing assignments, essays, research paper prewriting and drafts, and peer 

editing activities. This was examined by both the teacher and student in a holistic manner, which 

should provide a more observational and/or descriptive representation of their writing. The 

descriptors used to code student writing can be found in appendix G.  This holistic assessment 

has two purposes. The portfolio will be used to (1) describe the students’ writing and (2) 

document the progression of changes (i.e. improvement) in writing over the course of the 

semester.   Please see appendix H for the guidelines for student portfolios. 

In order to protect the confidentiality of all participants, all identifying information was 

removed from all documents.  Furthermore, all participants were given pseudonyms to further 

protect their identity by which they will only be referred. Each document was immediately 

coded with the pseudonym and stored in a locked cabinet to which only the researcher has 

access. 

Data Analysis  

According to Merriam (2001), data analysis is “…the process of meaning making” (p. 

178). “It is the process of making sense out of the data” (p. 178).  Therefore, in order to make 

meaning out of the units of data, data analysis was continuous and multi-dimensional and 

begun after participants agreed to participate in the study. Analysis was conducted in several 

stages in order to explore the previously stated research questions:  

a) How did a teacher/researcher develop a technology enhanced 
ESL/EFL-PBL writing classroom for adult learners? 

 
b) How did students react to this class? 

 

Specifically, three types of analyses were used: (1) emergent theme-constant comparative 

analysis, (2) cross case analysis, and (3) document analysis.  
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Emergent Theme-Constant Comparative Analysis 

 

 Emergent theme analysis occurs when categories or themes that cut across the data 

are constructed and analyzed for recurring themes and patterns (Merriam, 2001). “Devising 

categories is… systematic and informed by the study’s purpose, the investigator’s orientation 

and knowledge, and the meanings made explicit by the participants themselves” (Merriam, p. 

179).  Furthermore, the constant comparative method of data analysis was used to construct the 

categories that are to be analyzed for emergent themes such that “Units of data—bits of 

information—are literally sorted into groupings that have something in common” (p. 179). That is, 

per Merriam (2001), various segments of data were compared to other segments of data in 

order to look for similarities and/or differences in findings. Data which seemed to lead to similar 

intuitions were grouped together and given a category name. I also used Merriam’s suggestions 

regarding the construction of categories.  Merriam adds that categories should be obvious to all 

who read the research; a unit of data should be appropriate for no more than one category; 

categories should allow for the potential of units data; categories should reflect the research 

purpose; and categories should maintain the same level of concept abstraction (pp.183-184).  

 In conducting a constant comparative method of analysis, I followed the steps that 

were enumerated by Merriam: 

1. Read through a set of data 

2. Coded the data by jotting down notes, comments, observations and queries 

in the margins based on “bits of data…that struck [me] as interesting, 

potentially relevant or important to [my] study” (p. 181). 

3. After reading through an entire data set and making notations, read through 

notations while trying to cluster them into meaningful groups which were 

noted as a list. 
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4. Moved to the next set of data and followed the above outlined steps while 

checking to see if categories from the previous data set were present. 

5. Made a separate list of notations for the new data set. 

6. Lists of categories from each of the data sets were compared and then 

merged. 

 Finally, in these categories, I looked for systematic patterns or regularities that would lend 

themselves to inference making, and these categories also helped to create a thick description 

of the context, the class, and focal students.  The lists of categories from the field notes, 

interviews, and certain documents were parsed for emerging themes and motifs in the manner 

described above. 

Analysis of Field Notes  

Analysis of Field Notes:  Observation data (i.e. field notes) from the teacher researcher 

journal were coded and categorized using Emerson, Fretz & Shaw (1995) method of coding 

(open coding followed by focused coding) according to themes and categories which should 

emerge during a constant comparative analysis. According to Emerson, Fretz & Shaw (1995), 

open coding occurs when “…the ethnographer reads field notes line-by-line to identify and 

formulate any and all ideas , themes or issues they suggest, no matter how varied and 

disparate” (p.143). The second phase, focused coding, requires a more rigorous “…line by line 

analysis on the basis of the topics that have been identified...” during the first phase of coding. 

Categories and themes were organized into lists.  In addition to those that emerged, two 

categories that were also looked at were student reactions to the use of PBL in the writing 

portion of the curriculum and student reactions to the ways in which technology was used to 

support PBL such that the term reaction can include observed or reported student behavior, 

comments, and changes in writing.  

Analysis of semi-structured student interviews 
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Analysis of semi-structured student interviews: Selections of interviews which appear 

related to the research questions were transcribed and analyzed prior to the next round of 

interviews in order to understand the phenomenon and to allow for the possibility of member 

checking. Each interview was audio taped, transcribed and coded by the researcher.  I used a 

method of coding, which took place in two phases: (1) open coding and (2) focused coding as 

delineated above.  I also jotted notes on behavior, tone, and body language during readings of 

the transcripts in which I reflected on what had been said and how it was said.  Finally, it should 

be noted that in an effort to protect participant confidentiality, all tapes were coded with the 

pseudonyms of the participants.  They were kept in a locked office, to which only the researcher 

had access. 

Analysis of Type 1 & 2 Documents  

Analysis of Type 1 & 2 Documents- Type 1: Various types of documents were collected 

throughout the semester. The method of analysis varied depending on the type of document.  

The first type of documents was those that were collected and analyzed during the pilot (e.g. 

curriculum, program mission statements, syllabus, rubrics, midterm & final class evaluations, etc.). 

They were parsed for content which might impact the development of the curriculum or the 

structure of the study. For example, the university- mandated curriculum was examined in order 

to determine the boundaries in which this curriculum could be developed.  This kind of 

document was also used secondarily in order to support, corroborate or negate findings 

suggested by other types of data (e.g. observation data and interview data). 

Analysis of Type 1 & 2 Documents- Type 2:  The second kind of document was collected 

throughout the semester. All were analyzed and debriefed weekly with the exception of final 

teacher evaluations, which were not debriefed. Documents of this sort included: student class 

assignments were the content was the focus such as email journals, lesson plans, and midterm & 

final teacher evaluations. I jotted notes on the margins of such documents when additional 

information or insight was provided during debriefing sessions, which typically took place after 
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class or during break.  These were used as a primary source of data, providing insight into how 

students perceived and reacted to the ESL/EFL-PBL writing curriculum as well as helping to 

document the development of students and their writing.  Emails, journals, evaluations, lesson 

plans were parsed for emergent themes using the above described constant comparative 

method of analysis.   

Cross Case Analysis 

 

I will also attempt to find connections and relationships through emergent data across the 

boundaries of case.  Therefore, cross case emergent theme analysis also took place between 

data yielded from student participants and data yielded from the class case unit. Data which 

seemed to lead to similar intuitions were grouped together and given a category name, the 

procedures for which have been outlined above. Finally, in these categories, I looked for 

systematic patterns or regularities in participant reactions, participant documents, and my 

observations that could have lent themselves to inference making. Three themes emerged:  

1. Instrumental Views of English: The Contradiction between Institutional Imposition and 
Personal Choice 

 
2. Circumventing the PBL2 Classroom System: Conflicting University & Classroom Cultures & 

the Resulting Classroom Management Issues 
 
3. Technology as a catalyst for Online & Offline Community Building   

 
Document Analysis of Student Writing 

 
The third kind of document that was collected were those that were produced 

throughout the semester, but analyzed at the end of the semester (e.g. certain class writing 

assignments, contents of student portfolios, and student web pages).  Students collected their 

writing over the course of the semester in a portfolio.   I did purposeful sampling by selecting 

three writings from each focal student’s portfolio.  These three reflect or showcase the progress 

made by students over the course of the semester; thus a sample from the first day was chosen 

in addition to one from mid-semester and one from the end of the semester.   
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Since the main goal of this research was to provide a thick description, I have chosen 

document analysis, per Allison (1995), Valdés, Haro, & Echevarriarza (1992), and Coombs (1986) 

as the means of analyzing (for descriptive purpose) student writing samples. This allowed me to 

describe the development/progression of student writing over the course of the semester under 

a technology enhanced ESL-EFL-PBL framework. I also chose document analysis since through 

the descriptions, it is possible to note gains in overall quality, linguistic accuracy, syntactic 

complexity, lexicon, content, discourse features, and rhetorical features, use of academic 

conventions, unity, cohesion, risk taking, consideration of audience, attribution, etc; Other 

methods of analysis such as T-units or error analysis were not appropriate for this study since they 

were inconsistent with the socioconstructivist framework, and the qualitative lens through which 

this study was intended to be viewed. 

Essays were coded based on a correction grid that contains notations adapted from 

writing error categories developed by King and Ingram (2004) (see appendix G). Additional 

categories were added as they emerged based on other factors that research has addressed 

such as structure, clarity, style, organization, content, unity and cohesion (Cze, 2002; Stewart, 

Rehorick, & Perry, 2001).  These notations were then grouped into categories that could be used 

to describe student writing samples.  Student writing samples were then compared in order to 

determine/describe the development of student writing from the beginning of the semester to 

the end.   

Conclusions 

 

 The above has described my research aims and the methods through which I explored 

the research questions. A timeline of the above can be found in appendix I.  The subsequent 

chapters describe the development of the PBL2 curriculum and examine the themes which 

emerged during data analysis which include: 

1. Instrumental Views of English: The Contradiction between Institutional Imposition and 
Personal Choice 
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2. Circumventing the PBL Classroom System: Conflicting University & Classroom Cultures & 
the Resulting Classroom Management Issues 

 
3. Technology as a catalyst for Online & Offline Community Building   
 

The next chapter provides background descriptions of the research setting, the student 

population and the curriculum in order to provide a basis of comparison for the findings 

discussed in chapters five through seven.  
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Chapter 4: Contextualization of the Research Contexts  

Background on Places, Participants & the Curriculum 
  

Introduction 

Given the socioconstructivist framework of this study, it is important to establish the 

context of the research phenomena in order to help the reader understand the “indigenous” 

meanings of the realities constructed by the participants of this study.  This dissertation examines 

the on goings of the exit level of an ESL/EFL-PBL course developed and taught by the researcher 

at a small, private, urban university in Mexico City, which shall here after be referred to by the 

pseudonym of La Universidad de la Ciudad de México (UcM).   This setting was first examined 

during a pilot study.  The findings of said study guided the present study in that it informed the 

development of the curriculum and the establishment of the methodology for this study.  The 

impact of the pilot study will be chronicled throughout this dissertation and is discussed at length 

in appendix A.  Both the pilot study and this study took place during the five-week summer 

session offered every year in the exit level, which hereafter will be referred to by the pseudonym 

English 101 (ENG 101).   

As previously stated, this dissertation is a descriptive study intended to provide a detailed 

account of an ESL/EFL-PBL course including settings, contexts, participants and phenomena 

(Merriam, 2001).  In order to establish the contexts in which this study took place, I describe the 

physical spaces in which the study took place, the student population that is typical of the 

university and the general requirements of the exit-level course ENG 101. This chapter is divided 

into three main parts: description of the setting, description of the students, and description of 

the curriculum. The information in this chapter is provided as a “baseline” against which this 

study can be compared in an effort to help “make sense” of the data I present.   

Description of the Setting 
 
 This section addresses the students’ physical and structural surroundings such as Mexico 

City, the Mexican educational system, and the Mexican university system. It also describes 

English language teaching in Mexico and at UcM, describing it as a foreign language setting 
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that employs an ESL approach. Finally, I describe the typical classroom facilities in which 

students at this University would typically have class and make mention of such issues as 

teachers and assessment practices.  

Mexico City 

 This study took place in Los Estados Unidos de México (the United States of Mexico), a 

little addressed setting in ESOL research.  This is surprising given that: (1) the United States shares a 

2,000-mile border with Mexico, (2) Mexicans make up 25% of all documented immigrants who 

come into the US according to the Migration Policy Institute (2004) and (3) the US and Mexico 

engage in an estimated $120 billion dollars in bilateral trade (Canak & Swanson, 1998).

 Specifically, this study took place in central Mexico, in the state of Mexico, and in the city 

of Mexico City, which was built on the former Aztec capital, Tenochtitlan.  Mexico City is the 

federal and business center of the country and is unique because of the visible influences of 

ancient civilizations, colonial Spanish heritage, and modern day. Mexico City is also unique due 

to its size; it is the third largest city in the world with over 22 million inhabitants, and El DF or the 

Federal District, according to the 2000 Mexican census, contains 8.5 million inhabitants alone 

(Solís Peréz, 2000).  A travelogue described the city’s dichotomous nature, asserting that Mexico 

City is full of “music and noise, brown air and green parks, colonial palaces and skyscrapers, 

world-renowned museums and ever-spreading slums.” It is known equally well for its cultural and 

artistic opportunities as for its crime rate and poverty.   

 According to Consejo Estatal de Población (COESPO), the state of Mexico is the most 

populous of states in the country with a population nearing 15 million.  They add that in 2000, 

38% of those inhabiting the state of Mexico were from other parts of the country since many 

move to large urban areas like the capital city and Monterrey due to increased employment 

opportunities. Based on figures by the Instituto Nacional de Estadística, Geografía e Informática, 

Petrón (2003) estimates that minimum wage is set at about US $4 per day which is about $120 a 

month or US $1440 per year in Nuevo Leon, and Canak and Swanson suggest that average daily 
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wages are significantly higher in and around Mexico City and northern border cities. Finally, in 

Mexico City, where this study takes place, the inhabitants tend to have at least a high school 

education as compared to the country’s average of a ninth-grade level of education 

(Rubalcava & Schteingart, 2000).   

Mexican Educational System 

In Mexico, attending school is mandatory for those aged 6 to 15 or through the 

equivalent of junior high school. According to Valdés (1996) and Petrón (2003), the Mexican 

educational system can be categorized into five areas:   

1. Preschool: educación inicial (up to 4 years old) and educación preescolar (4-6 

years old),  

2. Elementary School: educación primaria (7-11 years old),  

3. Junior High School: educación secundaria (12-14 years),  

4. High School: educación preparatoria (15-18 years), and 

5. University or Trade School or: educación superior. 

The 2000 Mexican census conducted by El Instituto Nacional de Estadística, Geografía e 

Informática (INEGI)estimates that around 90% of children ages 6-14 attend school, but state that 

the percentage drops to 47% for Mexico’s equivalent of high school, which is referred to as 

educación preparatoria.  

  Generally, Educación preparatoria prepares students for university studies, and “Others focus 

on academics plus a vocational component, such as accounting or computing” (Petrón, p. 

100).  Prepas are often associated with certain universities; as such, a student’s choice in 

preparatory school  is often tied to his or her desired field of study and targeted university. Since 

the college preparatory level is not compulsory in Mexico; Canak and Swanson report that only 

around 21% of those 16-19 enroll.    This percentage drops even more in reference to those who 

attend a university. 
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The Mexican University System 

 Canak and Swanson estimate that only 15% of 20-24 year olds enroll in a university.  They 

state that the organization of curriculum is not based on a “general liberal arts” orientation. 

Rather, Mexican universities tend to follow the European model where the focus is on 

professional training.  “The curriculum is organized by professional school or carrera (career), 

rather than by major department as in the United States” (p. 131). These programs are typically 

five years long and result in the student being “licensed” or licenciado to practice his or her 

chosen profession upon graduation.  The equivalent of a bachelor’s degree is a licenciatura 

degree. These graduates tend to take professional positions. Most universities are public; 

however, private universities are slowly gaining in their enrollment since “The private university 

system in Mexico has enjoyed increasing prestige in recent years, with private universities 

regarded as the ‘best’ quality universities since the 1980s” (p. 132).  

 Canak and Swanson (1998) assert that the Mexican education system tends to preserve 

the socioeconomic class structure of the country.  Valdés (1996) concurs and considers México 

a closed or caste society in which those in lower socioeconomic brackets have little opportunity 

to move up the socio-economic ladder.  Valdés explains that education plays a different role in 

Mexican society depending on the social class.  Based on research conducted by Nolasco and 

Acevedo29 (1985), Valdés asserts that typically, those of the middle class tend to view schooling 

as instrumental to future success. Furthermore, those in the upper class tend to view schools as a 

place in which their children can mingle with the “right” peers in order to secure their place in 

society. As such, it is not the notion of education per se which is important, but rather the people 

in which their children come in contact when attending the “right” schools.    Riding (1986) 

asserts that “Migration to the capital creat[es] an option of social mobility that could never exist 

in the countryside” (p. 369) although college educated students are produced in numbers that 

                                                 
29 It should be noted, however, that much that the research of Valdés and Nolasco and Acevedo are based 
on US-Mexico border populations. 
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exceed the job market demand for professionals, leading to what Canak and Swanson refer to 

as the “myth of mobility” for many students of the poor.   

English Language Teaching in Mexico 

Bilingual education is not a new concept in Mexico.  Since colonial times, the Mexican 

government has tried to assimilate indigenous peoples into Mexican society through the use of 

subtractive bilingual education programs to create a linguistically unified Mexican identity 

(Heath, 1972; Lastra de Suarez, 1978; Hidalgo, 1994; Patthey-Chavez, 1994)30. Currently, there are 

efforts to reverse the effects of such policies in order to protect the greatly reduced remaining 

indigenous languages. Spanish-English bilingual programs are, however, a more recent 

phenomenon and are sometimes neutrally attributed to the effects of globalism and sometimes 

more accusatorily attributed to the extension of US hegemonic powers across the US-Mexico 

border. Since its inception in 1997, the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) has 

bought increased business to Mexico, which has resulted in increased wealth for a few. 

However, since one of the major draws of establishing businesses in Mexico is low labor costs, 

NAFTA also helps to maintain a degree of poverty for many workers.  Even still, English has 

increased in its business usage due to the effects of increased US-Mexico trade and the 

increased presence of multinational corporations, rendering it necessary linguistic capital. In the 

past, English had been considered a “status” language (Petrón, 2003); however, more and more 

people in all classes are beginning to talk about it in terms of necessity—as did many of the 

participants in this study.  

 As a subject, English is compulsory in educación secundaria and educación 

preparatoria although some colegios have begun to expand their curriculums with regard to 

English as a reflection of the high demand for the language in the business sector. While most 

cannot afford private school tuitions, those who can afford it, enroll their children in private 

                                                 
30 For a more detailed discussion of this issue, please consult the International Journal of the Sociology of 
Language; 1992, Vol. 96, which is a special edition dedicated to the discussion of indigenous languages, 
Spanish bilingual education programs and Mexican language planning policy.  
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Spanish-English bilingual pre-schools and colegios.  In fact, over 50% of the participants in this 

study first began learning English between the ages of 3 and 5 in private preschools.  Petrón 

(2003) comments that “English, like French during the dictatorship of Porfirio Diaz, is very much 

seen as cultural capital for affluent Mexicans, and they are willing to pay a great deal to insure 

that their children possess this cultural capital (Grimaldo, 2001)” (p. 102). Tuition alone at any 

private school is well beyond the reach of most working class and lower middle class 

Mexicans”(p. 101).  

“Native teachers of English are highly sought after in international settings for their 

assumed linguistic correctness and fluency. Newspaper advertisements in Mexico, for instance, 

frequently include with their ads ‘native-speaker required’” (Ryan, 1998, p. 137). The participants 

in Petrón (2003) can attest to the fact that there are abundant opportunities for transnationals 

with native-sounding English to teach.  Nonetheless, most EFL teachers in Mexico tend to be 

nonnative speakers. Many participants in this study noted only one or two native speakers in 

their English language learning histories.  

Furthermore, as occurs in the US, teaching methodologies tend to be more teacher-

centered.  Less communicative and more behaviorist type approaches to teaching are 

common despite what is favored in the current research.  There also tends to be a focus on rote 

learning, grammar and vocabulary. In addition, Nelson, Lutenbacher & López (2001) found: 

“Mexican teachers were frequently perceived as relatively authoritarian but loving parents who 

were personally responsible for the learning of their students. American teachers, on the other 

hand, were perceived as less personally involved with students and as encouraging students’ 

individual responsibility” (p. 463). Teacher-centered education is the norm and as such students 

expect teachers to “initiate communication and outline paths to follow,” learning environments 

tend to be structured, teachers are expected to have all the answers, rewards can be given for 

academic performance and teachers use best students as the norm (Hofstede, 1986, pp. 312-

315).  
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La Universidad de la Ciudad de México (UcM) 
 
 

UcM is a private university of approximately 1500 students, which purports to guarantee 

its students mastery of English by the time they complete their bachelor’s (licenciatura) degree, 

and it is for this reason that many of the students choose to complete their studies there. Upper 

division courses are taught in English and the English program’s homepage designates English as 

being key to both students’ personal development and business success given the 

phenomenon of globalization.  It may be assumed that the learning of English is considered 

additive by UcM, as an entity, and by the English department. Thus, the University is officially 

bilingual; however, based on first hand experience at UcM, it could be stated that while English 

is the official language, Spanish is the dominant one among administrators and among students 

outside of their classrooms.   

According the University website, to enroll a student needs to pass a set of entrance 

exams including a general knowledge test, an English test and an aptitude test. In addition, 

students must interview with the academic coordinator for their proposed major.  In January 

2004, tuition cost $879 (mx) per credit hour or around $78 US dollars per credit.  Since the 

university is private and extremely expensive by local economic standards, it might be assumed 

that those who choose to attend choose to because they either agree or at least acquiesce to 

the University’s mission statement, perhaps due to reasons such as the signing of the North 

American Free Trade Agreement in 1999 or due to increased business with other non-Spanish 

speaking companies due to globalism. In addition, UcM has three high profile departments, 

which have recently won awards.  At the time of the study, the Computer Systems and 

Administration Department was ranked first place.  The Psychology Department was ranked 

second place and business administration third. It might be inferred that many chose to attend 

UcM due to the high ranking of specific departments such as the ones previously mentions.   
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UcM is located in the center of the Federal District, on the outskirts of a middle class 

residential neighborhood and across from a business district.  A large concrete façade with 

Mayan figure cut-outs surrounds the entire building.  For anyone to enter the university, they 

have to first enter a personal identification number, then scan their palms, walk through a 

turnstile, then pass two guards armed with semi-automatic weapons.  Once passed the guards, 

the university opens into an atrium that is usually full of sunlight from the above skylight. This 

atrium is full of plants and places to sit; students often congregate in this location in between 

classes. The doors to both the classroom and the computer lab are located off of this atrium.  

There is an extreme focus on hierarchy and administrative control at UcM.  In spite of the 

fact that the security staff has records of each time a person enters or exits the building due to 

the palm scan, all employees, including faculty, are required to “clock” in and out.  If an 

instructor were to forget to clock in, they would be located by the department head and asked 

to leave the class they were teaching in order to clock in. Otherwise, the English Department’s 

secretary would have to write a memo explaining why you were not in the computer that day.  

This focus on hierarchy is further observable in the atmosphere of the University.  People 

tend to interact with people who are of similar status. For example, students tend to interact with 

only those students who are in their major.  Department heads tend to eat together at lunch. 

Teachers may sit at a separate table or do not eat at all at the University.  Also, the majority of 

English Department teachers share one common lounge area that contains four virus-infected 

computers, one printer, and a few cubicles and couches whereas the full-time faculty in other 

departments tend to have offices.  Most instructors in the English department are hired as 

adjuncts. Thus, they often teach at other institutions to supplement their income.  Because they 

are extremely busy, the teachers do not often interact or work together, spending most of their 

time at the University teaching their classes. From time to time, in order to catch up with their 

grading, some teachers will clock-in and then remain in the lounge telling the students to seek 

them there if they are needed.   
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EFL  Context & ESL  Approach: Typical Language Exposure 

 
In the case of the context depicted in this study, both descriptors EFL and ESL are partially 

relevant.  Although the setting for this language class is in a “foreign” setting- Mexico, and can 

technically be classified as an EFL language setting, the reality is that the University along with 

the English program treats the classes as English as a second language (ESL). As mentioned in 

the University’s mission statement, they viewed the close proximity of the US and the increasing 

globalization of the business world as motivation to teach English in a manner more closely 

aligned with English as a second language philosophies. Despite the fact that learners live in 

Mexico, the idea is that it is possible for them to step outside the classroom, without attempting 

to create special opportunities, and use their English.  

Students confirmed this possibility, often sharing stories with me about how they used 

English outside of the class in their daily lives. Rosa, whose mother is a Mexican-US transnational, 

often uses English in the home.  She also shared a story about going to a job interview during the 

previous month for a part-time summer position that was conducted in English and required her 

to take three types of written English tests. Another student, Amelia, sought me out because she 

wanted to find out how the last season of the television show Friends ended since Mexico’s Sony 

television channel was one season behind the US.  Gilberto asked for help in translating lines 

from a rap song that he heard on the radio several times and could not quite understand. David 

could often be found during breaks chatting up his American girlfriend who was an exchange 

student.  Still, others like Lara and Antonio made constant references to the Harry Potter movies, 

one of which they had just seen, reciting lines from the movie in their best British accents.  Lara 

also related that most of her psychology books are in English.  “We need to know the, that 

language for reading, and for even the, the ordinary things that we, we do, like listening as we 

watch TV, read the magazines, or talk with friends that are—that I mean—that are not here that 

sometimes talk in English,”  Lara stated during an interview.  Thus, I used ESL/EFL in reference to 

this course to acknowledge: the physical location of the study (i.e. Mexico), the students’ ability 
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to access English on a daily basis with little effort, and the school’s philosophical orientation (ESL).  

I also use the abbreviation ESOL, which stands for English to speakers of other languages, when I 

make general references to the field. 

 

 

Typical Classroom Facilities 
 
 

 Typical classrooms are found in the interior of the building with windows that overlook 

downstairs indoor lobby areas. They tended to be clean unadorned rooms that are outfitted 

with a white board, moveable student desks and a pull-down screen.  If the teacher requires 

additional facilities such as overheads or televisions, they can be requested from the audio 

visual office.   Additional class time is also spent in the program’s new computer laboratory 

(figure 4-1).   Teachers are required to use a minimum of 17 hours of laboratory time during the 5-

week session.  The lab was designed for students to complete individual assignments, largely in 

the form of multiple choice and true false skill drills, using an Internet-based virtual learning 

environment called Moodle as a way of supplementing the textbook exercises.  

 

Figure 4-1: English Language Laboratory 
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In addition to using Moodle, computer laboratory time might typically be spent on (1) 

developing research skills through the use of the Internet and Infotrac, (2) creating Power Point 

slides for student presentations, and (3) accessing resources such as sample persuasive essays 

found on teacher-selected ESL websites. There are 20 student stations and one teacher station.  

Each of the student stations are cubicle-like in order to discourage students from interacting with 

each other as cheating had been a very large administrative concern due to a student-

organized cheating ring that was discovered the year before. 

 The computers are G4 Macintoshes equipped with CD burners, DVD players, Microsoft 

Suites (i.e. Word, PowerPoint, and Excel), Internet Browsers (Internet Explorer, Netscape and 

Safari) as well as various multimedia software (e.g. iTunes, Real Player and Quicktime) and 17 

inch flat-panel LCD screens. The teacher station contains all of the above in addition to 

authoring programs such as Macromedia Flash and Dreamweaver, a student monitoring 

program entitled Remote Desktop that enables the instructor to view all student screens, control 

them and project images to them.  The laboratory staff also has access to additional programs, 

which they will make available upon request.   Finally, students have access to this laboratory 

after class. 

Description of the UcM Student Population 

 

 Students who attend undergraduate programs at this university tend to be between the 

ages of 19 and 24.  Those enrolled in the exit level of the English Language Program tend to be 

about midway through their undergraduate careers and will likely go on to complete 2-3 more 

years of study in their major depending on the level of English at which they place and the 

rapidity with which they exit the program.  Because of the increased inclusion of English in 

primary and secondary school, typically students place into the intermediate levels of class.  

Socioeconomically speaking, most students tend to be from the middle and upper middle class.  

This can be inferred by their choice in attending a private university as well as their private 
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bilingual primary, secondary and preparatory schools which they likely attend prior to enrolling 

at UcM. Most students are single, live at home and are supported by their families.  

Description of the Curriculum 

 Typically, ENG 101 focuses on academic writing and speaking as supported by 

reading and listening.  In the summers, this course is given in an intensive five-week 

session where students attend class Monday through Friday, four hours a day.  The 

University invites faculty from an ESL program at a Southwestern university to teach 

sections of this course in addition to others classes during this time. 

  The course has multiple levels of objectives.  At the macro level, the University’s 

overall goal for all its English classes is to help students achieve a level of English that 

would allow them to excel as professionals in a global business community once they 

graduate; in addition, the program administrators listed the course objectives as follows: 

• Research, organize, write and edit an advanced level argumentative thesis 

paper of 10 pages plus a Works Cited and follow the MLA guidelines 

• Fine tune formal presentation/speaking skills by giving two in-class 

presentations and one public presentation (during English Week) 

• Develop critical and creative thinking skills through complementary readings 

• Investigate timely topics using the language lab and Infotrac31 resources and 

practice academic reference styles 

• Focus and recycle mind mapping and organizational skills. 

 
 Methodologically speaking, the course is (in theory) loosely organized around 

communicative language teaching principles.  Nevertheless, the goals of the course are 

essentially task-driven.  Students are expected to be able to: (1) produce a persuasive paper 

under the process approach and (2) give a persuasive speech using professional-type visual 

aids such as Power Point.  Although the class takes an integrated skills approach to teaching 

and learning English, writing and speaking are specifically highlighted due to the “products” that 

                                                 
31 Infotrac is an online searchable database used, in this course, to help locate sources for research papers. 
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students are expected to generate.  Additionally, the course has many micro-level goals, which 

the administration purposefully based on those that were enumerated by the authors of the 

adopted course textbooks, Mosaic 2: Reading and Mosaic 2: Listening & Speaking.  

Typical ENG 101 Course Materials 

 
 Class materials for ENG 101 typically include two textbooks entitled Mosaic 2: Reading 

and Mosaic 2: Listening & Speaking as well as a course pack which included supplementary 

materials intended to support writing and public speaking skills.  In addition to written materials, 

the course also includes web-based materials.  Students also make use of the curriculum-

specified web-based Moodle and Infotrac. 

 

Textbooks 

 The textbooks were adopted by the administration a year prior to the beginning of this 

study. According to McGraw Hill/Contemporary, the publishers of the Interactions Mosaic 

series, Mosaic 2 books are designed for high intermediate to low advanced ESL/EFL students 

as preparation for “academic content.”  They state, “The series combines communicative 

activities with skill-building exercises to boost students’ academic success” (Wegmann & 

Knezevic, p. iv). All books of this series, including the reading and listening textbooks used in 

this course, are organized according to themes.  This five-week course usually addresses six 

of the themes:   

1. Language and Learning (chapter 1) 

2. Danger and Daring (chapter 2) 

3. Sex and Gender (chapter 3) 

4. Mysteries Past and Present (chapter 4) 

5. The Mind (chapter 6) 

6. Art & Entertainment (chapter 9) 
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Assignments and activities are often rooted in the theme of the week and focus on the skills 

addressed in the chapter.  The chapters covered in the reading text, Mosaic 2 Reading, 4th 

edition focus on skills such as using context clues, identifying synonyms, scanning, skimming, 

and making inferences. The readings also provide a starting point for writing mini-lessons with 

their treatment of such skills as completing a summary (ch. 1 & 4), distinguishing general from 

specific (ch. 3), and identifying support for hypotheses (ch. 4 & 6).  Mosaic 2 Listening and 

Speaking textbook included language functions that supported the teaching of persuasive 

speeches presented in Mosaic included:  requesting the main point (chapter 1), extending 

congratulations and condolences (ch. 3), admitting lack of knowledge (ch. 4), and making 

negative statements or comments politely (ch. 5).    

The course pack had been developed by a former level 8 teacher, and many of the mini 

lessons that emerged were supported by materials found in its contents. For example, it 

contained materials and exercises on thesis statements, mind maps, proofing checklists, 

transition words, and integrating quotations. In addition, it was also compiled to support the 

teaching of persuasive public speaking and delivering business presentations.  

Moodle 
 
Moodle is a virtual learning environment otherwise known as a course management system, 

which provides an adaptable framework that allows educators to create online learning 

environments using provided templates (see appendix B).  It is freeware that was released by 

Martin Dougiamos in August 2002.  The English Department’s core faculty determined students’ 

completion of Moodle tasks as worth 25% of the final grade in ENG 101. It contains the 

supplemental Mosaic materials found on the teacher’s resource site as the basis for drill and 

practice-type CALL exercises.  Such exercises typically test listening or reading comprehension in 

the form of multiple choice, true false and/or matching questions based on readings, audio clips 

and video clips.  The format of the exercises mimics the traditional textbook style items that one 

often finds following a reading passage or a listening exercise; however, the software’s ability to 
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marry said format to current and genuine samples of native language input reflects some of the 

benefits of the Internet as discussed in the literature such that it provides “an opportunity to 

expose students to authentic, culture-laden contexts to which they are able to respond by 

speaking and writing in the target language” (Liu, Moore, Graham & Lee, 2002, p. 10).  The 

English Department intended that the exercises be completed by students individually. Finally, 

teachers could post links to additional, teacher-selected Internet materials on Moodle.  

Infotrac College Edition (ICE) 
 
 Infotrac is an online search engine, the database for which includes scholarly and 

popular periodicals, as well as articles from encyclopedias, reference books, pamphlets, etc. In 

ENG 101, Students generally use ICE mostly for their research paper assignment as a way of 

supplementing the UcM library.  Also, because UcM is located in a non-English speaking country; 

additional English language sources found on ICE are needed to supplement existing sources.   

Typical Course Assignments 

  

 The class is normally arranged around three major categories of assignments: (1) Class 

work and homework, (2) English language laboratory assignments, and (3) English Week 

assignments (i.e. Persuasive Research Paper and Persuasive speech). Brief descriptions are as 

follows: 

1. Class work and Homework assignments typically include textbook readings or 
exercises, quizzes based on readings, listening & speaking pragmatics pair/group 
exercises (e.g. admitting a lack of knowledge) based on the listening text and 
shorter writing assignments and journals. Class is largely teacher-centered and 
based on the idea of the teacher presenting material, students practicing and 
then being evaluated.  

 
2. As stated above, English language laboratory assignments are geared toward 

listening and reading skills. The lab assignments are found in Moodle, which as 
described above, contains drill and practice CALL exercises based on the 
themes and contents addressed in their reading and listening and speaking 
textbooks.  Exercises often ask learners to read a text, listen to an audio file or 
watch a video clip and then respond to questions which test their 
comprehension via items that are typically in multiple choice, matching, and/or 
true-false format.  The items are supplied by the textbook publisher’s online 
division and posted in Moodle by the English Language Laboratory staff.  
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3. English week is the culmination of the five-week summer session. It consists of every 

student in ENG 101 making a formal persuasive speech in front of an audience made up 
of students and teachers from various levels of English classes.   The presentations are 8 
minutes long with a 2-minute question and answer session, and the contents of the 
speech are based on the research paper assignment. The research paper assignment is 
a ten-page persuasive/argumentative research paper to be based on a topic of the 
students’ choice.  The course pack list example subjects from past semesters like:  The 
Russian Mafia, nutrition, female infanticide, and geishas.  The paper has to demonstrate 
a thorough understanding of their topic and a mastery of:  argumentative rhetorical 
style, academic writing conventions, grammar, and Modern Language Association style. 
These assignments are part of a high stakes component of the course assessment.  As 
required by the English Language Department, students have to present the final draft of 
this paper to a committee of English Department professors who decide whether the 
paper passes or fails. If the papers are deemed passing, the papers are assigned a 
number grade by the teacher and students are permitted to deliver their persuasive 
speech based on their paper.  If the student passed both the paper and the speech 
assignments, they pass ENG 101 and exit the English Language Program. Otherwise, they 
are forced to repeat the course in the next semester.  

 

Typical Course Activities 

 
 Most activities are typically based on book exercises (e.g. listening and speaking role 

plays or textbook readings) or worksheets. Some pair and group work takes place during peer 

editing sessions during which students typically speak in Spanish. Teachers will occasionally show 

an English language movie as part of a lesson.  A typical day might consist of some of the 

following staple activities: 

• Teacher lecture (e.g. presentation on a topic like a specific grammatical feature)  

• An assigned reading 

• in-class exercise or worksheet based on lecture, reading, and/or homework 

• Individually-completed multiple choice or true false comprehension activities 

completed on Moodle in the computer laboratory (two or three days a week) 

• in-class editing or revision activity (e.g. peer editing) or homework 

• Begin homework 

Typical Assessment Practices 

 In general, assessment is viewed in a very traditional manner in such settings. At UcM, 

grades are assigned on a 10-point scale where 10 is an A+, 9 is an A-, 8 is a B, 7 is a C and 6 is a D 
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and 5 and below is failing. Like many undergraduate students in the US, students tend to focus 

on the grade and on passing. Questions like: “Will this be on the test?” and “Is this for a grade?” 

are fairly normal. Evaluation of the course consists of four categories, each worth 25%: Moodle 

Exercises, Class Assignments, Midterm Exam and English Week Assignments (i.e. research paper 

and persuasive speech).  In addition, there is a high stakes component to the assessment of 

students in ENG 101.  In order to exit the course and the program, students must complete two 

tasks or fail the semester.  First, they must write a research paper which is submitted to a panel 

made up of teachers from the department.  If the panel assigns the paper a “pass,” the paper is 

returned to the classroom teacher who assigns a letter grade and the student is allowed to 

participate in English Week.  In addition to passing the research paper requirement, students 

must also receive a passing grade on their persuasive speech that they must give during English 

Week.  Although these two assignments are only worth 25% of a student’s final grade, if they fail 

either, they are not permitted to exit the course.  The high stakes nature of the exit requirements 

is not atypical in Mexican educational contexts since exit exams are required even in primary 

and secondary school.   

 

Conclusions 

 This chapter provided background information on what is considered “typical” for the 

context of this study; this was done to provide a kind of barometer against which the chapters 

that follow can be considered. The next chapter will describe the evolution of the PBL2 

curriculum, tracing its development from the curriculum development phase through its final 

incarnation at the end of the semester. Then, chapter six describes how students reacted to the 

implementation of PBL2 by exploring the emergent themes.  
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Chapter 5: The Evolution of the PBL2 Curriculum 
 

 

The purpose of this chapter is to describe the evolution of Problem Based Learning for 

second language learners or PBL2. In this case, the term evolution refers to the process of growth 

and change the curriculum underwent beginning with the curriculum development stages (i.e. 

needs analysis, design, development and implementation) and ending with the incarnation the 

students and I had invented by the end of the semester.  In order to chronicle the evolution, this 

chapter is divided into two parts.  First, part A contextualizes the curriculum by outlining the 

curricular frameworks on which PBL2 was developed.  Then, it includes descriptions of the course, 

the theory of language and language learning, learner and teacher roles, course materials, 

course assignments and course activities.  Part B describes the implementation of PBL2, 

highlighting the evolution of the curriculum through thick descriptions beginning with the 

curriculum development phase during the pilot studies and then through “snapshots” from the 

beginning, middle and end of the semester.  I conclude by summarizing the journey PBL took 

during its evolution into PBL2 and by introducing the themes which emerged during analysis.  

  

Part A:  Contextualization of the Curriculum 

Introduction 

  

I.  The Curricular Framework 

As previously mentioned, one of the research questions for this study was: How did a 

teacher/researcher develop a technology enhanced PBL-based L2 writing classroom for 

adult learners?  Thus, the curriculum is central to the study and will hereafter be referred to 

as PBL2.  However, before describing the curriculum development process and the 

resulting course, it is first necessary to define the concept of curriculum, explain the 

curricular framework in which the technology-enhanced ESL-PBL course was developed, 

and specify what was meant by the ideas of Problem Based Learning and technology.   
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Defining the Concept of Curriculum 

 
“Curriculum is a large messy concept which can be looked at in a number of ways” 

(Nunan, 2001, p. 55). Dewey (1938) asserts that “The main purpose or objective [of education] is 

to prepare the young for future responsibilities  and for success in life, by means of acquisition of 

the organized bodies of information and prepared forms of skill which comprehend the material 

of instruction” (p. 18). Thus, for the purposes of this study, curriculum began with ascertaining 

what it was that students needed and wanted to learn, and was generally defined as “a 

particular way of ordering content and purposes for teaching and learning in schools” such that 

it prepares students to fill their desired roles in society (Walker, 2003, p. 5).   

 Moreover, in the case of this study, curriculum encompassed some more specific 

characteristics.  First, “curriculum [was] a purposeful intent to empower…” (Short & Burke, p. 69). 

By supporting inquiry (PBL in this case),  it validated student voice, giving power to their words, 

giving their language a sense of impact on the real world; it supported learners in their quest to 

not only master the content of the curriculum, but it also helped them use language in 

powerfully authentic ways.  That is, it allowed them to find authority in their words and inspiration 

in the words of others so that they could form their own unique understandings of the world. 

Second, it is necessary to acknowledge that curriculum has a socially constructivist 

nature (Short & Burke, 1991; Walker, 2003).  Namely, the curriculum on which this study is based 

was considered to be a social construction that encouraged collaborative relationships among 

learners and between teacher and student. It recognized that students are social beings, 

learning and using language amongst their peers and within social contexts whereby they 

internalized their classroom experiences and interactions and could be altered by them. 

Consequently, curriculum also had a transformative power. Finally, because it was a social 

construction, this dissertation wishes to acknowledge that curriculum, much like language, is 

value laden and subjective and tends to reflect the values of those who develop it. Therefore, it 
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was necessary for me, as a teacher and researcher, to consciously validate students’ values-- 

their identities and home languages while teaching the course within the invented curricular 

framework.  Said framework provided opportunities to discuss cultural differences and similarities 

as opposed to present my cultural orientations as a learner objective per Francis & Ryan (1998).  

Having generally defined the concept of curriculum with respect to this study as an 

empowering social construction that encouraged collaboration and transformation, I would also 

like to briefly address the influences which shaped its development. Influences included the EFL 

setting of Mexico, the ESL philosophical orientation of the English department and also included: 

1. English for Academic Purposes (EAP) 

2. The view of language as cultural/linguistic capital  

3. The Communicative Language Teaching Approach 

4. The Process Approach to Writing 

 

English for Academic Purposes 

 

“English language teaching can be classified into two main branches, English for 

General Purposes (EGP) and English for Specific Purposes (ESP) (Strevens, 1988a; Hutchinson & 

Waters, 1987).  Within English for Specific Purposes there are again two principal branches, 

English for Academic Purposes (EAP) and English for Occupational Purposes (EOP)” (Flowerdew 

& Peacock, p. 177). “EAP grounds English language teaching in the cognitive and linguistic 

demands of academic target situations, tailoring instruction to specific rather than general 

purposes” (Benesch, p. xv).    Thus, for this study, English for Academic Purposes (EAP) is the 

category used for the kind of English taught to nonnative speakers whose immediate purpose for 

the language is to study. 

The course, ENG 101, took place in an English for Academic Purposes (EAP) setting.  

Therefore, part of the goal of this EAP course was to help learners develop skills that would 
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specifically help them to function in academic settings outside of the ESL/EFL classroom (i.e. the 

content courses of their major). However, what EAP literature does not overtly address, which this 

study does, is the fact that students take said content courses in order to learn material, which 

will later allow them to function in real world settings such as in a job. Therefore, this EAP course 

also included activities, assignments and materials that supported the development of 

communication skills generally needed in professional settings.   As a result, the development of 

PBL2 necessarily began with a needs analysis (conducted during the pilot study detailed in 

appendix A and on an ongoing basis) which led to the development of more specific course 

goals, objectives, and a syllabus which are described below.  Furthermore, this curriculum also 

sought to look beyond the pragmatic underpinnings of EAP to take a critical perspective by 

acknowledging and empowering students culturally, socially and intellectually. Thus, the 

curricular framework was also informed by the critical English for Academic Purposes 

perspective.  For research paper assignments, we used a discourse approach to writing, 

students chose their own areas of academic inquiry, and we broached subjects such as 

linguistic imperialism openly. 

Linguistic Capital 

 

Teaching English to speakers of other languages, especially in an English as a foreign 

language context, carries with it many negative connotations resulting from (1) its legacy of 

imperialism and (2) perpetuated by today’s globalization of world economies. While 

acknowledging the legacy of English as a second/foreign language, it is important to note that 

English, specifically, writing English, was taught (in a socioconstructivist sense) as a tool, which 

could be used to help students in academic and professional settings.  This is similar in spirit to an 

argument posed by Delpit32 (1988) with regard to cultural capital. In this case, English was 

                                                 
32 It should be noted that Delpit’s discussion of cultural capital was based on work by sociologist Pierre 
Bordieu. 
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viewed as a form of cultural capital—specifically, linguistic capital, which as Bordieu (1983) 

explains in his work Forms of Capital, can be translatable into traditional economic capital. That 

is, English served as an “asset” for students allowing them to have access to social and 

professional opportunities which might favorably situate them socially, economically, and/or 

politically. 

 Furthermore, my own instrumental view of English was not intended to engage learners in 

a process of cultural assimilation. To address the colonial implications of English, I began first with 

the students’ stated reasons for choosing to attend a bilingual university (i.e. future professional 

asset).  I also used several approaches suggested by Mckay (2002) in her work, Teaching English 

as an International Language: Rethinking Goals and Approaches including considering the local 

context in which English was embedded, exercising sensitivity in the cultural content of the 

material, reflexivity in pedagogical approaches and by showing respect for the local culture of 

learning.  

 Freire’s (1970) notion of conscientization also informed this study in giving words to my 

desire not to be implicit in a “culture of silence” regarding the legacy of this field.  

Conscientization is defined by Freire in Pedagogy of the Oppressed as “Learning to perceive 

social, political, and economic contradictions to take action against the oppressive elements of 

reality” (p. 19). Furthermore, conscientization “…enrolls [human beings] in the search for self-

affirmation…” (p. 20).   Thus, by developing and encouraging a critical awareness of English and 

all its “baggage”, it helped me to develop what Benesch (1999) calls a dialogic relationship with 

my students whereby we engaged in conversations about English and their feelings toward 

learning it and needing to learn it; these conversations were facilitated by the theme (language 

and learning) of the first chapter that we covered and were born out in such assignments as 

their language learner autobiographies and class discussions based on textbook readings.  

Moreover, through my ethic of care, I made an explicit effort to demonstrate a value for the 

students’ L1, of which I am a heritage speaker, and the culture of students in the curriculum.  
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Finally, this curriculum was based on Ladson Billings’ idea of culturally relevant pedagogy which 

she defines as “a theoretical model that not only addresses student achievement, but also helps 

students to accept and affirm their cultural identity while developing critical perspectives that 

challenge inequities that schools (and other institutions) perpetuate” (p. 469).  

 In summary, at a very basic level, it was important for me to treat students as 

autonomous young adults who bought with them valuable cultural, linguistic and intellectual 

contributions to the classroom. I wanted to make it obvious through the curriculum which I 

developed that neither I nor the teaching of English was meant in any way that would be 

harmful to the students and what and who they valued.  Thus, through the curriculum, I 

attempted to demonstrate a value for their home language and culture, empower them over 

their destinies as language learners, and motivate them through authentic tasks, assignments, 

and contexts. As Abrams and Ferguson (2005) state, “we work cooperatively to create an 

intricate and strong patchwork quilt. Each student's piece of the quilt must remain unique and 

strong in itself as it becomes part of the pattern, adding beauty to the interconnected whole” 

(p.64). 

 

Communicative Language Teaching Approach 

 

An additional structural influence on the development of the course was the 

Communicative Language Teaching Approach (CLT).  CLT is a broad approach to language 

teaching that has as its main goal communicative language usage. Influential and perhaps 

central to the CLT approach is the previously mentioned principle of communicative 

competence. Learners construct knowledge about the target language based on their 

interactions with others while using the L2. CLT is an effort to allow the language classroom to 

reflect the authentic, real life, communicative settings in which learners would ordinarily make 

use of language. These assumptions imply the use of authentic real life tasks within a classroom 
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setting in order to elicit language that is appropriate for a given context. Moreover, it should also 

be assumed that the tasks completed in class are meaningful to students. That is to say, under 

this approach, the tasks were to develop skills needed to do things which students would do or 

need to do outside of the language classroom. Specifically, since this was an EAP setting, tasks 

and objectives needed to support students English language usage in the content courses given 

in their major, and more broadly, they had to support language activities they might engage in 

once finished with school.  As a result, the teacher’s role was that of facilitator in this student-

centered approach (Larsen-Freeman, 1986). As the instructor, my major responsibility was to 

structure the class in ways that promoted interaction. Such interactions could occur between 

writer and reader and/or speaker and listener.  

 

The Process Approach & Post Process Influences 
 
 

A third curricular influence was the process approach.  This process typically involves a cycle 

of prewriting activities, free writing, peer feedback and revision (Dyer, 1996). In addition, it 

involves what Perl (1980) calls a “process of coming into being.” That is, meaning is constructed 

and reconstructed by the writer as he or she puts their words to paper. Zamel (1987) adds that 

“…writing is a process through which meaning is created” (p.267). Therefore, in this course, 

emphasis was placed on the progression of steps that help the writer arrive at his or her intended 

meaning whereby the acts of revising and peer editing were assessed with equal importance as 

the products.  This, in turn, emphasized the importance of the reader.  Students began with the 

question: “Are my ideas being understood?”  “Do they understand what I mean?”  

 Many “post-process” researchers (e.g. Casanave, 2003; & Trimbur, 1994) assert that the 

process approach to writing is inadequate in its acknowledgement of the social components of 

writing. However, this research views the internal process through which meaning is arrived at as 

invaluable, and by immersing the process approach to writing in a socioconstructivist 

environment, this curriculum is able to reconcile that external interaction among peers and the 
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internal processes allowed by the process approach to writing; they are equally facilitative of 

composition teaching and learning.  

 

Problem Based Learning 
 

 
 Finally, the last portion of the curricular framework, the crux of it, involved Problem Based 

Learning (PBL) as a method and a strategy for teaching writing within a larger Communicative 

Language Learning Approach. To clarify, PBL was a method through which the Communicative 

approach/philosophy was implemented. Furthermore, under a socio-constructivist framework, 

PBL, which is sometimes referred to as a kind of inquiry learning, takes into account not only that 

learners construct knowledge, but that they do it in a context and amongst other in-group 

members.  Like many methods and approaches to language learning, PBL and its delineating 

principles can occur on a continuum of varying degrees of stringency. This study is, however, 

based on Torp and Sage’s 2002 model which defines PBL in the following manner: 

Problem-Based Learning is focused, experiential learning (minds-on, hands-on) 
organized around the investigation and resolution of messy, real-world problems.  
PBL-which incorporates two complementary processes, curriculum organization 
and instructional strategy, includes three main characteristics: 
 

• Engages students as stakeholders in a problem situation 
• Organizes curriculum around a given holistic problem, enabling 

student learning in relevant and connected ways 
• Creates a learning environment in which teachers coach 

student thinking and guide student inquiry, facilitating deeper 
levels of understanding.  

 
PBL provides authentic experiences that foster active learning, support 
knowledge construction, and naturally integrate school learning and 
real life… The problematic situation offers the center around which 
curriculum is organized, attracting and sustaining students’ interest with 
its need for resolution while exposing multiple perspectives (p. 15-16). 
 

Torp and Sage (2002) was chosen as the model for this teacher researcher project due to the 

clarity of their framework and the ease with which it could be applied to the L2 writing 

classroom.  Thus, parts of the curriculum, which were originally developed by the English 

Department’s administration, were re-organized, edited and supplemented such that (1) parts 
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of the course were made more student-centered and (2) some course content was 

encountered by students in a more experiential manner. As the instructor, I incorporated PBL-

based instructional strategies whereby I used student articulated problems to “…coach learning 

through probing, questioning, and challenging student thinking” (Torp & Sage, 2002, p. 15).  As 

the authors state, “In designing a problem-based learning experience, we begin with the 

problematic situation—a fully integrated whole—and tease out the knowledge, skills, 

dispositions, and standards-based learning opportunities that the authentic context of the 

problem exposes” (p. 47).  It should be noted that PBL events did not take place at the 

compromise of larger frameworks such as communicative approach and the process 

approach.  Rather, the fundamental ideals behind these two approaches complemented the 

philosophies that underline Problem Based Learning.   

 Finally, in support of PBL, the curriculum also incorporated elements from methods which 

are guided by PBL philosophies: (1) Project Based Learning (PJBL) and (2) Learning by Design 

(LbD). The field of education has a long history of “learning by doing” beginning with work by 

researchers like Dewey (Barron et al, 1998). “The term project [has] represented a broad class of 

learning experiences. For example, in early works one sees the label ‘project’ applied to 

activities as diverse as making a dress, watching a spider spin a web, writing a letter…” (p. 272).  

However, in this case, the project involved the creation of websites in order to address the 

“problem” which emerged during class.  LBD, a subset of Project Based Learning, considers 

design “a form of problem solving in which thinking, tool manipulation, and materials are 

reflected in the construction of an artifact [i.e. a project]” (Penner, D, Lehrer, R. & Schauble, 

1998, p. 429).  Liu & Hsiao (2002) point to some of the benefits stating that “The authenticity and 

complexity of the design tasks provide students a learning environment where they can develop 

cognitive skills and skills of high value to the work place” (p. 311). In this case, the artifacts 

included a multimedia presentation to accompany a presentation of students’ research papers 

and the above mentioned web page project 
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II.  The Technology Framework 

In addition to describing the implementation of PBL to teach writing in accordance with 

the curricular framework described above, this study also provides a thick description of how 

technology enhanced this ESL/EFL-PBL course and describes how students reacted to it. As such, 

the following section provides the guidelines based on which technology was chosen and 

employed as a means of enhancing this curriculum. 

 Grandjean-Levy (1997) asserts that “…the purpose of any technology [she] offers in [her] 

courses is to expand the student’s use of the language” (as cited in Spodark, 2001, p. 47).  

Indeed, this is where this study’s use of technology also begins.  Moreover, the technology used 

in this course was elemental in its support of Problem Based Learning.  As such, technology 

included in this study was chosen based on its ability as a tool to foster the ideals fundamental to 

the components of the curricular framework such as the communicative language teaching 

approach, the process approach to composition, a socio-constructivist understanding of the 

composition process and Problem Based Learning (PBL) method.   For example, PowerPoint, 

desktop publishing programs, email and an electronic bulletin board fostered CLT-advocated L2 

language usage and interaction.  Word processing programs facilitated the process approach 

to composition accommodating the inherent revision process. The Internet, email, electronic 

bulletin boards and desktop publishing supported such characteristics of PBL as inquiry and 

collaboration.   

Moreover, technology was implemented as a way to further enhance the teaching of 

writing to ESL students by providing students with a more concrete audience.  Often, students 

write compositions with an inauthentic audience (i.e. the teacher) in mind.  However, when 

students begin to publish their work on the Web (as occurred in the pilot and in this study), they 

began to more concretely understand the need to be understood—not just grammatically, but 

also in relation to their ideas and purpose in writing. To be exact, the use of technology helped 
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to emphasize the idea of communicative competence—communicating with the purpose of 

being understood.   

 Additional writing skills were also encouraged by the use of technology.  For example, 

email aids in the development of a learner community by allowing students to stay in contact 

with the teacher and each other, even when outside of the classroom.  It also allows for 

assignments that let students practice informal language, which is not something that is typically 

highlighted by AEP curricula.  This is particularly important since a large part of communicating 

effectively in academic environments occurs on an informal basis through such channels as 

email and electronic bulletin boards33.  The electronic bulletin board that was used in the pilot 

and was used in this study is Nicenet.  Nicenet allowed students to hold discussions over the 

Internet.  Students posted their ideas, questions or concerns and invited classmates to respond.  

The Internet also allowed for further exposure to native speaker text and provided a basis for 

writing assignments. Finally, the most obvious of computer-based technologies to be used in the 

study was the word processing program (e.g. Microsoft Word). This type of technology was 

extremely conducive to the process approach to writing. It allowed students to revise with much 

greater facility than would paper and pencil, but also facilitated collaboration and sharing of 

student writing.     

 

III.  Course Description 

The curriculum for this study was built off of the administration’s curricular goals for this 

course, but with adaptations that were consistent with PBL as delineated above. Thus, as stated 

in the syllabus (appendix J), ENG 101 took an integrated skills approach, which was described in 

the following manner: 

This class will integrate listening, speaking, reading and writing skills; to do these 
things well is to think well.  This class will help improve your ability to organize your 

                                                 
33 An electronic bulletin board acts in a similar way to a corkboard bulletin board.  It allows students to post notices. However, instead of 
using paper and thumb tacks, students use a “post” button to electronically display their words.  
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ideas so that your presentations and writing are clear and effective.  You will 
prepare both 5 and 8-minute oral presentations. You write sentences, 
paragraphs, essays, journals, and a persuasive research paper. …Since words 
are a writer's material, we will study vocabulary, learning new words from 
reading. Furthermore, you will speak both formally and informally about your 
writing topics, and listen to and provide feedback to your classmates.  Lastly, 
good writing grows from imagination as well as from logical thinking, so we will 
use music and fieldtrips to inspire creativity. 

Of course, the ultimate goal of any language class is to help learners be able to use the L2 

in the real world.  As mentioned in the framework described above, ENG 101 falls under the 

category of English for Academic Purposes (EAP), and since this course is EAP, part of the 

real world for students are the content-based courses of their majors.  However, it was also 

acknowledged that students take said content courses in order to learn material which will 

allow them to secure a job in a desired profession. As Dewey (1938) states, “ The main 

purpose or objective is to prepare the young for future responsibilities and for success in life, 

by means of acquisition of the organized bodies of information and prepared forms of skill 

which comprehend the material of instruction” (p. 18).   As such, the real world is bi-focal, 

including the content courses they will enroll in immediately after the conclusion of this 

course as well as the workplace settings in which they will find themselves following 

graduation.  Daily activities, assignments, and tasks were designed to support both 

language settings.   Finally, it should be noted that I modified the syllabus presented in the 

proposal due to the week that was lost because of the administrative snafus. Modifications 

included (1) simplification of the language for students because of their frazzled nerves and 

(2) a simplification of the web project given the shorter time frame.  

In addition, the focus of this dissertation is writing, and as such it this skill area which is 

concentrated on; however, this dissertation acknowledges that language cannot be 

compartmentalized and then taught as separate skill areas (i.e. listening, speaking, reading and 

writing). Each of the skill areas perform in a symbiotic relationship.  Therefore, the curriculum was 

structured in a way that purported to result in the enrichment of all skill areas. The basic 
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assumption made by the administration was that language learning is best learned through 

language usage.    

 

Learner & Teacher Roles 

 

As stated above, the overall framework for ENG 101 was communicative language 

learning, driven by the notion that we use language in order to communicate. Within this broad 

approach to teaching, other more narrow approaches and methods were used as appropriate.  

As a result, learner and teacher roles varied depending on the circumstance; however, in 

general, learners played a more autonomous role and the teacher researcher played a more 

facilitative part in the classroom.  

I attempted to assume the role of facilitator for students by designing lessons, activities 

and tasks that allowed them to work collaboratively to demonstrate their learning, tweaking 

facets of each lesson plan according to student needs and progress (Spodark, 2001). I also 

acted as a resource for students per Torp & Sage (2002). For example, as student needs were 

assessed, mini-lessons were used to clarify confusions and or supplement issues that arose during 

class.   In particular, mini-lessons, per Donald Graves (1994) were used to “help [learners] 

understand the meaning of conventions…” since “like sign posts, [conventions] help you, the 

reader, enter familiar ground so you can concentrate on the information without distraction” (p. 

191 & 193).  Thus, conventions can be considered in a communicative light as they allow 

learners to communicate their messages (i.e. the main ideas of their written texts) most 

effectively—allowing L2 writers to consider the question, “How can I make myself best 

understood?”   Finally, as a teacher, I acted as a “problem-solving colleagues who model[ed] 

interest and enthusiasm for learning and [was] also [a] cognitive coach who nurtured an 

environment that support[ed] open inquiry” (Torp & Sage, p. 16). 

Students worked as connected knowers, which according to Dougiamas (2003), “tend to 

learn cooperatively, and are more congenial and more willing to build on the ideas of others” 
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(online pedagogy section, para. 2). That is, this study is rooted in socioconstructivist theory, and 

as such, language learners construct their knowledge of the language not only based on 

personal experiences, but also based on those with whom they interact (e.g. classmates, 

teachers, friends, family, or administrators).  Students worked as a community of learners to help 

scaffold each other through the problems presented in class, turning to the instructor as a 

resource when needed. Finally, students worked as active problem solvers and learners since 

when immersed in PBL, “students engage as stakeholders immersed in the problem, its 

complexities and its consequences” (Torp & Sage, figure 2.1, p. 16). “Students are engaged 

problem solvers, identifying the root problem and the conditions needed for a good solution, 

pursuing meaning and understanding, and becoming self-directed learners” (Torp & Sage, p. 

16). 

In addition, PBL redefines both teacher and student roles. Students are asked to take 

increased responsibility for learning (Torp & Sage, 2002). As a result, there is also a shift in teacher 

roles, which necessitates that teachers take on more of a coaching or facilitator role.  That is, 

they facilitate learning by mentoring, maintaining the appropriate levels of challenge, 

questioning students assumptions, modeling, and by making the connection between 

content/curriculum and the class activities clear (Erickson & Lehrer, 1998).. “Teachers are 

problem-solving colleagues who model interest and enthusiasm for learning and are also 

cognitive coaches who nurture and environment that supports open inquiry” (Torp & Sage, p. 

16). 

  Likewise, students (as empowered by teachers and motivated by the problem) 

must take a more active role in the learning process by discovering solutions for 

themselves. These role shifts help students to develop more flexible, complex and critical 

cognitive skills, which are some of the ultimate goals of PBL.  In the end, the goal is to 

transform what Bransford, Franks, Vye and Sherwood (1979) refer to as inert knowledge 

into dynamic knowledge.  The more risks that student writers take, the more opportunity 
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they have to address the more “elusive” areas of writing such as unity, cohesion, and 

fluency. 

IV.  Course Materials & Tools 

 
Traditional Materials & Tools 

 

This course used the predetermined materials described in chapter three, including two 

textbooks entitled Mosaic 2: Reading and Mosaic 2: Listening & Speaking, a writing and 

speaking course pack and Moodle exercises.  Since the administration designed the course 

along side of their choice in textbooks, the course content revolved around the textbook 

themes, which were: 

1. Language and Learning (chapter 1) 

2. Danger and Daring (chapter 2) 

3. Sex and Gender (chapter 3) 

4. Mysteries Past and Present (chapter 4) 

5. The Mind (chapter 6) 

6. Art & Entertainment (chapter 9) 

As my invention of PBL2 was technology-enhanced, in addition to the materials specified by the 

administration, students were also required to use Web-based materials such as various 

reference sites and Internet-based tools such as email, Webspace, and the class website; they 

were also required to use a word processing program, a presentation program and a desktop 

publishing program of their choice.  

 

Internet-Based Materials  
 
 

 PBL2 was technologically enhanced, meaning the students and teacher researcher used 

technology based materials and technology as tools to improve and augment language 
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learning.   Therefore, in addition to traditional types of materials (e.g. textbooks and course 

packs), this class also made use of Internet-based materials and tools. Internet-based materials 

enhanced PBL2 by providing students with affordable (i.e. free) supplementary texts and allowed 

them access to examples of authentic language output in spoken and written form.   We also 

made use of various reference websites, a few of which are below.  

•  Diana Hacker’s Research Site chosen for her simplified MLA guide, discussions of 
academic conventions according to major and her research paper examples,  

• The Blue Grammar Book site for grammatical and punctuation reference, and  

• Merriam Webster Dictionary and Thesaurus 

• Various forms of realia such as news articles from web sites like CNN.com, audio 
interviews from National Public Radio (NPR) on such topics as the History of Gospel Music, 
television shows such as the Learning Channel’s The Wedding Story, The Travel Channel’s 
Haunted Travels, articles and audio interviews from The National Geographic Channel on 
Mt. Everest and movie trailers such as the documentary Step into Liquid . All were chosen 
in order to support chapter themes (e.g. chapter 9, Arts & Entertainment; chapter 3, Sex 
& Gender; chapter 4, Mysteries Past & Present; and chapter 2, Danger & Daring 
respectively).  

 

Computer-Based Tools 
  

An additional way in which technology was used to enhance language learning was through 

the use of computer-based tools and Internet-based tools.  The tools, supported course goals, 

facilitated tasks and activities, and helped to foster a sense of community where students used 

each other and me as support. We used technological tools such as Microsoft Word, Microsoft 

Power Point, Internet-based tools and desktop publishing programs. They are briefly described 

below.  

Microsoft Word 
Microsoft Word:  Word processing, perhaps the most prevalent use of technology in 

language classrooms, was the most frequently used technology during the five-week summer 

session. We used Word during class for composition and revision as has been described in 

research (e.g. Scott & New, 1994).  Research points to word processing as a way of emphasizing 

the process approach to writing by facilitating the revision process through tools such as spelling 

checkers, thesauri, dictionaries, style checkers, and grammar checkers (Levy, 1990). Moreover, 
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research suggests that it may encourage a communicative atmosphere within the classroom by 

facilitating the sharing process (Greenia, 1992).  We found this to be true since it allowed us to 

post examples of their writing to the web with greater ease.   

Microsoft Power Point 
 

Microsoft Power Point:  We used Microsoft’s Power Point in order to create slide shows for 

the persuasive speeches that were given during English Week based on the topics of their 

research papers.  Students used graphics, animation and multimedia (e.g. mp3 files and video 

files) in their slides. In addition, Power Point, as a tool, helped to emphasize to students the 

importance of considering audience.  

Desktop Publishing Programs 
 

Desktop Publishing Programs: As previously mentioned, for the class project, students 

were required to create a web page with a small group of classmates.  Because of the limited 

time, I did not specify which program students had to use so that they could decide as a group. 

Two groups used Netscape Composer, a What You See Is What You Get (WYSIWYG) program 

that allows users to create web pages using tools which mimic ones found in word processing 

programs like Microsoft Word.  Two groups used more complicated desktop publishing 

programs.  One group used Macromedia Flash (one month trial version) and the other used 

Macromedia Dreamweaver (one month trial version). 

 

Internet-Based Tools 
 

Webspace 
 

Webspace:  Webspace is an online space in which students saved their work (e.g. writing 

drafts, PowerPoint presentations, and web page drafts).  As the administrator, I created a folder 

for the class, to which only members of the class had access. Inside of this folder, I created a 

folder for each student with their name on it. Students were to save their work in their own 

folders, but were encouraged to share access to each other’s folders and were also directed by 
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the teacher researcher to specific student models (e.g. Student A’s use of cohesive devices or 

student B’s design of Power Point slides). Webspace was accessible both from home and from 

school and helped to solve the cross platform issues, which occurred during the pilot study.  

Because the English laboratory was comprised of Macintosh computers and students had PCs at 

home, floppy and compact discs were often corrupted between locations.  

Email 
 

Email:  Students were required by the teacher researcher to have a functioning email 

address for the course; however, I did not specify the kind of address.  Moreover, as it turned out, 

all students had email addresses prior to the beginning of the study and had been accustomed 

to communication via email. Email was used by the teacher researcher and students for various 

tasks such as confirming the details of assignments, sharing information that might have been of 

interest to classmates, and making appointments. Some students also used this form of 

computer mediated communication to seek comfort or reassurance about their language 

abilities. This kind of usage, in particular, will be explored further in chapter seven as having had 

a positive effect on the class as a community.  

Nicenet Internet Classroom Assistant (ICA2) 
 

Nicenet:  Nicenet is an electronic bulletin board that was created by a non-profit 

volunteer organization. A Nicenet class is set up by a teacher or other administrator. Once the 

class is set up, Nicenet generates a course key, which is a series of letters and numbers that 

students use to join the class.  When they join, they choose their own user names and passwords. 

It is bundled with such features as threaded conferencing, online scheduling, document sharing, 

personal messaging and link sharing. We used all of these features during the semester; 

however, we most frequently made use of the threaded conferencing abilities of ICA2 for 

weekly asynchronous conversations regarding the themes addressed in the textbooks.  Students 

were encouraged to use any type of English they wanted (formal and informal) and were 

discouraged from considering convention or grammar so that they might develop comfort and 
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fluency with the language. Furthermore, these Nicenet journals helped to further the sense of 

class community as it allowed students to share their opinions with each other on numerous non-

academic topics.  

Search Engines 

Search Engines: As stated in chapter three, the University provided access to the 

scholarly database called Infotrac College Edition (ICE) which students used to find English 

language resources for their research papers. In addition to ICE, we used supplemental search 

engines such as those by Google, Yahoo and AltaVista.    Table 5-3 summarizes the above 

described Internet-based tools. 

Table 5-3: Internet-Based Tools 

Software/Website  URL 
Infotrac College Edition http://infotrac.thomsonlearning.com/about.html 

Search Engines Google, Google 

Scholar, Yahoo, AltaVista 

http://www.google.com, http://scholar.google.com  

http://www.altavista.com , http://www.yahoo.com  

Nicenet http://www.nicenet.org  

Netscape Composer http://www.netscape.com  

Macromedia Flash MX  

Trial Version for Macintosh 

http://www.macromedia.com/software/flash/  

http://www.macromedia.com/downloads/  

Macromedia Dreamweaver MX 

Trial Version for Macintosh 

http://www.macromedia.com/software/dreamweaver/  

http://www.macromedia.com/downloads/  

Apple Remote Desktop http://www.apple.com/remotedesktop/  

Class Website 

 The Class Website:  The website was used as a portal for the class.  It was designed by the 

teacher researcher to foster a sense of community as well as provide quick access to many of 

the technological tools which we used to support course contents and scaffold learners.  In 

designing this web site, I was influenced by the anxiety that many students expressed regarding 

passing the course and thus exiting the English Language Program in order to begin the content 

courses of their majors.  Regarding the information design, the organization and presentation of 

data (Shedroff), I organized the material in a manner, which would not overwhelm the site’s 
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users. There is a great deal of white space, chunking and bulleting of information.  Next, I tried to 

create an interface34 that would seem somewhat familiar and comforting to students, but that 

also complemented the information provided by the site by using photographs of the students 

and our physical surroundings (see figure 5-2).   

 

 

Figure 5-2:Class Website (portal page) 

 
  

 

 Initially, the proposed web site began with a portal web page created by the instructor, 

which linked to all student pages. Student pages were to be organized (1) according to areas of 

academic inquiry (e.g. social science, humanities, physical science) and by (2) major (e.g. 

sociology, linguistics, physics, etc.).  However, after the events of the first week, I altered the 

structure of the course website and thus the PBL project.   

 The website still began with a portal type page created by the teacher researcher. This 

home page led to three main pages entitled model writing, a little help and class project.  Two 

additional pages were added during the second week, entitled “About the teacher” and 

“About PBL”. Figure 5-3 provides a graphic illustration of said organization.  

 

 

                                                 
34 Interface design, as defined by Williams and Tollett (1998), “refers to how the [web] page looks, and also to how 
the pages work and interact with the viewer” (p.125). 
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Figure 5-3: Site Map for Class Website 

 
 

The page entitled “A Little Help” was meant to provide students with writing support including 

resource websites, but also suggested the teacher researcher, classmates, and classmate 

writing models as viable options to seek out help. The page entitled “Model Writing” contains 

student-authored examples chosen by the teacher researcher from drafts of student writing.  

There were examples of thesis statements, hooks, use of transition words and phrases, and the 

integration of quotations.  These models were chosen for their reflection of academic 

conventions for thesis statements, hooks, transition words and phrases and the integration of 

quotes. It provided students with achievable models. The third page, “Class Projects,” was the 

basis of the PBL class project and was what was altered to allow for time constraints.  It 

contained 5 sections. 

1. What’s PBL? 

2. What’s the problem? 

3. What’s the solution? 

4. What’s the assignment? 

5. Class Projects 

The class chose to work in small groups of 4-5 students and was based on a relevant problem of 

worth, per PBL theory (Torp & Sage). Students chose to address the problem that ENG 101 was 

the first time they had been asked to write a research paper despite the fact that it was an exit 

level.  The solution they chose to pursue was the creation of a website that would act as a 
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resource to English students in lower levels to help inform them about what to expect once they 

reached ENG 101.   The process that led to this PBL2 project will be described in greater detail 

below.  Also this process revealed ways in which technology enhanced the problem solving 

process as a tool and as a communicative aid.  While there has been research conducted 

about how technology supports collaboration and how community is developed in computer 

mediated communication environments, this study explored how technology actually supports 

face to face communication within the L2 writing classroom.   

 

V.  Course Assignments 

 
 In addition to the assignments typical of this course which were outlined in chapter three 

including class work, homework, English language laboratory assignments, the research paper 

and the persuasive speech, the implementation of PBL necessitated modifications of class work 

and homework assignments in addition to other assignments and activities.  For example, 

students were also required to complete a group PBL web project. The PBL Class Project was a 

way to focus the course and give it a concrete purpose for students.  In addition, it helped to 

offset the high stakes nature of the course. Originally, students were intended to develop a 

website that helped someone learn how to write for their field.  This was proposed during the 

development of the curriculum based on what emerged during the pilot study. However, given 

that this class was made up of different individuals, a different version of the web project 

emerged based on a central problem that these students wanted to address.  

Students worked in small groups of 4 or 5 to create a web page that would help the 

lower level English classes prepare for completing the research paper once they reached the 

exit level. They were required to include advice to ESL/EFL writers and at least one example of a 

research paper, and were encouraged to include other kinds of information such as short 

biographies of group members, email addresses, links to helpful web pages, tips to writing 

papers in your major, a “how to” page (e.g. how to avoid plagiarism, how to quote, how to 
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paraphrase, etc.).  Appendix K contains the details of the assignment. This kind of multimedia 

design project placed the responsibility for both the product and the process on students. As a 

result, completing these kinds of complex projects tends to encourage the use or development 

of cognitive skills, which “…are concerned with analysis, problem solving, evaluating, and 

decision making” (Liu, 2003, p. 23). Furthermore, as Torp and Sage (2002) assert, “Technology is 

critical to PBL in several ways. It can be used as a tool and resource for inquiry, as a 

collaboration aid, as curriculum and as assessment” (p. 107). 

 Furthermore, the issue of class work was reinterpreted and restructured under the 

PBL approach.  Class work was more student-centered.  Additional weekly assignments 

included drafts of research paper parts, Nicenet journals, and peer/self editing activities, 

etc. In addition, staple assignments were based on weekly activities, which will be 

described below. The topic of the research paper assignment was altered. I required 

that students chose a topic related to their major or what they intended to focus on in 

their studies.  We called it an area of academic inquiry. 

 Finally, I also included some Expressivist-inspired assignments, which focused on creative 

expression and self-discovery per Elbow (1995) and Murray (1985). Although, Expressivism as an 

offshoot of the process movement was never quite accepted in academic circles, underlying 

notions such as creativity and self discovery provide a nice balance to writing taught in 

academic settings (i.e. EAP settings).  It helps to reattach the ideas of joy and writing which, 

traditionally, does not exist in academic writing literature—harkening to research conducted in 

children’s writing such as Routman’s (2005) idea of celebration. Such assignments include, for 

example, writing based on art viewed during a museum visit and responding to prompts such as 

“For the next 15 minutes, write about the future of the person to your left.  What will their life be 

like in ten years?  We are going to share are stories with the class.”    
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VI.  Course Activities 

 

 
 In addition to the assignments described above, the course also included numerous 

activities to support the course goals and complement the PBL approach.  The majority of the 

activities required learners to work in pairs or small groups in order to help foster a sense of 

classroom community—to invite them to become language users among a community of fellow 

language learners.  The activities were designed to be completed in the L2, English; however, 

Spanish and “Spanglish” were often heard amid the swells of sounds that filled the room.  

Despite this, students were always required to report pair/group findings in English.  

   Some activities were based on book exercises (e.g. listening and speaking role plays or 

textbook readings); some were based on authentic materials (e.g. newspapers, television shows, 

or Internet-based materials) to provide learners with an “in-put rich” environment (Schwarzer & 

Luke, 2001); some focused on conventions such as grammar, punctuation or style so that 

learners as writers can “express a little more precisely what [they] mean” (Graves, p. 192); team 

structured games such as tic tac toe, charades, and strip stories were used to lower student 

affective filters as well as for review and/or assessment purposes. Some were designed 

specifically to build community and encourage some degree of reliance on classmates (e.g. 

cocktail party activities). 

 Of course, given the assumption that language cannot be compartmentalized, class 

activities were designed to enrich all skill areas and to help encourage students to become 

confident communicators; however, activities which have a specific interest in writing (e.g. peer 

and self editing activities, writing workshops, creative writing activities and PBL activities) will be 

discussed in greater detail in the thick description of this class found in part B of this chapter 

since writing is the focus of this dissertation. A typical day might have consisted of the following 

staple activities: 

• Teacher directed activity/discussion (e.g. Review of homework or mini lesson on a 
topic like plagiarism)  
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• Student directed in-class activities based on course content, a mini-lesson (e.g. 
editing activity) or homework 

• Technology based assignment in computer laboratory  
• Student directed in-class activities based on course content, a mini-lesson (e.g. 

editing activity) or homework 
• Preparation time for next 
 
 

Part A Conclusions  

 

 In conclusion, this section provided a description of the curriculum. This was done 

as a way to further contextualize the study in order to ground the findings which are 

discussed in the section that follows.  Part B specifically explores the evolution of PBL2 

from its development to its implementation. 

 

Part B: Thick Description of PBL2 Curriculum 

 

 Introduction  

 
 The use of problems in education has a long history.  Most, if not all of us, have 

experienced educative “problems” in school.  For example, we have all completed word 

problems such as the following: 

Scott starts jogging from point X to point Y. A half-hour later his friend 
Garrett who jogs 1 mile per hour slower than twice Scott's rate starts 
from the same point and follows the same path. If Garrett overtakes 
Scott in 2 hours, how many miles will Garrett have covered?  (Nova 
Press SAT Review) 
 

  Word problems are known for their difficulty relative to straight-forward math problems 

because before you can begin to solve for the answer, they require that you identify the 

relevant information in the vignette and chose an appropriate means for solving the problem 

(i.e. an equation of some sort).   These problems require a degree of abstraction that increases 

the cognitive demand of the task.  It is precisely this increase in the cognitive demand that 

signifies the beginning of the Problem Based Learning philosophy. Furthermore, conceptually-

speaking, Problem Based Learning has sprung from what Resnick (1987) and Brown, Collins & 
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Duguid (1989) refer to as the discontinuity between what is learned in school and what is 

needed to function in the real world.  Their criticism, in general, is that learners lack the mental 

frameworks (i.e. schema) that allow them to apply knowledge learned in school across contexts 

outside of the classroom. This is particularly a criticism made by math and science education 

researchers. 

Unlike subject areas like math and science, the concept of using problems for language 

learning is a new one.  As stated in chapter two, only Connolly and Seneque (1999) and Wood 

and Head (2004) have completed studies involving the implementation of PBL in language 

learning settings; however, both studies took place in the English for medical purposes arena 

and focused on the acquisition of medical terminology.  This dissertation seeks to describe how 

students used language to acquire language using PBL under a Communicative Language 

Teaching umbrella.  As a result, this dissertation looks to contribute to the PBL body of research 

by providing the L2 perspective—a perspective which is decidedly different than those in 

scientific fields like medicine.  For example, one participant’s response to the possibility of 

learning from problems was revelatory of some of the unique issues which arise in language 

learning settings. When asked if she had had past experiences using problems as a basis of 

learning, Magdalena responded, “only in grammar.”  That is, she viewed the idea of learning 

from a problem as learning from things that give you problems. She, like many L2 students, tends 

to view the word “problem” as synonymous with “trouble.”  This is similar to the first hand 

experiences described by Danling Fu in the 1995 ethnography, The Trouble is my English: Asian 

Students and the American Dream.  

Therefore, this chapter intends to describe how PBL, which was used to aid the teaching 

and learning of L2 writing in an EAP setting, evolved over the course of the semester under the 

pressures and considerations characteristic of L2 learning settings. This chapter will describe the 

development of PBL2 in order to address the research question:  

� How did a teacher/researcher develop a technology enhanced PBL2 

writing classroom for adult learners? 
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To chronicle the evolution of the curriculum, I will use thick description, which is described by Gall 

(1996) as “…statements that re-create a situation and as much of its context as possible, 

accompanied by the meanings and intentions inherent in that situation” (p.  549).  This is of value 

to the field of second and foreign language composition research since as Merriam (2001) 

asserts, thick descriptions are useful in areas for which little is known so that they can be used as 

a basis for comparison and theory building by future researchers.  Thus, the main foci of this part 

of chapter five are: 

1. to describe the development of the curriculum and its introduction to students,  

2. to describe how PBL2 evolved over the course of the semester by using snapshots of 

three events, and 

3. to provide language instructor and language learner reflections on the 

implementation process.  

First, I will describe the curriculum development process I undertook beginning with the pilot 

studies I conducted, and I will explain how I introduced the concept of PBL2 to students. Next, 

this chapter will present my description of how PBL2 evolved during the semester by featuring 

three “snapshots” of PBL2 implementation from the beginning, middle and end of the semester. 

Although there are a plethora of models for PBL implementation, I chose to use Torp & Sage’s 

2002 instructional template to frame the description of these snapshots due to the facility with 

which their terminology could be applied to our PBL2 events to help highlight the changes that 

took place regarding PBL2 and its effects on the classroom discourse and on the structure of the 

class as a social system. Finally, I conclude with sections on language instructor reflections on 

PBL2 and Language Learners’ reflections on PBL2. 
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I.  The Development & Introduction of the PBL2 Curriculum 

 

The Curriculum Development Phase: Problem Design 

   

According to Torp and Sage (2002), PBL “is a model composed of two complementary 

processes that go hand in hand: curriculum organization and instructional strategy” (p. 36).  This 

section addresses the curriculum.  As previously stated, I conducted two pilot studies prior to this 

study (appendix A), during which time the basis of this curriculum was developed.  During the 

pilots, I took note of questions, topics and issues students raised with regard to their learning of 

the composition process, academic writing conventions, grammar, etc.  Of course, under PBL, 

the focus of lessons and activities is meant to emerge from the needs of the class; however, 

taking note of what concerned students who participated in the pilot studies helped me to 

prepare by providing possibilities based on which I could develop prototype materials and 

determine the most effective ways to present them.    And, during the second study, located at 

the same research setting as this study, I learned about the standards and the curriculum which 

also needed to be addressed.   

Structurally speaking, I tried initially to take a fairly “strict” approach to PBL with regard to 

the development of the curriculum. However, as I discovered, certain aspects of the ESOL 

classroom required consideration such as how students’ motivations for taking EAP courses 

impacted the amount of time which they wanted to spend in courses.  In the pilot, I wrote: 

Students are often under temporal and fiscal constraints when taking EAP 
courses. They want to ‘pass’ English to move on to what they really want to 
study. As a result, the time involved in establishing and working through what 
Torp and Sage (2002) term a ‘relevant problem of worth’ can be exasperating 
for such students.  …Problem Based Learning is not, by nature, quick. It is 
reflective and cyclical. Thus, from a practical standpoint, orienting an entire class 
or curriculum to a PBL philosophical standpoint might invoke anxiety in the 
populations that are typical of this kind of L2 learning.  Nevertheless, PBL’s tenets 
can provide a very rich foundation for second language learners encouraging 
spontaneous and authentic language use, creativity, critical thinking, and risk-
taking (pilot study, 2004).  
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Furthermore, I also found that learner and teacher fatigue was a very large drawback against 

the implementation of semester long PBL.    

In order to compensate, I found that it was preferable to incorporate PBL “events” into 

the curriculum as opposed to orienting an entire curriculum to the PBL method.  PBL events were 

structurally based on Goodman and Wilde’s (1992) concept of the literacy event which they 

define as complex transactions that take place among learners, the teacher and their 

environment. The authors assert that “In order for writing research to be meaningful it must 

consider the dynamic nature of these transactions. Curriculum developers and teachers must 

acknowledge these complexities to facilitate writing for students” (p. 15). As such, PBL writing 

events were times in which PBL was facilitative to writing course content and its complexities in a 

way that fostered what Abbott (1996) terms abstraction, systems-thinking, experimentation and 

collaboration (Torp & Sage, 2002, p. 103).  Abstraction is defined as “The mental manipulation of 

thoughts and patterns in a purposive and ongoing manner” (Torp & Sage, p. 102).  Systems-

thinking is “The ability to see the interrelatedness of things and the effect of parts upon the whole 

and the whole upon parts” (p. 102). Experimentation is “the questioning frame of mind that 

encourages hypothesizing, testing, and evaluating data” and collaboration is “The disposition to 

be open-minded and adaptable as we co-construct knowledge together” (p. 102). Finally, 

during the curriculum development stage, I differentiated between two types of events.  First, 

there were mini-PBL events that were meant to introduce concepts and acted as scaffolds to 

the PBL class project.  Second, there was   the anchor PBL event (i.e. the web project) which 

served to provide an authentic purpose and authentic audience for the learners.    

During the second pilot study which took place in the same research setting, I identified 

a few possible problematic situations involving the teaching of writing.  For example, I noted that 

many of the difficulties students were having with the research paper assignment could be 

grouped according to the students’ majors.   As a result, one possible problem that we could 

address could have been that ESOL classes are not content-based in this setting.  The way that 
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engineers use English differs greatly from the kind of English business majors might need, for 

example.  And, since I wanted to employ a technology-based project, a possible project could 

have been for students to develop a website that helped other students learn how to write for 

their field.  Of course, all students have different needs and interests; thus, I entered this research 

setting prepared to listen to students’ concerns and interests and, as expected, a different 

problematic situation emerged, which is described below.  

The Introduction of PBL2 to Students 

  The idea of Problem Based Learning (PBL) was introduced on the first day in the syllabus 

that was distributed by the teacher researcher. The syllabus stated: 

This semester, we are sometimes going to be learning English using problems. 
The idea is that through problem solving, you can be inspired to use English in 
more natural and realistic ways. This way of learning is called Problem Based 
Learning (PBL); the web project will be PBL-based. 
 

After reading this from the syllabus and asking students if they had any questions, they stared at 

me blankly and remained silent.  The introduction meant little to them because they had no 

past experiences with teachers making explicit the methods and approaches used for learning.  

In anticipation, I attached a logo (see figure 5-4) to all PBL activity handouts and web pages in 

order to create a concrete identity for Problem Based Learning. This was done to signal to 

students that PBL was distinctive from other  

Figure 5-4: PBL2 Logo 

      
 
approaches and methods of teaching and learning that we used during the course of the 

semester and that they experienced in past classes. In addition, I gave Problem Based Learning 

events a more approachable name. I called them “What’s the problem?” activities.  Samples of 

PBL event handouts (i.e. the problem documents) will be found throughout this chapter.  Finally, 

a PBL orientation required a shift in mentality for the students. The “messy real world problems” of 
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PBL stood in stark contrast to the black and white answers that most of the students expected 

from their teachers.  The instructional strategy of “teasing out the knowledge” from the problem 

demanded more of students than the traditional “presentation, practice and evaluation” 

approach to teaching.  Students were asked to demonstrate a greater sense of self-efficacy. As 

a result, I found it necessary to establish a PBL mindset before embarking on our events in order 

to prepare students for what was to come. 

 

Problematic Beginnings: Establishing a PBL Mindset 

  
As stated above, PBL was a very different method of teaching and learning than the 

students and I were used to.  Therefore, there were some measures which I took to help establish 

a PBL mindset. In addition, there were numerous unplanned events which helped to shift our 

way of thinking about ways of language learning.   The below section discusses such events, 

which mostly occurred during the first week of classes.  

This study began in the midst of chaos-- administrative disorder, technological glitches, 

and high levels of teacher frustration and student anxiety. The causes for such an atmosphere 

included (1) an overenrolled section of the course and (2) the unavailability of the language 

computer laboratory’s Internet-based tools.  UcM offered two un-capped sections of ENG 101, 

one at 7am and one at 10am. This study took place in the 10am section, which contained the 

majority of enrollees, and resulted in an unmanageable class size for the teacher researcher.  

The number was unmanageable for many reasons, but a few examples of the hindrances 

include the fact that, as a class, we could not fit into the computer laboratory. Because the 

language laboratory was designed to seat only up to 20 students and given the nature of some 

of the daily lab assignments, pair work was not a viable option.  Thus, two labs would have been 

needed to accommodate us. Furthermore, although the University did have two language 

laboratories available, it was not possible for me to be in two classes at one time, nor did they 

wish to provide me with an assistant.   
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In addition, the intensive nature of the five-week course necessitated a plethora of class 

work and homework assignments, which were difficult to return in a timely manner given the 

large number of enrollees; classroom management was also made quite difficult by the size and 

volume of such a large group. This issue is addressed in greater detail in chapter seven.  Finally, 

the University’s Internet access was down for most of the first week.  UcM’s Internet access had 

been compromised due to a hacker attack just before the new semester started and a new IT 

staff who were unfamiliar with the University’s system.  As such, we could not begin a portion of 

the computer-based curriculum required by the administration (i.e. Moodle); nor could we begin 

a portion of my assignments such as Internet-based research for student research papers or 

Nicenet journals.  The English Department’s staff tried to resolve these issues in a timely manner, 

but due to administrative constraints, it took four days.  As such, it was even difficult to begin 

grouping students for fear that some would eventually be moved to a new section.    

At the end of the first week, an additional section at 10am taught by the assistant 

director of the English Language Program was finally opened.  Students were first asked to 

volunteer to move into the new section.  Initially, none of the students would volunteer to 

change classes because of an expressed fear that the course would be made more difficult by 

the assistant director. Finally, a group of four students agreed to move into the new section if 

they would be allowed to stay together.  This group was accommodated, and then the rest 

were randomly selected to change classes by the assistant director. By Friday of the first week, I 

was left with nineteen permanent students.  

 As a result of the first week’s administrative and technological constraints, I was forced to 

modify my teaching style, lesson plans, and class activities for the first four days of the study. PBL 

was introduced in the syllabus and in a mini-event form; however, during this time (the first four 

days), class was more teacher-centered than I would have liked, dominated by teacher 

lectures with intermittent question and answer sessions and small group work.  In addition, the 

implementation of the technology enhanced portion of the curriculum did not begin, until the 
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Internet was back online.  Thus, the technology enhanced PBL2 course, in its intended form, did 

not begin until Friday of the first week at which time both the students and I appeared a bit 

“battle-fatigued.”  And, the problematic situation on which the anchor PBL2 project was based 

emerged during the next week of class.  Students’ initial resistance to the research paper 

assignment manifested itself in a flurry of veiled “us against them” students versus the teacher 

interactions which culminated in a class discussion where I learned that most students had not 

written over 500 words for essays in English.  I listened to the student complaints without 

commenting on them and dismissed the class early to consider what I had heard. 

 The next day, students appeared emboldened by their expression of their frustration 

about the assignment, and seemed to have developed a rapport.  After that, class typically 

began with a student running into the classroom, books, papers, snack in hand as they uttered 

the ubiquitous “Teacher, I got a big problem!” It was usually not that big of a problem—perhaps 

a lost disk, a corrupt file, a grammar question, an administrative snafu or an undecided paper 

topic; nevertheless the class began to be known for its “problems” and the freedom and security 

which they were able to express them.  Some of these problems were used as the basis of the 

PBL2 mini events which typically addressed writing conventions. As Torp and Sage (2002) suggest, 

students should “own the problem and the inquiry, and have a personal investment in the 

solution” (p. 19). While the events of the first week were certainly not ideal, it did help to establish 

a kind of rapport among the students and it established a Problem Based Learning mindset. That 

is, as Torp and Sage might suggest, students began to see “problems as possibilities.” 

 

II. The Evolution of PBL2: Three Snapshots of PBL2 Events 

 

The snapshots of the following PBL2 events will serve to illustrate the progression we made 

from teacher-centered to student centered and to show the development of self-efficacy, self-

evaluation and lifelong learning in students. I describe our first instance of PBL2 in order to 
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establish what our class looked like at the beginning of the semester. Next, I present a PBL2 event 

from the middle of the semester, discussing how it differed from our first implementation. Then, I 

conclude this section by providing a description of the last PBL2 event to draw attention to how 

the curriculum and both the students and I evolved within the PBL2 process.   

In order to facilitate the description of the below snapshots, I will use Torp and Sage’s 

(2002) instructional template for problem implementation as the framework.  I chose to use Torp 

and Sage as a model for my invention of PBL because of their instructional template’s ease of 

use, because it is fairly representative of the ideas put forth by traditional PBL literature, and to 

avoid confusion based on the fact that there are a plethora of PBL models in existence.  Their 

instructional template is as follows: 

1. Prepare the learners 
2. Meet the problem 
 
3. Identify what we know, what we need to know, our ideas 
4. Define the problem 
5. Gather and share information 
 
6. Generate solutions 
7. Determine the best-fit solutions 
8. Present the solution 
9. (Performance Assessment) 
10. Debrief the learning 
 

Torp and Sage explain that “The teaching and learning events in problem-based learning are 

designed to promote active student learning and provide a scaffolding of the teaching and 

learning process for educators. The events generate important learning issues around a carefully 

crafted problem situation so that students can work through the issue in authentic and rigorous 

ways” (p. 36).  Although the learning template is given in the form of a list and the discussion that 

follows is organized in a similarly linear manner, this should not suggest that the actual PBL 

process was a linear one. In fact, as Torp and Sage state: “Learners may revisit parts of the PBL 

process, particularly defining the problem statement and gathering and sharing information, as 

they delve deeper into the problem” (p. 36).  The teaching and learning events were iterative, 
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building off one another to eventually present or yield a whole picture to learners.  It should be 

noted that their template was developed to teach science content and not to teach language 

learning. Thus, although the below discussion is framed using Torp & Sage’s template, it will 

include my descriptions of the adaptations/accommodations of PBL to address language 

learning concerns such as L2 acquisition, vocabulary development, rhetorical conventions, 

syntax, semantics, focus on communication, and writing as a form of communication.  

The first stages of our process, Preparing the Learners & Meeting the Problem, was vital to 

the success of PBL2 as it laid the foundation for language acquisition to take place.  Torp and 

Sage assert that the goals of these steps were to “support learners as they encounter Problem 

Based Learning” and to “support learners as they develop a personal stake in the problem; to 

motivate them to want to solve it” (p. 37 & p. 38). While those who work in mathematic and 

scientific fields like Torp and Sage are concerned with preparing their students to meet the 

content of the problem, preparation for language learners involves several additional concerns.   

As second language learners, they also required linguistic preparation before meeting the 

problem.  If students could not understand the language found in the problem document, they 

could not even begin to look for solutions.  Then, because students had no prior experience 

using problems as a basis for learning L2 writing, it was also important to establish a PBL2 mindset; 

that is, they required a PBL orientation to learn about how such a classroom would work.  They 

could not be motivated to use the L2 to find a solution if they could not understand the actual 

inquiry process.  As a result of these setting-specific concerns, this step was likely lengthier than 

the typical PBL event might require.  

I intended for the next stage, Identify What We Know, What We Need to Know, to 

encourage students to tap into their prior knowledge by activating their schemas. This was inline 

with what Torp and Sage state the goals of this stage are. They include supporting “learners in 

developing an awareness of what they know and what they need to know… [to] activate 

learners’ prior knowledge… [and] to provide focus for preparing to gather information need to 
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solve the problem” (pp. 38-39).  Therefore, PBL2 encouraged students to use “common sense,” 

which would later be translated into linguistically-oriented curricular concepts such as unity, 

economy of words and tone.  This stage is particularly valuable for language learners since it 

encourages students to have confidence in what they already know.  And, as L2 acquisition 

research has suggested, students’ affective state can affect a language learner’s progress (Ellis, 

1994). Although there is no cause and effect relationship between emotion and language 

performance, we have seen that a positive emotional state can enhance language learning. 

Thus, a confident student may be more receptive to language learning.  With regard to PBL, the 

hope is that once students realize how much they already know, their confidence would also 

rise. 

Furthermore, recognizing what students already know is particularly important since 

many students including the ones in this study felt insecure about the writing abilities in the L2.  In 

the rationale in chapter one, I wrote: “many ESOL students often feel that ‘good’ writing is out of 

their hands. It is something elusive and cryptic, which may or may not be achievable” (p. 7).  

They found it difficult to define the problem despite the fact that they already possessed a real-

world understanding of why the writings’ purpose was not achieved. As a result, I proposed that 

PBL2 was a way to demystify the L2 composition process.  This facet of PBL2, identifying what we 

know, in particular, is helpful in doing just that by raising their awareness of composition and 

rhetoric phenomenon and linking their everyday understanding of the terms to writing concepts.  

In short, it can help activate student schema so that they recognize what they bring to the L2 

composition class. 

Torp and Sage (2002) assert that the goal of the next stage, Define the Problem, is to 

“support learners in (1) stating the overriding issue or problem in the circumstance they 

encountered, and (2) identifying a subset of conflicting conditions that a good solution must 

serve” (p. 39).  The stage was one of the most difficult to implement during the early PBL2 events. 

To define the problem requires that students be critical of the problem they meet and critical of 
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what they know. For language learners, the success of this stage is dependent upon the 

preparation which takes place during the previous stage. Again, students need to be prepared 

linguistically, and they need to be prepared metacognitively to participate in the process of 

PBL2.  In Mexico, as well as in the US, ESOL students often tend to expect to fill decidedly more 

passive roles in class. They expect to listen to the teacher and perhaps model the linguistic input 

provided by the teacher. They expect to read texts and answer the questions that typically 

follow a passage, and finally they expect, quite literally, to have problems with things like 

listening comprehension and grammar and thus heavily rely on rehearsed formulaic language.   

In short, students do not expect this “kind” of problem in their language class and tend 

not to be aware that it necessitates that they switch gears and re-orient their understanding of 

language. It is important that language learners not identify the L2 as part of their “problem.” 

Rather, PBL2 requires students to be comfortable with a certain degree of ambiguity in this stage 

as the relevance of defining a problem that is not centered on a linguistic issue such as syntax or 

semantics can initially seem pointless to language learners. PBL2 requires a leap of faith that 

communication can result in language acquisition—that is, using the language can help them 

learn the language.  This is in stark contrast to Torp & Sage’s model of PBL in which the science or 

math content that is to be teased out of the process is more obvious. It requires commitment to 

the process, but not necessarily faith in it. 

Gather and share information:  Once students, along with their group members, are able 

to define the problem, they are able to gather and share information which might help them 

discover an appropriate solution(s).  This is the backbone of the inquiry process. During this stage, 

the teacher should “support learners in planning and implementing effective information-

gathering, sharing, and meaning-making strategies and support learners in understanding how 

new information contributes to understanding the problem, and how to evaluate information in 

light of its contribution to that understanding”  “Support learners in interpersonal communication 

and collaborative learning, which contribute to effective problem solving” (pp. 40 & 42).  
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Students can spend upwards of weeks on gathering information alone in many PBL 

implementations. As Torp and Sage (2000) state, “Teachers usually determine that their goals at 

this stage are met when students are no longer finding pertinent, new information or when a 

deadline requires learners to solve the problem with whatever information they have at that 

point” (p.42).  However, in the mini-event form, as is the case in this study, this stage is much 

more abbreviated. 

The Generate Solutions and the Determine the Best-Fit Solution stages, like the Define the 

Problem stage, require a shift in the way that students view the L2 classroom and how they learn 

inside of the L2 classroom.  Torp and Sage (2002) assert that the aim of generating solutions is to 

“support learners in articulating the full range of possible options for addressing the problem they 

have defined” (p. 42) and to “support learners in using the benchmarks of good thinking to 

evaluate the benefits and consequences of each solution” (p. 43).  However, because the focus 

is not necessarily on the content for language learners, L2 students can be unsure of the kinds of 

solutions that they should generate. That is, there could be a desire for L2 students is to suggest 

solutions without thinking critically about the problem since very little of L2 methodology 

incorporates critical pedagogy.  They may thus be predisposed to offer common-sensical 

shallow solutions, viewing PBL as yet another teacher-imposed time for them to use the L2, but at 

a very basic level, a level at which the curricular goals might not be elicited.  Also, while it is true 

that one of the possible benefits of PBL is that the problem solving process has the potential to 

elicit large quantities of natural, unrehearsed, complex language, an additional concern for 

language teachers is that there is no guarantee that learners will use the L1 in their small groups 

to address the problem.  L2 teachers have to fill a more directive role than traditional PBL 

instructors in cases where students are reluctant to use the L2. 

The Present the Solution stage, according to Torp and Sage (2002) was meant to 

“Support learners in effectively articulating and demonstrating what they know, how they know 

it, and why and for whom know is important” (p. 44). This stage is particularly valuable for an L2 
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instructor because it facilitates the production of the L2 and it allows the instructor additional 

opportunities for language assessment. The issue which can reappear during this stage is that of 

student efficacy.  Because PBL requires the learner to shoulder the responsibility for learning and 

because a large part of the problem solving process occurs in small group settings away from 

the direct influence of the instructor, the present the solution stage can reveal holes in student 

involvement that the instructor was unable to catch while monitoring the group work. For 

language learning purposes, this stage revealed the necessity of putting into place measures 

which encourage the equal distribution of student participation in the process. 

The goal of the Performance Assessment stage is to “support learners in effectively 

articulating and demonstrating what they know, how they know it, and why and for whom 

knowing is important” (Torp & Sage, 2002, p. 44).   Torp and Sage suggest that this stage occur at 

the end while students are presenting their solutions. However, in this case, assessment of their 

language takes place on an ongoing basis throughout the process where it was important to 

evaluate not only students’ understanding of composition and rhetoric conventions, but also 

students’ language and their participation in the process.  Self-assessment was also a goal of 

PBL2 such that students would be more able to identify “good” writing without the aid of a 

teacher. Finally, in addition to the assessment of language, the content which was teased out of 

the problem and the students’ participation in the problem solving process are also assessed. 

This is different from typical PBL which generally assesses the content only.  

Finally, the last stage, debrief the learning was meant to allow “for learners to reflect 

together on what they have learned and to place new learning within a cognitive framework of 

knowing” (p. 45).  This was also an important time for the teacher to make obvious the 

connections between what they had done while solving the problem and what they do when 

writing compositions. It was also a time when the instructor could tie the language which 

students used to identify and solve the problem to the “language” of composition and rhetoric 

including such terminology as unity, cohesion, and economy of words.  
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Snapshot #1:PBL2 in its Infancy 
 

 
 This section will provide a thick description of the first PBL event to give the reader an 

idea of what it first looked like during its “infancy” while discussing the adaptations that I made 

to accommodate the participants who were nonnative speakers of English.  As I stated in the 

curricular framework, I used Torp and Sage (2002) as the model for PBL; therefore, I used their 

instructional template for problem implementation to frame the below description.   

Preparing the Learners & Meeting the Problem 
 Preparing the Learners & Meeting the Problem:  The source for the first problematic 

situation was an administrative snafu, which one of the students shared with the class during one 

of our infamous “I got a problem” sessions.  Because the student’s name had been entered into 

the system incorrectly, UcM had no record of her tuition payment. As a result, the student was 

erroneously locked out of the UcM computer system, which prevented her from logging on to 

do class work in the language laboratory.  I chose the topic since the “problem” seemed to 

strike a chord with many of the students. In addition to orienting students toward the PBL 

process, this PBL2 mini-event was also used to introduce the writing concepts of tone, unity of 

purpose and economy of words.  That is, I intended for students to explore ways in which the 

writing could be made clearer through a direct statement of the main idea and the elimination 

of extraneous information, all while using appropriate language for their audience.  We first met 

the problem by briefly re-visiting the problematic situation in a class discussion.  In preparation, 

students participated in the class discussion in a very lively manner, offering other examples of 

ways in which University red tape had complicated their lives.  Students identified with the 

problem and wanted to talk at great length about the bureaucracy at UcM.  They told me that 

if a student does not pay his or her tuition, their palm scan code is deactivated and they cannot 

enter the University.  Students did not want to stop talking.  

Next, I placed students into small groups and provided them with the problem document 

entitled “What’s the problem?” (see figure 5-5).   The document was an email written by a 
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fictitious student to the university registrar’s office that explained that he was not able to log into 

Moodle because the registrar had not credited his account for paying his tuition bill, and as a 

result, he was unable to complete his homework and was in danger of failing his class. 

 

Figure 5-5: Problem Document #1 

 What’s the problem? 
 
Problem: Below is an email written by a student named Carlos.  He has written several emails like this one, 
but has still not gotten what he wants.  Examine the email for possible reasons why. What’s the problem? 

 

Dear Servicios Escolares: 
 
As you know, tuition here at the University of XXX is very expensive. You must also be aware that it is 
now summer and that summer classes cost extra money.  If I were rich, it would be easier for me to 
afford the tuition, but I am not rich.  
I keep trying to log into Moodle, but it keeps giving me the same message: “user name does not exist.” 
When, I called your office, you explained that your records did not show that I had paid my bill.  I 
explained that I did pay my bill and that I have a receipt to prove it, but I still can’t log into Moodle.  
 
This has been happening for 3 weeks and the semester is nearly over. If I can’t log into Moodle, I can’t 
do my homework and if I can’t do my homework my teacher said that I am going to be “sin derecho.” 
My teacher is really mean and I don’t think she is kidding. I don’t want to be sin derecho!  
 
Regards,   
Carlos  

 
The directions read: “Below is an email written by a student named Carlos. He has written several 

emails like this, but has still not gotten what he wants. Examine the email for possible reasons 

why. What’s the problem?”  Then, students were asked to: 

1. scan over the email for language questions, 

2. read over the email [for content], 

3. jot down some of the problems that they noticed,  

4. discuss with their group how they might solve the problem, and  

5. revise the email once their group came to a consensus so that they could present 

their revised version to the class explaining why they chose to make the changes that 

they did. 

After students scanned over the document, I asked them if they had any linguistic 

questions about the assignment.  They asked several language-related questions. For example, 
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they asked about the grammar of if-clauses and they asked about vocabulary such as the word 

“jot.”  After I answered all of their linguistic questions, I asked them to continue with the 

assignment by carefully reading through the problem document, this time for comprehension.  

After students finished reading the email, once again, I asked students to pause for an 

additional comprehension check.  I asked several of them to paraphrase the contents of the 

email in order to make sure that we were all on the same page with regard to the intended 

meaning of the email. Pausing after students meet the problem is an important step in ESOL 

classes since language proficiency is a concern. If students do not understand the problem 

document or if they unknowingly misunderstand it, they will be unable to solve the problem and 

perhaps unable to comprehend the features to be deduced from the solving of the problem.  

This comprehension check was the first modification to Torp and Sage’s template that I made to 

accommodate the unique circumstances of English language learners. Finally, I asked them to 

individually jot down some of the possible reasons why the email had not had the desired effect 

(i.e. step 2) before they moved on to the group discussion of the matter.  Because the 

conversations were ideally to take place in the students’ L2, the additional time for students to 

reflect on their own opinions gave students the opportunity to also think of the language they 

might need to participate in the group discussion. Of course, they would be unable to 

anticipate all possibilities of speech; however, it provided an added degree of comfort, which 

might encourage students to actively participate in the group discussions.   Once students 

reached step four (discussion) I moved about the classroom from group to group participating in 

their small groups. Sometimes I just listened and nodded if I agreed. In other instances, I took a 

more active role, questioning specific students about their opinions. 

Identify what we know, what we need to know: 
Identify what we know, what we need to know:  In jotting down some of the problems 

one group wrote that the author of the document included too much information.  They stated: 
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he did not the necessity for said his economical situation; only need to 

be more specific and directly about his problem and only mention that he 

his problem with the XXX o in the system. Also, he looks bad in the part 

that if his teacher what to going to do with him and this is a lot 

informal (PBL mini event #1 document, group 3). 

 

In the case of the above, the document is extremely revelatory of “what they knew.”  PBL gave 

students the opportunity to talk about writing concepts in everyday language. Their response 

indicated that they already had an understanding of composition and rhetoric concepts such 

as economy of words, unity of purpose and register.  First, group one makes the case that Carlos, 

the fictional student, provided too much information by stating that he was not rich and 

therefore, it was difficult for him to afford to pay summer tuition.  In fact, what they have 

described in every day terminology is the concept of economy of words, a term which is used to 

describe the much valued feature in US academic and business writing, conciseness.  It is what 

the oft noted teacher comment, “too wordy” addresses.   

Next, the group offered a very practical suggestion to Carlos, advising that the writer 

include only information directly related to his problem.  This piece of advice highlights that they 

also have an understanding of another composition and rhetoric concept, unity. Unity or unity of 

purpose is the idea that everything should contribute to the thesis or main idea of what is being 

written.   When group one wrote that Carlos should not have commented on his “economic 

situation,” they are indicating an awareness of the fact that that information was not relevant to 

the purpose of the email, which was to secure a user name for the program Moodle. 

Furthermore, when they write, “…this is a lot informal,” they are showing a basic understanding 

of the concept of register or tone.  That is, they are aware that their audience (University 

registrar’s office) merits a more formal tone despite the fact that the communication takes 

place via email, a medium which typically begs a more informal tone.  Thus, from the example, 
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it is clear that “what they know” is considerable.  And, part of “what they need to know” is how 

to acknowledge what they know, translate it into L2 writing “classroom-ese,” and recognize its 

importance in the real world.  

Define the problem: 
Define the problem:  In defining our first problem, students were quite literal in their attempts 

at solving the problem.  Students immediately thought the problem with the document was 

grammar-related.  Perhaps the “problem” they most identify with in writing class is their problem 

with grammar.  They began to offer suggestions for grammar problems that did not exist. They 

chose structures with which they were unfamiliar and then interpreted them as incorrect. Finally, 

I had to announce to the class that the problem had nothing to do with grammar.  As a result, 

students moved on to a second interpretation of the concept of problem. At this point, students 

tried to define the problem quite literally.  In the middle of group discussions, I interrupted and 

asked them to share some of their ideas about what the problem was.  They suggested the 

following possibilities: 

1. He [Carlos] was lying and he had not paid his bill 
2. He [Carlos] paid late 
3. A computer system glitch failed to show him as having paid 
                    (Teacher-researcher journal, June 28, p. 40a) 
 

Despite having introduced the idea of PBL to students in the syllabi and during the first week of 

class, students still did not understand how to approach our writing “problem” in order to define 

it.  The students had no context on which to base this experience and thus far, my efforts to 

scaffold the PBL2experience were inadequate.   Perhaps the context of the language classroom 

necessitated added support for students in defining the problem.   

Explicitly, if they had been given a problematic situation such as a word problem in math 

class, students would not generally offer literal solutions such as the three above. For instance, in 

the sample word problem at the opening of this chapter, the item asked how many miles 

Garrett had covered if he overtook Scott in two hours.  Students in a math class would not 

typically suggest that Garrett take a cab and write down the miles that the odometer clocked. 
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In truth, the students in this study might have offered this kind of response to a math teacher, but 

they would have done so only to be humorous and would have been familiar with the 

appropriate approach to defining the problem.  The context of the language classroom is, 

however, one in which students are not accustomed to solving problems.   

Thus, their first attempts at defining the problem led them to a more literal—a more 

intuitive approach.  This led to insight regarding another alteration of Torp & Sage’s PBL.  Due to 

the fact that neither students nor teachers are used to using problems for learning in any ESOL 

context, nonetheless in the writing classroom, the first PBL event should be used to introduce the 

way in which problems will be used and it should begin to scaffold the process of approaching 

a problem critically.  In order to define the problem, students needed to be coached to think 

more critically, to look beyond the superficial.  

Gather and Share information: 
Gather and share information: In this event, we spent about thirty minutes gathering and 

sharing information within small group settings.   They used each other, textbooks, the Internet 

and the teacher as resources.  One of the benefits of this stage for language classrooms is that 

it, ideally, provokes students to use unrehearsed natural language. That is, it necessitates that 

they communicate with one another.  However, what the event did not necessitate was 

communication in English.  Students were not using the L2. No matter what configuration, they 

defaulted into Spanish. Some students expressed that they used Spanish because it was easier. 

During our second interview, Rosa explained that she often used Spanish in class because it was 

easier and because she preferred it.  “I’d rather talking in Spanish,” she told me.  In addition, 

perhaps during the first mini event students used Spanish for a host of affective reasons.   

Because they didn’t know or trust each other or me, there was no sense of community 

which might allow them to feel safe to engage in risk-taking behaviors that might demonstrate 

their lack of ability in English.  Lara explained to me that she, generally, did not feel a part of the 

university community—nonetheless our classroom community and that there was a strong sense 

of competition among students at UcM (interview #3).  When I asked her if her use of Spanish 
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during the PBL2 events in the English classroom was a reflection of her perception of the 

prevailing UcM affective environment, Lara responded by explaining that there was a concern 

for maintaining “face” in front of her peers. She stated: 

Maybe if they (are) close and are confident between each other, you can 
speak more, because then you don’t worry about your pronunciation, or your—
this—the way that you have to say something. And if you don’t know the—the 
other people, you are worried about how they can say that you are thinking 
(Interview 3).  

 
It is possible that students such as Lara were concerned with preserving the appearance of 

proficiency in front of those who might judge them.  That is, they hoped that not speaking English 

to their peers might convey the illusion, “my English is so good that I don’t need the extra 

practice speaking in class,” in order to deflect any suspicion that their English was sub par.  Or, 

as Mark Twain said, “It's better to stay silent and look a fool, rather than speak and remove all 

doubt.”  Thus, students use their L1 to perform what is asked of them as an avoidance strategy 

whereby they confirm their L2 listening comprehension skills, but offer no demonstration of their 

L2 speaking skills. 

Furthermore, Magdalena expressed the opinion that she resented using English unless she 

chose to use it when explaining why she initially spoke Spanish during class time and in particular 

during PBL events.  She explained that she preferred to use English under only specific 

circumstances—circumstances of her choosing. When asked when she chose to use English, she 

responded:  

Magdalena: Only when I want to understand like a song, then I use (inaudible). 
 
Leah: That’s the only time? 
 
Magdalena: The only time. Because I don’t think that it’s necessary to speak in 
English here [in Mexico]. For a couple be in English classes, yes, or in America, 
yes. But here? Why? For what?  (Interview 1). 

 

In this case, Magdalena found no real purpose in speaking in English in Mexico and therefore 

found no real purpose in speaking English in class or during PBL2 events.  Her thinking was that 

she could share information about the problem just as easily in Spanish and did not need to use 
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English simply because I imposed it upon her—even in a PBL manner.  This is a very logical 

argument which is further explored in the next chapter; however, part of my intention in 

implementing PBL2 events was to provoke students to use more of the L2 in our classroom.    As a 

result, I moved from group to group asking questions, modeling the language that they might 

have needed to participate in the inquiry process of PBL.  I asked many probing questions such 

as “What makes you say that?” and “Why do you think that?” in order to try and pull the 

language from them, but to little avail.  When this stage came to an end, I was disappointed 

with how little English was used. 

Generate solutions, determine the best-fit solutions, & Present the solution:   
Generate solutions, determine the best-fit solutions, & Present the solution:  As discussed 

above, groups often provided quite literal definitions of the problems. This trend also appeared 

in their attempts at generating and determining solutions during this first event.  Some groups 

suggested that Carlos pay his bill on time as the “solution” to the problem. Others provided 

equally practical solutions.  For example, group six wrote: 

 

The solution is to bring his receive [receipt] to prove that he paid his 

summer course, and that he has right to use moodle (PBL mini event #1 document, 

group 6). 

 

While this is, of course, a legitimate and highly plausible solution, it did not elicit language that 

allowed me to assess their understanding of the L2 composition skills, register, unity and 

economy of words. As a result, I next tried to further scaffold the “solution” step. I asked students 

what the purpose of the email was. They all agreed that Carlos’ main idea was that he needed 

to access Moodle to complete his assignments.  Therefore, I asked them how we could re-write 

the text in such a way that the email would have the desired effect of restoring Carlos in the 

computer system so that he could access Moodle and complete his homework. This question 
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prompted solutions from each of the groups that more closely addressed the composition and 

rhetoric issues of the email problem document. 

Performance Assessment: 
Performance Assessment: Since this first activity was heavily scaffolded, much of the 

revisions produced by the student groups were very similar in nature.  Most of the work indicated 

at least an awareness of one or more of the composition and rhetoric concepts. Groups 

eliminated information they deemed unnecessary or inappropriate and they increased the 

formality of some of their word choices.  However, assessment of group work based on the first 

PBL2 mini event proved to be problematic.   

Initially, the rubric for PBL2 mini event #1 was designed to note evidence of recognition of 

composition and rhetoric topics (See figure 5-6).  I did not intend to assign a numerical grade 

based on what students produced since I was using PBL in a more diagnostic fashion.  Thus, I 

merely wanted to note that students had participated in the process of meeting the 

composition and rhetoric concepts of register, unity and economy of words.  I planned to assign 

a simple pass or fail—participated or did not participate as the grade. 

Figure 5-6: PBL2 Mini Event 1 Rubric 

Revisions 

demonstrated an 

understanding of :   

Excellent 

control 

(����) 

fair 

control 

(����) 

Little/no 

control 

(����) 

Comments 

1. tone/register     

2. Unity     

3. Economy of 
words 

    

 
Additional Comments:  

 
 

 

However, there was inconsistent participation and performance during the event.  

Although the majority of the work turned in could be described like the above, some work 

proved to be less revelatory of their knowledge.  Group one, for example, which included David, 
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a very reluctant student, demonstrated a serious lack of effort and were consistently off-task.  

That is, they did not demonstrate “what they knew” and they failed to identify what “they 

needed to know.”   As illustrated by figure 5-7, they did cross out the sentence in the problem 

document which read: “If I were rich, it would be easier for me to afford the tuition, but I am not 

rich.”  This might be indicative that they are aware of the issue of economy of words. However, 

they left other extraneous sentences such as “My teacher is really mean and I don’t think she is 

kidding.” They were, at best, inconsistent in their performance.  However, the other changes 

they proposed did not necessarily address the issues that the problem document 1 presented.  

They simply added unnecessary transitional phrases such as “in conclusion” and exchanged 

some of the words present in the document for synonyms of their choosing. 

Figure 5-7: PBL2 mini event #1 document, group 1 

 
This has been happening for 3 weeks and the semester is nearly over. If I can’t log into Moodle, I can’t do 

my homework and if I can’t do my homework my teacher said that I am going to be “sin derecho.” v My 

teacher is really mean and I don’t think she is kidding. I don’t want to be sin derecho!  

 

 In conclusion if I can’t log in at moodle I won’t be able of to do my 

assignments and so as a consequence, I will fail my actually course. I 

hope you can understand my situation and help me find a resolution. 

-(PBL mini event #1 document, group 1) 

 

Because of the uneven quality of work from some of the groups such as the one above, it was 

difficult to provide an assessment of all of the students which accurately portrayed their 

knowledge of composition and rhetoric and their language usage in addition to their 

“commitment” to the learning process. Also, it seemed unfair to give the same grade of “pass” 

to students who actively participated in the process and students who demonstrated a much 

lower sense of self-efficacy.   
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Furthermore, I thought number grades might be needed because of student 

expectations.   Students did not appear to evaluate the PBL2 activity as important because they 

did not receive a numerical grade for it.  Because the point of these mini events was to 

introduce such topics, ultimately, I decided not to assign students a numerical grade since it was 

unfair to grade students on issues which had not yet been addressed in the course.  However, 

the students’ expectation of a grade did, in fact, color their perception of the value of the PBL2 

event. They did not evaluate it as important to their language learning.  Thus, after the event 

was over, I revised the rubric (see figure 5-8) so that I could satisfy my diagnostic needs while also 

meeting student expectations for receiving a grade for the work they produced. It also allowed 

me to assess their participation in the process of PBL2. 

Figure 5-8: PBL2Mini Event 1 Rubric (Revised) 

Revisions 

demonstrated an 

understanding of :   

Excellent 

control 

(����) 

fair 

control 

(����) 

Little/no 

control 

(����) 

Comments 

1. tone/register     

2. Unity     

3. Economy of 
words 

    

 

Participation & 

Engagement in the 

PBL process 

Student proactively 
contributes to group by 
volunteering ideas, asking 
questions and completing 
his/her share of the 
assigned work (3) 

Student contributes to group if 
prompted by volunteering 
ideas or asking questions, and 
eventually completes his/her 
share of the assigned work 
(2.5) 

Student never contributes to group 
by volunteering ideas or asking 
questions and does not complete 
his/her share of the assigned work  
(2-0). 

Student 1: 
 
Grade:  ___ /3 

   

Student 2: 
 
Grade:  ___ /3 

   

Student 3: 
 
Grade:  ___ /3 

   

Student 4: 
 
Grade:  ___ /3 

   

 
Additional Comments:  

 
Debrief the learning: 
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Debrief the learning:  During this final stage of my first attempt at PBL2 with this class, 

debriefing the learning took place in the form of a class discussion. It proved to be what I viewed 

as my last chance to “save” the activity by attempting to engage them in one last discussion—

one last attempt at language production. I also hoped to change what I perceived as an 

undercurrent of student disapproval.  Because PBL2 did not look like the kind of ESOL writing class 

activity they were used to, it seemed that they did not perceive it as academic or useful—as 

evidenced by many of the responses provided by students during the “defining the problem” 

stage and the “generating solutions” stage . Thus, as suggested by Torp & Sage, I attempted to 

“raise the learning to a conscious level, place it within the field of discipline of knowing…” (p. 

45).  I tied what the students had done in their revision of the first problem document to the 

composition and rhetoric concepts unity, tone and economy of words, and I pointed out how 

these concepts could help them to communicate their message to the reader, explaining that 

they have been and would be applying their understanding of unity, tone and economy in the 

research paper exit requirement. As I stated in the pilot study, students can sometimes view their 

ESOL classes in very economic terms. That is, since they are considered “extra” classes to support 

their work in their content courses for their majors, and because they add an additional 

economic burden, students often talk about “getting their money’s worth.”  Thus, in spite of the 

debriefing, I was still concerned that students did not see the “value” in PBL2.   

 

Snapshot #2: PBL2 in its Adolescence 
 

 This section will provide a thick description of a PBL event from the middle of the semester 

to describe how my implementation of PBL2 evolved and to describe the students’ reactions to 

the event.  I will draw comparisons and contrasts between this event and the first event, 

mentioning such issues as self-efficacy, self-evaluation and life-long learning.  Again, I will be 

using Torp & Sage’s teaching and learning events to frame the discussion. 
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Preparing the Learners & Meeting the Problem 

  Preparing the Learners & Meeting the Problem:  As stated above, this PBL2 event took 

place during the middle of the semester. The problematic situation on which this was based was 

the reoccurring difficulty students were having with the concept of cohesion in their writing. This 

was noted since I had seen several drafts of their writing by this time and through a portfolio 

evaluation session we had.  We used a problem document which included a paragraph written 

by a fictional history-major student whose teacher told him that his writing was hard to 

understand (see figure 5-9).  The  

Figure 5-9: Problem Document #2 

 What’s the problem? 
 
Problem: Below is a summary written by a student for his history class.  When the teacher returned his 
paper to him, he was not happy with his grade.  The teacher explained that it was true, all the information 
was accurate. However, she found it hard to understand.  Imagine that Carlos was your peer editing partner 
and examine his summary for possible reasons why his teacher couldn’t understand it. What’s the problem? 

   
The ancient Egyptians were masters of preserving dead people’s bodies by making mummies of 

them.  Mummies several thousand years old have been discovered nearly intact.  The skin, hair, 

teeth, fingernails, and toenails, and facials features of the mummies were evident.  It is possible 

to diagnose the disease they suffered in life, such as smallpox, arthritis, and nutritional 

deficiencies.  The process was remarkably effective.  Sometimes apparent were the fatal 

afflictions of the dead people: a middle-aged king died from a blow on the head, and polio killed 

a child king.  Mummification consisted of removing the internal organs, applying natural 

preservatives inside and out, and then wrapping the body in layers of bandages. 

 

 

 
intention was to tease out students’ informal understanding of the concept of cohesion.  Despite 

the fact that the paragraph in problem document 2 is unified with regard to content, the 

sentences read as if they were disconnected from one another. That is, the paragraph is 

“choppy.”    In preparation for meeting this problem, students had consistently come across this 

difficulty in their own writing.  As advanced-intermediate writers, they struggled with ways to 

make their L2 writing more sophisticated. They had left a kind of survival English behind in which 

the concentrated on the rudimentary portrayal of their messages in the L2.  Instead, as learners 

at their proficiency level often do, they began to express a desire to write in the L2 in a way that 
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was revelatory of their complex ideas—a way that was more comparable to their L1 language 

abilities. 

 Students were placed into five small groups and provided with the problem document.  

The directions read: “Below is a summary written by a student for his history class.  When the 

teacher returned his paper to him, he was not happy with his grade.  The teacher explained that 

it was true, all the information was accurate. However, she found it hard to understand.  Imagine 

that Carlos was your peer editing partner and examine his summary for possible reasons why his 

teacher couldn’t understand it. What’s the problem?”  First, a PBL traditionalist might argue 

about the authenticity of this assignment.  As Torp and Sage assert, authenticity has to do with 

the real world; it involves engaging “student learning in ways that are similar to real-world 

situations” (p. 25).  One might argue that the classroom is not the real world and thus, this 

problem is inauthentic. However, as previously stated, this course falls under the umbrella of 

English for academic purposes.  Students are taking this course in order to help prepare for the 

use of the L2 in the content courses of their major.  As such, part of the “real world” or at least 

the immediate world for students is the classroom—specifically, the classrooms in which they will 

take their major courses. Because of this departure from the definition that most versions of PBL 

assign to the term authentic, this might be considered an additional modification to Problem 

Based Learning that PBL2 includes.  As stated in the rationale for this study (chapter one), L2 

writers are often perplexed by what makes some writing “good” and what makes some writing 

“bad.”  Students such as the ones who participated in this study often find themselves in 

situations similar to the one presented in this problem.  Thus, this real-life concern of students 

should motivate them to want to solve the problem just as the authentic problems of traditional 

PBL are intended to do. 

Identify what we know, what we need to know: 

Identify what we know, what we need to know:  As was the case in the first PBL2 event 

described above, this stage was designed to “activate learners’ prior knowledge,” and trigger 

an awareness about what they need to know. In this case, the problem was designed to tease 
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out information regarding techniques for improving the cohesion in writing such as the use of: 

logical order, transition words, phrases and/or sentences, and parallel structures.   After students 

read over the problem for linguistic information and for content, they were asked to jot down 

some of the problems that they noticed.   Two groups listed as a problem the order of the 

sentences.  For example, group three wrote: “The order is bad and didn’t have any coherence.”  

However, all of the groups adjusted the order of the sentences in their revision of the paragraph 

even if they did not initially state it as a problem, perhaps signaling an understanding of what 

logical order consists of in EAP writing.  Two other groups incorrectly wrote that the passage had 

no unity. Specifically, group two commented: “no unify” and group five wrote: “no unity.”  In 

these cases, this stage revealed that, perhaps, they did not fully understand the concept of 

unity despite the fact that we had covered the concept on several previous occasions, 

including in an PBL2 event.  Still, as the sentences in the problem document were not placed in a 

logical order, it is possible that, to them, the sentences seemed largely unrelated to one another 

with regard to topic.  Still, all students demonstrated an awareness that the writing sample was 

probably an example of “bad” writing. 

Define the problem: 

Define the problem: Through earlier PBL2 events, students had been scaffolded such that 

they did not define this problem grammatically or through the use of “common-sensical” 

definitions such as: “The problem is he needs a tutor.”  Instead, they all offered writing-related 

definitions of the problem. Furthermore, instead of leaving their explanations in everyday 

terminology, I introduced the concept of cohesion through logical order at this point.  We had 

discussed the general idea of cohesion prior to this event; however, in this case, the focus was 

on specific techniques we could make use of as L2 writers to better the writing.  Thus, I integrated 

parts of the debriefing stage here in the defining stage in order to give a “name” to what 

students knew. In this way, I hoped that it would address some of the student efficacy issues that 

occurred early on.  My thinking was that if students realized that some of what they already 

knew was related to composition and rhetoric concepts, techniques and strategies perhaps 
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they would find more value in the PBL2 event and perhaps exhibit a more positive and self 

efficacious approach to it. 

Gather and share information: 
Gather and share information:  This issue of self-efficacy followed through into this stage.  

Once we defined the problem as a lack of cohesion, again, students were allowed to use each 

other, textbooks, the Internet and the teacher as resources. By this point, students had 

developed more of a sense of community with each other and with me.  I was used to the 

“hum” of the class speckled with laughter, questions, complaints and requests for smoking 

breaks. Students participated in the small groups with much more ease than I observed during 

our first attempt at PBL2. In the first event, I was extremely concerned with their lack of L2 

language production.  This concern carried throughout this event as well as throughout the 

semester.  The truth is, they liked to talk. They even liked to talk to each other and to me; indeed, 

the room was full of voices and discussion during this event; however, when I gave them space, 

much of the language was unrelated to the activity and much of the behavior was off task.  As I 

had learned, I had to think more in terms of classroom management than I had intended. I 

remained in close proximity to all of the groups, moving non-stop from group to group asking 

questions and prompting discussions.  As I noted in my teacher researcher journal, “It was like 

pulling teeth to get them to do the activity!” (June 30, 2004; p. 44).  They liked communicating 

within their small groups; however, they did not necessarily like to do so in the L2.   

Generate solutions, determine the best-fit solutions & performance Assessment: 
Generate solutions & determine the best-fit solutions & present the solution:  Furthermore, I 

had to “patrol” for such classroom management issues as the division of labor.  As I noted in the 

first PBL2 event, it was possible for a group to produce the intended document without having 

the entire group participate in the process.   In reaction, for this event I assigned the role of 

reporter to the least enthusiastic and least involved of students who I tried to spread out across 

the different small groups.  I also re-structured the presentation portion of this stage such that 

they wrote their results on a transparency and more formally presented their findings to the class.  
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Unlike the first PBL2 mini event, this was less scaffolded.  As a result, each group tended to use 

different strategies in different frequencies for improving the cohesion of the paragraph 

presented in the problem document.   The only commonality in their revisions was one strategy 

to enhance cohesion, reorganizing the sentences in a more logical order. Groups two and three 

offered only this suggestion in the revisions that they presented.  Groups one, four and five 

showed more diversity in their approaches to revision of the problem document.  In addition to 

addressing logical order, group one added the coordinating conjunction “and” to link two 

sentences.  They wrote: 

 

 

The mummification can be use to provide information about diseases people suffer in 

life and the ancient Egyptians were masters of preserving dead people’s bodies by 

making mummies of them (PBL mini event #1 document group 1).  

 

Group five took a different approach to improving the “bad” character of the original 

paragraph.  Besides adjusting the order of the sentences, they made of use of transition words to 

improve upon the writing.  For example: 

The process was remarkably effective; in fact, mummies several thousand years old have 

been discovered nearly intact. Namely, the skin, hair, teeth, fingernails, and 

toenails, and facial features of the mummies were evident.  Also, it is possible to 

diagnose the disease they suffered in life, such as small pox, arthritis, and 

nutritional deficiencies (PBL mini event #2 document, group 5). 

 

Group four were the most creative, using a variety of strategies.  They, like the other groups, 

changed the order of some of the original sentences; however, they also re-worded some of the 

sentences using some of their own wording to connect ideas; they also used transitional phrases, 

changed punctuation and inserted pronouns. 
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Now a days mumies of several thousand years old have been discovered intact as 

anthropologist found evident of the skin hair teeth fingernails toenails and facial 

[features] of the mummies; the technologic resources [allowed them] to diagnose the 

disease that the mumies suffered in life such as smallpox arthritis and nutritional 

deficiencies; this process was remarkably effective (PBL mini event #2 document group 4).  

 

Although not all of the students’ solutions were effective, their presentations all revealed an 

awareness of the underlying problem of the original document, which was cohesion. In addition, 

this portion of the PBL2 process elicited the L2 from student presenters as they explained their 

team’s approach to the revision and fielded questions from me and from the class.  Their group 

members tended to help them when they were at a loss for words which demonstrated a 

stronger sense of community and a larger sense of responsibility than students expressed earlier 

in the semester. Finally, students showed less deference to me as the instructor and seemed 

more confident in their assessments and revisions of the problem document as they presented 

them to the class.  While they continued to express a reluctance to work so hard, they 

completed this event with a greater sense of self-efficacy and a greater sense of community. 

Performance Assessment 
Performance Assessment:  As implied above, the quality of work that students produced 

during this event was markedly improved from that of the first event although students were still 

disinclined to invest such energy in this kind of class activity. Again, classroom management was 

a concern. In addition to using PBL-based instructional strategies to “…coach learning through 

probing, questioning, and challenging student thinking” (Torp & Sage, 2002, p. 15), the events 

also required judicious supervision of the small groups in order to encourage mostly on task 

behavior, fair division of labor and usage of the L2.  I used a rubric based on the event one 

revised rubric (see figure 5-10).  The rubric provided me with a diagnostic evaluation of students’ 

understanding of cohesion strategies and techniques and provided a numerical grade for the 
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evaluation of student language, participation, and engagement in the PBL2 process. The 

descriptors were as follows: 

• Student proactively contributes to group by volunteering ideas in the L2, asking questions 
and completing his/her share of the assigned work (3 points = 100 or A) 

 
• Student contributes to group if prompted by volunteering ideas or asking questions mostly 

in the L2, and eventually completes his/her share of the assigned work (2.5 points =  83 or 
B) 

 
• Student rarely or never contributes to group by volunteering ideas or asking questions, 

rarely or never uses the L2, and does not complete his/her share of the assigned work  (2-
0 = 67-0 or F). 

Debrief the learning: 

Figure 5-10: PBL2 Mini Event 2 Rubric 

Revisions demonstrated 

an understanding of 

Cohesion through :   

Excellent 

control 

(����) 

fair 

control 

(����) 

Little/no 

control 

(����) 

Comments 

Logical Order 
 

    

Transitions (words, 
phrases, & sentences) 

    

conjunctions     

parallel structures     

Pronouns     

Punctuation     

Other: ___________     

 
Language, 

Participation & 

Engagement 

Student proactively 
contributes to group by 
volunteering ideas in the L2, 
asking questions and 
completing his/her share of 
the assigned work (3) 

Student contributes to group if 
prompted by volunteering 
ideas or asking questions 
mostly in the L2, and 
eventually completes his/her 
share of the assigned work 
(2.5) 

Student rarely or never 
contributes to group by 
volunteering ideas or asking 
questions, rarely or never uses the 
L2, and does not complete his/her 
share of the assigned work  
(2-0). 

Student 1: 
 
Grade:  ___ /3 

   

Student 2: 
 
Grade:  ___ /3 

   

Student 3: 
 
Grade:  ___ /3 

   

Student 4: 
 
Grade:  ___ /3 

   

 
Additional Comments:  
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Debrief the learning:  As stated above, I integrated part of this stage into the “define the 

problem” stage.  I tried to help raise student “learning to a conscious level [and] place it within 

the field” earlier in the PBL2 process in an effort to help students see the value in PBL2 (Torp & 

Sage, 2002, p. 45).  I hoped it would raise the level of student involvement and efficacy.  

Because they were unaccustomed to such an approach to learning and because it conflicted 

with what they believed teaching and learning looked like, students seemed resistant to PBL2.  

That is, I wanted them to see that “PBL is not a timeout from school or learning: PBL is authentic 

learning at school” (Torp & Sage, p. 45).  Finally, Torp and Sage suggest having students reflect 

on their learning through a journal entry.  They suggest students respond to such questions as: 

“What were you thinking, feeling and valuing?” which I found to be ineffective for my student 

population.  However, I ended this event with a class discussion in which we reviewed what the 

problem presented and asked what questions they still had.   

 

Snapshot #3: PBL2 in the Final Project 
 

 

 This section will provide a thick description of our last implementation of PBL2, the class 

project.   This final implementation of PBL we used was different than the mini-events which were 

used to tease out L2 composition conventions in order to demystify the writing process.  In this 

version of PBL2, students produced web pages to “solve” the problem which had emerged at 

the beginning of the semester.  It allowed students to address what they called the program’s 

unfair evaluation practices regarding the exit requirements for the course.  As above, I used the 

Torp and Sage (2002) framework for teaching and learning to frame the discussion; however, in 

order to complete the project, it also included elements of Learning by Design (LBD) approach 

and Project Based Learning (PJBL).  The PBL2 project assignment was as follows: 

You are going to find 2-3 compañeros with whom you can work.  You and your 
group will create a 1-page website that helps the lower level English classes 
prepare for completing the research paper in level 8.  
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You can include anything on the page that you and your group think is 
appropriate. However, there are a few things that you need to include: 
 
1. Advice to ESL/EFL writers 
2. An example of a research paper (it could be your example, another group 

member’s paper or even all of your papers. You can also locate an example 
on the Internet).  

 
Optional things you could include on your page, if you feel like it, are: short 
biographies of group members, email addresses, links to web pages that you find 
helpful when writing, tips to writing papers in your major, a “how to” page (e.g. 
how to avoid plagiarism, how to quote, how to paraphrase, etc.) 

 

Because this was the last step in our curriculum development, this PBL2 looked very different from 

our first PBL2 mini event. The structure of the class had evolved into a much more mature entity.  

First, the structure of the assignment was much looser than in our earlier events. We went 

from a very hierarchical structure where students viewed themselves as passive knowledge 

receptacles to a structure which was far more egalitarian such that it seemed accepted that 

both teachers and students possessed and imparted valued knowledge.  This, in turn, facilitated 

a shift in student and teacher roles. In the beginning, I was much more hands-on involved in the 

process, but at this point in our development, I had developed into more of a coach and less of 

a director or their learning since they demonstrated a greater reliance on themselves and on 

their peers.  Students demonstrated increased levels of self-efficacy, self-evaluation and lifelong 

learning. In fact, they worked on this project with the most enthusiasm of anything we did over 

the course of the semester.  I noted in my teacher-researcher journal “I began PBL web page 

assignment and it was great!”  The four groups all began the multimedia development process 

differently.  

 Preparing the Learners & Meeting the Problem 
Preparing the Learners & Meeting the Problem:  First, as described above, students were 

prepared for the eventuality of the PBL2 project by the syllabus which was passed out on the first 

day of class.  In addition, the contents of the course served as preparation for learners since they 

would ultimately serve as the basis of the materials which would be incorporated into their web 

page projects. The mini PBL2 events served as preparation for the learners by acting as scaffolds 
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for this problem.  By the end of the semester, the scaffolds had been removed and students 

worked fairly independent of me, comfortable in a more student-centered environment.  As a 

result, in contrast to the first event, students did not require an orientation to the process of PBL2.   

   We met the problem specific to this class midway through the second week of the 

course (i.e. day #8) when students first voiced their frustration regarding the research paper 

assignment.  As I explained, in spite of its inclusion in the curriculum across several levels, students 

clarified that our course, the exit level, was the first time in which they had been asked to 

produce a research paper.   During this first week, classroom interactions were very 

apprehensive and students were negative and resistant toward the 10-page research paper 

assignment. I assumed that this was largely due to the frustrating events of the first week. Once 

these events had been resolved, students again began to ask questions about the research 

paper.  I was confused by the students’ overwhelmingly negative concern for the writing 

assignment since the details of it had been determined by the administration several years 

before hand and it had been well known that students in ENG 101 were required to complete 

such an assignment in conjunction with a 10-minute persuasive speech in order to exit the 

ESL/EFL program. Even my experience during the pilot study led me to believe that this was 

understood, yet they continued to question the final writing assignment as I attempted to move 

on to a textbook reading assignment. 

 I put the cap back on my marker and moved away from the white board.  I pulled a 

chair out and sat down in front of the class.  “OK guys. I think we have a problem.  We need to 

talk.”  The class stared at me silently as if bracing themselves for some kind of authoritarian 

response from the teacher.  I explained my confusion to the class an asked them why they 

seemed so upset with the assignment.  My question was again met with silence. Finally, I heard a 

barely distinguishable murmur “no escribimos tales ensayos en las otras clases (we don’t write 

such essays in the other classes).”   “¿Entonces, qué escriben? (Then, what do you write?)”  I 

responded. To this, students began to giggle. “La maestra habla (The teacher speaks 
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[Spanish]!)”  I repeated my question to them in English with a smile. “What do you write in your 

other classes?”  “Teacher, don’t get mad so fast. This is hard for us,” Magdalena added.  Of 

course, I responded with the usual “writing is hard for everyone speech,” sharing with them my 

favorite Dorothy Parker quote: I hate writing, but I love having written.  However, as the 

discussion progressed it became clear that none of the students had ever written a research 

paper in English.  “No teacher. You don’t understand.” Intermingled with questions about where 

I learned to speak Spanish, they expressed their aggravation in English, Spanish, and Spanglish 

until they seemed satisfied that I understood their point of view.  As the catharsis progressed it 

became clear that none of them had ever written over 500 words—some even said 250 words; 

furthermore, none of their experiences in writing using English included persuasive research-

based essays.  I listened without offering explanations or excuses for the assignment then 

dismissed the class early without assigning homework.  

I confirmed what the students had told me with the assistant director who explained that 

although the curriculum does specify the research paper requirements in ENG 101, it is not 

necessarily addressed in the lower levels in any official or comprehensive manner; some 

teachers did and some teachers did not.  Furthermore, he lacked the manpower to enforce the 

curriculum or supervise instructors in the lower levels since the exit course (i.e. ENG 101) garnered 

most of the administrative attention. Students’ frustration had not been born of a summer 

session-inspired malaise or of apathy; rather, they had never done it before!  All Problem Based 

Learning research acknowledges the importance of an ill-structured problematic situation in 

which the students can become invested. However, I was unprepared for the strong emotional 

responses that can accompany a sufficiently “problematic” situation when the teacher is 

viewed as part of the system that has created the problem.  The day on which this problem 

emerged, in my journal, I wrote: “Today was a bad day. I’m tired. I left work early and slept for 

three hours and still feel off.”  Finally, much of the work which addressed this problem took place 

over the course of the entire semester.   
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As I described above, we met the problem and I re-formulated the project according to 

the new problematic situation. In order to introduce it to students, I used a problem document 

per Torp and Sage (figure 5-11). It summarized the problem they had articulated, listed some of 

the possible solutions they had proposed during the class discussion and detailed the web 

project assignment. 

Figure 5-11: Problem Document for Class Project 

 What’s the problem? 
 
Problem: Students had never done a research paper or any other paper over 500 words in English even 
though the assignment is required in order to exit the University’s English program. 

 
Think about how you felt when you heard about the details of your assignment.  How did you feel?   
 
What was the problem? 
The problem is that Level 8 is the first time that you are asked to write a research paper.  In levels 1-7, despite the 
fact that it is a part of the curriculum, none of you had ever written over 500 words.  
 
What are some solutions? 
 
Basic Solution: A basic solution is to inform students in other levels about the 10 page research paper and all of the 
requirements for completing it in order to pass level 8. 
 
Long-term Solution: Require students to do research papers in earlier levels. 
 
Immediate Solution: We are going to build a website to help the lower levels understand what the process is like to 
write a research paper in English. 
 
_______________________________________ 
 
The Assignment:  You are going to find 2-3 compañeros/as with whom you can work.  You and your group will 
create a 1-page website that helps the lower level English classes prepare for completing the research paper in 
level 8.  
 
You can include anything on the page that you and your group think is appropriate. However, there are a few things 
that you need to include: 
 

3. Advice to ESL/EFL writers 
4. An example of a research paper (it could be your example, another group member’s paper or even all of 

your papers. You can also locate an example on the Internet.  
 
Optional things you could include on your page, if you feel like it, are: short biographies of group members, email 
addresses, links to web pages that you find helpful when writing, tips to writing papers in your major, a “how to” 
page (e.g. how to avoid plagiarism, how to quote, how to paraphrase, etc.)  

  

 

In preparation for the web development portion of the project, I turned to the Learning 

by Design (LBD) approach for inspiration.  LBD focuses on fostering the learner’s ability to view 

the complexities of a subject matter. By designing, they are able to view the system as well as 

the parts of a system that allow it to function (Hmelo, Holton & Kolodner, 2000). Likewise, I hoped 

that the complexities of the writing process would be further emphasized by having them 
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develop a website about just that.  Thus, I also included some design-centered activities to 

engage learners as multimedia designers, giving learners “…an opportunity to become 

intellectual partner[s] with the technology…” (Liu & Hsiao, 2002, p. 313).  Moreover, like Liu & 

Hsiao (2002), we used some multimedia industry practices to help structure the web page 

project.  For example, I assigned students various roles such as project manager, instructional 

designer, programmer, and writer per Liu, Jones, and Hemstreet (1998).  Each group was 

assigned a project manager based on their level of multimedia design experience to head a 

small team of student designers.  Those students who identified themselves as having made web 

pages prior to the class were chosen for this role.  Each design team used a professional 

multimedia design tool based on the knowledge and preference of the project manager which 

also made him or her the lead programmer.   

Because the semester was only five weeks long, I did not have time to teach the whole 

class how to use a multimedia design tool; therefore, the project manager was responsible for 

teaching their team the “basics” of the tool they decided to use.  Each team chose a different 

tool. Group one chose to use Macromedia Flash MX and group three used Macromedia 

Dreamweaver, so they used the one-month trial versions while working in the lab.  Group two 

used Netscape Composer and group four used Microsoft Front Page, both of which were 

available through the UcM language lab.  Students worked as a team to plan, design, produce, 

test, and present their web pages.  They were all subject matter experts based on what we had 

learned in the class.  We did not refer to lower level students as clients; instead, we referred to 

them as the audience.  I encouraged this to help make connections between the design 

process and the composition process. The idea was that they make decisions regarding their 

website based on what would best help them communicate their message to the audience—

just as they would consider in developing a written composition.  Because this problem was a 

very personal one, students were engaged as personal stakeholders when we met the problem 
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initially and when we met the problem a second time, at the beginning of the multimedia 

production stage. 

Identify what we know, what we need to know: 
Identify what we know, what we need to know: Identifying what we knew and what we 

needed to know initially took the form of the class discussion which I described above. Once 

students explained what they knew (i.e. how to write 500 word essays), we determined together 

that they needed to learn more about how to write a university level research paper so that they 

would be able to complete such assignments in their major courses once they exited the ESL 

program.     

Define the problem: 
Define the problem: Based on our discussion, we defined the problem as follows: Level 8 

is the first time that students are asked to write a research paper.  In levels 1-7, despite the fact 

that it is a part of the curriculum, no students had ever written over 500 words.   Because this 

stage took place at the beginning of the semester, students’ definition of the problem was 

tinged with a level of hostility. Their very vocal definition of the problem was revelatory of an us-

against them mentality which could have described the class at that time.  However, when they 

re-stated their definition of the problem at the beginning of the web project development 

phase at the end of the semester, students had taken ownership of the problem. The class had, 

by this time, evolved into a more collaborative entity in which students treated me as part of the 

solution as opposed to part of the problem. 

Gather and share information: 
Gather and share information:  In defining the problem, we established that the students 

would gather information over the course of the semester to help them complete the project.  

Students shared and compared their understandings of the course content, especially when 

related to the research paper.  Furthermore, they shared information with each other about the 

multimedia design process. As I wrote above, those with more design experience helped the 

other team members along. During this stage of the project students were much more 

autonomous than during the PBL2 mini events. They met outside of the class in addition to during 
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the times that I had arranged.  In my teacher researcher journal, I noted that their behavior 

during one of the last project workshop class sessions had changed greatly when compared to 

their behavior and attitudes toward the class at the beginning of the semester when we first met 

the problem.  I wrote: 

 
They [students] were so loud and so frenetic, laughing, smiling, talking… I 
felt very out of control. I went from group to group checking to see if they 
were working or if they needed anything. Repeatedly, they assured me, 
“yes teacher. We are fine” (July 2, p. 48). 

 
 

Students seemed content and busy as they put together their multimedia solutions to the 

problem. As occurred in the mini events, there was some off task behavior and some L1 usage; 

however, the students were by and large engaged in the problem.  I even felt that the off task 

behavior was confirmation that PBL had been successful in helping to foster a sense of 

community among the students.  As a result, just as the scaffolds had been faded out by this 

time in the semester, so too was my concern for such traditional classroom management issues 

during PBL2 events.  Furthermore, students demonstrated a greater sense of self-efficacy during 

these portions of the class, and my role as the teacher had also evolved into an even more 

facilitative one—a role in which I felt slightly obsolete. I felt somewhat like the parent of a 

teenager who had grown up and gone away for college—students need limited support, but 

were largely independent or rather they had become more dependent on each other and less 

on me in this PBL2 project. 

Generate solutions & determine the best-fit solutions:   
Generate solutions & determine the best-fit solutions:  During the initial discussion in which 

students expressed their frustration over the fact that they felt ill-prepared to complete the 

research paper exit requirement, they also mentioned some possible solutions.  They offered a 

basic solution, which was to inform students in other levels about the 10 page research paper 

and all of the requirements for completing it in order to pass level 8.  They also suggested a 

modification of teaching practices in the earlier levels, requiring that students do research 
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papers in earlier levels.   Based on their solutions, I proposed that we implement their suggestion 

to inform students through a website to help the lower levels understand what the process is like 

to write a research paper in English.  Therefore, in this case, technology was used as a problem 

solving tool. I required that students offer advice to ESL/EFL writers and that they provide an 

example research paper; I made some suggestions such as: short biographies of group 

members, email addresses, links to web pages that they found helpful when writing, tips to 

writing papers in their major, and a “how to” page (e.g. how to avoid plagiarism, how to quote, 

how to paraphrase, etc.); however, I left the rest of the contents up to each of the teams. 

Rather, PBL2 was enhanced by elements of PJBL since it provided a useful element through 

which students could present a solution to the problem that they articulated.   

Present the solution: 
Present the solution:  Thus, students produced web pages which they presented as 

solutions to the problem.  The quality of the artifacts students produced varied.  Although I 

observed most students demonstrated an increased sense of self efficacy and enthusiasm, I 

believe that the groups with better quality web pages spent more time together outside of the 

classroom.  Because PBL requires an increased level of effort in addition to an increased 

cognitive demand, it is also possible that students were extremely fatigued at the end of the 

semester. Since this was the last assignment that we completed, I believe that some groups 

simply ran out of steam. 

Group one used Macromedia Flash to complete the assignment. Figure 5-12 below 

provides a screenshot of the home page interface. Their interface design (i.e. the way that the 

web page looks or the visual contribution to the user experience) was very modern in 

appearance. They chose to use neutral black, gray and white which was accented by orange 

links.  They used one graphic consistently as their site logo, an eye peering through a rolled up 

newspaper, which related nicely to the topic and purpose of the site.  Group one demonstrated 

a great deal of care regarding the appearance of their website. Perhaps it is partly a reflection 

of what they took from the design activities we completed which were created to help learners 
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consider ways which might aid their audience understand the website content.  The colors and 

graphic they chose enhance the appearance of the site, but do not distract from the content. 

Their information design (i.e. the way in which they organized and presented their information) 

involved a home page which contained hyperlinks to sub-pages about academic essay 

conventions, Power Point presentations and tips about giving speeches in the L2.  While their 

interface design appeared more advanced than the other groups, their choice in content was 

unoriginal because they used the same categories as group three.  I provided online space 

(University Web Space) to which groups could upload their work to share what they had done 

with the rest of the class. Because I had done this, it also allowed groups to “borrow” information 

from other groups.  Group one produced what I asked them to produce; however, they 

circumvented part of the process of the assignment by not developing their own content.  

Figure 5-12: Group 1 Web Page Screen Shot (Flash) 

 
 
 

 By contrast, group two presented a less sophisticated interface design (see Figure 5-13) 

using a layman friendly Netscape Composer to create it. They chose a turquoise blue 

background, black text and an animated gif of a person writing at a desk. Regarding their 

information design, they made novel choices for the optional sections of their website, creating 

sections for working with different teachers and how to choose a controversial topic for an 

argumentative essay.  The audience had to scroll down to find the information.  However, 

despite their originality in content choices, they neglected to finish adding their final content, 

and so by the end of the semester it was left a work in progress. 
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Figure 5-13: Group 2 Web Page Screen Shot (Netscape Composer) 

 
 

 

 Group three’s website was more technically sophisticated. It included frames, rolling 

credits with animated gif bullets and multiple background colors and textures (see figure 5-14). 

Their left frame, with a red marbled background, included an index of the topics they covered 

on their site.  The first topic, writing a research paper included “how to” information on choosing 

a topic, writing a thesis statement, and planning an essay though mind maps. They also 

provided suggestions for possible research sources and then additional how-to sections on 

writing effective introductions, bodies and conclusions for essays.  Also on the left was a small 

black frame located at the bottom which included the design credits for the site.  They were 

typed in green text and scrolled continuously.  Next to this frame, there was a grey textured 

frame they provided a list of hyperlinks to websites they felt would be helpful to future level eight 

writers.   This group was extremely effective in their demonstration of effective information and 

interaction design.  The frames made navigation easy for site visitors which helped to place the  

Figure 5-14: Group 3 Web Page Screen Shot (Dreamweaver) 
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focus firmly on the contents and purpose of the site.  Their approach to interface design seemed 

less deliberate. There was not a clear connection between their interface choices and their 

information design; however there was a clear demonstration of consideration for the audience 

and their needs by including content which was exemplary of the course content and by 

making this information easily accessible. 

Group four paid little consideration to interface, information or interaction design.  They 

created their website all on one page entitled “Pinocho’s Underware level 8” (see figure 5-15).  

They turned in a form to me which indicated that they had in fact gained the approval of two 

peer evaluators; however, I believe that is doubtful based on the presence of various typos and 

mistakes such as “underware.”  They provided checklists of what future students would need to 

write an academic essay, how to create an effective Power Point presentation, how to organize 

and deliver a persuasive academic speech. They also provided an example of a research 

essay.  The information they provided was original and supported the problematic situation; 

however, as Shedroff (no date) points out, “Transforming data into information is accomplished 

by organizing it into a meaningful form, presenting it in meaningful and appropriate ways, and 

communicating the context around it (p.4)”.  Unfortunately, their presentation of the content in 

one long list of information, in white text set against a purple background with a picture of  

Figure 5-15: Group 4 Web Page Screen Shot (Front Page) 

 
 
 

Pinocchio and an inappropriate title did little to transform the very valuable data they provided 

into meaningful information to the audience of the website.  
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Performance Assessment: 
Performance Assessment:  Barron et al. (1998) assert that the key to such learning 

approaches as PBL, which result in a project, is to implement it in such a manner that it “…can 

lead to doing with understanding rather than doing for the sake of doing” (p.273). That is, the 

resultant project should lead to a deeper understanding of the curriculum, which is, in this case, 

centered on the composition process.  In order to assess the students’ knowledge of 

composition, I used an evaluation form to evaluate their performance (see figure 5-16).  In 

addition, the form was designed to assess participation, language usage and design 

considerations.  The same evaluation concerns as discussed in the mini events occurred in this 

anchor PBL2 event.  First, as is often a concern for teachers who implement group work, the 

equitable distribution of work among group members was an issue which I wanted to be sure 

and assess. In addition, students’ sense of agency and self-efficacy was a concern since it was 

important for students to take the activities seriously despite the novel way in which material was 

introduced and reviewed via PBL2.  

It was during this stage that our curriculum evolution had become most evident. As I 

described in mini events one and two, I often felt that part of my role as the teacher was to 

“police” students’ participation in the process.  During the project stage of this final PBL2 event, 

my role had shifted to one which was more facilitative and less directive. I had been 

“downsized.” They were not only able to articulate what they knew, but they were also able to 

demonstrate what they knew so that the evaluation process was extremely transparent.  Without 

my direction, students demonstrated strong senses of agency and self-efficacy. 

In addition, there were greater elements of student self-evaluation. They looked to me 

less for confirmation that their writing was “good.”  Over the course of the semester, they had 

learned (for the most part) to consider their audience, and since they were intimately familiar 
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Figure 5-16: PBL2 Webpage Project Evaluation Form 

 What’s the problem? Webpage Project 
 

Evaluation Form 

 
 
Group Members: ___________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
Required Content & Tasks Checklist: 

Directions: Check off items 1-5 as you complete them.  Turn this paper in to Leah on the due date. Do    
not write below the stars. I will give you a grade based on items A-E. 

 
1.  _______ Advice to ESL writers 
 
2.  _______ An example of a research paper (it could be your example, another group member’s paper or 

even all of your papers. You can also locate an example on the Internet that you find useful.) 
 
3.  _______ Optional things you could have included on your page were: short biographies of group 

members, email addresses, links to web pages that you find helpful when writing, tips to writing 
papers in your major, a “how to quote, how to paraphrase, etc). 

 
4.  _______ 2 peer evaluators checked for grammar & spelling mistakes, broken links, & broken graphics.     

Peer evaluators’ names: ______________________________________________________ 
 
5.  _______ Please list all of the tasks you completed personally and have your group members initial it. 
                              _____________________________________________________________________ 
                              _____________________________________________________________________ 
 

************ 
Evaluation Categories: 
 

3=excellent    2.5=good     2=poor    0=no effort 
 
A.  _______ Content: Content reflects an understanding of the academic writing process and the underlined 

support systems for it.  
 
B.  _______ Information:  The information is organized and presented in a way that makes it easy for the 

audience to use the information.  
 
C.  _______ Interactivity: Users can interact with the webpage without problems (i.e. All the links work. The 

information is easy for readers to understand.). 
 
D.  _______ Interface: You have a unique & creative way of displaying your information that is related to the 

purpose of your website. 
 
E.  _______ Participation: Students contributed equally to group tasks by  completing his/her share of the 

assigned work. 
 
Comments: 
 
 

Grade:  _______/15 

 

with the audience they had a strong sense of how to communicate effectively with them.  Since 

we posted our works-in-progress on the web, students were continuously able to share 
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information. For this reason, it was clear that they themselves evaluated their work, comparing it 

to other groups’ projects, revising and re-working as they felt necessary. 

Debrief the learning: 
Debrief the learning:  The evaluation form also helped to debrief the learning process. By 

completing the form, students had to consider what they had done and how it related to what 

they had learned in the class.  Furthermore, the debriefing process was particularly important 

with regard to “doing with understanding” since it gave me one last opportunity to make 

connections between the PBL2 event and the curricular goals.  During the discussion I used as 

our debriefing, I asked students what was the point of solving this problem. Amelia responded 

that it was because I wanted them to see.  “See what?” I asked.  “See that [when] we prepare 

our PowerPoint, we need to choose the [right] fonts and the colors,” said Lila.  Then, Rodolfo 

interrupted, “Think of the audience” (teacher researcher journal, June 30, p. 44b). In stating this, 

Rodolfo recognized that the main focus of our class had been for the sake of communication—

for the sake of communicating with a specific audience. Thus, during the project and during the 

class, they needed to consider the audience in order to be a communicatively competent user 

of the L2.  All students did not make these connections as deliberately and immediately as 

Rodolfo; however, when he pointed it out, it could have helped other students to make the 

connection between what they had done and what they had learned.  

Thus, the final phase of this PBL2 event helped lead us to doing with understanding, which 

as Barron et al (1998) might assert, is the main goal of such projects. Furthermore, the end of this 

project signified, for us, the maturation of PBL2. We had grown out of the awkward infancy and 

adolescence of PBL and found ourselves engaged in and by an imperfect, yet highly functional 

and effective method for teaching and learning L2 writing.    

Part B Conclusions  

In summary, to frame the above snapshots, I used Torp and Sage’s instructional template 

for PBL units, and through this template I was able to make accommodations for L2 writers, 
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which evolved over the course of the semester. Table 5-4 provides a side by side comparison of 

the stages where the underlined text indicates an accommodation that I made. From the chart, 

it is easy to observe that the structure of PBL remained the same. However, within each of the 

stages, the special needs of my second language learners necessitated certain 

accommodations and re-conceptualizations.    

First, we broadened our understanding of knowledge. Instead of simply seeking content 

knowledge from the inquiry process, the problems also addressed linguistic knowledge. For 

instance, during the “identify what we know stage,” students identified the language that they 

knew and the language that they needed to know in addition to the content which was 

presented in the problem documents. Furthermore, because the attainment of linguistic 

knowledge (i.e. language acquisition) was the goal of the course, additional debriefing stages 

were built into the process to act as comprehension, lexical and syntactic checks.   

Table 5-4: Instructional Template for PBL: Torp & Sage PBL vs. PBL2 

Torp & Sage teaching and learning events PBL2 teaching and learning events 

1. Prepare the learners 1. Prepare the learners & Debrief the language 

2. Meet the problem 2. Meet the problem & Debrief the language 

3. Identify what we know, what we need to 
know, our ideas 

3. Identify what we know, what we need to know, our 
ideas including  linguistic knowledge 

4. Define the problem 4. Define the problem & Debrief the language 

5. Gather and share information 5. Gather and share information, which was 
abbreviated during the mini events 

6. Generate solutions 6. Generate solutions 

7. Determine the best-fit solutions 7. Determine the best-fit solutions 

8. Present the solution 8. Present the solution 

9. Assess Performance (mastery of content) 9. Assess Performance (mastery of content, language, 
and participation)  

10. Debrief the learning 10. Debrief the learning 

 

 
I also shortened the inquiry process based on the fact that PBL was implemented in event form 

to accommodate the format, foci and constraints of English for Academic Purposes courses, but 

without subjugating the EAP curriculum to the curricula of content courses.  Finally, the 
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assessment stage was broadened so that it occurred continuously throughout the PBL process—

especially with regard to students’ use and acquisition of the L2.  Performance assessment 

called for not only assessment of the content of PBL2 events but it also called for assessment of 

language and participation in the PBL2 process. 

  The inquiry process remained largely faithful to traditional PBL while also taking into 

consideration the linguistic concerns of students.  PBL2 allowed students to explore what Benesch 

(2001) calls the “centrality of discourse” in writing.  Since students chose an area of academic 

inquiry on which they wanted to base their research papers, they had the opportunity to explore 

how to use the “language” or discourse of their fields in their compositions. Furthermore, PBL2 

helped to demystify the writing process by encouraging a reorientation of students’ 

conceptualization of EAP writing by shifting the focus onto communication. It redefined good 

writing as writing which successfully conveyed their message to their intended audience.  

Conclusions  

In order to implement PBL2, it was necessary to make certain adjustments to the Torp and 

Sage model of PBL.  These adjustments were necessary in order to accommodate the needs of 

my second language learners, but without altering the fundamentals of PBL.  The first 

accommodation which needed to be addressed was the time constraints under which English 

for academic purposes courses tend to function. As such, I incorporated PBL in event form.  In 

addition, I built linguistic support into the PBL process by adding such accommodations as 

comprehension checks and repetition of key concepts.  Because neither the students nor I had 

any experience with using problems as a basis for language learning, it was also necessary to 

establish a schema for the process in order to broaden students’ acceptance of diverse ways of 

learning.  I chose to use the problem project sequence suggested by Barron et. al. (1998) in their 

article, “Doing with understanding: Lessons from research on problem- and project-based 

learning” since the process of solving hypothetical situations in PBL frame the problem solving 

approach to learning in a way that students become accommodated and based on which 
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they can more successfully solve for the concrete problems in the project based portion of the 

course.  That is, the mini PBL2 events helped to establish the ins and outs of the process for 

learning under this method, scaffolding the process of approaching a problem critically. Table 5-

5 summarizes provides a side by side comparison of PBL and PBL2 characteristics. 

Table 5-5: Comparison of Torp & Sage PBL to PBL2 

* denotes an accommodation or concern particular to PBL2 

Torp & Sage PBL Characteristics  

 

PBL2 Accommodations 

Torp & Sage PBL “incorporates two 
complementary processes, curriculum 
organization and instructional strategy” (p. 15). 
 
Organizes curriculum around the investigation 
and resolution of messy, real-world problem, 
enabling student learning in relevant and 
connected ways (i.e. authentic ways). 
 
 Instructional strategy includes “beginning with 
the problematic situation—a fully integrated 
whole—and tease out the knowledge, skills, 
dispositions, and standards-based learning 
opportunities that the authentic context of the 
problem exposes” (Torp & Sage, p. 47). 

PBL2 incorporates two processes, curriculum 
organization and instructional strategy.  
 
 
The curriculum is still organized around a 
problematic situation.  
 
 
 
The instructional strategies still include “teasing 
out” the knowledge, skills and such from the 
problematic situation; however, in this case, the 
instructional strategies also incorporated second 
language learning & teaching strategies. 
 
 

Focused, experiential learning (minds-on, 
hands-on)  

 Focused, experiential learning (minds-on, 
hands-on, & language-on) 

Engages students as stakeholders in a problem 
situation (Torp & Sage) 
 

Students were also engaged as stakeholders. 
We created a class identity which empowered 
them to solve the “injustice” they perceived and 
to inform those in the lower levels who will follow 
them. 
* However, because of the increased cognitive 
demand and workload, students often tried to 
circumvent the PBL2 process of learning. 

Creates a learning environment in which 
teachers coach student thinking and guide 
student inquiry, facilitating deeper levels of 
understanding (Torp & Sage). 

As the instructor, my major responsibility was to 
structure the class in ways that promoted 
interaction and L2 output. Such interactions 
could occur between writer and reader and/or 
speaker and listener.  
 
*Added Concern: Classroom management 
issues and concern for the use of the L2 required 
more directive teacher roles from time to time. 

PBL fosters authentic experiences that foster 
active learning 

*Authenticity is defined differently in this setting. 
Because the setting was an English for 
academic purposes course, the goals of the 
students were tied to the classroom. Thus, the 
real world was redefined. School was a part of 
our students’ lives. As the teacher, it was 
important to point out how this would function in 
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the content courses for which they were 
preparing as well as outside of the University 
once they graduated.  

“Assessing the student learning in PBL is always 
done in the context of the problematic 
situation. Such assessment is designed for 
teachers to monitor the thinking and 
dispositions of the student and to subsequently 
adjust the learning experiences…” (Torp & 
Sage, p. 89). “Finally, assessment serves the 
important purpose of evaluating student 
attainment of significant outcomes identified for 
the PBL experience” (p. 89).  

Assessment served as a diagnostic for course 
content such as cohesion and unity in order to 
determine how to best approach/follow-up on 
course content. 
 
*However, it also assessed language, which is 
different than assessing content. 
 
* Assessed participation in the process of 
learning—i.e. participation in the PBL process. 

 

While there were a symphony of factors which helped and hindered the implementation 

of PBL2, the resulting course, flaws and all, yielded some particularly relevant information 

regarding the use of a socioconstructivist method within the tightly controlled parameters of 

English for Academic Purposes courses.  How students viewed the English language affected 

their behavior and strategies they used in the classroom.  Computer-based technology was 

integral to our implementation of the curriculum; it was used as a tool which facilitated the key 

to PBL2 success—the development of community, both online and offline.  The next chapter will 

explore these ideas in further detail. Furthermore, the conclusion chapter will discuss the PBL2 

model which resulted from the above described evolution of this curriculum.  
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Chapter 6: Language Learners’ Reactions to PBL2 

 
 

Introduction 

 

By describing how I implemented PBL in my L2 classroom and how technology was used 

to enhance its implementation, the previous chapter addressed the first research question of this 

dissertation, “How did a teacher-researcher develop a technology enhanced PBL2 writing 

classroom for adult learners?”   Next, this chapter will address the second research question: 

“What were students’ reactions to such a class?” Thus, the below (1) explores the emergent 

themes based on the students’ experiences and (2) reflects on the students’ reactions to PBL2.       

In order to do this, the below chapter is divided into three parts.  As Merriam (2001) 

asserts, “reality is constructed by individuals interacting with their social worlds” (p. 6).  As such, 

part A brings further light to the social world of the participants by contextualizing the reality of 

the setting and participants so that what follows (discussion of the themes) is understood as 

authentically as possible. Part B will address the themes which emerged during analysis in a way 

that reveals how the participants understood the phenomena that occurred in our PBL2 

classroom.  The themes involve issues of hegemony, power, culture, and community. Finally, Part 

C concludes this chapter by reflecting on the students’ reactions to PBL2.  

 

Part A:  Contextualization of the Setting & Participants 

 

 

The basic assumption of qualitative research is that the meaning of each reality is 

dependent upon those who have constructed it.  Furthermore, each reality can have multiple 

interpretations based on any number of influences and interactions. Thus, it is important to 

understand were we, the participants in this study, were coming from.  Chapter four provided a 

description of what was “typical” to the setting in which this study took place.  It was provided as 

a basis for comparison for what was described in chapter five and for what is to follow in order 

to make clear how different typical UcM ESOL classes were compared to the settings in which 
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this study took place. The below includes thick descriptions of the settings in which this study took 

place, the class as a whole, and the focal students.  

 

I.  The Classroom Setting 

 

My classroom was not typical of the rooms used for English classes as was described in 

chapter three. Instead, we met in a large auditorium style room with desks that were fixed to the 

ground, but with seats that were moveable.  There was a large space in the center of the room 

where we often moved the chairs in order to create a more intimate atmosphere for class 

discussions.  In addition to the spacious benefits of the room, it was equipped with a computer, 

a projector, microphones, a DVD player and a VCR.  The university was very proud of this room 

and kept it locked in between class periods. I checked out the key before class and was 

expected to return it immediately after the conclusion of class. In some cases, office staff would 

seek me out if I “dawdled” after class to meet with students.   Most English teachers expressed to 

me that I got the “good” room as opposed to their more traditional style classrooms.    These 

elements helped to facilitate the technological features of the course; the size of the classroom 

facilitated small group activities, and the auditorium style of the room aided the public speaking 

portion of the class.  However, despite these benefits, there were some details of the room which 

I believe fostered or at least reinforced a feeling of distrust between the students and the 

university administration.   

First, the floor to ceiling windows, which made up one entire wall in the classroom, should 

have let in a lot of sunlight and helped to create a warm open atmosphere; however, a large 

concrete façade with Mayan figure cut-outs enveloped the entire building and allowed for only 

cut out glimpses of the outdoors and slivers of light to come through. These figures were 

designed to be seen from outside of the building; therefore, the dominant view of students from 

inside of the classroom was the less than aesthetically appealing backsides of the cut-outs. The 

facade darkened the room and gave it a sense of being encaged by three interior walls and 
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one exterior concrete wall.  In addition, there was a camera placed in the corner of the room to 

which the students often waived.  The director of the language program assured me that it was 

not on and was there for “show” in order to discourage theft and vandalism.  I related this to the 

students, but they never believed it. Finally, the students related to me that their palm scan was 

deactivated if they owed money to the UcM or if there were an administrative glitch, preventing 

them from entering the university; therefore, they viewed the scan and the guards as yet 

another way in which the University could exert control over them as opposed to being 

designed for their safety.  We also made use of the computer laboratory which was described in 

chapter three for typically an hour a day. 

 

II. The Participants 

 
The Class Case 

“It’s tea time, teacha.”  
 The participants of this research included nineteen students with an average age of 21 

and one teacher-researcher. In general, students in said program could be categorized as 

intermediate writers with regard to proficiency. The 2001 proficiency guidelines of the American 

Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages (ACTFL) for intermediate high best capture the 

writing of the class as a whole.  ACTFL guidelines describe intermediate high proficiency as:  

Writers at the Intermediate-High level are able to meet all practical writing needs 
such as taking notes on familiar topics, writing uncomplicated letters, simple 
summaries, and compositions related to work, school experiences, and topics of 
current and general interest. Intermediate-High writers connect sentences into 
paragraphs using a limited number of cohesive devices that tend to be repeated, 
and with some breakdown in one or more features of the Advanced level. They 
can write simple descriptions and narrations of paragraph length on everyday 
events and situations in different time frames, although with some inaccuracies 
and inconsistencies. For example, they may be unsuccessful in their use of 
paraphrase and elaboration and/or inconsistent in the use of appropriate major 
time markers, resulting in a loss in clarity. In those languages that use verbal 
markers to indicate tense and aspect, forms are not consistently accurate. The 
vocabulary, grammar, and style of Intermediate-High writers essentially correspond 
to those of the spoken language. The writing of an Intermediate-High writer, even 
with numerous and perhaps significant errors, is generally comprehensible to 
natives not used to the writing of non-natives, but gaps in comprehension may 
occur (Breiner-Sanders, Swender, & Terry, 2001). 
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As detailed in chapter three, the students were all Mexican nationals, eleven of whom were 

psychology majors, three were Business Administration majors, three majored in International 

Studies, and two in Computer Information Systems. There were 12 female students and 7 male 

students. All were enrolled in the class in order to complete the mandatory English requirements 

of the university.  As previously stated, several of the departments had recently won awards and 

were ranked highly by the national newspaper La Reforma.  These departments were Computer 

Systems and Administration, Psychology, and Business Administration. All but three of the 

students in my class were in one of these departments; therefore, it might also be inferred that 

some chose to attend UcM due to the high ranking of said departments.   

 In the beginning, students seemed largely apathetic to the course.  As one student 

wrote in her email to me in response to the question “What can I (the teacher) do to help you?:  

 
“The debate was good so it could be a better way to be less boried (not the 
class, the people) because I think that the classmates are a little apathic (I 
don’t know how do say that word). I had heard that you take the students out 
to a museum, I don’t know exactly but it could be another option to be more 
interest in the language because some people do because they have to.”    

 

Personality-wise, they were a lively group of young adults, and, as the teacher researcher, I 

experienced an early period of hazing, which eventually developed into a good-natured give 

and take between the students and I.  For example, they were obsessed with Harry Potter as the 

third movie had just been released and often raised their hand en masse to express that it was 

“tea time, teacha” in their best British accents to which I would respond, “Just ten more hours 

guys.”  This “ritual” signified that they were in need of their mid-morning break, which I usually 

gave them after my usual false protest.  “Aye, teacher!” they would mockingly moan. “Ok then. 

Fifteen minutes… if you insist.” I would always reply with a smile.   

In the beginning, it was difficult to see how good-natured the students actually were.  

The class as a whole seemed suspicious of everything that appeared to represent the 

“establishment.” They were extremely distrustful of the University, its administration, its teachers 
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and of each other.  My initial impression of the students was partly reflective of the atmosphere 

of UcM, the physical environment in which the school was located and partly due to the events 

of the first week that were described above.   

During the first week they asked many questions that centered on how they could pass 

this last class. They often posed the same questions day after day as if they were verifying the 

requirements so that they could not be “tricked” into yet another semester of ESL. Under the 

explanation for their portfolios, the syllabus stated “Level 8 students are allowed to make 

mistakes. Mistakes are a great way to learn! Therefore, you must do your own writing.”  This 

statement received the most scrutiny from students during the first week.  They could not accept 

that I did not mind if they made mistakes.  In addition, when given a writing assignment, they 

would only ask questions such as, “How many words/sentences/pages should I write?”  or “Will 

you take off for grammar errors?”   They were extremely concerned about superficial writing 

issues and seemed to view writing as a wholly undesirable activity. In fact, on the first day, I 

asked them to raise their hands if they liked to write. No one did. As a whole, they preferred the 

more “dynamic” portions of class and were extremely concerned about their grammar and 

pronunciation.  Finally, despite our inauspicious beginnings, by the end of the semester they had 

grown into a cohesive group; they were kind to each other and generously supportive of each 

other’s work.  

In addition to the case of the class, I purposefully selected three individual cases based 

on their language learning experiences, attitudes toward the course and their willingness to 

participate in interviews.   The three students were named Antonio, Lara, and Magdalena.  

 

 The Focal Students 

 

The following section describes the three focal students for this study, Antonio, Lara and 

Magdalena.  As explained in the methodology (chapter four), they were chosen based on a 

series of criteria which made them representative of the class as a whole. 
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Antonio 

“It’s time for a break, teacher.” 
 

 
Antonio was a twenty-three year-old psychology major. He had an extremely relaxed 

manner inside of the classroom and could, on most days, be found reclined in his seat resting his 

feet on the desk in front of him.  During the first week of class his response to all questions I posed 

to him was, “no sé35,” as he shrugged his shoulders and made a clicking sound by gliding his 

tongue piercing over his teeth. When he raised his hand, it was usually only to make an assertion 

such as, “It’s time for a break, teacher” while making a gesture with his fingers and an imaginary 

cigarette. During this first week, he could be characterized as largely apathetic toward the class,  

and toward me as exemplified by his lack of participation, his inability to complete assignments 

inside or outside of class and by his comments.  

The above is how I described Antonio at the end of the first week, and it is for these 

reasons that he was chosen to be an individual case.  However, I later found that what first 

seemed like apathy can be better described as an extremely relaxed manner that was quietly 

underscored by a tinge of perfectionism.  He completed numerous drafts of his research paper, 

but did not turn them in since he felt they were not good enough.  This I discovered after 

numerous after class discussions about why he was not completing assignments.  He finally 

explained that because he was only able to write the way that he spoke, he felt it was not what 

he believed was “good” writing.  That is, Antonio made a distinction between oral and written 

modes of language and assigned values to each of them, seemingly designating written 

language as more “important.”  

Antonio was among the best speakers of English in the class.  He possessed a vast 

knowledge of informal English slang and would often respond to me with very natural sounding 

                                                 
35 Translation: I don’t know.  
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native expressions.  According to his language learner autobiography36, he had been studying 

English uninterrupted since he began learning it in a Spanish-English bilingual elementary school 

when he was seven years old.   In fact, he has attended only bilingual schools, which, he asserts, 

generally begin with spelling and being able to speak about personal experiences and personal 

characteristics.  Antonio makes keen distinctions between formal and informal language.  He 

wrote, “It's dificult because i usualy use [English] but in other way, whit a lot of bad words, and is 

very diferent to use it wiht the people that you konw, than in the school or in a formal way.”  He 

went on to explain that he needs formal English to study his major and to obtain a job after he 

graduates. For this reason he chose to study at a bilingual university; however, he more often 

makes use of informal oral language, using it with his friends and with some of his extended 

family who lives in San Diego.  Neither of his parents speaks English, and he asserts that they do 

not like US American culture either. 

 

Lara 
“Aye Teacher. Es que no puedo...I mean, I can’t.” 

 
 

 Lara is a twenty-year-old psychology major. She was a very shy and insecure student in 

need of constant reassurance of her abilities. During the first week of class she could often be 

found speaking in Spanish with her classmates. When asked a question, she invariably 

responded in Spanish “Sorry teacher, es que no puedo [speak English].”37  After class, she often 

stayed to ask questions or clarify points and often sent emails seeking affirmation regarding her 

English language skills.   

 According to her language learning autobiography, she began to learn English during 

her first year of high school at the age of twelve and has studied it continuously ever since. She 

likes to make use of passive English skills outside of the classroom stating that she and her friends 

                                                 
36 This was one of their first assignments which required them to chronicle their history of learning 
English. This assignment correlated to their textbook’s first theme which was language learning. Please 
see appendix L for details.  
37 Translation: I just can’t [speak English]. 
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like American music. They try to understand the lyrics by listening over and over, using 

dictionaries, or asking teachers.  She also uses English to watch movies or television shows.  

 UcM was not her first choice. She stated, “ i reallly wanted go to UNAM but i can’t so, the 

other alternative was go to a private school and is better go to a bilingual university for learn 

more and have more chouces in your future.”  In addition, while she did not state this, it is 

possible that the high ranking (second place) of UcM’s psychology department played a factor 

in her choice. Finally, she commented that she wanted to learn English because it might lead to 

a better future.  “i learn because now is really important to learn english and then because 

many things that i really like are in English and i really hope use english in the future because if 

you talk so well your future is going to be well too.”  Her parents do not speak English. 

 

Magdalena 
Don’t get so mad so fast, teacher. 

 
 
 Magdalena was a twenty-year old International Studies major.  She seemed to have very 

positive associations with learning English.  She related in her language learning autobiography 

that she has been studying and using English since she was four years old.  She actively uses her 

language skills both inside and outside of the classroom.  She explained that she and her sister 

used the language to play as children and use it now in public when they do not want those 

around them to understand.  She also seeks English speakers out in restaurants, coffee shops and 

at the movie theater and likes to listen to the lyrics in English language music.   Moreover, her 

father and brothers also speak English.   She wrote about her first year of language learning in 

Kindergarten, “Teaching all my class to say the colors, animals, things, family in english. any way 

it was very nice this season of my life because I was playing with my sister, and I did some jokes in 

kinder and either I learn english .”  She placed great value on pronunciation in particular 

because she intends to work in an English speaking country such as England or Canada.  She 
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wrote, “Nowadays is very important to learn english because all the enterprises want it. to have 

a good development in their bussiness…”  

 Her grades were average; however, the confidence with which she used the language 

allowed her English language skills to be envied by her classmates.  She spoke with fluency and 

good suprasegmentals despite holes in vocabulary or grammar.  She was recommended to 

take my class by a former student.  As detailed above, my section was over-enrolled.  When I 

asked the class for volunteers to change classes, Magdalena, very assertively, insisted that she 

not be switched to the new section.  She gave a self introduction in which she characterized 

herself as a hard worker.  She asked a lot of questions, but often conversed with her classmates 

in Spanish during class. Her positive attitude toward English and her work ethic is why I invited her 

to participate as an individual case.  

Part A Conclusions 

In summary, part A of this chapter was provided as a way to ground the experiences of 

my students and my interpretations of their experiences.  That is, it was meant to contextualize 

the student reactions which are discussed below so that the meanings of the phenomena are 

understood as authentically as possible.   

 

 

Part B: Emergent Themes 

 
 

During data analysis, issues of culture, hegemony, power, and community became 

apparent.  The following section addresses these issues through the themes which emerged 

during analysis. As stated above, they include: 

 
1. Instrumental Views of English: The Contradiction between Institutional Imposition and 

Personal Choice 
 
2. Circumventing the PBL2 Classroom System: Conflicting University & Classroom Cultures & 

the Resulting Classroom Management Issues 
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3. Technology as a catalyst for Online & Offline Community Building   
 

 
While I discuss these themes in particular to the context of the study, Mexico, many of the events 

described below could just as easily happen in other contexts such as ESOL classrooms in the US.  

Concerns such as cheating, focusing on the grade, and circumventing the system are 

preoccupations for US-based teachers as well. Because I am from the US and was conducting 

research in Mexico, cultural difference is a lens through which the reader might easily view this 

study. However, the point is that the below should be taken as a description of what occurred 

during my short time in Mexico, but, by no means, does it indicate that these happenings are 

ubiquitous to all ESOL classrooms in Mexico.   

Theme 1- Instrumental Views of English:  The Contradiction between Institutional Imposition and 

Personal Choice 

 

On the third day of class, we had a reading on a US Native American’s 
experience learning English.  This led to a class discussion about their 
incentives for learning English. When asked why they were taking the 
class, they unanimously responded with phrases like, “for our future.”  
One student, David, explained: “Most job interviews are in English 
during these days.” Eduardo chimed in, “if you want a good job then 
you need to speak English.”  “Is just a fact, teacher” Lilith, an 
International Studies major added. She also commented that it was 
imperialistic (a vocabulary word from the reading), but that it was 
necessary. The rest of the class nodded in agreement during these 
comments and made additional comments along the same lines 
(teacher researcher journal, June 9, p. 8).   

  

As exemplified above, the participants in this class all expressed an instrumental view of 

English.  That is, all expressed the idea that they viewed English as an instrument or tool that 

could help them to gain access to certain desirable outcomes such as being viewed more 

prestigiously and an increased ability to obtain a professional job.   

 
Instrumental View of English 

 In Mexico, particularly in urban areas such as Mexico City, English is rapidly becoming a 

language not only of elite populations, but of middle class professionals with instrumental 
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motivations based on increased trade with the US and other non-Spanish-speaking countries (i.e. 

the phenomenon of globalization). Mexico City’s urban revitalization projects such as the Santa 

Fe Business Park and tax breaks offered by the City’s government have been specifically 

developed in order to attract international business.  Even the University’s mission statement 

reflected this notion, stating as a rationale for being English-Spanish bilingual that English was 

necessary for professional survival in an increasingly global market.  The mission statement asserts 

that their goal is to “prepare students to be professionals in a business world that is dominated by 

the use of English in order to satisfy the demands of the business world and to make links 

between Mexico and the United States more productive” (para. 3).   Magdalena’s comments 

also echo this instrumental orientation toward learning English. During an interview she 

commented on her choice of attending a bilingual university: 

Leah: Why did you enroll in a bilingual university?  
 

Magdalena:  Because nowadays in Mexico is a lot of competition and differences in the 
schools. Some enterprises, as you know about it, you speak English or another idiom, and 
if you don’t speak English or another idiom, you could not obtain the…the job. 
 
Leah:  Really? 
 
Magdalena:  Really. For example, Rosa and I, that we are studying international studies, 
and we need the idioms. All kind of relations with foreign people (interview #1). 

 
She also made similar comments in her first Nicenet journal assignment. She wrote: “Nowadays is 

very important to learn english because all the enterprises want it. to have a good development 

in their bussiness. but if you have other languages it would be ok its increase your knowledge...”     

 Magdalena, as many of her classmates also commented, is expressing an awareness 

that she needs additional capital in order to improve her chances at employment once she 

graduates.  This may be compounded by the fact that she is an International Studies major; 

however, it is still clear from her comments that she interprets the state of the economy in Mexico 

as necessitating English.   Furthermore, Amelia comments in her Nicenet journal: “Now a days 

the english is a second language, can be consider an official language, is very important 

because in any work, or when you visit any place, is more easy that you find people that speak 
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english, and if you want a good work is having a second language.”   The notion of English as an 

instrument for professional advancement is again echoed in Amelia’s writing. She also 

comments on the pervasiveness of English in her daily life—so much so that it could be 

considered an “official” language.  She does not mean that English is or will supplant Spanish; 

however she is highlighting the increasingly important role which English has begun to occupy in 

Mexico. 

 

Institutional Imposition vs. Personal Choice 

 
This instrumental orientation toward English language learning in Mexico, as exemplified 

by such participants as Magdalena and Amelia, manifests itself in a contradictory manner 

where students express both positive and negative feelings about the language.  Most of the 

negative feelings articulated by students were connected to their resentment of the institutional 

imposition of English on their lives. They disliked the idea of having to learn a language because 

of broad rationalizations posed by institutions like their university and even their government that 

English is a global language—sending the message: “English is the language of commerce, the 

language of the Internet, the language of technology, and as such, you need to learn it.”  On 

the other hand, some positive associations with the language also surfaced.  These were more 

connected to the idea of choice.  That is, during times when students chose to use the 

language for their own specific purposes, they not only found the language useful, but they also 

seemed to associate positive feelings toward it. 

 
Instrumental Views of English vis a vis  Institutional Imposition 

 
 

As mentioned above, this instrumental view of English language learning can often result 

in negative reactions to the language, which is, perhaps, tied to the negative undertones of 

English’s heritage of linguistic imperialism or to the uneven relationship between the US and 

Mexican economies. Despite the fact that the official language is Spanish, “Mexico is expected 
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to meet the linguistic and cultural expectations of U.S. business interests” (Petrón, 2001, p. 40) 

due to the hegemonic powers that the language imbibes.  This institutional demand often leads 

to very negative and anxious feelings toward the language since it is the addition of yet another 

“hoop” through which learners must pass in order to (1) graduate and (2) become employed.  

Magdalena remarks with a sense of frustration about learning English when asked about her 

feelings toward being “obliged” to learn it. She states:  

 
I don’t udnerstand. Because I don’t think that it’s necessary to speak 
in English here. For a couple be in English classes, yes, or in America, 
yes. But here? Why? For what?  (interview #1). 

 
Above, Magdalena expressed a consciousness that English was necessary for socio-economic 

maintenance and/or advancement in Mexico; yet, here she also expresses her frustration 

toward this reality.  For her, it is an imposition that also seems irrational. She questions why 

English?” “Why not Spanish?”  This negative orientation of her instrumental view of English is tied 

to the fact that she has no choice in determining the global acceptance of English as an 

international language. The structural existence of English as a symbol of neo-colonial control is 

exerting itself on her existence and surpassing the imperialistic legacy of Spanish. 

 Students also related stories of attending interviews for part-time jobs which were 

conducted in English and/or required passing an English examination.   For example, Rosa 

explained that she and several of her friends tried to get part-time summer jobs for a Mexican 

company looking for telemarketers.  She explained that she was asked to take three different 

tests (in English) and was interviewed in English. Furthermore, she seemed exasperated when she 

added that they had not specifically advertised for English-speakers.  When explaining about 

the results of her test, Rosa stated, “Leah, they reject us.”  Her face appeared dejected as she 

shook her head. In this case, Rosa is expressing her feelings of disappointment and helplessness 

over her future career plans.  Her summer job “rejection” caused her to question her possibilities.  

If she cannot acquire the English that she needs to perform in professional settings, will she ever 

be able to find a “good” job?  Will she be able to use her international studies degree in a 
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desirable setting? These doubts are directly connected to the imposition of English on Rosa, 

which in turn encourages negative associations with the language for her.  

 
Instrumental View of English vis a vis Personal Choice 

 
Simultaneously, participants also reveal some positive associations with their use of the 

language, the first of which is implied and relates to the idea of cultural capital, a concept 

posed by Delpit (1988).  Delpit’s argument was made often in reference to a population 

described as “African American children of less privileged backgrounds.”  While the population 

of this dissertation were by and large middle class, and would not typically be described as 

socio-economically underprivileged, they were, in fact, linguistically disadvantaged.  The notion 

that many students required English to “succeed” in their professional lives does place them at a 

disadvantage since it is not their native language.  In addition, this linguistic disadvantage could 

lead to other economic and social disadvantages.  Thus, English becomes a symbolic asset that 

can be parlayed into socioeconomic benefits (Galindo, 1997; Thompson, 1991). English acts as a 

kind of linguistic capital , which can lead to other kinds of “assets” such as economic capital, 

which can, in turn “define the location of the individual within the social space” (Thompson, 

1991).  Indeed, socioeconomic status maintenance and/or mobility is one positive perception of 

the results of obligations to English. This is particularly important for members of the middle class 

since there has been a trend toward downward mobility since the peso crisis of the early 1990s 

(Canak & Swanson). 

 In addition, the freedom of personal choice to use the language also tended to elicit 

positive associations.  For example, in a conversation, Magdalena related a story about how she 

uses English outside of the classroom. She explained that it started when she was young. She and 

her sister enjoyed using English to talk about people when they were in public.  They used it to 

joke around and be funny.  In this case, English is used to strengthen or showcase the bond 

between her and her sister. It allowed them to have their own particular way of communicating 
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and facilitated a positive dynamic.  In her first Nicenet journal entry, which was her language 

learner autobiography, she further commented on her and her sister’s use of English, saying “it 

[her childhood] was very nice this season of my life because I was playing with my sister, and I 

did some jokes.”  Magdalena and her sister did not have to converse in English, yet they chose 

to do so. Moreover, in spite of the involvement of English, she makes positive associations with 

her childhood as related to her use of English.  Instead of being an imposition, they chose to use 

it as a tool to keep others out of their “world” and to reinforce the level of intimacy in their 

relationship.  

 Lara also made a similar connection between English and enjoyment, acknowledging 

the facilitative nature of English.  She wrote: “i learn because now is really important to learn 

english and then because many things that i really like are in english and i really hope use english 

in the future because if you talk so well your future is going to be well too.”  In later conversations 

she defined the things that she liked as listening to music, watching television, and reading 

magazines.  Lara actively chooses to engage in these activities in English despite the fact that all 

are available in Spanish. She goes so far as to express a preference for the English versions when 

she states, “many things that I really like are in English.” This is mentioned simultaneously with her 

understanding that English is itself an instrument which she views as a way to enhance her future. 

 

 

Summary of Theme 1 

 

 In summary, participants such as Magdalena, Amelia, Rosa and Lara repeatedly 

indicated that they needed English to do well professionally in Mexico; they had begrudgingly 

accepted its place in their lives. However, underneath, the learner participants in this study 

demonstrated a real contradiction in perception toward English.  They exhibited a vacillation 

between positive and negative instrumental orientations that seemed to hinge on the ideas of 
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obligation versus choice.  This fluctuation between negative and positive is a complex 

phenomenon. Although the categories institutional imposition and personal choice are 

discussed separately, the reality is that they tend to occur simultaneously, weaving in and out 

of participants understandings of their use of the language.  
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Theme 2- Circumventing the PBL2 Classroom System: 

Conflicting University & Classroom Cultures & the Resulting Classroom Management Issues 

 

 
The research paper assignment in ENG 101 is notorious among English 
students at UcM since it is evaluated in a high stakes manner. If 
students do not pass the research paper assignment, they do not pass 
the course and are thus prevented from exiting the English program.   
As a result, there are stories that approach urban legend about the 
difficulty of the assignment and about students who go to 
extraordinary lengths to ensure that they “pass” the research paper 
assignment.  Antonio recounted his experience with trying to ensure 
that he would pass at the beginning of the semester. He explained, “I 
was too—too worried. Because I hear about … I hear some friends that 
already passed [ENG 101]. When we are—they are doing the essay, 
they are working a lot. For one friend and another friend who is 
translator made the essay and everyone give their works to someone 
else and I have nobody to get…”  (interview #3). 

 
 As described in the discussion of theme one, participants resented having to learn English 

as the result of institutional imposition of the language.  This resentment fostered an antagonistic 

relationship between the learner and the “systems” established by the institution such that they 

began to engage in behaviors that allowed them to acquire the cultural capital while also 

“thumbing their noses” at the institution and its systems.  An example of such behavior is typified 

by the above vignette where Antonio expressed his anxiety at not being able to “hire” someone 

else to write his research paper.  I term this kind of behavior “circumventing the system.”    

 Circumvention, specifically of the PBL2 class system, allowed students to produce the 

teacher-intended products (i.e. assignments), but without completing the teacher-intended 

processes that were designed to reinforce the curricular goals of the course.  To further 

complicate the matter, participants experienced university and classroom systems that clashed 

based on differing cultural orientations.  The differences in systems and cultures caused 

conflicting understandings of circumvention behaviors which, in turn, manifested itself in this 

study through issues of classroom management where students and I moved between the new 

classroom norms which took a process approach and the traditional university norms, which was 

more product-oriented.    
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Defining University & Classroom Systems 

 

A system is a kind of collective unit which contains individual characteristics that when 

combined establish collective properties.  Systems exist in every part of life. For example, there 

are meteorological systems such as a hurricane, ecological systems like forests, oceans or desert 

habitats, economic systems like the stock market or the Mexican economy, linguistic systems 

such as the Spanish language, and biological systems like the brain and multi-cellular organisms 

(e.g. humans). However, in this case, the term system has a more sociological frame of 

reference in that it is used in reference to groups of people. While there are numerous 

sociological definitions for what constitutes a social system, for the purposes of this dissertation, it 

can be generally defined as a social organization in which people who make up a society are 

organized by a pattern of relationships (Krippendorff).  Specifically, this dissertation references 

the patterns of behaviors that occur in classroom and university systems.  

As I stated in chapter one, I consider the L2 classroom to be an example of a complex38 

social system.  The students and I took part in multiple social systems both inside and outside of 

the class while at UcM. For example, I participated in the US origin teacher system; I participated 

in the “Spanish-speaking” system and I participated in the PBL2 classroom system.  Students were 

also part of this PBL2 system.  They were members of the UcM student system as well. They were 

part of the system of Mexican young adults and part of the middle class system.  Within the 

classroom, there were even more social systems based on many factors, some of which I was 

privy to and some of which I was not.  In this case, the discussion centers on UcM and my 

classroom; therefore, the relationship patterns (i.e. systems) explored below involve teachers and 

students.  This is important since classroom management researchers such as Marzano and 

                                                 
38 Although complexity science is not directly discussed in this dissertation, it along with Chaos Theory 
point to important avenues for future research. The potential of chaos and complexity is discussed in 
slightly more detail in the conclusion chapter.  
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Marzano (2003) have found that “the quality of teacher-student relationships is the keystone for 

all other aspects of classroom management” (para. 5).   

 Furthermore, the English class, as a system, was initially viewed by students as a service 

industry where they were consumers who expected to receive their “money’s worth,” and what 

they viewed as worth their money was often tied to their expectations of the system, especially 

with regard to their roles as students and my role as a teacher.  As I previously stated, these 

expectations of ways of being in class conflicted with the new system that I established through 

the implementation of the PBL2 curriculum.  This issue of conflicting expectations of classroom 

systems is succinctly described by McMilian and Cheney (1996).  They state: 

…teachers and students find themselves at odds over what should be 
transpiring in the classroom. Teachers are “selling” knowledge, critical 
thought, artistic creativity, professional competence and responsibility, 
while students, at least many of them, want “accreditation, certification, 
credentials, and glowing letters of reference to ease their way into the 
marketplace” (Farago, 1982, p. 714, as cited in McMillan & Cheney, 1996, 
p. 9). 

 

My invention of a new PBL-oriented classroom system was very different from the norms and 

expectations already established by a successful English language program in a well respected 

university.    As ENG 101 was the exit course, students’ expectations were tightly connected to 

becoming “certified” for having completed the English program.  As a result, the funds of 

knowledge or “cultural and behavioral practices,” which existed in the English Language 

Program were decidedly product oriented (Veléz-Ibáñez & Greenberg, 1992).  Despite the 

fatigue that students must have felt finding themselves at the last stage of their “official” English 

language learning journey, I was asking them to commit to and engage in five weeks of a more 

strenuous and time intensive approach to learning, bound by an entirely new set-up for the PBL2 

class system, for which they would have to develop many new English language learning 

classroom strategies.  
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Conflicting Understandings of the PBL2 Classroom Systems 

 As the class began, students expected the usual systems; they expected the “normal” 

patterns of classroom relationships which have functioned very well for the English Language 

Program at UcM.  As a private university, its students choose to attend due to the manner in 

which English is integrated into its courses. For example, in his language learning autobiography, 

Rodolfo explained why he chose UcM, “now a days i'm studying her[e] because this school is 

well recognized in my major and i think english here has a good level,” and Sarah wrote that she 

chose UcM  “because [of] the recognition of this institution due to the bilingual system that it has, 

and also the quality of the programs that manage this school.”    

 When asked what the typical English class was like at the University, participant 

descriptions were fairly consistent.  Antonio stated, “Typically you sit, and the teacher say, ‘Do 

that” (interview 1). Magdalena responded, “Grammar and cigarette. Many exercise are 

grammar. Many” (interview 1).  And, Lara added, “Or read this, and do this exercise.  And when 

you finish you can leave. Or write a two-part, three-part words, or sorry, write about this topic, 

and when you finish, you can leave” (interview 1).   In short, not unlike what traditionally occurs 

in US classroom, they expected an English language classroom system which was teacher-

centered (i.e. tightly controlled/directed by the instructor) that required them to complete a 

“typical” amount of skills-based work in the form of textbook exercises and worksheets with a 

focus on grammar. Students were expected to apply the skills taken from these practices to 

communicative situations in their content courses and also outside of class.   

  Because they were familiar with the above described system, they could make use of 

rehearsed language when required. They could complete their in class work with little 

immediate scrutiny, receiving much of their feedback when written work was returned.  Thus, 

teacher and student roles in the English language classroom were seen in a traditional light.  The 

teacher was expected to be the authority that focused on modeling grammatical accuracy; 

she was the manager/director of student-learning, an assessor and a lecturer. Students 
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expected to fill a more passive role. They were to act as receptacles for the knowledge 

imparted by the authority-figure teacher. Learning necessitated the memorization and 

reproduction of grammatical rules and vocabulary and class time required more use of non-oral 

skills such as listening and reading.   Writing was used as a way for students to demonstrate 

acquisition of grammatical rules, spelling and vocabulary; likewise, writing instruction 

emphasized grammatical accuracy, vocabulary and spelling.  

By contrast, when I implemented PBL2, I changed the English language classroom system, 

including teacher and student roles.  Class became more student-centered (i.e. students were 

asked to share in determining the direction of the course). It required them to actively 

participate using all skill areas (listening, speaking, reading and writing); they had to make 

decisions and share in the responsibility for learning.  Writing instruction shifted away from a focus 

on rules and the production of “perfect” products to a focus on communicative abilities—

addressing the importance of the audience and making their writing comprehensible to the 

reader.  The teacher’s main role was to facilitate opportunities for communication.  While I was 

recognized as an authority, contributions made by students to class were also expected and 

acknowledged as important.  Students were expected to learn class material, but were also 

expected to be able to apply it across varying situations and make active use of the four skills 

not only in the real world, but also in class, in whole class, group and pair settings.   

Furthermore, as a tool of my research, it is likely that I myself changed the system by 

virtue of my presence in the classroom. As I stated in chapter four, I believe that teaching begins 

with the establishment of teacher-student relationships.  Furthermore, I believe that the “process” 

of learning provides rich opportunities for relationship development. As a result, my preference 

for process-orientations immediately conflicted with the product-focus typical of students in the 

EN 101 class system.  In addition, perhaps because of my youth or my race, students might have 

viewed me as less of an authority figure, and because of this, their perception of the teacher as 
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the authority might have been challenged, which could have also altered the structure of the 

English language classroom.  

 Although this shift in the structure of English language classroom system is easy to observe 

and describe in retrospect, it proved less conspicuous in the midst of the semester. Issues which 

appeared to simply be attributable to basic classroom management concerns came more 

clearly into focus when viewed through a lens focused on culture.  That is, many of the 

circumvention behaviors which I will describe below were actually classroom management 

issues based on cultural difference. 

 

Cultural Differences: The UcM ESL Program Classroom versus the PBL2 Classroom 
 
 

 The differences between the UcM ESL program classroom system and the PBL2 classroom 

systems were due, in large part, to differences in cultural norms which were, by and large to be 

expected.  Cultural difference is always difficult to talk about; since such discussions are based 

on patterns of behaviors and generalizations, stereotypes can easily seep into the discourse.  I, 

as a cultural outsider, felt unqualified to draw sweeping cultural comparisons as I was not 

privileged to the nuances of Mexican society during my short stay. I will, however, discuss culture 

in relation to the University and the classroom since it is in these places that I had most of my 

experiences. While there are numerous ways to operationalize the term culture, in this study, 

culture is specifically referred to in the subjective sense.  That is, as Bennett (1998) explains, 

“Subjective culture refers to the psychological features that define a group of people—their 

everyday thinking and behavior…” (p. 3).  It is “the learned and shared patterns of beliefs, 

behaviors, and values of groups of interacting people” (p. 3).  As a result, the expectations for 

norms that I entered the classroom with were not the expectations with which the students 

entered the classroom.   

 This is not to say that I was not aware of and prepared for the many cultural differences 

that exist between the US and Mexico.  As I explained in chapter three, I have traveled quite a 
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bit.   I had prior experiences visiting and working in Mexico and I spoke the language. In 

addition, I had, like a “good” graduate student done my homework, informally interviewing 

Mexican friends about what to expect and reading travel guides and intercultural 

communication articles. I was aware, for instance, of the Mexican dicho or saying, “Es 

agradable ser importante, pero es más importante ser agradable” (It’s nice to be important, but 

it is more important to be nice). Specifically, I was aware of the importance of being simpático 

or nice/polite in Mexico.  I was aware of the value of pleasantries, the importance of establishing 

a rapport and the idea that one begins conversations with friends and acquaintances with an 

inquiry about their family.  Thus, I expected to invest considerable class time in community 

building activities and tasks, carefully planning day one introductions and ice breakers; I also set 

up technology in ways that I considered nurturing of the development of community and the 

establishment of a collaborative environment.  

However, what I overlooked was that even our understanding of concepts such as 

collaboration and community vary across cultures. What I consider “community” in a classroom 

may not be what students in Mexico consider to be a community.  From the broad concepts 

such as community, collaboration and participation, such tensions emerged as cheating versus 

the “sharing” of information; as they are culturally-defined, misunderstandings about how these 

constructs are defined caused serious classroom management issues among the students and 

me.   Furthermore, because the patterns of practices and procedures I attempted to establish 

inside of the classroom were not necessarily echoed outside of the classroom, in the larger 

university atmosphere, it created an environment in which it became unclear for students how 

to navigate the PBL2 classroom system. Thus, their behavior wove in and out of what was 

acceptable in the typical UcM ESL classroom system—the one consistent with the English 

department—and the new classroom system—the one consistent with my teaching philosophy 

and with PBL philosophy.   
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The culture of the University’s English language program included a clear and 

observable social hierarchy with administrators and full-time faculty at the top and students and 

their contributions to the University at the bottom.  There were many visual cues to indicate this.  

For example, instructors deemed “important” by the administration received their own offices 

(i.e. full-time faculty and visiting professors from US universities such as myself); however, the 

majority of English department teachers were hired as part-time adjunct instructors who shared 

one common lounge area that contained four virus-infected computers, one printer, a few 

cubicles and couches.  Inside of the classroom, teachers were the authorities and were viewed 

as the “adults” of the classroom who cajoled students into learning by establishing rigid 

administrative boundaries. The students, as “adolescents” were not held responsible for their 

learning nor did they take responsibility for it. There was an us-against-them mentality in which 

those at the top such as administrators and teachers (inside of the classroom) tried to anticipate 

the ways in which they system might be circumvented in order to prevent it.   Those at the 

bottom of the social hierarchy such as students and adjunct English instructors looked for 

“weaknesses” in the systems to exploit (i.e. circumvent). For example, some of the adjunct 

English instructors would “clock-in” as soon as they arrived, but failed to actually teach their 

classes on occasion, choosing instead to hold class-long office hours.   Students were informed 

that they could look for them in the teacher’s lounge if they were needed.  This circumvention 

behavior could, perhaps, be rationalized by the low wages earned by most instructors as 

compared to the long hours they were required to keep with little recognition of their talents 

from the University.  

The classroom discourse typical of the UcM English department was monologic in nature 

such that learners were “rendered passive; his/her sole function is to receive the utterances of 

the [teacher]” (Trimble, 2002, para. 3), reinforcing the one-way teacher-student relationship in 

which the teacher was viewed as the authority, disseminating information to students in a one-

way transmission model of communication (Thomlinson). As there was also a focus on products 
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in the UcM culture, grades, certificates and rankings were highly prized, receipt of which tended 

to be contingent upon high stakes forms of assessment. The course pack designed by English 

Department teacher-administrators stated: “Papers not meeting the committee criteria will be 

marked as ‘no pass/not acceptable’ and the student will not be entitled to present a formal oral 

presentation during English Week and will receive a failing grade for the final exam.” Because of 

the high stakes nature of assessment, mistakes and errors were seen as detrimental to student 

progress. That is, they could prevent learners from obtaining a passing grade.  This fostered 

strong competition among students to achieve, and in turn discouraged collaboration and the 

establishment of academic learning community. Antonio went on to explain about the effects 

of the high stakes that grades have on allowing a person to exit a course. 

Antonio: That’s something under from Mexico. In the normal classes—in a 
English class, or in our majors, it’s no how—how much you want to learn. 
You just—if you have a lot of mistake of grammar, even if you make your 
(mejor respuesto?) 
 
Leah: your best effort? 
 
Antonio: --your best, it doesn’t matter, you fail. 
 
Leah: You fail if you have a lot of grammar mistakes? 
 
Lara: Yes 
 

Antonio: Yes. And your class is not—it doesn’t matter if you had a lot of 
mistakes. The thing is that we have to fix it, and to learn about— 
 
Lara: About our mistakes 
 
Leah: That’s different from— 
 
Antonio: That’s very good because— 
 
Lara: From other other classes. In the other less classes you are failed, you 
are failed. Then you’re not pass the course. But wit you, we are failed, we 
can work on our failed and resolve it. And we can pass, or we can learn 
more. 
 
Magdalena: Yes, because we are solving mistakes too (inaudible) and we 
try to change 
 
Lara: And solve it (Interview 3). 
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On the other hand, the PBL2 which was implemented within my classroom fostered a 

classroom culture that differed from what was usually experienced by students. Instead of a rigid 

social hierarchy, the structure of the class system was seemingly more egalitarian and 

collaborative.  Students were viewed as adults and were expected to demonstrate a strong 

sense of self-efficacy with regard to their learning.  Students and teacher worked together to co-

create the classroom system; thus, I viewed the circumvention of the PBL2 classroom system as 

problematic since the processes embodied by the system were seen as contributing to learning.  

Likewise, errors and mistakes were also viewed as evidence of student learning since learning, in 

part, came from doing—from using the language. As a result, assessment of student learning 

was based on multiple criteria and occurred over the course of the entire semester.  Table 6-6 

provides a summary of the differences between university English department culture and the 

PBL2 classroom culture. 

Table 6-6: UcM English Department Culture vs. PBL2 Classroom Culture 

d University English Department Culture PBL2 Class Culture 

Structure of Class 

System 

Clear hierarchy, teacher as “knowledge-
bearer. Student as knowledge receptacle   

Egalitarian-orientation Both teachers 
possess valued knowledge which can 
be imparted in either direction 

Teacher & Student 

Roles: 

Students as adolescents. Not responsible 
for their own learning, teacher-directed 
learning students vs. teachers 

Students as adults. Demonstration of 
Self efficacy 

Understanding of 

the System 

To circumvent the system is ok since 
students had nothing to do with its 
creation 

Students and teacher co-create the 
system and thus circumvention is 
problematic 

Discourse 

Characteristics 

Monologic discourse Dialogic discourse 

View of Errors Mistakes are not allowed Mistakes are viewed as evidence of 
effort and growth 

Competition vs. 

Collaboration 

Competition discourages “sharing” of 
information outside of small in-groups 

Class structure precludes competition. 
Sharing of information is encouraged. 
collaboration 

Assessment: High Stakes Assessment Multiple Criteria Assessment 

 

Therefore, the cultural differences between the traditional UcM English department systems and 

the PBL2 class systems caused multiple interpretations of the circumvention behaviors, leading to 

classroom management concerns throughout the semester because students vacillated 

between the new classroom norms and the traditional university norms.    
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  Classroom Management vis á vis Circumvention of  the PBL2 Classroom System 

   
 Traditionally, classroom management has had “authoritative and punitive connotations,” 

discussed in terms of discipline and behavioral control via classroom rules and the threat of 

punishment (Wilson, 1996). Handouts given to me during the first faculty meeting and notes from 

that day revealed the importance of classroom management issues (in this traditional sense) as 

early as the pre-semester orientation during which administrators focused on issues such as the 

length of student breaks, the use of cell phones in class and the number of allowed “tardies” 

and absences.   Today, particularly with the implementation of newer constructivist based 

approaches such as PBL, the definition of classroom management has had to expand—to 

broaden to accommodate the dynamics of socially-oriented classrooms. Unfortunately, given its 

complexity, there is no singularly accepted definition since it encompasses such a wide variety 

of variables, techniques, approaches, behaviors such as how a teacher writes on the 

whiteboard, the acoustics of a classroom, seating arrangements, or the teacher’s voice, and 

body language.  Therefore, for the purposes of this study, classroom management can be 

broadly described using Henry Wong’s definition. It is all “the practices and procedures that 

allow teachers to teach and students to learn” (Star, 1999, para. 12). Thus, it would hold that 

difficulties arise when the practices and procedures are, in some way, unclear or in absentia.  

 In this study, learners engaged in circumvention of the PBL2 classroom system by flouting 

the practices and procedures which were purposefully established by the teacher while 

simultaneously achieving the end-goals of the practices and procedures.  The fourth day of class 

featured a critical event in which the issue of circumvention specific to my PBL2 course 

crystallized.  In this case, the use of the term “critical event” is based on Whitmore & Crowell 

(1994) who define it as “activities, procedures, relationships, or interactions that are of special 

illustrative significance to the classroom” (pp. 49-50).  Under day four of my teacher-researcher 

journal, I recorded the following incident after lab time: 
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Students listened to a series of online audio passages via Moodle and were to 
respond to each by listing the main idea of what they had heard.  As I stood in the 
back of the room, I first glanced at the teacher’s monitor which was running the 
program, Remote Desktop. Remote Desktop showed projections of each of the 
student’s computer screens.  They were all on the assigned webpage.  I then 
glanced up and scanned the room for any raised hands or questions.  The students 
all appeared engaged and seemed to be meticulously completing their 
assignments, dutifully wearing their over-sized headphones, listening to the 
passages.  As I watched, I noticed that not very many seemed to rewind any of 
the passages.  I crept closer to the student cubicles, made the rounds, walking up 
and down each of the isles, and still students seemed to be very confident in 
completing an activity that I thought might be difficult as they were listening to 
samples of native speech.  I returned to my spot in the back of the class feeling 
very impressed when I noticed a piece of paper being passed from person to 
person. Over the course of several minutes, I watched each of the students in the 
back row come in contact with the paper. It was then passed to the students in 
the front row who passed the paper in the same organized methodical fashion.  
Only a handful of students were doing their own work while the rest shared their 
answers.   I stopped the class. “Alright you guys. Go ahead and log out of Moodle. 
We need to talk.”   “But teacher we are not finished,” some stated. “Yeah. I know,” 
I replied (teacher-researcher journal, June 10, p. 10).  

 

Although this was a non-negotiable portion of the curriculum specified by English department 

administration and was not a PBL2 event, one of the ways I expected students to take 

responsibility for their learning was by completing their own assignments. I expected that they 

would see the value in the process of doing.  Instead, students focused on the final product (i.e. 

grades) with an obvious disregard for the “learning by doing” approach that I was attempting to 

implement in the class.  That is, they circumvented the requirements of the assignment as they 

completed the assignment, trying to ensure that they would received a good grade that might 

help lead to a certificate of completion-- a documented symbol of the cultural capital that they 

would have acquired. Furthermore, there was a clear divide between the social system of the 

students and that of the teacher.  It was perhaps, an early manifestation of the students’ sense 

of a learning community… a learning community minus the teacher which frustrated me as a 

teacher and as a researcher. 

 The next day, I attempted to re-establish the learning community in a manner that was 

more inclusive of me and my approach to teaching and learning.  I carefully explained to 

students what my expectations were.  I stated:  “I am not here to make things hard for you.”  “I 
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don’t want you to be miserable. I do want you to do your best and I do want to know how 

you’re doing. If you use your friend’s work, I won’t know how you are doing.”  At the same time, I 

found myself engaged by their system.  I found myself thinking, “What can I do to circumvent 

the student system?” In response to this incident, which was not the only one of its kind, I 

removed the numerical grade system from Moodle assignments and replaced it with a pass/fail 

grading system.  In essence, I bargained with the students: “if you do your own work, you’ll pass 

this portion of the class”  was the essential idea.  As a result, it appeared that students slowly 

began to altar their working habits in the lab, spending more time on the assignments. I noted in 

my teacher-researcher journal that students were listening to the passages multiple times and 

even remaining in the lab after class had ended to complete assignments.  I felt that students 

were “warming” to my approach. 

  Despite the fact that students appeared more committed to and engaged in the 

implementation of PBL ideals in their course, circumvention behaviors still surfaced from time to 

time.  During a mini PBL2 event designed to introduce the concepts of unity of purpose (the idea 

of everything contributing to the thesis or main idea of an essay) and economy of words in 

writing, students were asked to read an email written by a fellow student and examine it for 

possible reasons why the writing sample did not accomplish the author’s intended effect.  

Students were placed into small groups to solve the author’s problem by rewriting the email in a 

way that addressed the writing deficiency that they were to discover. As I noted in my journal 

(June 28, p. 44), most students were very vocal in their discussion of the possible problems.  One 

group seemed to be done quicker than the others. I approached them to discuss their findings.  

Two of the group members cheerfully shared their theories while the third, Rodolfo sat silently.  I 

asked Rodolfo if he had anything to add and he responded that he did not.  I pressed further, 

asking him specific questions about the assignment. He could not respond to any of them. I 

asked him why he did not participate in the PBL2 event.  “I did participate,” he responded.  “I 

wrote what they say on this [the transparency].” I stood quietly waiting for more of an 
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explanation. As he stretched his hands out toward the ceiling, he sighed, “Aye, teacher. I’m 

lazy.” In fact, he had done what I asked, which was to contribute to the group work assignment. 

However, he did so in such a way that he exerted as little effort as was possible and avoided the 

actual content/learning goals of the assignment.  Explicitly, he circumvented the PBL2 classroom 

system while still managing to produce an artifact as proof of his “participation.”  

 In reaction, I tried to change the interpretation of writing assignments, including those of 

English Week to one of celebration by borrowing from elementary education research, such as 

Routman.  Attempting to shift the focus from the product toward one in which students might 

even enjoy some of the “process” assignments.  As Routman (2005) states, “Too many of our 

students find writing painful, and much of that pain comes from too much concern with 

correctness at the expense of enjoyment. Enjoyment and writing have not coexisted, and they 

must do so if all our students are to become proficient writers” (p. 18).  One way in which I tried 

to add an element of enjoyment to class was by including games as a way of reviewing 

composition and rhetoric concepts that had been introduced via PBL2 events and further 

addressed in mini-lessons and group activities. Students seemed to become even more 

comfortable with PBL2 and with their increased classroom responsibilities.  Some students began 

to attend my office hours after class, bringing questions and concerns with them. I even began 

to receive emails from students who asked for additional feedback on drafts. For example, 

Antonio sent an email one Saturday afternoon requesting additional feedback on his essay, 

which he also sent in the form of an attachment (see figure 6-17). The email read:  

Figure 6-17: Electronic Mail 1: from Antonio (June 26) 

Date: Sat, 26 Jun 2004 20:45:10 -0500 (CDT) 

From: “Antonio” <email@yahoo.com.mx>   

Subject: heeeeeellllllppppppp :( 

To: leah_graham@yahoo.com 

Leah please I need help whit my essay, i'm stok i have no more 
ideas to put in the essey. pleas help me whit some ideas, o some 
like I send you the part of the essay than i do 
HELP :(  :(  :(  :( 
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Despite the strides in the class environment as supported by PBL-esque classroom 

practices and procedures, there were, yet again, instances of circumvention.   In one case, I 

created a strip game to review cohesive devices. Instead of using the cohesive devices as clues 

to figure out the order of the strips of a paper, students in one group found another way to 

circumvent the activity requirements such that it was completed, but without attention the 

features which I had hoped students would review.  In an interview, Antonio explained: 

Antonio:  “We do it very easy. It’s like a puzzle. We just with the sheets, it 
is… 
 
Leah: Oh the game, the strip game. 
 
Antonio:  Yes. It’s a puzzle. 
 
Leah: Did you like it? Or was that boring? 
 
Antonio: We like it but we don’t do it in the normal way. When you cut it- 
[making gestures with his hands] 
 
Leah: Oh. I get it. The pieces of paper fit together like a puzzle. You 
always get around the system here. 
 
Antonio: It’s Mexico 
 
Leah:  Do you know that phrase, like “to get around the system”? 
            … Is this a normal thing, to get around the system? 
 
Antonio: Yes. You have to learn the system way and new ways (Interview 3). 
 

Antonio explained that they had in fact enjoyed the activity (which was one of the goals), but 

that instead of using the cohesive devices as clues to the organization of the paragraph, his 

group treated it as a puzzle, piecing together the strips of paper by matching the patterns left 

by the scissors I had used to cut the paper. Furthermore, he went on to explain that it was 

“instinct” – part of their “Mexican-ness” that had led them to do so.  Perhaps Antonio was hinting 

at the fact that their concept of collaboration was differently defined, tied to their cultural ways 

of being.  They did collaborate (i.e. work together) to complete the game and they did enjoy it, 
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but they also circumvented the system which I had established by avoiding the use of the 

cohesive devices in favor of a more preferable, more easily expedited, streamlined solution.    

By this time I had become thoroughly engaged by their student system. I had, in fact, 

considered that they might approach the activity in such a manner. I carefully cut and then 

scrambled the strips so that none of the groups would be able to complete it as a puzzle; 

however, I miscounted and at the last minute I had to cut additional strips for the remaining 

group (i.e. Antonio’s group).  I silently chastised myself for giving the students an opportunity to 

circumvent the system. In spite of these instances of circumvention of the PBL2 classroom system, 

the class had hit a very productive and congenial stride by the end of the semester. For the most 

part, the students were supportive of each other; they worked collaboratively (by my standards) 

and with increased demonstrations of self-efficacy, creativity, critical thought, and risk-taking 

behaviors. However, at times, the culture of the University and the structure of its systems always 

found its way back in, even during the last week of class.  

When asked how she would go about writing research papers in English for future courses 

in her major, Magdalena responded with the following: 

Magdalena: If I want to do an essay in English, let’s say, I just need 
to copy and paste.  
 
Leah: [Look of horror] If you write an English essay, you what?” 
 
Magdalena:  I just only need to do a copy and paste. 
 
Leah:  You just need to copy and paste? (Interview 3) 

 
She explained that she feared the professors who taught the courses in her major would not 

understand her writing because of the prevalence of grammatical errors in her writing. As these 

courses participate in the traditional classroom and university systems, the cultural orientations 

encouraged by PBL2 would become obsolete in her future courses. Furthermore, the strategy of 
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performance avoidance39 to avoid negative evaluation by teachers and peers becomes 

functional for a more high-stakes oriented school culture.  

In addition, because the participants in this study were largely from upper middle class 

backgrounds, a middle-class Mexican construction of the systems dominated such that the 

university and classroom systems were viewed by many students as a series of institutionally-

imposed hoops that they had to jump through in order to graduate because the assumption 

was that once they received their degrees, employment would likely be the result of 

connections and referrals from a close-knit network of family and friends—not from their PBL2 

experience. To that end, some students such as David often made comments such as “If you 

want me to do it, I’ll do it, but it doesn’t matter,” in response to my requests for them to 

complete in-class PBL2 assignments. That is, at the beginning of the semester, most students did 

not seem to view the PBL2 activities and tasks as beneficial. Rather, many viewed them as 

obstacles or annoyances on their way to “bigger and better” mainstream classes.  

By the end of the semester, some had changed their minds and begun to demonstrate 

that they saw a value in the process of learning via PBL2 while others demonstrated a more 

appeasing manner. Their more conciliatory school of thought might have reflected statements 

like, “the teacher is nice, so I did the work. Maybe I learned a few things, and that is good, but 

ultimately, everything (i.e. the social systems) will still function in the same ways after this class 

ends.” David, who initially refused to complete work or participate in class functions based on his 

perceived futility of the assignments, completed a very thought-provoking interesting and well 

written research paper, and as he turned it in, he stated, “I only did this for you to show you I 

could.”   

 During the last week of class, I saw two of my focal students passing paper between 

each other during their last Moodle assignment.  It was well within their abilities to complete it, 

yet they chose to use a compañera’s completed assignment.  I took the paper away and said, 

                                                 
39 Performance avoidance as a strategy is discussed in detail in research such as Middleton and Midgely 
(1997).   
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“no me digas!” [Say it ain’t so! or No way!]   They both looked at each other and laughed and 

then looked at me and smiled as they said, in unison, “sorry teacher.”   Then Antonio explained, 

“We just copy the last part. We got the last part” with a shrug of his shoulder.  I asked them if 

they knew what was going to happen and they responded that they did know that they had 

failed the assignment.  I asked them if the “provider” of the answers had given her permission. 

Without pause, they again responded in unison, “No teacher.”  “She didn’t know.”  Lara added, 

“No. No. Magdalena didn’t give it to us. We took it from your table, teacher.”    

At the same time, Magdalena reentered the classroom and asked them in Spanish, 

“¿Acabaron con mi tarea? [Did you finish with my work?]” As a result, I also assigned her a zero 

for her last Moodle grade.  Later, during an interview, I asked Magdalena what she thought 

about receiving a zero on the assignment.  She responded, “Aye! Those are my partners! 

Intentaron de salvarme! [They tried to save me!]” She followed her statement with a big laugh 

and a flick of her hair that let me know that she hadn’t given the zero another thought, but that 

she did appreciate the fact that her “compañeros” had tried to protect her from the teacher. In 

other words, “Nada mejor en la vida, que una familia unida” (There is nothing better in life than 

a family united) (teacher researcher journal, July1, p. 46 & Interview #3).    

 It is possible that the development of community which I believe was nurtured and 

fostered by PBL was understood by students via transference of the extreme importance of the 

extended family in Mexico.  As Canak and Swanson (1998) state, “The family has maintained its 

institutional status in part because of the historic and continuing significance of personal 

relationships. Food, housing, jobs, political appointments, and so on are often secured through 

personal relationships rather than through the exchange of money or personal achievement” (p. 

99).  In their interpretation of “community,” students may have considered their classmates to be 

part of their extended family network such that they felt unified to work against those outside of 

their in-group who might pose complications or problems. They developed what Canak and 

Swanson call “family survival strategies that strengthened extended kinship networks to 
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collectively offset their shared risks and coordinate resources” (p. 102). Thus, the overall sense of 

class solidarity which was evident in their “circumvent the PBL2 class system” behaviors resulted in 

well planned, cooperative attempts at what I perceived as cheating and what they could have 

perceived as the sharing of information to the benefit of their “family” members.   

 

Summary of Theme 2 
 
 

The differences in systems and cultures caused conflicting understandings of circumvention 

behaviors which, in turn, manifested itself in this study through issues of classroom management 

where students and I moved between the new classroom norms which took a process 

approach and the traditional university norms, which was more product-oriented.    

 
  Initially, I viewed these behaviors through my US-born and educated cultural lens, 

considering student actions described above to be a way for them to “beat” the system as a 

form of academic dishonesty.  Later, upon reflection, I considered the circumvention behaviors 

from a cultural and from a PBL point of view.  The cultural orientation of the university was 

product-oriented. That is, the emphasis was placed on achieving documented proof of having 

successfully completed course requirements (i.e. grades and diplomas).  My implementation of 

PBL2 asked students to go against existing funds of knowledge about how to “succeed” in 

school by asking them to take a more inefficient process oriented approach to learning.   

In addition, from a PBL standpoint, the circumvention behaviors illustrated some of the 

benefits which PBL literature proposes.  That is, if one of the benefits of implementing PBL2 is that it 

fosters collaboration and community within the class, as I did notice, then it would hold that 

students would be more likely to help each other in times of need. Furthermore, I also used 

technology as a way to enhance the implementation of PBL2 by facilitating communication. 

Students shared their opinions in Nicenet journals; I shared information about myself on the class 

website.  Students shared their ideas about their research topics through PowerPoint and Flash 
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presentations. Students even expressed private feelings with me via email about their progress in 

the course and their feelings toward English.  Thus, to be consistent with the atmosphere that I 

intentionally established through PBL2 and technology, the increased occurrences of 

collaborative learning could strengthen the sense of class community and could thus, actually 

reinforce the “sharing” of information. By this time in the semester I had a plethora of ways by 

which to evaluate Magdalena and Antonio; I did not need the lab assignment for evaluation 

purposes. But, I myself slipped into a traditional teacher role, reacting out of a concern for 

traditional classroom management issues.  In this case, I acted in a traditional role and perhaps 

the students behaved in a more PBL manner—a PBL manner more in-line with Mexican cultural 

orientations. 

  In conclusion, systematic and cultural mismatches inspired the majority of the classroom 

management issues that arose during the semester. These issues revolved specifically around the 

idea of circumventing the PBL2 class system such that the end goals of the class were achieved 

(i.e. assignments completed and grades assigned), but without experiencing the content-laden 

processes that I intended.  Students were focused on the end-products and I tried to emphasize 

the importance of the process. Furthermore, since there is little research in this area, we have no 

idea of knowing what PBL2 looks like in a Mexican context or in any other Latin American 

context. Concepts like community, collaboration, and participation are not universal. They vary 

across culture.  Thus, it is important to consider this when developing teaching and learning 

approaches, methods, technique and materials because“Effective teaching and learning 

cannot take place in a poorly managed classroom” (Marzano, Marzano & Pickering, 2003, p. 1).  

Teachers who work with students of different nationalities, like ESOL instructors, must be aware of 

the impact that culture can have on the classroom- not just at the obvious tourist level, but also 

at more subtle levels to effectively manage a classroom. Ways of understanding certain 

classroom concepts and thus ways of acting them out are delicately defined depending on a 

host of cultural considerations which can be, at times, nearly imperceptible. More exploratory 
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classroom-based research done in different socio-cultural contexts is needed in order to help 

develop more effective English as an International Language methodologies and approaches. 
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Theme 3- Technology as a Catalyst for Online & Offline Community Building 

 
 

On Monday of the second week, I was teaching a mini lesson about 
restrictive and nonrestrictive relative clauses and the use of commas.  
I used the following example:   
 

My sister, whose name is Yolanda, went on vacation.  
Vs.  

My sister whose name is Yolanda went on vacation. 
 
I asked them if anyone in the class knew how many sisters I had.  
Since this was only the beginning of our second week and I had not 
spoken about my family in class I was sure that no one could give me 
a definitive answer.  The class seemed amused by the question and 
began to blurt out random guesses. I responded to all of their 
guesses with only a smile.  I explained to them that since they did not 
know me they had no way of knowing how many sisters I had, but 
that if they understood the concepts of restrictive and nonrestrictive 
they might be able to make an informed guess.  A student sitting 
alone in the back row named David interrupted. “You don’t want us 
to know you, teacher.” I looked around the classroom to see if there 
were others who seemed to agree with him, but I could not tell.  I 
took a minute to explain that it was not true and then decided to 
continue with the lesson since it would reveal information about 
myself which I hoped might placate David (teacher-researcher 
journal, June 14, p. 16).   
 

 
Prior to the above event, I had purposefully evaded some of the questions asked of me by the 

students since they seemed too personal (e.g. Do you have a boyfriend? or Are you going to 

get married soon?).  In addition, as I explained in chapter five, the first week of classes had been 

plagued with problems that had left us behind schedule, and perhaps his statement was a 

reaction to my attempts to get the class “back on track.”   In truth, both the students and I were 

stressed out by the time that the second week arrived, and there was little sense of community 

since we were all functioning in survival mode.  The above acted as a critical event that helped 

to take me out of survival mode by reminding me of the importance of community building for 

language learning—particularly for Problem Based language learning and given the emphasis 

which is often placed on relationship establishment in Mexico.  I needed to begin again by 

addressing my rapport or the lack thereof with my students.   

 



 236 

 

The Establishment of Classroom Community 

 
The concept of community in learning environments is difficult to operationalize. A 

layman would define a community as “a unified body of individuals; a group of people with a 

common characteristic or interest living together within a larger society” (Merriam Webster 

Dictionary). This definition holds for this study as well.  As a community of learners, we were united 

in purpose, which was to learn English as a foreign language. However, when the term 

community is used in this study, it also carries with it certain other characteristics specific to the 

language classroom. Community also involves: academic and social support networks (Shapiro 

& Levine, 1999), sharing knowledge, and sharing responsibility for learning (Tinto as cited in LSU 

Academic Affairs) but, perhaps most fundamentally, a learning community is enabled through 

“positive feelings (such as comfort, security, and freedom to take risks)” (Summers et al, 2002, 

para. 3). Thus, the establishment of a learning community began simply with establishing a 

rapport with the learners.   

 According to Brown (1994), rapport is a relationship, characterized by “positive energy,” 

established between teacher and students “that is built on trust and respect and that leads to 

students’ feeling capable, competent, and creative” (p. 421).  It does not necessarily include 

friendship, but it does include “friendly” interactions.   This distinction was important since, as I 

established in the discussion of the second theme, teacher-student relationships are 

fundamental to effective classroom management and effective classroom management is key 

for student learning.  Therefore, establishing a rapport with students was an important step to 

community building which was essential for creating a classroom environment that was 

conducive to learning. Data analysis revealed that computer-based technology was 

instrumental in facilitating the development of community in our classroom.  Thus, below I will 

attempt to describe ways in which technology acted as a catalyst for the development of 

classroom community online and then describe how its effects spilled over to “offline” class time. 
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I will use the above qualities of community to facilitate the discussion.  Because of the social 

nature of Problem Based Learning, it could not be implemented without the support of a 

learning community. The relationships we established in class were the foundations on which 

PBL2 was implemented. 

 
The Development of Online & Offline Community through the Development of Rapport 

 

Because PBL is a social approach to learning, it cannot function effectively outside the 

boundaries of a learning community—especially without the qualities that accompany it such as 

trust, comfort, respect, and even joy.  As I previously stated, to address this, I had planned for a 

great deal of collaborative activities and tasks and spent a lot of time on first week introductions 

and ice breakers. However, as David pointed out, it was one-sided. Students learned little about 

me during the first week of class, which caused them to feel ill at ease.  Another participant, 

Lara, echoed this sentiment when I asked why she and the other students initially seemed so 

reserved and reluctant to participate in the class system that I proposed to them. 

Leah:  At the beginning of class, whenever I would ask you to do 
something, everyone would look at me like: “what are you talking 
about?” “Why should I do this?” I’m wondering why. Do you know what I 
mean? 
 
Lara:  Because we don’t know you, and we think that you are a bad 
person. Or a teacher who all they say, “If you don’t (inaudible) do that 
that I say, you don’t pass the course.” Or—and we are like a weak 
person. 
 
Leah:  You thought I said that? 
 
Lara:  No. We saw you like that. 
 
Leah:  Oh. I seemed like that? 
 
Lara: Yes. Seem like that 
 
Lara:  With reacting to all the, all the teachers.  Like in the first class we 
don’t always listen, and don’t say nothing and—but with all teachers. 
 
Leah: With all teachers? 
 
Lara: Because we don’t don’t meet, or know or know them 
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Leah: Oh. So, you have to know them before you do what they say? 
 
Lara: Yes (Interview 3). 

 

What was lacking was a connection between the students and I—a rapport from which the 

students and I could begin to establish a community. Thus far, the students had shared who they 

were with me through ice breakers, email introductions and assignments like the language 

learning autobiography they posted on Nicenet. Again, the issue of culture reared its head. 

Although I recognized the importance of social relationships in Mexican culture, I had not 

considered the Mexican cultural understanding of “how” to establish rapport.  I had not 

reciprocated in kind by sharing who I was with the students. From the introduction I gave on the 

first day, they knew what my teaching philosophy was. They knew what kinds of assignments I 

was going to give. They knew my major and they knew that I was from North Carolina, but what 

they did not know was what kind of person I was—and that was important to them.   

As a teacher, I typically expect that rapport develops organically over time; however, 

with the abbreviated time schedule (five weeks) and the importance that Mexican culture 

places on the “process” of relationship establishment, it was clear that students needed to know 

more about me if they were to participate in the construction of a class community. The 

collaborative work I included in class time was helpful in establishing rapport and eventually 

community among the students, but it mostly unified the students in a position against the 

authority figure teacher. As described above, students initially acted in very systematic, 

cohesive, well planned ways to circumvent the PBL2 class system I tried to institute. This 

established an early “us” (e.g. students) against “them” (e.g. the teacher and the University) 

atmosphere.  Thus, I turned to technology to act as a catalyst for online and offline class 

community building by using it as a way to introduce myself on a more personal level, on a level 

which would hopefully encourage them to invite me to participate in some of their classroom 

systems in a more caring manner.  The below includes a description of some of the ways in 
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which technology was used as a catalyst for community building as well as ways in which 

students reacted to it. Table 6-7 describes the technology assignments which I used in the 

course.  

Table 6-7: Technology Based Assignments 

Technology 

Based 

Assignments 

 

Descriptions  

Nicenet Journals  Nicenet is an electronic bulletin board on which weekly asynchronous conversations 
regarding the themes addressed in the textbooks were held; for example, the first 
journal was a language learning autobiography which echoed theme 1 of the 
textbook, language and learning.  It allowed students to share their experiences, 
ideas and opinions with each other on numerous topics in an informal manner.  

English Laboratory 

Moodle 

Assignments 

Moodle is a virtual learning environment otherwise known as a course management 
system; it contained the supplemental Mosaic materials found on the teacher’s 
resource site as the basis for drill and practice-type CALL exercises.  Such exercises 
typically test listening or reading comprehension in the form of multiple choice, true 
false and/or matching questions based on readings, audio clips and video clips. 

PBL2 Web Project Students worked in small groups of 4 or 5 to create a web page that would help the 
lower level English classes prepare for completing the research paper once they 
reached the exit level. They used various authoring programs such as Dreamweaver, 
Flash and Netscape Composer.   

Research Paper Students used Internet-based research tools for research such as Infotrac, Google 
and Merriam Webster online dictionary and used Microsoft Word to write, edit and 
revise. 

Persuasive Speech Students used Power Point to create visual aids to accompany their persuasive 
speeches.  

 
Because I needed a way to hasten the development of rapport between the students 

and I, I created an “About Me” page that contained information on me as a graduate student, 

researcher and teacher, but I also included information and hyperlinks to more personal 

information such as the city I am from, my favorite book, movie, band and travel destination 

(see figure 6-18 below).  I sent an email to the class members sharing with them that I had 

added a new page to the web site.  This prompted my first few “positive” emails from students. 

For example, one student asked if there was good surfing on North Carolina beaches and 

another student recommended a book that she thought I might like based on the hyperlink to a 

web page dedicated to discussions of Love in the Time of Cholera, my favorite novel. This, of 

course, didn’t immediately establish a rapport or lead to a teacher-student inclusive community, 

but it did help the students to see me as more of a person and put us on our way to creating 

rapport through their demonstration of a small affective/social connections. 
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Figure 6-18: Screen Shot of "About Me" Web Page 

  

 

Some students also shared information with me, reinforcing positive teacher student social 

connections.  For example, during one of the asynchronous class discussions that took place on 

Nicenet, Magdalena chose to respond to the prompt off the list. While I did not include her 

posting, it is worth noting the preface that she included with her private posting. She made the 

following request: 

Figure 6-19: Nicenet Posting 1: from Magdalena 

FROM: “Magdalena” (6/24/04 05:23PM)  
SUBJECT: Autobiography  
 
[contents deleted] 

Leah I don’t send anybody this mail because it’s very personal and I don’t want to read my classmates.  

It’s only for me.  But I like to share with you only you ok.  Please  

 

 
In this case, Magdalena is attempting to build a connection between her and me. She is taking 

me into her confidence voluntarily. 

I also began to send more emails to the class offering clarification, praise, feedback or 

recommendations for additional online resources.  I invited them to respond to the email if they 
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needed to and invited them to visit during office hours.  I also deliberately used a combination 

of formal and informal language in the emails along with emoticons and slang to lessen any 

sense of intimidation that typically accompanies communication with a teacher in a second 

language. For example, on one occasion I emailed the following “clarification” email regarding 

an impending standardized, university-imposed midterm exam (figure 6-20): 

Figure 6-20: Electronic Mail 2: Teacher Posting (June 23) 

Date: Wed, 23 Jun 2004 16:40:57 -0700 (PDT) 

From: "Leah" <leah_graham@yahoo.com>   

Subject: Exam Review 

To: Recipient list undisclosed 

Hi Class! 

How are you? Studying hard? I just wanted to let you know that we will not be able to use the lab on Thursday or 

Friday because other classes need it to take their exams.  I know! :( 

 

So, of course, we will review in class on Thursday and you will review with XXXX in class on Friday before the exam.  

However, for extra practice, I am posting some subject verb agreement and punctuation online exercises on Nicenet.  

You can find them under "Link Sharing" -- "Online Exam Practice."  There are also other links, which some of you 

may find useful. This is NOT an assignment. There are only for extra practice.  Okey dokey? 

 

Alright, see you tomorrow. Pass by my office if you’ve got questions or reply to this email. 

See ya,  "Teacher"  (i.e. Leah) 

 

One last thing... 

If you would like to review some reading comprehension exercises on your own before the test, you can complete 

them in Moodle.  They are: 3.7 Reading--Skimming for the Idea and 3.8 Reading--Recalling Information.  These 

exercises are similar to those on the exam.   

 

Via emails like the above, I attempted to increase students’ sense of security by trying to reduce 

their anxiety about the exam.  I wanted them to trust that I was there to help and not to 

undermine their progress as English language learners.  I attempted to address their extreme 

concern for their grammar by pointing them toward additional, out of class, grammar practices, 

for which I had searched the web and posted using Nicenet’s link sharing function. I chose 

specific exercises based on such characteristics as the quality of the web page’s examples, the 

level of the language, and whether or not the pages provided students with feedback and 
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approved explanations for their online items40. As a result, online drill and practice exercises 

actually helped me to demonstrate “good will” toward the students and thus also acted as a 

catalyst for community—both on and offline by encouraging what Brown (1994) calls positive 

energy.  

Nicenet also included a class roster with students’ names and email addresses which 

enabled all class members to communicate with each other electronically.  Students began to 

send mass emails to the entire class, including me.  Some of the emails were class-related and 

some were not, but they were, nonetheless, revelatory of the students as people.  Amelia, for 

example, forwarded information on a violin concert. She not only shared information about her 

own interests in classical music, but she invited members of the class to accompany her if they 

were interested.  These kinds of emails were early demonstrations of emerging social 

connections among the students, hinting at the possibility that students had some positive 

feelings toward each other and possibly toward me, another indication of the possibility of an 

emerging classroom community. 

Also, students began to ask for feedback via email.  This was different from the first two 

weeks of the semester when they tried to keep interaction with me to a bare minimum, quickly 

turning in work at the end of class while avoiding eye contact. At first, students sent very 

“business-like” emails that were fairly formulaic, likely based on letter-writing models they learned 

early in their English learning careers.  These emails tended to include a formal salutation, a brief 

request and then a formal closing or they simply sent a blank email with an attached Word 

document about which I was to assume they wanted feedback. Later, they began to send less 

formal, “friendlier” emails.  For example, Gilberto emailed (figure 6-21): 

                                                 
40 Links for  examples of these online exercises are found under appendix M. 
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Figure 6-21: Electronic Mail 3: from Gilberto (June 11) 

Date: Fri, 11 Jun 2004 14:21:13 -0500 (CDT) 

From: “Gilberto” <email@yahoo.com.mx>   

Subject: hi teacher 

To: leah_graham@yahoo.com 

Hi teacher!!!!!! I send you my thesis statement that I could´t before; hopefully you´ll like and please will tell 

me your opinion.  

Have a good weekend!!!!!  

  Gilberto 

 
 

This is in contrast to emails which typically began, “Dear Maestra” and closed with “Sincerely.” In 

addition, in this case, Gilberto has actually used humor with me.   Prior to this email being sent, 

we had a class discussion about how my name is Leah and not “Teacher.”  I told the class that I 

found it humorous that they called me “teacher” as if it were my name since I did not call each 

of them “student” as if it were their name. He also wished me a good weekend, demonstrating a 

level of politeness not previously included in emails from him. Therefore, his request for my 

feedback might be considered an indication that he was cognitively engaged in the writing 

assignments and that he felt a degree of comfort with me as a teacher, believing it to be “safe” 

to ask me for my opinion about his writing.   

 Students also began to communicate explanations for some of the behaviors that I 

had initially encountered (i.e. apathy and reluctance) early in the semester. For example, 

Amelia explained: “I like all the class but sometimes I feel tired (not for the class, external 

reasons” in an email.  Perhaps this was done in an attempt to provide some sort of 

understanding of or excuse for their early affect—a way for students to increase teacher-student 

understanding and thus improve the rapport between students and I. Again, students took risks 

by mentioning past “deeds,” possibly as a way of lessening negative feelings and encouraging 

a new positive environment.  At the semester midpoint, I asked students to email me an informal 
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evaluation of how they thought the class was going (appendix F).  Antonio replied with the 

following (figure 6-22):  

Figure 6-22: Electronic Mail 4: from Antonio (June 24) 

Date: Thu, 24 Jun 2004 12:39:50 -0500 (CDT) 

From: “Antonio” <email@yahoo.com.mx>   

Subject: The Klass 

To: leah_graham@yahoo.com 

I really dont know why, or what part of the class like me, but i whant to teel you than you are a very good 

teacher. In my case is the things than we are seeing in gramar because is the part than i don't know. 

I dont like the morning to, and in the subway is too much poeple and thats whay i always i have sleep 

Everithing could be helpful Bring some beers to the class. 

 
Antonio explains his apparent apathy in the beginning of the semester through his dislike for 

mornings and his consistent tardiness based on the crowded subway.  He closes by jokingly 

suggesting that I bring beer to class as a way to better help them learn—a suggestion which he 

had also made during class. Furthermore, he began to demonstrate increased engagement in 

the class content (see figure 6-23).     

Figure 6-23: Electronic Mail 5: from Antonio (June 26) 

Date: Sat, 26 Jun 2004 20:45:10 -0500 (CDT) 

From: “Antonio” <email@yahoo.com.mx>   

Subject: heeeeeellllllppppppp :( 

To: leah_graham@yahoo.com 

Leah please I need help whit my essay, i'm stok i have no 
more ideas to put in the essey. pleas help me whit some 
ideas, o some like I send you the part of the essay than i do 
HELP :(  :(  :(  :( 

 
This email was a considerable risk for Antonio since he comported himself in a manner that led 

the class to believe that his English was already “good” enough.  A safer measure would have 

been for him to turn in his paper in at the end of the class and slip quietly away, waiting to 

receive feedback in a less intimidating manner, in written form. Instead, this time he chose to risk 

losing face-- to risk receiving criticism of his written language. I replied to his email requesting 
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that he stay after class so that we could discuss his paper.  His demonstration of increased 

commitment to the course was an indication that he might have been feeling more of a sense 

of responsibility and perhaps community.  

 As further evidence of developing rapport between the students and me, students later 

began to seek emotional support through technology.  At first, students sought out support in an 

indirect manner.  Miguel, for example, used Nicenet’s blackboard function to post an online 

journal that revealed that he had some negative experiences with past English teachers, which 

read as follows (figure 6-24): 

Figure 6-24: Nicenet Posting 2: Miguel’s Language Learning Autobiography Assignment 

FROM: “Miguel” (6/14/04 12:52PM)  
SUBJECT: Autobiography  
 
When I was 8 years old I had my first English Class in a bilingual school. It was some hard 
because I haven't had any English class before and in that case, I had some differences English 
class (math, history, biology). In other side, it was a little difficult because in my home, my parents 
never had spoken in English, and I wasn't familiarized with that. I feel that I started my learn 
English with a bad conditions, because cause me some fairs and negative filings about English.  
 
Although I changed school, I had been learning continuously since then. After that bilingual 
school, I studied in a school when English was just a class, however the negative fillings about 
this languages didn't change, because I had very hungry teachers that exposed me in class: they 
asked me something a I was very nervously, and they hungry with me.  
 
Since I am in the University that negative filings has been changing because teacher are fun and 
compressive persons. However I prefer other language like French, it starts to like me. In fact, I 
am staring to use English to my carrier researches  

 

His posting was impersonal enough to share with the whole class via the class electronic bulletin 

board, but personal enough to alert me to the fact that I needed to make an effort to make him 

more comfortable in class and help him to become more secure about his English language 

learning. In this case, Miguel did not directly request emotional support, but it did demonstrate 

that he felt comfortable enough to reveal affective elements of his past learning experiences in 

order to hint at his fragile language learning state; thus, technology, Nicenet in this case, 

provided a comfortable medium through which Miguel could express his feelings, which in turn 

facilitated a classroom environment more suitable to his language learning needs.  That is, a 
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comfortable language learning environment allowed students to feel secure, helping to 

establish the beginnings of classroom community. 

 By the end of the semester, students’ requests for emotional support as English language 

learners became more and more direct, revelatory of increased comfort, security, 

affective/social connection and cognitive engagement.  For example, Lara, who was one of 

the most reticent and self conscious learners at the beginning of the semester sent the following 

reply in response to an email that I sent her which encouraged her to keep trying to write her 

research paper.  My email was a follow-up sent to her because she stayed after class to discuss 

the difficulty she was having working on her research paper assignment that day.  I emailed a 

few suggestions and told her that I enjoyed the creativity of her writing.  In response, Lara wrote: 

 

Figure 6-25: Electronic Mail 6: from Lara (June 18) 

Date: Fri, 18 Jun 2004 01:07:11 +0000 

From: “Lara” <email@yahoo.com.mx>   

Subject: Really???? 

To: leah_graham@yahoo.com 

Thank you teacher = ) my dear teacher... my friend i really hope (and i hate hope) that my paper is will be 
not too bad because is so hard to do, but i´m doing my best. and i hope some day we´ll go to eat tacos or 
somenthing like that ok??? 
 
bye see you in classs 
 

 
 

By addressing me as “teacher” and following it with a happy face emoticon, Lara used humor 

with me just as Gilberto did.  Furthermore, she called me her friend indicating that we had been 

able to develop a good rapport characterized by trust, respect, and motivation. That is, Lara 

trusted me with her fears about writing, respected my feedback as her teacher, and was 

motivated by our positive teacher student relationship, assuring me that she would continue to 

try. Next, I replied offering a bit more encouragement in hopes of further motivating her. 
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Figure 6-26: Electronic Mail 7: from Leah to Lara (June 18) 

Date: Fri, 18 Jun 2004 15:44:51 -0500 

From: leah_graham@yahoo.com 

Subject: Yes. Really. 

To: “Lara” <email@yahoo.com.mx>   

Hi Lara! 
such a good student...dear student...wonderful writer.  :) 
 
Don´t worry!  I know you are doing your best, and your best is really good! You shouldn’t lose any sleep 
over the paper. ok?   We will definitely have to go for tacos before the semester ends. Have a good 
weekend.   
  
See ya in class.  Leah  
 

 
In response, Lara wrote: 

Figure 6-27: Electronic Mail 8: from Lara (June 24) 

Date: Mon, 24 Jun 2004 19:00:16 +0000 

From: “Lara” <email@yahoo.com.mx>   

Subject: ok 

To: leah_graham@yahoo.com 

ok.. but when is the best day for we can go to eat tacos???? The work turns very hard and I rrealy worry 
because I want pass =(  anyway chosse a day and we´ll go. [personal information deleted]. see you in 
class!!! 
 
am i really good writter????? 

 
Again, Lara openly shared her lack of confidence in her writing abilities, ending her email with 

the question, “Am I really [a] good writer?” as a direct solicitation for additional emotional 

support.   

In addition, she also demonstrated an attempt to nurture a social connection between 

she and I by following up with a request for a specific date to eat tacos, which I had tried to 

“side step” in the above email by being nonspecific about when.  This highlights one of the 

difficult issues that recurs surrounding the development of rapport between teacher and 

student. In the context of the classroom, rapport is more indicative of a “friendly” relationship 

and not necessarily a friendship.  That is, the supportive and friendly nature of the relationship is 
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deliberate such that it instills trust and respect among teacher and students; it should make 

students feel comfortable, competent, autonomous, motivated, and engaged all so that their 

learning can be enhanced. However, the deliberateness of the relationship as established by 

me as the teacher can easily be interpreted as an affirmation of friendship, which could, in turn, 

lead to many unintended ethical conundrums. For example, in her email, Lara expressed that 

she hoped to pass the class. If I were here friend, would I feel obligated to pass her? Would she 

feel that I had to give her a passing grade? Because I was in a position of authority over her, it 

precluded the possibility of friendship at that time.  I replied as follows: 

Figure 6-28: Electronic Mail 9: from Leah to Lara (June 21) 

Date: Mon, 21 Jun 2004 16:43:02 -0500 

From: leah_graham@yahoo.com 

Subject: ok 

To: “Lara” <email@yahoo.com.mx>   

Hi Lara. 
Yes. You are a good writer!  Would I lie? :) 
This week will be very hard for everyone...not to worry.  I think you´ll feel much better next week. You will 
have made lots of progress this week and so next week you´ll have a whole new view on things.   okey 
dokey? 
See you tomorrow. 
Leah 
 

 
I responded with the above final email that retained the friendliness and support of the earlier 

emails, but then concretely tied it to her progress in the class, hopefully emphasizing that our 

social/affective connection was a teacher-student one.  

In addition to the teacher-student relationship, it was also important to encourage the 

development of student relationships in order to encourage classroom community. Thus, I also 

used technology as a tool to increase the rapport among the students.  In particular, our class 

web site was instrumental in the centralization of said technology.  For instance, our web site 

linked to Webspace, an online space in which each student had a folder into which they could 

upload their work. Students were encouraged to share access with their classmates, and on 

occasion, I directed the class to look at a specific student’s work.   
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As I previously mentioned, students used many of the functions found in Nicenet in order 

to “keep in touch.”  They participated in asynchronous chats to engage in online discussions 

based on textbook themes using the conferencing function; they used the electronic class roster 

to maintain contact with each other via email. Moreover, the creation of the class website also 

helped students to form and maintain social connections with one another. The website acted 

as a “home” for the students and me. It acted as a virtual anchor that students could turn to in 

order to feel connected, engaged, or to seek help or inspiration from their peers.  I used pictures 

of the students, familiar places such as classrooms, labs and parks in order to create a class 

identity so that it would say:  This is who we are. These are the places we know and these are our 

writings.  In short, this is our community.   

As described in chapter five, there were three main sections to the website entitled: “A 

Little Help,” “Model Writing,” and “Class Projects.”  “A Little Help” suggested external web sites as 

resources and encouraged students to contact the teacher through a hyperlink to my email 

address. However, it also encouraged students to contact their peers using the class roster 

function of Nicenet via a hyperlink and it suggested students to consult the “Model Writing” 

pages which provided models authored by their classmates.  This was done so that they could 

turn to people they know for support which reinforces the social connections experienced in 

class and perhaps reduces their anxiety since they are seeking help from a peer- someone who 

is not going to judge them by assigning a grade or hold the power to prevent them from 

passing. In this case, the technology facilitates a “sanctioned” way for students to circumvent 

the sometimes anxiety-provoking power that the teacher in the role of evaluator can induce. 

The final section was entitled “Class Projects” and served as the main hub for the student-

authored web pages. The design process students experienced during the creation of their web 

pages encouraged community by reinforcing social/affective connections through cooperative 

work.  Students worked in teams, each filling a needed role, to achieve their group goal of 

solving the ill-structured problem that emerged.  Furthermore, the “problem” around which the 
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project revolved helped in the development of classroom community because it unified 

students through their efforts to solve their problem. It provided an external “them” against 

which all of “us” could fight.  This provided an additional benefit to me as the teacher since the 

problem filled the “them” role, the role under which I labored at the beginning of the semester.  

During the last day that students worked on their web page projects, I noted the 

following in my teacher researcher journal.   

They [students] were so loud and so frenetic, laughing, smiling, talking… I 
felt very out of control. I  went from group to group checking to see if they 
were working or if they needed anything. Repeatedly, they assured me, 
“yes teacher. We are fine” (July 2, p. 48). 

 
The students had become a very cohesive group who relied on each other to achieve 

their individual, group and class goals.  As was intended, the scaffolds and my support 

were less and less necessary. I felt somewhat obsolete as if my place in the community 

had been phased out.  I watched students work and laugh, moving from group to 

group, examining each other’s computer screens to discover what each of their 

classmates had to share.  They were both engaged by their assignment and by each 

other all while using the language in very spontaneous and natural ways. There was, of 

course, “off-task” behavior and L1 “chit chat” mixed in, but they had evolved into a 

cohesive learning community with a classroom rhythm that was all their own-- perhaps 

without realizing it.  For example, in our last interview, Antonio explained:  

Antonio:  I don’t know. I really don’t know what you do, but you make 
the class and all the group care. We have a good inspiration, and we 
can go together with everyone. But, we don’t know that thing at the 
beginning. We just going to learn it, and see the way that you teach. 
And it was more [comfortable] than all the other English class that we 
have. And that’s why have now it’s like party. 
 
Leah: A little fiesta in the clase? 
 
Antonio: Yes. <laughter> (Interview #3) 

 

  Furthermore, student evaluation comments contained other indicators that students perceived 

a positive classroom environment. Comments such as “I like your class, I have a funny time and 
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feel that the time goes rapidly”, or “Leah is a really nice teacher,” or “You are a great teacher 

because you motivate us”  seem like “fluffy” comments that are nice but inconsequential when 

you consider learning as the main goal; however, when they are combined with other kinds of 

comments such as “I have learned a lot of things,” and “The part of class that is most helpful is 

speak in little groups,” they become signs of an existing classroom community as they reveal 

Summers et al’s qualities of community such as affective/social connections, cognitive 

engagement, the development of needed skills and abilities, positive attitudes toward learning 

tasks and positive attitudes toward each other. 

The development of these connections, of rapport, is vital to socioconstructivist 

approaches to learning such as the one explored in this dissertation because it helps in the 

development of a classroom community.  A sense of community is fundamental to language 

learning because students construct meaning based on their social interactions. When students 

associate social purposes to language learning it bridges the gap between school and the real 

world because it emphasizes that the main purpose of language is to communicate—as I 

established in chapter one. Furthermore, as L2 writers, it helps to emphasize the importance of 

considering the audience so that they address the question, “how can I best make myself 

understood?”  In short, the development of classroom community highlights the social nature of 

learning; it highlights the fact that language is for communication and that communicative 

competence is a classroom goal.  PBL provides a context in which natural language production 

is elicited. 

In addition, building a classroom community can also support language learning 

by lowering students’ affective barriers.  Although research has not established a causal 

relationship between student affect and language learning, theorists such as Stephen 

Krashen propose that affect can enhance language learning. Since the development of 

classroom community encompasses the development of rapport among classroom 

participants and such positive qualities as comfort, security, and trust, it would hold that 
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the development of classroom community would help to lower students’ “affective 

filters.” As a result, students are more likely to be receptive to second language 

acquisition. 

 

Summary of Theme 3  
 

It is extremely difficult to discuss a topic such as community because it hinges on abstract 

qualities such as trust, respect, and even friendliness; furthermore, the presence of these qualities 

is equally difficult to substantiate or verbalize. Ultimately, all of the above “evidence” is 

conjecture. As catalyzed by technology, they are items which I as a teacher and a researcher 

regard as representative of classroom community. What I can say is that students appeared 

positive at the end of the semester. Students demonstrated affective and social connections 

with each other and some students had even developed friendships.  As a group, they began to 

act like members of an extended family, protecting each others’ interests.  I also felt 

“connected” to the students and to our class. I grew to enjoy the collective personality of the 

class and our time together.  These positive associations were greatly enhanced through the use 

of technologies such as email and web pages, and in turn, enhanced the language learning 

process. This hints at the importance of considering the effects of affect on English language 

learning, which is further discussed under implications in chapter seven.  When students feel 

secure, connected, motivated, empowered and engaged, it can result in enhanced learning, 

and technology is an effective means by which to encourage this.  While much research has 

addressed how technology facilitates online community in distance learning, theme three 

actually broaches the issue of how technology also enhances face to face community.  In this 

case, technology not only helped us to develop an online community, it also enhanced our 

“brick and mortar” classroom community. With the help of technology, the students and I were 

able to make basic human connections—to have quality face to face interactions engendered 

by a rapport which was characterized by respect, trust, and friendliness. This constitutes the very 
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fabric of a successful relationship and also constitutes a successful PBL2 classroom.  As I 

previously stated, PBL2 requires a leap of faith that communication can result in language 

acquisition—that is, using the language can help students learn the language.   The 

development of community allowed students to feel safe enough to take that leap. 

 

Part B Conclusions 

 

To summarize, part B addressed the themes which emerged during analysis in order to 

address the research question: how did students react to the implementation of PBL2. The first 

theme explored the participants’ positive and negative instrumental orientations of English 

which were contingent upon whether or not they felt they had a choice in using the language.  

When students viewed English language learning as an obligation imposed on them by external 

institutions, they demonstrated an antagonistic relationship with the language. This idea of 

student antagonism also carried over into the discussion of the second theme. Feeling 

antagonized by the establishment of a new unfamiliar classroom system, students acted out in 

ways that I termed “circumvention of the PBL2 classroom system,” highlighting classroom 

management issues.  The second theme examined the way in which classroom management 

was impacted by differing cultural understandings of concepts such as collaboration and 

community.  The third theme discussed how technology could be used as a catalyst for 

community building by facilitating collaboration and the development of rapport.  

 

Part C: Reflections on Language Learner Experiences with PBL2 

 

 As the above struggles chronicle, the PBL2 process was difficult for learners to become 

accustomed to. There were cultural mismatches, misunderstandings and miscommunications 

many of which were due to the newness of PBL2. PBL2 was, in fact, a serious violation of student 

expectations for the language learning classroom.  PBL2 was, as detailed in the previous 
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chapter, initially met with a large degree of resistance from students.  Students wove in and out 

of patterns of acceptance and rejection throughout the semester. Some days they seemed 

comfortable and at ease with the PBL2 process, and on other days they could be found 

circumventing the PBL2 process in very creative ways in order to produce the assignment, but 

without exerting the effort required to explore the problem.    

Revelatory of this violation of expectation were students’ comments regarding the 

usefulness of PBL.  That is, despite very positive final evaluations, none of the three focal students 

expressed an understanding of the use of PBL2 in their L2 writing classroom.  By they end of the 

semester, they still did not “get” the connection between language learning and PBL-- in spite of 

all my efforts to explain why we were using the method and in spite of the inclusion of the 

debriefing step in all PBL2 events. For example, when I asked Antonio what his opinion had been 

about the PBL events, he stated: 

Antonio: It’s not harder, but could be like a game [had]. I use it like a 
game [hide], like a game? But not like a—something for learn. I don’t 
feel that I learn from the problem. 
 
Leah: But why? 
 
Antonio: I don’t know how to learn a language from a problem. I don’t 
get the— [makes gesture with hands]. 
 
Leah: …the connection. 
 

Antonio: yes (interview 3). 
 

In this case, Antonio explains that because PBL events didn’t feel like, look like or sound like what 

he expected from an ESL classroom, he felt that it was not appropriate for learning.  That is, PBL 

was a violation of his expectations for language learning.  Similarly, Lara expressed confusion 

about how PBL related to learning English or how to write in English. She stated: 

Lara: I think the result, problem, I don’t relate it with learning English. I don’t 
relate that. 
 
Leah: The connection? 
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Lara: The connection. Because I think just solve a problem, in my opinion, I 
don’t—in this program don’t relate it with learning English. 
 
Leah: Without learning writing. 
 
Lara: or learning writing. No. I don’t think—only in reading in a book or 
something like that is for improves your writing ability. But reading a 
problem, I don’t think (interview 3). 

 

In this case, Lara didn’t think about what PBL elicited or how the process of PBL teased language 

out of her. She thought only of the problem document as what she should have learned from, 

which is perhaps reflective of her numerous past experiences with a “worksheet” type of 

learning.   If we think of the classroom as a place where conversations take place among 

students and between the students and the teacher, we could perhaps use Grice’s 

conversation maxims to explain the students’ unwillingness to accept this new method of 

learning or their inability to view it as beneficial.   

Grice’s conversation maxims are based on the cooperative principle.  He asserts that an 

interlocutor must “act in conversation in accord with a general principle that you are mutually 

engaged with your listener or listeners in an activity that is of benefit to all, that benefit being 

mutual understanding” (Wardhaugh, 1998, p. 287).  Thus, the element of mutual understanding 

was missing from our “conversation.”  What I understood PBL2 to be was not what they 

understood it to be.  As Lara’s comments revealed, they identified PBL2 with the problem 

document (i.e. the worksheet which I used to help present the problem) whereas I identified it 

with the entire process which I describe in this dissertation. In addition, Grice’s conversation 

maxim of manner encapsulates the issue. This maxim requires interlocutors “to avoid obscurity of 

expression and ambiguity…” (p. 287).  The manner of PBL2 projected an ambiguity onto the 

classroom conversation because it was so different from their past experiences with ESOL 

classrooms.  The social nature of the PBL2 classroom made it feel less structured and less formal 

than the class the students were used to, and as a result, it was open to interpretation for 

students, allowing it to be understood in multiple ways by me and the students.   They just 
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considered the problem, not what solving the problem required them to do, which is where the 

learning took place. 

Another plausible explanation for students’ lack of “faith” in PBL2 is that they did not 

evaluate their interactions with their classmates as educative or linguistically beneficial.  When I 

asked Magdalena about what she thought was the best way to learn English, she responded 

quite definitively.  She explained that what she valued was social interactions with native 

speakers. She stated: 

 

Magdalena: I think that the best way to learning is to (talk over), yeah. To 
go out—To go and (inaudible) because we know the grammar. We could 
understand the listening. We could read many books in English. But the 
best way that we can learn is to have visits with foreign people, for 
example with you. And like this, in this moment, we went to eat and—I 
don’t know in the one moment. It’s the best way to get a language. I 
don’t think that, for example, to do and say, or to go on—on a speech, or 
to be in the level 8, is that, ah, you know the English. No, I don’t think that. 
I don’t—I don’t believe in those kind of necessary schedules in the schools. 
I think that I am very conscious, for example here in Mexico, there are 
many places of foreigns that come here to have fun. For example, 
Cancun and Acapulco. So many beaches, and you can learn through 
the people. …For example, [talking] with you, Jack, and Sally41 is better 
than only with [people who are from] here in Mexico. Because we only 
speak with the knowledge. We know the grammar, the rules, everything, 
but we didn’t know how we can express in—in English (Interview 3).  

 

Because students only viewed interaction with native speakers as beneficial, but did not view 

interaction with each other in the target language as beneficial, they did not perceive PBL2 as 

valuable.  Perhaps the adage “if it looks like a duck and quacks like a duck, then it’s a duck” is 

helpful in explaining the students’ resistance to seeing any value in PBL2.  Since, in this case, the 

duck seemed to bark like a dog, students were understandably confused.   

However, despite their confusion about the purpose of PBL2, students commented favorably 

on what I view as the by-products of PBL2.  For example, they liked the shift from product 

orientation to process orientation even though they fought against it throughout the semester 

                                                 
41 Jack and Sally are pseudonyms for other instructors working at UcM who were from the US.  
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with their attempts to circumvent the PBL2 classroom system.  In a conversation following the 

third interview, after the semester had concluded, Antonio, Lara and Magdalena candidly 

discussed their appreciation for the PBL-informed “process approach” to teaching and learning.  

 
Antonio: Yes. And your class is not—it doesn’t matter if you had a lot of 
mistakes. The thing is that we have to fix it, and to learn about— 
 
Lara: About our mistakes 
 
Leah: That’s different from— 
 
Antonio: That’s very good because— 
 
Lara: …from other classes. In the other less classes you are failed, you are 
failed. Then you’re not pass the course. But wit you,[if] we are failed, we 
can work on our failed and resolve it. And we can pass, or we can learn 
more. 
 
Magdalena: Yes, because we are solving mistakes too (inaudible) and we 
try to change 
 
Lara: And solve it. 
 
Magdalena: And solve it, And, in the other— 
 
Antonio: That’s something under (inaudible) from Mexico. In the normal 
classes—in a English class, or in our majors, it’s no how—how much you 
want to learn. You just—if you have a lot of mistake of grammar, even if 
you make your (mejor respuesto?)— 
 
Leah: Your best effort. 
 
Antonio: —your best, it doesn’t matter, you fail.  
 
Leah: You fail if you have a lot of grammar mistakes? 
 
Lara:  Yes. 
 

Although they stated that they did not grasp the “why” of PBL2, their comments reveal that they 

appreciated facets of it such as the commitment to a process approach to writing by 

emphasizing the possibility of “solving” problems and mistakes in writing.  Furthermore, students 

appreciated the fact that PBL nourished a supportive community-oriented classroom.   For 

instance, in our last interview, Antonio commented: 
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Antonio:  I don’t know. I really don’t know what you do, but you make 
the class and all the group care. We have a good inspiration, and we 
can go together with everyone. But, we don’t know that thing at the 
beginning. We just going to learn it, and see the way that you teach. 
And it was more [comfortable] than all the other English class that we 
have. And that’s why have now it’s like party (Interview #3). 
 

The fact that PBL2 had a more social approach to the classroom, helped in establishing a sense 

of community identity and engaged students as stakeholders, made learning a more positive 

experience for the participants. This highlights the need to make even more explicit to students 

the learning that takes place under PBL2. Because PBL2 is a non traditional way of learning 

language and because it is engaging, students did not recognize it as learning despite the fact 

that they commented that their writing had, in fact, improved over the course of the semester.  

 

Chapter 6 Conclusions 

In conclusion, although its implementation was challenged by student perceptions and 

differing cultural orientations, PBL2 augmented the teaching and learning of L2 writing by shifting 

the focus toward that of communication and away from the functionality and pragmatics that is 

typically focused upon in English for Academic Purposes arenas.  As such, the above findings 

have important implications for ESOL methodology and curriculum development research by 

asking ESOL teachers and researchers to more carefully consider the impact of language, 

power, culture, and relationships on the L2 classroom, specifically with regard to curriculum 

implementation, classroom management and to the development of classroom community. 

These implications are further explored in the next chapter. 
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Chapter 7: Conclusions and Implications 

 
 In order to conclude this dissertation, I would like to return to the rationale I posed for this 

study in chapter one. I wrote about the contentious relationship that many ESOL students have 

with the L2 writing process.  In English for Academic Purposes settings, we often talk about 

“good” writing as if it were achievable through the acquisition of a series of concretely 

describable issues such as grammar, convention and format which are tended to within the 

boundaries of a specified process (i.e. prewriting, writing & revision). As a result, students are 

often frustrated by what they perceive as a lack of progress in their writing, and they feel 

divorced from the real purpose of writing. That is, “good” writing serves a very social function in 

that it allows us to communicate our thoughts and ideas with people.  This social element of 

communication is often ignored in L2 writing research and is thus addressed in this dissertation.  

Furthermore, the teaching of L2 writing contains some very nebulous characteristics 

which can seem very mysterious to L2 writers, making language learners feel as if good writing is 

just beyond their ability and thus out of their hands. As a result, I proposed that PBL2 was an 

effective way to demystify the EAP writing process. It helped to point out to students that writing 

involves more than correct grammar or convention and that it is more than a process.   PBL2 

empowered students to define and identify good writing by shifting the focus to 

communication.   As I stated in chapter one:  integrating technology-enhanced Problem Based 

Learning (PBL) with the existing Communicative Language Teaching approach and the process 

approach to writing helped to “flesh out” English for Academic Purposes curricula with regard to 

second language writing by recognizing students as intellectual social beings, promoting life-

long learning and by shifting the focus of writing to communication.  Thus, good writing was 

redefined as successful when it clearly and effectively communicated the writer’s message. This 

helped to demystify the L2 writing process by providing us with opportunities to talk about 

composition and rhetoric conventions in a communicative way to show students that these 

seemingly elusive rules of composition are simply ways to help them better express themselves.  
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As a result, this dissertation also contributes to second language writing literature by taking what 

Trimbur (1994) refers to as the “social turn,” acknowledging L2 writers as social and cultural 

beings and learning as an intellectual, social and cultural process.    

Therefore, this chapter will discuss the major descriptive pedagogical and research 

findings of the study and their implications on the field of second and foreign language learning. 

First, I will summarize the PBL2 curriculum that resulted from this dissertation based on: my 

experiences in the research setting, my experiences with the students, and my reflections on the 

data. Then, I will discuss the conclusions drawn from the major themes which emerged during 

analysis, describing how students reacted to the PBL2 curriculum within the context of an EAP L2 

writing course.  I will also talk about conclusions I drew with regard to conducting classroom-

based research in the context of an L2 writing course in Mexico and discuss elements which may 

have affected my study.   Furthermore, based on these findings, I will extrapolate what the 

findings imply both pedagogically and research-wise, including suggestions for future research. 

Finally, I will conclude this chapter with a coda that reflects on my personal experience with the 

process of writing.  In summary, this chapter includes: 

1. Pedagogical and Research Conclusions 

2. Implications and Future Research 

3. Personal Reflections on the Writing Process 

Conclusions 

The purpose of this teacher-research was to give a thick description of my invention of a 

Problem Based Learning curriculum for an English as a second/foreign language writing course 

called PBL2 and to provide a thick description of how students reacted to it.  The research 

questions for this study were as follows: 

a) How did a teacher/researcher develop a technology enhanced ESL-PBL 
writing classroom for adult learners? 

 
b) How did students react to this class? 
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Thus, this section presents the conclusions of this study based on the above research 

questions. I will include both pedagogical and research conclusions.  

  
Pedagogical Conclusions 

 
 

The Resultant PBL2 Curriculum 

 

This first section details the resultant PBL curriculum which evolved over the course the 

semester into PBL2.  As has been established, PBL2 was an adaptation of a PBL model described 

by Torp & Sage in their 2002 work, Problems as Possibilities: Problem-Based Learning for K-16 

Education.  As previously stated, I chose to use the Torp and Sage model (1) to avoid confusion 

due to the fact that there are a plethora of PBL models in existence, (2) because it was fairly 

representative of the ideas put forth by traditional PBL literature, and (3) because of their 

instructional template’s ease of use.  As commonly found in PBL models, Torp and Sage’s model 

had two main components: curriculum organization and instructional strategy; thus, I organized 

the UcM mandated curriculum under the PBL method, as described earlier in this dissertation, 

and then introduced parts of the curriculum through ill-structured problems from which students 

teased out the knowledge I intended for them to meet.  The problems were based on events 

inspired by the students’ lives at school such as the administrative snafus they were often 

required to sort out. 

Because students had no experience using problems for language learning, it required 

several accommodations to facilitate its implementation. First, PBL2 was implemented in shorter 

event form to accommodate the time limitations under which this course as well as many other 

EAP courses function.  Typically, the length of a PBL event is determined by the learners. 

Explicitly, when the learners are ready to move on to the next step, the class moves on. In this 

case, however, we worked under extreme time constraints. Thus, as discussed in the pilot 

(appendix A), PBL2 was implemented in a “mini” event-form to accommodate this. Although the 
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students did dictate our pace during the event, our timeframe was such that the mini events 

needed to run their course during the allotted class time. The issue of time is not an unusual 

constraint for those in English for Academic Purposes programs.  As I previously mentioned, 

students in these kinds of ESOL programs are often rushed to complete them due to the fact that 

they require additional money and are usually taken in addition to their major courses and/or 

because they are prevented from studying in their field of choice until they have completed 

their English courses. Thus, time was certainly a constraint that required consideration and 

accommodation for the structuring of PBL in this language learning setting.    

 In addition, the instructional strategy of “teasing out the knowledge” demanded more 

of students than the traditional “presentation, practice and evaluation” approach to language 

teaching to which they had become accustomed.  Therefore, I found it necessary to establish a 

PBL mindset before embarking on our events in order to prepare students for the shift in 

language skills and strategies that would be required. I did this by first noting on the syllabus that 

there would be times when we solved “problems” as a way of using the L2. I also presented my 

study to the students using an overhead that contained a brief bulleted description of what my 

research involved (i.e. PBL and technology.  Furthermore, I “branded” PBL2 by calling the 

activities “What’s the Problem?” activities and pairing them with a logo so that the events were 

easily recognized times during class.  

In addition to accommodating the students’ lack of experience with using problems as a 

basis for learning, we also had to accommodate the language learning goal of my students, 

which was quite different from preparing for the content-mastery goals of the PBL implemented 

in math and science.  As a result, there were many language learning instructional strategies 

which were incorporated alongside of typical PBL instructional strategies.  For example, students 

first read problem documents for linguistic issues such as vocabulary and grammar concerns 

prior to considering the “problem” presented by the document. If students could not understand 

the words used to understand the problem, they certainly could not begin to look for a solution. 
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In the first PBL2 event, we began with a class discussion about the subject matter of the 

hypothetical email.  This activated their schema, providing them with a context based on which 

they could understand the language of the email. It also served as a kind of warm-up, easing 

them into speaking English for the event.  I also employed comprehension checks, making 

interruptions during the steps to ensure that they understood not only the process of PBL, but the 

language being used to work with the problem.  Other language learning instructional strategies 

included providing writing models, and modeling correct and appropriate language as well as 

ones such as those suggested by Herrell and Jordan (2004) like using predictable routines, 

employing visual scaffolding (i.e. “providing language support through visual images”), and 

using advance organizers (i.e. “brief presentations of abstract concepts given before a lesson”) 

(p. 19 & p. 33). 

Although linguistic accommodation was not an issue originally addressed by typical PBL 

research, it is not necessarily a new concern for those who implement PBL. There has been 

concern about how prior knowledge or the lack thereof impacts the PBL process. For example, 

researchers such as Knowlton (2003) have argued that “students are not capable of solving 

problems without a foundational knowledge of the discipline to support their problem-solving 

efforts” (p. 10). In this case, part of the necessary foundational knowledge involved language. 

That is, if students didn’t have the language to understand the problem, they would have been 

unable to engage in the PBL2 process.  Thus, although this was an accommodation that I had to 

build into the PBL process based on the needs of the learners, language can simply be 

considered part of the prior knowledge needed for the PBL process and, as a result, linguistic 

teaching strategies did not change the nature or character of PBL.  

Further accommodations for the language learning setting is easily apparent in the 

adjustments made to the Torp and Sage’s (2002) instructional template for problem 

implementation, which was the basis of our PBL2 implementation framework.  Our resulting PBL2 

instructional template included the following stages:  
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1. prepare the learners and debrief the language 
2. meet the problem and debrief the language 
3. identify what we know, what we need to know 
4. define the problem and debrief the language 
5. gather and share information 
6. generate solutions 
7. determine the best solutions 
8. present the solution 
9. assess performance42 
10. debrief the learning 

 
These stages include accommodations and re-conceptualizations that my language learners 

necessitated. For example, stage one, “prepare the learners,” included three kinds of 

preparation for the PBL2 process. Preparation included: the establishment of a PBL mindset, 

content preparation, and linguistic preparation. Typical PBL does not consider the students’ 

mindset or language may be a barrier to the problem solving process as these are not typically 

issues with which students of math or science might be concerned. Thus, language debriefing 

episodes were added in order to make sure that we were all on the same page both 

conceptually and linguistically. The second and third stages were also broadened in order to 

address the needs of language learners—specifically, these stages addressed gaps in linguistic 

knowledge and issues which might influence language learning such as student affect.  

Stage #3 encouraged language learners to tap into their prior knowledge by activating 

their schemas; it encourages students to use “common sense,” to solve problems, which is later 

translated into curricular concepts (L2 writing concepts such as unity, economy of words and 

tone in this case).  By focusing on what they already know, it encouraged students to have 

confidence in their language skills, which could lessen language learner anxiety. Furthermore, 

this positive emotional state (increased self-confidence & lowered anxiety) enhanced language 

learning per language acquisitionists such as Krashen (1987 & 1988) and Ellis (1994). In addition, a 

                                                 
42 Assessment actually occurred throughout the entire PBL2 process, especially with regard to the 
students’ language. This was because if learners could not understand or communicate about the 
problem, then the process could not occur. After assessing students’ language, the instructor might 
interject into the process with intermittent “debrief the language” episodes. Nevertheless, this final stage 
of evaluation was for the purposes of assigning the actual grade.  
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positive emotional state can open their minds, allowing them to be more receptive to language 

input (i.e. what they need to know).  

The fourth stage, “defining the problem,” required that students be critical of the 

problem they met and critical of what they knew.  In using the term “critical,” this dissertation 

combines two schools of thought.  First, the term critical is indicative of higher order cognitive 

processing skills such as analysis, synthesis, and evaluation found on Bloom’s taxonomy (1984).  

Second, the term critical also involves “questioning the status quo and challenging existing 

knowledge and the social order” (Benesch, 1997, p. 545). For the purposes of this dissertation, it 

was important to incorporate both schools of thought since two common criticisms of English for 

Academic Purposes curricula is that EAP is “watered down academics into cognitively simple 

tasks” (Collier, 1995, p. 3) and that EAP is based on an “ideology of pragmatism” that ignores 

EAP’s historical, social and political roots and implications (Benesch, 2001). In this case, PBL2 

sought to challenge students’ cognitive abilities while they used the L2, and it sought to foster an 

acceptance of challenging the “accepted.43” 

First, as was discussed in chapter five, without the proper mindset, students tended to 

automatically assume the “problem” had to do with the grammar of the problem document or 

that the problem was due to a superficial issue such as a misplaced bill. Thus, during our first 

attempts, students didn’t look past the surface of the problem documents. They found unfamiliar 

grammatical structures and wrongly identified them as erroneous or they suggested a very literal 

explanation to the problem I presented to them such as a common clerical error.  These 

students were not used to approaching language learning tasks in a critical manner although 

they were certainly accustomed to it in their other university courses. As such, in order to identify 

                                                 
43 It should be noted that there is a counter-criticism to incorporating critical theory into ESOL curricula. 
Researchers such as Atkinson (1999) and Ramanathan & Kaplan (1996) assert that the inclusion of critical 
theory reflects a decidedly Western point of view and would thus be an imperialist imposition on EFL 
students. However, I do not agree with this criticism. PBL2 did not seek to tell students how to think. 
Rather, PBL2 sought to encourage language learners to look past the superficial and to not accept blindly 
the “realities” of their language learning situation.  
 



 266 

and define the problem, students needed to make use of higher order cognitive skills. They 

needed to go beyond the superficial during the PBL2 process in order for the problems to serve 

the class learning goals. Otherwise, the problems might have provided opportunities for 

communication in the L2, but would have ignored the L2 writing lessons which the problems 

were designed to address.   

In addition, we also needed to use the term critical to acknowledge and address the 

socio-cultural impact of English in Mexico. That is, since English was imposed on them by 

institutions such as the University and their government, we found that the students 

demonstrated an instrumental motivation toward English language learning which manifested 

itself in a largely negative manner. Although by enrolling at a bilingual university they had 

accepted that they needed English for socio-economic maintenance and/or advancement in 

Mexico, they resented the hegemonic powers which it imbibed since it subjugated their 

language and their culture to those of the US.  Therefore, the critical approach to language 

learning we undertook in the PBL2 process also encompassed addressing such issues dialogically. 

That is, through conversation or dialogue, we were engaged in “…the sealing together of the 

teacher and students in the joint act of knowing and re-knowing the object of study” (Shor & 

Freire, 1987, p. 100).   The “defining the problem” stage was done with both teacher and student 

awareness of the issues that each of the problems could carry with it.  The PBL2 process 

empowered students “to participate actively, raising issues of concern in their daily lives” and to 

examine “…power relations and social inequities” (Benesch, 1997, p. 546).  

Stage #5, “gather and share information,” asked language learners to gather 

information which might have helped them solve the problem. This also required them to look at 

the information critically.  The focus was not simply on comprehension of the language. Rather, 

they were also asked to use higher order cognitive skills such as analysis, synthesis, and 

evaluation while also critiquing information for personal value.  They were to share this 

information within their small groups deciding together what information was relevant and what 
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was not.  This stage required explicit instructor attention to encourage the use of the L2 since it 

was tempting for students to hold these discussions in their L1. Internet-based tools such as 

search engines and electronic databases were particularly facilitative to this stage.  

Next, stages #6 & #7, “generate solutions” and “determine the best fit solution,” required 

that students use the information from stage #5 to brainstorm possible solutions and then 

determine the most appropriate one to employ for the PBL2 event. There was again a desire for 

students to suggest solutions without thinking critically, offering shallow solutions which 

necessitated very little language. Therefore, stages #6 and #7 emphasized, yet again, the 

importance of preparing learners for the PBL2 event by establishing a PBL mindset, a mindset in 

which they were prepared to think and problem-solve critically. It was vital to the event that 

students understood what the process asked of them both linguistically and intellectually. It 

needed to be explicitly stated that PBL2 was an opportunity to use the L2 in an unrehearsed 

manner and that they were expected to look beyond the superficial to both identify the 

problem and find a solution.  It was also necessary to point out to learners that the problem 

document was not the “lesson.” Rather, the lesson was to be found in the process of problem 

solving and not in the document which introduced it.  

Stage #8, “present the solution,” asked students to verbalize what they learned 

linguistically and content-wise during the PBL2 process.  It also facilitated the production of the L2 

and therefore allowed the instructor additional opportunities for language assessment. Stage #9, 

“assess performance,” involved the assessment of curricular content as well as the assessment of 

language and the assessment of participation in the PBL2 process.  Thus, the rubrics such as the 

ones developed for this dissertation found in chapter five were created in order to assess all 

three concerns while accommodating the small group settings which most of the PBL2 events 

took. Furthermore, self-assessment was also a goal of PBL2 such that the events were designed to 

equip students with the communicative tools to identify “good” writing without the aid of a 

teacher. Finally, stage #10 was an important time for the teacher to make obvious the 
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connections between what they had done while solving the problem and what they do when 

writing compositions. It was also a time when the instructor could tie the language which 

students used to identify and solve the problem to the “language” of composition and rhetoric 

including such terminology as unity, cohesion, and economy of words.  The PBL2 instructional 

template is summarized below in table 7-8. 

Table 7- 8: Instructional Template for PBL2 

PBL2 Teaching and Learning Events Description & Goals 
1. Prepare the learners & debrief 

the language 
Stage #1 prepares learners for the PBL2 process by: 
establishing a PBL2 mindset, linguistic preparation, & 
preparing students to meet the content  

2. Meet the problem & Debrief the 
language 

Stage #2 involves presenting the hypothetical problem to 
students by way of a problem document which should use 
proficiency-appropriate language and should be based 
on real-life student issues. 

3. Identify what we know, what we 
need to know 

Stage #3 encourages language learners to tap into their 
prior knowledge by activating their schemas; what they 
know is translated into curricular concepts.  It encourages 
students to have confidence in what they already know.   

4. Define the problem & Debrief the 
language 

Stage #4 asks language learners to identify the problem 
and requires linguistic support so they can verbalize it.  This 
requires students to be comfortable with ambiguity as the 
relevance of defining a problem that is not centered on a 
linguistic issue such as syntax or semantics can initially 
seem pointless to language learners.  

5. Gather and share information  
 

Stage #5 asks language learners to gather information 
which may help them solve the problem. They share this 
information within their small groups deciding together 
what information is relevant and what is not.   

6. Generate solutions 
 
7. Determine the best-fit solutions 
 

Stages #6 & 7 require that students use the information 
from stage #5 to brainstorm possible solutions and then 
determine the most appropriate one. Also, this is another 
opportunity for students to use the L1, which should be 
carefully facilitated and purposefully emphasized by the 
instructor.  

8. Present the solution 
 

Stage #8 asks students to verbalize what they learned 
linguistically and content-wise during the PBL2 process.  It 
also facilitates the production of the L2 and it allows the 
instructor additional opportunities for language 
assessment.  

9. Assess Performance  
 

Assessment of their language takes place on an ongoing 
basis throughout the process, but stage #9 is the last 
opportunity for assessment.  Stage #9 involves the 
diagnostic assessment of curricular content as well as the 
assessment of language and the assessment of 
participation in the PBL2 process.  Student self-assessment is 
also a goal.  

10. Debrief the learning Stage #10 is a time for the teacher to make obvious the 
connections between the PBL2 process and what they do 
when writing compositions. The instructor could tie the 
language which students used to identify and solve the 
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problem to the “language” of composition and rhetoric 
including such terminology as unity, cohesion, and 
economy of words.  

** These findings are addressed at great length in chapter five of this dissertation. 

 
The aforementioned PBL2 events which followed the above ten-step instructional 

template were used to address some of the more “mysterious” of academic writing concepts 

and conventions such as cohesion, unity, and economy of words.  In addition, the PBL 

philosophy was also mixed into the curriculum’s treatment of the writing process. By borrowing 

the notion of incorporating inquiry into the language learning curriculum from Short, Harste and 

Burke (1996) and Schwarzer and Luke (2001), I invited learners to investigate an area of 

“academic inquiry” relevant to their interests and studies such that “academic” L2 writing 

became more meaningful, more critical, more authentic to their purposes and less about 

teacher evaluation.  This inquiry took place within the problem based Learning framework 

through which learners became experts in their chosen area of academic inquiry; they were 

able to draw conclusions from their inquiry, and formulate arguments in support of the points of 

view they developed.  They were also able to share their information with classmates and with 

the entire department during a level-wide presentation week at the end of the semester.   

As was depicted above, the PBL2 events entailed a great deal of dialog. There was 

dialog among the students in their small groups. There was dialogue among the students and 

the teacher. The students even had dialogues with reading sources during the “gather 

information” stage. Moreover, as an extension of this, this study assumed that academic writing 

involved entering into a dialogue—a conversation with many. Investigating an area of 

academic inquiry through writing in academic settings, as required by PBL2, allowed L2 writers to 

enter into the academic discourse of their particular field such that their voices were heard 

among their peers and the authorities, and not subsumed by it. That is, immersing oneself into 

the academic discourse of a field does not consist of parroting the opinions of others, nor is it a 

mechanical reproduction of the conventions governed by the field.  That is, writing, under PBL2, 
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was a “…kind of immersion, engagement, contextualization, fullness of experience, that is 

necessary for someone to be initiated into and to be conversant in that culture, for someone to 

understand the ways in which that culture works” --into the “culture” of their field (Zamel, 1993, p. 

28). Thus, in summary: 

� PBL2 organized the curriculum around a recursive inquiry process which used an 
instructional strategy whereby curricular content was “teased” out of problems which 
emerged over the course of the semester and were presented in the form of a problem 
document.  

 
� PBL2 was implemented to demystify the L2 writing process by introducing writing 

conventions to ESOL students and to “socialize” the curriculum so that EAP writing was 
treated as a form of communication instead of just an academic task 

 
� PBL2 and the philosophy behind it also informed the curriculum’s treatment of the writing 

process by making it a clear social act through: 
 

o The inclusion of invitations to investigate an area of academic inquiry for their 
writing assignment, a semester long research paper 

 
o The encouragement of learners to become experts in the discourse of their field 

by interpreting academic writing as a way to communicate their discourse 
expertise.  

 
o The interpretation of the L2 writing process as dialogic. Writing for academic 

purposes was a conversation to be held with others in their field. 
 

PBL2: Is it still PBL? 

 

 
During the early stages of this study, PBL researcher, Dr. Susan Williams posed the 

question, after all of these accommodations, “Is it still PBL?”  The following section is designed to 

respond to this question.  In brief, the response is, “yes.”  Although language learning settings 

such as ESOL classrooms require areas of support different from learners of specific content 

areas such as medicine or mathematics, the fundamentals of this inquiry approach remained 

the same. PBL2 was used as a method-- a method through which the Communicative approach 

and the Process approach were implemented, making communication the main goal during 

the writing process.  However, the accommodations which I made to PBL for the second 

language writing classroom that are discussed above only enhanced PBL philosophy for the 
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setting; they did not change the nature of Problem Based Learning. Below, I will discuss some of 

the structural and philosophical commonalities between PBL and PBL2. 

Structural Commonalities 

Structural Commonalities: Structurally speaking, there was consistency between PBL and 

PBL2—especially given that Torp and Sage’s instructional template was used as the basis of our 

framework (see table 5-2).  PBL is typically implemented by incorporating “…two 

complementary processes, curriculum organization and instructional strategy” (Torp & Sage, 

2002, p. 15).  Likewise, PBL2 also incorporated the processes of curriculum organization and 

instructional strategy. During our PBL2 events, parts of our curriculum were organized around a 

problematic situation. For example, the first PBL2 mini event was based on an administrative 

problem one of the students experienced which prevented them from logging on to the system 

and completing his homework, and the final PBL project was based on the actual problem 

students were having completing the course’s exit requirements. The problems were presented 

to the students in a narrative structure, ending with a challenge for them to find a solution.  

Students collaborated to solve the problems, coming up with hypothetical outcomes for the mini 

events and a concrete outcome in the form of a web site for the class project.    

Furthermore, along with specific language learning instructional strategies, PBL2 

incorporated the PBL instructional strategy of  “beginn[ing] with the problematic situation—a 

fully integrated whole—and teas[ing] out the knowledge, skills, dispositions, and standards-

based learning opportunities that the authentic context of the problems exposed” (Torp & Sage, 

p. 47).  For example, during event one, the concepts of unity, tone and economy of words were 

coaxed out of a sample writing presented in the problem document, and during the second 

event, strategies for improving cohesion were drawn out of the hypothetical writing sample 

detailed in the problem document.   

Philosophical Commonalities 
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Philosophical Commonalities: Generally, PBL is built on some common philosophical 

assumptions. For example, under PBL, learning should be: 

• experiential,  

• authentic, and 

• engaging.    

PBL2 was in total accordance with these philosophical assumptions, which further confirms the 

fact that PBL2 was still PBL despite the accommodations described in this dissertation.  

First, PBL2 was “focused, experiential learning (minds-on, hands-on)” (Torp & Sage, 2002, 

p. 15). That is, during the PBL2 events, learning certainly focused on specific predetermined 

learning goals, and was experiential with regard to the language usage.  Although, as I 

previously commented, it was a struggle to get students to use the language, the PBL2 

experience did facilitate communication in the L2 among the students and did help to 

strengthen student community bonds. In short, they did experience the language and the social 

structures which often accompany the use of language such as the development of 

community; they were exposed to English in print, oral and aural forms and had to read, write 

and speak using the language. Furthermore, the problems were based on the real-life 

experiences of students which further emphasized the experiential nature of PBL2 and leads us to 

another philosophical commonality.  

Another philosophical commonality between PBL and PBL2 involved the concept of 

authenticity. That is, problems for both PBL and PBL2 are based on the real-life needs and 

experiences of learners.  As stated above, PBL2 mini event problems were based on authentic 

situations per Torp and Sage (2002) and others such as Barron et al., (1998).  For example, in our 

case, the problem used as the jumping off point for our web page project emerged from a real 

problem that the students experienced.  Students had little experience with essay writing, and 

therefore, felt justifiably anxious toward the 10-page research paper exit requirement. As a result, 
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a real, authentic, “ill-structured problem of worth” emerged on which we based the class 

project. Students created web pages to inform lower level students of the exit requirements and 

to educate them on facets of EAP research paper compositions.  Another PBL mini event was 

based on a problem that featured an example of an administrative problem which students 

typically encountered at the University and a third problem was based on problems which 

students typically experience in their past writing classes. As has been illustrated, we used 

problems which were found in the students’ immediate environment, an environment to which 

they could immediately relate (i.e. their school environment).   

Therefore, the idea of authenticity had to be re-conceptualized such that the “real” 

world was broadened to include the University. School was an integral part of our students’ lives, 

and to discount that would have been to discount part of who the students were and what 

there motivations were.  Abdullah (1998) asserts that “PBL can situate language learning in the 

real world. By posing language learners problems like those found in real life, teachers can 

bridge the gap between language use in the real world and what Dyson calls the 'fake' world of 

school” (para. 4).  Thus, according to this researcher and many others (e.g. Resnick, 1987; 

Brown, Collins & Duguid, 1989), the classroom is not the real world. As a result, any PBL events 

that function around “classroom” problems might not be considered authentic in a strict PBL 

sense.  However, in this context (i.e. English for academic purposes), school was not a fake 

world. It was, in fact, a very real world for the students, one which they were preparing to enter.  

They were not dedicating hours and years of English study to use it in a fake world. As this was an 

English for Academic Purposes course, the classroom was part of the real world for these 

students—it was part of the world in which they would need to use their language. It was part of 

a world off of which they would build. It was a microcosm of larger society and contained social 

systems which were similar in construction to those found in work places. As such, it was a 

“training ground” for the real world, but not a “fake” world.   
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In addition to organizing the curriculum around an authentic, ill-structured, messy 

problem, it is also philosophically important that PBL “engage students as stakeholders in a 

problematic situation…” (Torp & Sage, 2002, p. 15). Likewise, PBL2 also engaged students as 

stakeholders.  Technology was, perhaps, the most useful tool in documenting student 

engagement in the PBL2 process.  Chapter six provided many examples of email where students 

requested additional feedback from me attached with comments like “Hi teacher!!!!!! I send 

you my thesis statement that I could´t before; hopefully you’ll like and please will tell me your 

opinion”  (Gilberto, email 3); or “Leah please I need help whit my essay, i'm stok44 i have no more 

ideas to put in the essay…HELP” (Antonio, email 5).  Both students were very reluctant 

participants in our learning community at the beginning of the semester and neither completed 

any writing assignments during the first two weeks. Thus, that they would request additional 

feedback on their essays, nonetheless write them, demonstrates that they were cognitively 

engaged in their respective writing assignments, committed to the course and it’s learning goals 

and taking personal responsibility for their progress in the course.   

Furthermore, I noted in my teacher-researcher journal that students appeared very 

engaged or invested while creating their final projects, so much so that I felt somewhat 

obsolete.  Since the purpose of their projects was to inform students in the lower levels what the 

exit requirements really entailed, the inquiry process facilitated by PBL2 helped to create a class 

identity. This empowered them to address the “injustice” they perceived which certainly resulted 

in increased personal investment as manifested by their classroom interactions.   

In summary, for many, “the central point of education is to teach people to think, to use 

their rational powers, [and] to become better problem solvers” (Gagné, 1985, p. 85 as cited in 

Abel, 2003, p. 53). The instrumental approaches to language which typically characterize English 

for Academic Purposes research de-socializes language, distilling it to a series of academic tasks 

which were discovered through a needs analysis. This contradicts what language acquisitionists 

                                                 
44 Read: stuck 
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believe about how language develops and about how we use it. It ignores issues such as how 

language is learned through socialization.  As a result, I proposed that adult learners like the ones 

in this study could learn through interaction and experience—they learned to communicate 

through communicating and began to identify writing as a form of communication.  First, PBL2 

established a sense of community, which was defined in terms of Mexican familialism, full of rich 

natural interactions, both on and off task which mimicked social conditions under which 

students would use the target language. Furthermore, as stated in the curricular framework of 

this study, communicative competence was a goal and PBL2 was implemented as a method 

under the larger umbrella of Communicative Language Teaching approach, proposing that 

learners construct knowledge about the target language based on the interactions with others 

while using the L2.  Thus, PBL2 was a way to reintroduce the idea of socialization in the EAP writing 

class. 

 Furthermore, the kind of writing that is typically requested in EAP settings tends to lack a 

sense of authenticity such that students consider their audience to be the person who assigns 

the grade for the assignment. The “goal” is typically to use as many grammatical structures and 

rhetorical conventions as they can recall to demonstrate learning in hopes of being favorably 

evaluated. Thus, L2 writers are often at a loss when trying to ascertain the quality of what they 

have written because they are often self-evaluating based on guesses of what their instructors 

consider “good” writing.   In reaction, PBL2 helped to reorient the second language writers’ foci 

toward the goal of communication. In the rationale for this dissertation, I described students 

who, despite their years of education, were unable to determine what good writing was.  By 

reminding students that the point of writing is to communicate, it helped learners to better 

understand that good writing is writing that clearly and effectively communicates their message 

to their audience.  Furthermore, technology was instrumental in helping PBL2 to deliver its 

“message” by enhancing the ways in which we communicated. Thus, PBL2 with the help of 

technology, recognized students as social beings, promoted independence and lifelong 
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learning and demystified the writing process through its emphasis on communication.  Finally, in 

the rationale for this study, I stated that many ESOL students feel that “good” writing is out of 

their hands. I believe PBL2 gave students tools which allowed them to reclaim their power to 

communicate through writing in their second language.   And, in using the new found power, 

they were able to convey culturally and intellectually rich messages through their writing.    

The above explained how the structural and philosophical foundations of PBL still exist in 

my invention of PBL2 and that the alterations I made are more accurately considered 

“accommodations,” which were necessary to accommodate language learners, and merely 

enhanced the properties and benefits of PBL in a language learning setting.  This invention of 

PBL2 was not without its difficulties; however, it certainly facilitated some very beneficial 

language learning opportunities.  Next, I will reflect on the PBL2 process, commenting on what I 

learned from its implementation and what students expressed about it.   

 

Lessons from the PBL2 Classroom 

 

This section discusses some of the lessons I learned from the implementation of PBL2. The 

lessons include: 

1. PBL2 requires a re-conceptualization of EAP composition teaching and learning. 

2. PBL2 writing under an EAP framework raises questions about culture. 

3. PBL2 elicits “control” issues.  
 
4. PBL2 requires the support of tools and is enhanced by technology. 

Re-conceptualization of EAP Composition Teaching and Learning 

Re-conceptualization of EAP Composition Teaching/Learning: Although 

Communicative Language Teaching is paradigmatically-favored by the field, a more 

direct method of instruction was pragmatically-favored in the UcM English Department 

as is common in many ESL and EFL settings. As explained in chapter four, in a typical 

English class at UcM, students spoke Spanish to each other and only made use of the L2 
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with formulaic or previously rehearsed speech when required by the teacher. 

Furthermore, a one-way transmission model of teaching was common where the 

instructor “provided” the language and the students acted as “receptacles.” Thus, the 

learning community observed a rigid hierarchy headed by teachers and administrators 

with students whose learning was directed by “higher ups.”  In addition, students where 

expected to demonstrate learning largely through tests and worksheets and writing 

instruction tended to focus on grammar issues and students evaluated “good” writing as 

grammatically correct writing.  

Because the philosophy behind PBL2 was so radically different from the above 

described classroom structure, it required an entirely new way of conceptualizing the L2 

writing classroom which left the students confused about their roles in our classroom. PBL2 

asked them to take responsibility for their own learning and progress in the course. It 

asked them to become active and lively members of a discourse community related to 

their major by inviting them to investigate an area of academic inquiry of their choosing. 

It shifted the audience for their EAP writing from the teacher-evaluator to the members 

of their discourse community, but most of all, PBL2 reinterpreted EAP composition from an 

academic task to a form of communication- a dynamic conversation between them 

and the other members of their respective fields.   

My teaching style, in turn, also reflected a PBL orientation. I tried to behave more 

as a coach—a facilitator of their personal processes of inquiry as opposed to acting as 

director of their language learning. My relaxed manner, support of classroom 

relationships, and encouragement of conversation in the classroom seemed for the 

students to stand in contrast to the assignments I asked them to complete which 

required high levels of intellect, commitment and personal responsibility.  Thus, there was 

a tension between what the students were used to and what PBL asked of them and this 

tension resulted in confusion for students and some learner resistance; they questioned 
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and pushed boundaries in order to learn the new parameters of the EAP writing 

classroom. As a result, another conclusion that can be drawn from our implementation 

of PBL2 in this setting is that in order to implement a curriculum which alters EAP writing 

classroom norms, it is not enough to simply describe the changing instructional strategies 

to students as I did. It is necessary to also verbalize that these changes also translate into 

changes in levels of student responsibility and commitment. In short, learners need to 

understand that their roles can also change when the organization of the curriculum 

does.  That is, they might understand that the teacher is doing “things” differently, but 

not necessarily that they must also do things differently. Therefore, it is crucial to define 

the role of students explicitly as this can be culturally defined; otherwise, it could result in 

increased levels of confusion, resistance, and anxiety, which is counter productive to 

language learning. 

As Marshall (1995) states, “We cannot restructure a structure that is splintered at 

its roots. Adding wings to caterpillars does not create butterflies--- it creates awkward 

and dysfunctional caterpillars. Butterflies are created through transformation” (p. 15). 

Thus, in the case of implementing the PBL2 curriculum, it was not enough to simply 

change surface issues such as the instructional strategy of having students “tease out” 

the knowledge from inquiry events. It also required a transformation in the way we 

thought about language learning. This transformation of our thinking was just as much a 

part of the evolution of PBL2 as it was a part of our evolution as an EAP writing classroom.  

EAP Writing: Raising Questions of Culture  
EAP Writing: Raising Questions of Culture: The above transformation in the way 

the students and I approached EAP writing involved invitations to participate in the 

discourse communities of the students’ majors and the encouragement to problematize 

issues related to their majors, English language learning, and our classroom which have 

been conventionalized.  While PBL2 was a new conceptualization of EAP writing, the 

structural ideas behind it, academic purposes, discourse communities and inquiry are all 
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issues in English for Academic Purposes writing which are part of an ideological debate 

involving issues of culture as defined by Bennett (1998) as “the learned and shared 

patterns of beliefs, behaviors, and values of groups of interacting people” (p.3).  

First, pedagogical constructs such as teacher roles, learner roles, and classroom 

community which are often talked about in PBL literature as being important to its 

implementation caused some surprising tensions in the classroom due to differing cultural 

interpretations.  For example, the idea of Mexican familialism greatly influenced the students’ 

interpretation of the concept of a learning community which conflicted with my US 

understanding of learning community.  Familialism, according to Valenzuela and Dombusch 

(1994), is a cultural construct that conveys “a sense of family identification, obligation, and 

support” (p. 21).  This sense of family helped students develop a very strong sense of responsibility 

for each other, which, at times, manifested itself in ways which I considered contradictory to the 

learning goals of the course. For example, the organized “sharing” of information among the 

students which I described in chapter six was a demonstration of how students demonstrated a 

familial identity by supporting each other in their goal to pass the course, which clashed with my 

cultural interpretation of such as events.  Thus, one conclusion we could draw from the 

implementation of PBL2 is that culture can have an effect on how the intricacies of a curriculum 

like PBL2 play out. Cultural interpretations of class assignments (product vs. process orientation), 

group work (equal distribution of labor vs. an “appointee” completed labor), and 

understandings of participation were all tensions which had to be negotiated based on culture. 

Furthermore, in chapter six, this dissertation described how students demonstrated an 

ambiguous, tension-filled relationship with English. They appreciated the language when the 

chose to use it for purposes like travel, understanding music lyrics, or communicating with the 

“gringos.”  That is, they appreciated the language for non-academic purposes in situations 

when they actively chose to use it. By contrast, students resented the institutional, geopolitical, 

and socioeconomic imposition of English which surfaced in the English for Academic Purposes 
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setting of the class described in this dissertation. Although, the students in this study made a 

personal choice to study EAP because they viewed it as valuable linguistic capital that could be 

translated into social and cultural capital, the students still expressed a resentment toward the 

fact that they had to learn English perhaps because it implies that “Mexico is expected to meet 

the linguistic and cultural expectations of U.S. business interests” (Petrón, 2001, p. 40).   

Furthermore, because language is so intimately tied to identity, this implication could be 

extended to the students as people, raising the question, “Are we, like the Spanish language, 

subjugated to the speakers of English?  

As a result, questions arose such as: How do I teach English in a context like Mexico 

without imparting the cultural biases that the English carries with it? In this case, the students 

actively chose to attend the university largely based on its inclusion of English in its curriculum; 

however, by doing so, they did not intend to subjugate their cultural and linguistic identities to 

those largely identified with the United States.  This raised the question, “how do I as an EAP-EFL 

instructor acknowledge the students’ very practical need for the language while also including 

and validating the Spanish language and Mexican culture?  

That is, the main issue really was: how do I structure class in such a way that the 

curriculum and I demonstrably respect and appreciate the language learners’ linguistic and 

cultural identities while also teaching a foreign language, particularly one so synonymous with a 

country with a strong legacy of control and imperialism in Latin America?   Furthermore, in 

particular, the process of EAP writing further complicated the issue in that it is also laden with 

culturally-determined conventions involving such issues as rhetorical patterns, voice and critical 

thinking.  Because this was an English as a Foreign Language context, the culture of the 

instructor, my culture, was different than that of the students.  As such, was I imposing my own 

culturally-based and thus biased beliefs on my students just by doing my job?  Mexico, as an EFL 

setting, was a context in which both the role of English and the pedagogical approaches to EAP 

writing are cause for consideration.   
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As Benesch asserts: “All forms of ESL instruction are ideological, whether or not educators 

are conscious of the political implications of their instructional choices;” however, teachers have 

the power to somewhat reconcile ideological debates in the classroom, and I chose to do this 

by interpreting the language in terms of social capital and through my ethic of care. Therefore, 

the response to these questions returns to the idea of social capital discussed in chapter six and 

the ethic of care I addressed in the methodology chapter.  First, in his 1948 speech entitled “The 

Purpose of Education,” Martin Luther King stated that “education must enable a man to 

become more efficient, to achieve with increasing facility the legitimate goals of his life.”  Thus, 

as a teacher, it was my responsibility to teach what the students had identified as integral in 

achieving some of their life goals (e.g. to obtain a job after graduation). It was my responsibility 

to teach English.   

In addition, by engaging in an ethic of care in my classroom, I demonstrated an explicit 

value for their language and culture.  Finally, PBL2, in conjunction with some of the textbook 

themes we addressed such as language learning, encouraged students to openly question why 

they were learning English and why they were writing research papers under what they 

perceived as unfair conditions.  Therefore, one conclusion which can be drawn about the 

impact of culture in this setting is that it elicited many questions for me as the instructor about 

how to best approach the language and acknowledge students as social and cultural beings.  

Although, I cannot answer these questions definitively, I could conclude that it was vital to 

establish caring relationships with students and encourage independent inquiry so that students 

did not feel objectified by the “systems” or subjugated by the language. 

Control Issues- Emergent Problems, Changing Roles & Chaos 

Control Issues- Emergent Problems, Changing Roles & Chaos: Another issue which 

emerged due to the shifting classroom roles bought about by PBL2 was that of control. In fact, 

the issue of control in the PBL2 classroom ran throughout the entire study—students were 

concerned with their control or the lack thereof over their decision to learn English; they were 
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concerned with the issue of control over language usage; both teacher and students grappled 

with the idea of control over the classroom setting and struggled with control over classroom 

tools such as technology. In our struggles with the issue of control, power constantly exchanged 

hands. Thus, there was an ongoing tension between being in and out of control—between 

harmony and chaos. 

First, the design of a PBL2 curriculum necessitated that valuable “problems of 

worth” emerge. Then and only then could opportunities be found from which the 

knowledge, skills and standards could be teased out.  This can be anxiety-inducing for 

teachers since we tend to have curricular goals which we must meet. The anticipation of 

having to wait for these problems of worth to emerge can be extremely stressful with 

regard to the lesson planning process and can make it difficult for administrators to 

approve of PBL implementation.  It can leave the instructor feeling vulnerable to 

chance—powerless to set down concrete plans until the problem emerges.  

Furthermore, PBL2 can lead to uneasiness for the teacher because it increases student to 

student interaction, which eventually yields increased classroom “chaos,” albeit largely 

productive chaos. In PBL, students move frenetically from group to group, sharing papers 

and their computer screens, discussing what they have learned or what they will do 

next, and most importantly, asking questions- especially of each other. 

As students become more comfortable and more competent in the PBL process, it can 

eventually shrink the role of the teacher—or at least alter it in a way that makes the teacher feel 

uncomfortable in the new role or even less needed. The teacher is actually part of the 

scaffolding, which falls away as the students become more proficient in PBL, learning to lean on 

their peers and search for answers themselves.  For example, as I described above, on the last 

day of our PBL2 project, I wrote in my teacher researcher journal that the students were actively 

enjoying the process of completing the web project requesting considerably less assistance from 

me than before. While I did not record it in my journal, my comments make clear that I felt 
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uncomfortable in my “reduced capacity.”  The “chaos” or my seeming lack of control over the 

PBL2classroom was a violation to the ordered participation, characterized by turn taking that 

normally comes to mind in reference to a well “managed” second language classroom.  

It is true that one of the main characteristics of any PBL classroom is to “ create a learning 

environment in which teachers coach student thinking and guide student inquiry, facilitating 

deeper levels of understanding” (Torp & Sage, 2002, p. 15).  PBL teachers facilitate opportunities 

for students to learn and coach them along the inquiry process such that they increase their 

level of understanding and use their critical skill. Thus, the main roles of teachers during PBL2 were 

that of facilitator and coach. Likewise, as the instructor, my major responsibility was to structure 

the class in ways that promoted interaction and L2 output.  Requiring students to ask questions of 

each other during the “presentation of solution” stage is one such example of my role as 

facilitator. This, at first, made students feel uncomfortable—out of control.  They could no longer 

plan their L2 utterances or rely on formulaic speech.  Their language was subject to the whims of 

conversational and class discussion dynamics.   

Finally, the below contains a brief list of additional pedagogical conclusions which this study 

suggested given its setting of Mexico.  Teacher-researchers should: 

• consult English for International purposes methodology books such as by McKay (2002) 
Teaching English as an international language: Rethinking Goals and Approaches in 
order to raise their consciousness about the kinds of issues which could arise in the EFL 
classroom. For example, the text suggests: considering the local context in which English 
was embedded, exercising sensitivity in the cultural content of the material, reflexivity in 
pedagogical approaches and by showing respect for the local culture of learning. 

 
• consider the subtle complications of intercultural communications in addition to the 

large ones typically addressed in travel guides.  For example, I found that my 
understanding of concepts such as community, collaboration and participation were 
different from my students’ understanding of them. These “misunderstandings” could 
cause communication breakdowns that can negatively affect language learning. Thus, 
it is important to make explicit what is meant by these terms. 

 
• encourage a dialogic teacher-student relationship.  Difficulties inevitably arise in cross 

cultural settings. If students feel comfortable enough broaching difficult subjects with the 
instructor, ensuing conversations can help to avoid escalating negativity in the 
classroom. Furthermore, they may be more inclined to exhibit risk-taking behaviors which 
might ultimately augment their language learning experience.  
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• demonstrate an appreciation for the students’ culture and language.  In doing so, you 
can attempt to avoid some of the “subtractive” nature of which English language 
learning has a long history. 

 
• encourage students to problematize the role of English in their lives. Critical English 

researchers such as Benesch and frameworks, concepts and approaches by researchers 
such as Freire, Bordieu, Delpit, and Valenzuela provide direction for teacher-researchers 
looking for ways to teach English in a way that acknowledges its imperialist legacy while 
also meeting the needs of students. 
 

PBL2 Tools and Technological Enhancement 
PBL2 Tools and Technological Enhancement: The findings of this study pointed out the 

absolute necessity of tools for enabling the PBL2 process.  Cambridge Advanced Language 

Dictionary Online defines the word “tool” as “something that helps you to do a particular 

activity.” Likewise, the tools which were used in this dissertation were an integral part of the 

implementation of PBL2; without them, the project would have failed. First and foremost, 

language was a tool to help students become more accustomed to the L2 composition 

process.  For example, the language of the problem documents scaffolded learners toward a 

better understanding of what writing in their second language required of them. Furthermore, 

the language from their peers elicited by the PBL2 events in their small groups, also scaffolded 

learners through the zone of proximal development and encourage self-regulated learning.  

Problem documents functioned as tools by helping to present the problem in a way that was 

comprehensible and approachable for language learners. Even the PBL2 logo on the problem 

document acted as a tool by helping to signal the shift from “regular class” to PBL2. Rubrics 

helped me to implement PBL2 by easing the assessment process. It allowed for the diagnostic 

evaluation of rhetoric and composition concepts such as cohesion, unity and economy of 

words, and it also helped me to evaluate the students’ participation in the PBL2process as well as 

their language.  

Technology was, of course, the most high profile of the tools. In fact, computer based 

technologies not only enabled PBL2, but they actually enhanced it.  For example, Microsoft 

Word facilitated the process approach for students by making editing and revising less labor 
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intensive. As a tool, Webspace further enhanced our process approach to writing by enabling 

students to store their works in progress and access them both at school and at home; it also 

enhanced the social component of our classroom by enabling us to share multiple drafts of our 

writings and web pages with the entire class, providing students with achievable and authentic 

writing models and reinforcing the idea that writing is a form of communication. Online 

dictionaries and thesauri allowed students to quickly and conveniently attend to their semantic 

needs during the composition process. Online search engines like Infotrac and Google 

functioned as support for the inquiry process and provided easy access to English language 

sources in an EFL setting. The Nicenet electronic bulletin board acted as a tool which facilitated 

online threaded conversations to extend class discussions and broach topics brought up in class 

readings. Email served as a tool for communication, allowing the students and me to convey 

messages to each other such as invitations to concerts, reminders about homework assignments 

or about issues like technical difficulties or forgotten homework.   

 Moreover, in addition to the functional support from the tools described above, the 

technological tools we employed also offered more abstract and affective kinds of instrumental 

support which greatly enhanced language learning. Blumenfeld, Soloway, Marx, Krajcik, 

Guzdial, & Palincsar (1991), Liu & Hsiao (2002) and Liu (2003) state that one of the benefits of 

technology is that it can make a project more interesting, engaging and/or motivating. This 

finding becomes particularly relevant to ESL learners when one considers the language ego 

principle. Second language acquisition identifies the language ego principle as key to 

successful language learning (Brown, 1994).  This principle asserts that when students begin to 

learn a foreign language, they essentially develop a new personality—a new “mode of thinking, 

feeling, and acting” that, due to the newness of the language, temporarily instills a sense of 

fragility, defensiveness, anxiety, and a raising of inhibitions (e.g. Horwitz & Young, 1991).  

This temporary state of fragility can stifle risk-taking, which is particularly important for 

language learners since some second language acquisition research indicates that it is 
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conducive to long-term retention and is itself a source of intrinsic45 motivation. Thus, various forms 

of computer-based technology were used as a means of increasing engagement and 

motivation in order to encourage risk-taking behaviors in writing and help to offset the anxiety 

that is often aroused by the learning of a second language. While there has been much 

research to support this, including this dissertation, it only scratches the surface of the true value 

which technology contributes to the language learning classroom.  As Krashen (1988) asserts, 

"[Language] acquisition requires meaningful interaction in the target language,” and computer-

based technologies are valuable tools which facilitate just such interactions both online and 

face to face.    

For instance, as explored in chapter six, technology served as a protective instrument for 

emotional support for students. Learners sent emails soliciting reassurance that they were good 

writers, reassurance that they were doing well in the class and even reassurance that they were 

“liked” by the teacher.  That is, the technology allowed them to solicit emotional support from a 

safe distance so that if their needs went unfulfilled, they would not lose face.  They could ask for 

and receive extra emotional or academic support without the “prying” eyes of the rest of our 

learning community. Furthermore, technology acted as a catalyst for online and “offline” 

community building. The online connections that the students made with each other and with 

me spilled over into the physical classroom creating an atmosphere in which students took more 

and more risks with the L2. They began to leave behind their more formulaic and rehearsed 

language and began to make use of more unrehearsed language in their writing and speaking.    

    

Research Conclusions 
 
 

  Because I was in the unique position of being the teacher and a researcher—a literal 

bridge between theory and practice, I was able to draw some conclusions about the research 
                                                 
45L2 research generally refers to two main types of motivation—integrative and instrumental motivation. However, “Motivation can also 
take the form of intrinsic interest in specific learning activities and, as such, may be more easily influenced by teachers than goal-directed 
motivation” (Ellis, p.523). 
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process.  There were some issues which a teacher-researcher should consider before embarking 

on their own teacher-research project.  First, there were obvious power differentials at play 

within the classroom. Despite numerous statements which informed students that their 

contributions would in no way affect their grades and that their confidentiality would be 

protected, students still harbored the fear of the possibility that honest contributions to the study 

might lead to some kind of retribution either from the teacher or the administration.  

Furthermore, an additional issue which can affect the trustworthiness of teacher research has to 

do with the halo effect.  As a teacher, the researcher is in a position which necessitates that he 

or she develop a relationship with the students who are also the research participants. As 

previously mentioned, one benefit of the implementation of PBL2 was the development of a 

strong sense of community over the course of the semester.  The positive feelings which students 

may have associated with this experience could have influenced the way that they evaluated 

the course and its teacher.  It is possible that some students held back on criticism in an effort to 

“help” their teacher.   

As a result, it was vital to the integrity of data collection that I conduct some of the data 

collection after the semester had ended and students’ grades had been submitted. In the case 

of this study, I conducted the third interview after the conclusion of the semester and re-asked 

many of the questions which required students to evaluate aspects of the class and compared 

them to their earlier responses.  In addition, I followed this up with an informal lunch with my 

participants after they received their grades.   Even though data collection takes place largely 

during the semester with teacher research, it was important to the trustworthiness of the findings 

to follow-up students’ responses after the semester ended in order to acknowledge the power 

differentials inherent in teacher-student relationships.   

 Furthermore, the combination of roles asks a lot of the teacher researcher. Thus, the six-

week length of this data collection period was appropriate given the added stresses of being 

both the instructor and the researcher. In order to facilitate the multiple roles I had to play, like 
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PBL, this teacher research required the development of tools to aid in the process. For example, I 

used a one-paged teacher-researcher journal-lesson report, which was an adaptation of two 

Richards and Lockhart (1984) forms, a lesson report a journal.  It provided spaces for: a brief 

bulleted description of the intended lesson plan, an explanation of how PBL2 functioned that 

day, the learning goals, a space to jot quick notes during the class and a place for reflection in 

which I could expand the annotations which I made during the class. Additional space for 

reflection could be found on the back side of the paper. I took a form with me to class each 

day and collected them in a notebook during the duration of the study.  As a teacher, I did not 

want to be distracted by data collection and I did not want students to perceive me as a 

researcher in our classroom.  Thus, this data collection tool was very helpful in allowing me to 

facilitate the class and to note issues which I felt could contribute to my understanding of what 

occurred in class.    

Regarding the implementation of the PBL2 curriculum as the basis of this research, it was 

necessary for students to understand when PBL2 was in fact in practice.  As a result, it was 

important to have observable signals to represent for students the shift in the classroom 

framework from typical “presentation, practice, and evaluation” to the “teasing-out” of 

knowledge found in PBL2. One way in which I signaled the shift to PBL2 was by branding it 

through the use of a logo on all problem documents and related assignments. By branding PBL2, 

it was easy for students to realize that we would be learning in a different way and students 

could clearly comment on what they experienced without confusion.     

Perhaps conducting teacher research on the implementation of an inquiry based 

curriculum such as PBL2 requires at least an intermediate language proficiency of students.  The 

kinds of information students report back to the teacher researcher are often comments 

regarding the subtleties of the language classroom, which less proficient students might not be 

able to verbalize. Thus, this kind of research might be less informative in a lower level ESOL 

course.   
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 Finally, one issue which might limit the possibility of this kind of research is the issue of 

access to technology.  Although it is not impossible to implement PBL without technology, in this 

case, its implementation was greatly enhanced by it. Particularly because this was an English as 

a foreign language context, access to native speaker language input inside the classroom as 

well as target language research sources would have been extremely difficult without the use of 

the Internet.  In fact, during the first week of this study, the Internet access was extremely 

unreliable, and as a result, I found it difficult to begin the academic inquiry portion of my 

curriculum.  According to Caslong (2004), approximately 65.8% of US inhabitants have personal 

computers. Although this percentage is rather large, the issue is that the 34.2% of those who do 

not have access tend to fall, economically, below the poverty line. And, it would hold that most 

of those who live in poverty do so in neighborhoods in areas in which the educational institutions 

do not have access to funds for purchasing facilities which could be considered comparable to 

those found at the private university in which this study was conducted. Furthermore, in Mexico, 

only about 10% of Mexican homes have personal computers (Cruz-González, 2000).  Although, 

according to Palacios (2001), the use of the Internet and other computer-based technologies in 

growing at an astounding rate in Mexico, it would still hold that a significant portion of Mexican 

universities would not have facilities such as those at UcM.  Thus, issues of access are one 

drawback of this study as the technology component of PBL2 can act as an exclusionary 

component of the curriculum.  

In summary, the below contains a list of conclusions which this study suggested for the 

dual roles of a teacher researcher.  A teacher-researcher conducting a study in a language 

classroom should: 

• include an informal meeting such as a lunch or coffee meeting after students have 
received their grades in order to follow up with students regarding the opinions they 
stated during the study. Even if you have repeatedly assured students that they would 
not be penalized for anything they might say about what you are studying, it is still 
possible that learners might hold some of their opinions back for fear of their grade being 
negatively affected. 
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• find ways to manage time and tasks as effectively and efficiently as possible since time 
management is a concern for teacher researchers due to the fact that the dual roles 
necessitates twice the amount of work.  For example, I modified two forms created by 
Richards and Lockhart in order to simultaneously complete several tasks including, writing 
the lesson plan, commenting on the effectiveness of parts of the lesson, jotting 
observations to expand on later and for reflecting on what happened during the class.  

 
• make clear the times in class when the new curriculum is being applied if that is the focus 

of the study.  For instance, I branded and titled the PBL2 activities in order to signal that 
the students and I should make the shift from a more traditional style of teaching and 
learning to a problem based learning orientation. 

 
• consider the level of language proficiency of the students participating in the classroom 

research.  If the teacher researcher does not speak the first language of the participants, 
a student’s ability to respond with depth and clarity to a researcher’s inquiries can be put 
at risk. 

 
• consider the resources available at the context in which you will be conducting your 

research. If you are conducting a study on the effectiveness of technology in the 
language classroom, it is important that you and your students have access to it in 
school, but it is also important that the students have access to it outside of school. 
Otherwise, the study is irrelevant and inauthentic with regard to the students’ lives. 

 

Implications & Future Research 

  Based on the above conclusions, this dissertation contains implications for future 

research for EFL Teachers, ESL teachers, and for foreign language education in general.  These 

implications will be discussed related to both pedagogy and research.    

 

Pedagogical Implications 

Implications for EFL Teachers 

Implications for EFL teachers:  One of the issues this study explores is the impact of English as 

a foreign language in Mexico. English, in fact, functions as an International Language (EIL) in 

Mexico where not only did students anticipate using it with native speakers—particularly from 

the US, but they also anticipated using it with other non-Spanish speakers who are being heavily 

recruited by the Mexican government to do business in and with Mexico.  As a result, students 

revealed a contentious relationship with the language, commenting on the resentment they felt 

toward the language and the institutions which imposed it upon them; however, they 
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simultaneously and consistently commented on its utility for them within their own country, which 

was also reflected by their choice to attend a Spanish-English bilingual university. The fact that 

English has such a significant role in Mexican society is emblematic of the extent to which English 

has pervaded the global scene, and, thus, it is also revelatory of the fact that the legacy and 

history of the language can also saturate EFL settings like Mexico and can thereby impact the 

EFL classroom.  As a result, one of the implications of this study is that there is a need to develop 

teaching and learning approaches and methodology which is specifically geared toward 

English as an international language (EIL) settings in order to address the social, cultural and 

political issues which may arise when teaching English there.  

Students develop relationships with the foreign languages they learn, and if students feel that 

they are forced to learn English or any other foreign language based on the power which it and 

its native speakers exert on the world, they will very likely develop negative relationships with the 

language which will impede language acquisition.  Thus, EFL teachers need to be aware of the 

language classroom dynamics created not only among students and teachers, but EFL teachers 

also need to be aware of the classroom dynamics created by learners and their relationship with 

the foreign language and its speakers.  To address this issue, past literature has suggested 

teaching a culturally-neutral version of English; however, I assert that this is only possible in 

theory—in a vacuum. Language is itself a social and cultural construction and thus it is 

impossible to separate it from its socio-cultural origin.  Rather, as the conclusions of this 

dissertation suggest, it is more plausible to teach English with context-sensitivity which could be 

facilitated by a critical approach to teaching and learning.  

As stated in chapter two, critical pedagogy “is concerned with…studying how students’ and 

teachers’ multiple identities complicate teaching and learning. It [engages] students in 

decisions affecting their lives in and out of school. It questions the status quo: Why are things the 

way they are? Who decides? What are other possibilities?” (Benesch, 2001, p. xv). Critical 

approaches to language learning in EFL settings, which can be accommodated by inquiry-style 
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approaches to learning like PBL, can open classroom dialogs about the positive and negative 

connections learners make with English as a foreign language. Thus, teachers can openly 

address how students perceive themselves as speakers of the L2. Assessing the learner’s 

perception of his or her relationship with the L2 is particularly important with regard to the EAP 

writing skill area because writing is an expression of a person’s identity. What a person chooses to 

write about, the words with which he or she chooses to express his or her main idea, and the 

way he or she goes about developing his or her argument all reveal facets of his or her identity.  

Asking students to write in English according to U.S.-dictated rhetorical patterns can unfairly 

impose a U.S. way of thinking upon L2 writers and could have a subtractive effect on the 

students’ psyches.  That is, asking learners to write in a foreign language such as English can be 

asking them to work with facets of their identities which are in conflict with each other. As 

exemplified by the ambiguous relationship with English that the participants in this study 

demonstrated, their desire to learn the L2 could be in conflict with the history, legacy, and 

implications of the language.  It could cause them to question how or even if they are 

contributing to their country. If they learn English, are they in fact bowing to the long reaching 

arms of the US and thereby subjugating their country, culture, language, and self-identity or by 

learning English are they helping their country to solidify the political and  economic benefits of 

being able to communicate and do business with those who do not speak Spanish?  

An open dialogue about the language learners’ feelings toward the L2 would allow the 

students and the teacher the opportunity to address issues which the language might imbibe 

such as power differentials in order to reconcile conflicting ideals and create a learning 

environment in which students can acknowledge the hegemonic legacy of English and 

empower students not to be subsumed by the sociopolitical and historical legacy of English so 

that they can embrace who they are and where they come from while learning the language.  

Furthermore, because the research which is typically conducted in ESOL, and more 

specifically EAP writing is typically set in the US, the UK and in Australia, this study suggests that 
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there is a need for more English as a Foreign Language studies since context-specific issues such 

as linguistic imperialism and geopolitical power differentials must be considered in the 

development of ESOL teaching approaches in international settings.  Research from more 

foreign language settings such as Mexico could help to broach and explore such issues and 

would help to build a body of research in the area of English as an international language which 

would allow for the acknowledgement of how the cultural, social and political context can 

affect the language learners’ relationship with English and thus how the language classroom is 

affected. Furthermore, students of various socioecomonic statuses should be investigated. The 

majority of research is conducted on middle class and upper class students. Surely students in 

lower socioeconomic brackets have a different relationship with and view of English and its role 

in their lives.  EIL methodology could be more open and inviting to the teaching of standards 

and varieties of English which are specific to the local context.   

Implications for ESL Teachers 

Implications for ESL Teachers:  Other implications which this study suggests is that ESL 

teachers need to more closely consider the ways in which a person’s cultural constructs shape 

the way that they understand what is happening in the ESL classroom.  By culture, I am not 

referring to the tourist-level cultural differences which we address and accommodate in ESL 

classrooms such as the amount of physical space a person requires or the way in which 

questions are posed in the classroom. Rather, by cultural orientation, I am referring to the way 

that culture shapes who we are as individuals and molds the way that we interpret what we 

experience; it manifests itself in more subtle ways which strongly, yet nearly imperceptibly affect 

the way language learning is facilitated.  

As was discussed in theme 2 (chapter six), issues such as classroom management as well 

as constructs such as community, collaboration and participation were understood by the 

teacher and students in very different ways due to differing cultural orientations.  For example, 

the construct of collaboration was unknowingly interpreted differently by the students and me 
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during the early part of this study which caused classroom tensions to arise between the ideas of 

cheating and “sharing” information and concerning the issue of self-efficacy. In another 

instance, students’ understanding of the construct of community was understood based on the 

idea of Mexican familialism and greatly influenced how they supported each other in the 

classroom. This, in turn, conflicted with what I considered appropriate demonstrations of 

classroom community and caused more classroom management concerns.  As emphasized by 

this study, broad classroom concepts such as community, collaboration and participation are 

culturally defined, yet they are not typically “spelled out” by the EFL instructor when discussed in 

relation to ESOL activities, tasks, methodologies or approaches.  

Marzano, Marzano and  Pickering (2003) assert that learning cannot occur in a “poorly 

managed classroom.”  In this case, I would assert that learning cannot take place in a poorly 

facilitated classroom, and a teacher cannot facilitate learning if he or she is unaware of how 

the students understand the constructs of the classroom (e.g.  community, collaboration and 

participation). Thus, in order for an ESOL teacher to facilitate learning in the most effective way 

possible, it is necessary for ESOL instructors to converse with students about what they expect of 

and from classroom interactions, specifically defining the classroom constructs so that they 

reflect a unified understanding.   

Furthermore, future research should focus on the cultural orientations of specific ESL 

populations.  For example, according to research by the Urban Institute, 30% or 9.2 million 

foreign born immigrants46 in the US came from Mexico in 2000 (Capps, Passel, Perez-Lopez, and 

Fix, 2003).  In addition to states like California, Florida, New York and Texas, other states and 

regions of the US such as North Carolina, Georgia and Tennessee, the Midwest and the Pacific 

Northwest are increasingly attracting new immigrants from Mexico and other parts of Latin 

America.  Thus, it would hold that one of the largest English as a Second Language populations 

in the United States would be students from Mexico especially in the West, Southwest and the 

                                                 
46 This figure includes only documented immigrants from Mexico. The researchers estimate that there are 
millions of undocumented Mexican immigrants present in the United States as well.  
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South.  Therefore, it is important to understand how a Mexican cultural orientation can affect 

students’ understanding of what is occurring in the classroom and it is important to address how 

their perceptions differ from US-culturally oriented teachers’ perceptions of classroom 

occurrences.  After all, the more we know about our learners, the more able we are to serve 

their needs in the ESL classroom.  En 

Implications for Foreign Language Education  

Implications for Foreign Language Education:  In addition, this study suggests that foreign 

language education (FLE) programs should do more to point out to teachers-in-training that 

“good” teaching involves more than presentation, practice and evaluation.  Alternative 

approaches to language learning such as inquiry approaches like PBL2 can offer valuable re-

interpretations of the language classroom.   First, FLE programs could benefit from the inclusion 

of inquiry in teaching methodology curricula in order to counter possible “white knight” 

approaches to ESOL teaching. By problematizing the status quo and encouraging questions and 

exploration, inquiry approaches to teacher education would help ESOL teachers in training to 

consider the issues and problems that arise in connection to the legacy of English and to not 

attribute a “salvation” status to English which my subjugate the home languages and cultures of 

the students.    

Furthermore, in addition to enacting approaches to teacher training which might 

address students’ relationships to the language, this study also suggests that addressing the 

relationship between affect and language learning is also important.  The conclusions of this 

study imply that teacher-student and student-student relationships built on trust and respect can 

help create an environment in which students feel safe to attempt the language. In such an 

atmosphere, they are less “bogged down” by fears and anxiety toward the L2.  When this 

happens, students become more open to learning and more open to sharing what they know 

with their classmates.  This, in turn, helps students enjoy the learning process and take pride in 

their progress. As a result, students begin to take more and more responsibility for their learning. 
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Future research should address learners as individuals, taking into consideration the cultural and 

social factors which affect language learning. And, more specifically, research is needed to 

consider the writer and not just facets of his or her writing such as lexis, semantics, or rhetorical 

features. 

Research Implications 

This dissertation was theory-driven in that it was inspired by the theories which make up 

Problem Based Learning. It was an examination of the application of Problem Based Learning 

theory in an EFL classroom setting. As I stated in the introduction, this dissertation was an attempt 

to bridge the proverbial gap between theory and practice. It was an attempt to take learning 

theories developed in other fields and put them into practice in an ESOL setting in order to 

explore ways in which typical approaches to EAP writing could be fleshed out in a way that 

acknowledged learners culturally, intellectually and socially.  Because this dissertation centered 

on describing the practical application of theory, I would like to conclude by bringing this 

discussion full-circle by closing with some theoretical implications that this research suggests.  

One important research implication from this study is that there is a need for new 

frameworks with which to study the on goings of the classroom that acknowledge the social, 

cultural and intellectual complexity of the English language classroom.  One such framework to 

which interpretation of this study lent itself was complexity science and chaos theory.  According 

to chaos theorists, chaos has to do with our inability to make long-term predictions about 

complex systems.  As such, a complex system such as the PBL2 classroom discussed in this 

dissertation exhibits chaos because it is made up of “a great many independent agents [i.e. 

students that] are interacting with each other in a great many ways” such that learning 

outcomes are ultimately unpredictable (p. Waldrop, 1992, p. 11).  In short, these chaotic systems 

are dynamic (ever changing over time), spontaneous, self-organizing and adaptive in that “they 

actively try to turn whatever happens to their advantage” (Waldrop, p. 11).   
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Indeed the PBL2 classroom was a complex social system that was capable of change 

from minute to minute.  The students’ instrumental view of English, which was discussed in theme 

one (chapter six), was a complex one, yielding both positive and negative orientations toward 

English depending on a host of factors from classroom experiences to childhood experiences, 

which were wholly unpredictable. The discussion of the relationship between circumvention 

behaviors and classroom management issues in theme two, revealed the complexity of cultural 

nuance in the ESOL classroom.  Furthermore, as addressed in theme three, it was quite difficult to 

discuss the idea of community development because it involved qualities which were difficult to 

“substantiate.”  And, the existence of all this complexity yielded what appeared to be chaos in 

the classroom.   Thus, Chaos theory and complexity science would allow for analyses which 

would consider the possibility of such factors instead of trying to distill classroom on goings and 

constructs into overly simplistic explanations which ultimately do little to advance our 

understanding of language learning. 

First, complexity science invites researchers to look beyond what they call “reductionist” 

views of the classroom-- to acknowledge that the classroom is the result of more complex 

phenomena than linear cause and effect, action and reaction chains of events that classroom 

management research often depicts. Chaos theory, in conjunction with complexity science, 

takes it a step further by alerting us to the extreme sensitivity of the classroom system.  The 

causes and effects of events are quite often disproportionate to each other, and this 

phenomenon correlates to what is known as Lorenz’s theory of sensitive dependence on initial 

conditions. Sensitive dependence on initial conditions, otherwise known as the Butterfly Effect, is 

perhaps the hallmark of chaotic systems.  As Stewart (1989) explains Lorenz’s theory, he states:  

“The flapping of a single butterfly's wing today produces a tiny change in the state of the 

atmosphere. Over a period of time, what the atmosphere actually does diverges from what it 

would have done. So, in a month's time, a tornado that would have devastated the Indonesian 
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coast doesn't happen. Or maybe one that wasn't going to happen, does” (p. 141). Explicitly, 

small input can lead to enormous output47.  

The implication for teacher research is that it theoretically allows for the consideration of 

all the minute particulars of the language classroom. That is, if we can identify the “butterflies” 

we can gain better understanding about how the language classroom functions and insight into 

the ways in which students can be engaged in the learning process and motivated to take 

more responsibility for their learning.  In addition, if we can broaden our understanding of what 

constitutes an effectively “managed” classroom, we might be able to open up the classroom to 

more dynamics which are facilitative to learning under new inquiry based, socially motivated 

approaches to learning such as PBL.  In particular, new socioconstructivist approaches to 

learning such as PBL2, which facilitate greater student investment and student interaction-- 

greater use of the language, demonstrate that students working noisily, moving from desk to 

desk is as prominent a signal of learning as students sitting quietly at their desk writing a 

paragraph on a piece of paper.   Furthermore, chaos and complexity warns us against 

prescriptive curriculum development.  Because students are part of very complex social systems 

and because they themselves are complex systems, we cannot predict what will work for all 

students.  There is no best type of curriculum, practice, technique or approach because learning 

is highly context-specific.   

Order and chaos are typically polarized in the classroom such that the presence of 

chaos is often considered the result of a lack of classroom management skills, and a teacher 

without “good” classroom management skills is not considered an effective teacher.  However, 

polarizing the ideas of order and chaos in a good-bad dichotomy actual does a disservice to 

our understanding of what occurs in the complex social system of the language classroom, 

especially the complex social system of a socioconstructivist oriented classroom. In fact, chaos 

theorists assert that the term chaos is actually misunderstood since the presence of chaos 

                                                 
47 Appendix N contains a table which summarizes the characteristics of a chaotic system. 
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actually indicates the presence of order.  As Stewart (1989) explains, order and chaos are similar 

in nature to the ideas of creation and destruction represented in Hindu mythology.  Vishnu, 

preserver of the universes, and Shiva, the god of destruction, like order and chaos, do not 

represent a distinction between good and evil.  Rather, they represent parts of a continuum that 

together facilitate creation and productivity.  “[They] represents instead two different ways in 

which divinity makes itself manifest: benevolence and wrath; harmony and discord” (p. 22). Just 

as Shiva’s destruction brings about the possibility of creation, chaos suggests the possibility of 

order and all that comes along with it.  And, “linking pedagogical goals with the unpredictable 

behavior of students generates a curriculum that is emergent, generative and open. Rather 

than averting the “noise,” a teacher can imagine “chaos” as patterns that emerge as 

teachable moments, embracing the notion that not everything that occurs in the classroom can 

be predicted” (Smitherman, 2004a,  p. 10). 

Finally, chaos theory and complexity science can also help speak to the frustration that 

many nns experience in learning to write by making errors an acceptable step in learning. In 

butterfly effect fashion, even the smallest mistakes can ultimately lead to language acquisition. 

A small error can be cause for reflection that could lead to a new more successful approach to 

writing. Confusion about how to organize an essay can lead a student to seek out clarification 

from someone more knowledgeable, and the feedback that they provide could lead to a total 

metamorphosis in the way that a person understands a topic, altering the way in which the 

student thinks, and perhaps even altering the life choices that they make. In short, “Chaos [and 

complexity] has many lessons to teach us. Its prime message is a general one: ‘Don’t jump to 

conclusions” (Stewart, 1989, p. 286).  
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Coda: Personal Reflections on the Writing Process 

 

 Upon reflection, my research on ways to augment EAP writing revealed facets about me 

as a writer.  As a writer, I struggled to express myself—to make my meaning known to the reader. 

Through this process, it became clear to me that writing in a way that reveals your core truth is 

difficult for nonnative speakers and native speakers alike.  Danling Fu (1995) very eloquently 

described her arduous process of re-discovery as a writer that encapsulates the experiences 

that the students experienced during the course of this study, and also describes the process 

with which I struggled with to write this dissertation. She wrote: 

 
The essential thing [about writing] was to be yourself. Instead of relying heavily on 
outside references, I had to go deep inside myself, to find what I knew and who I 
was. Instead of sounding like someone else, I had to sound like me. It was not 
easy at first. After two years of training in the English program, I thought I had 
finally learned to sound like an English major, able to use academic discourse 
and a Western intellectual tone. Now I had to twist back to myself again. I did 
not know my own thoughts any more after giving them no value for two years. In 
expressing this feeling, I wrote: 
 

 My maternal grandmother told me that it was excruciatingly 
painful when she had to relearn to walk with her unbound feet 
after they had been bound for months. At present, I am in a similar 
situation to my grandmother’s in learning to write with my voice. 
After I have been trained to sound like somebody else for years in 
writing, I don’t know my voice any more. It is like a faded memory, 
so distant, so strange, and so vague. Did I have a voice of my 
own? Can I have it back? Am I deformed as a writer? 
 

For a while I struggled. Slowly, my numb mind started to wake up, and I gained 
consciousness by constant writing and sharing of my own experiences, my own 
feelings, and my own understanding of the things and people around me (Fu, 
1995, pp. 9-10).  
 

Similar to Danling Fu, I struggled to make meaning of my data. I struggled to express my 

interpretations of the data. I poured my ideas out on outline after outline and mind map after 

mind map, trying to connect my thoughts into a coherent argument.  I struggled to find my 

voice among the piles of books, stacks of journal articles, folders of data, strands of list serve 

discussions, and conversations with supervisors and peers. I felt strangled by the “long slow 
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thinking process.” Reflecting on my experiences, prompted me to ask myself: “Do I know what I 

think? Do I know what I have written?” If I teach can I also do? While writing, I felt it was an 

isolating process. It did not seem to me the communicative or communal activity that it actually 

is.  “Remember your audience.” I heard myself remind my students as I stared at the words on 

my computer screen. Was the voice inside my head mocking me? Maybe a little. 

This struggle, in turn, perpetuated a cycle of self-doubt. The saying “those who can, do 

and those who can’t, teach” haunted me during the process of writing this dissertation. I 

questioned myself: “Had my choice in dissertation topic highlighted a previously unrecognized 

inability?”  I turned to other writers such as Donald Graves for answers and for solace.  In a short 

essay entitled “What Writing Does,” Graves (2002) states that writing can: 

1. help you find your voice, 

2. encourage you to be a long slow thinker,  

3. encourage self-reflection, and 

4. connect you to a community of known and unknown readers. 

Grave’s words provided solace because they lessened my struggle to write by providing me 

with a reminder of the benefits of writing.   Furthermore, upon final reflection, I have come to the 

conclusion that writing does empower us by allowing us to share our ideas with the outside 

world; however, in doing so, the process asks a price of us; it asks us to struggle. Before any 

outside audience can begin to understand a writer’s intended message, the author herself must 

come to understand it. It is this issue which complicates the writing process—which makes it 

difficult.  As a graduate student, I spent my first years reading others’ research and learning how 

to talk and write about others’ ideas.  The dissertation, in fact, was a transitional task where I 

went from communicating about others’ ideas to communicating about my own. 

 Subsequently, reconciling one’s own ideas alongside of a plethora of others’ ideas 

requires not only cognitive strength, but vision, creativity and perseverance.  Once the writer has 

made the meaning clear to themselves, writing can lead to so many empowering benefits, but 
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in order to enjoy them, you have to actively seek them out. Seeking them out can be a long 

slow process… a long slow painful process. It can be a struggle.  Writing is an active undertaking 

in which you have to seek your voice, seek understanding, seek reflection and seek community.  

These actions give meaning to your words in the outside world…meaning to what you write. I 

thank my research participants for sharing their “meanings” with me and most of all I thank them 

for their struggles and their perseverance. 
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                     APPENDIX A: The Pilot Study 

 

The Pilot Study 

Pilot Study for Implementing Problem Based Learning Theory into a  

University-Level Technology Enhanced L2 Writing Curriculum 

 

 In an additional attempt to increase the trustworthiness of this study, I have conducted 

two pilot studies (one at each possible research site) in order to test data collection methods 

and procedures and to develop the ESL/EFL-PBL curriculum.  The pilot studies had seven goals. 

First, the piloting period was used to develop and then tweak the curriculum, which is outlined in 

chapter four.  It also sought to provide insight on how to assess the implementation of Problem 

Based Learning (PBL) theory in two university-level ESOL writing classes using qualitative 

methodologies and to field test such qualitative research methods for an ESL/EFL-PBL class. In 

addition, this study also intended to examine the ways in which computer-based technology 

can enhance the ESOL writing class and ways in which to evaluate the value of said 

technology.  Data collected consisted of semi-structured interviews with 2 Students, the teacher-

researcher’s journal, videotaped classroom observations, and various documents such as 

student portfolios, student questionnaires, midterm and final student evaluations.  Six themes 

emerged, which involved the sharing of data as a means of developing community and the 

importance of an intended audience for student writers. Finally, it was important that this pilot 

take place in order to help determine how to best carry out research while filling both the roles 

of teacher and researcher in way that is maximally beneficial and minimally disturbing for 

students while, at the same time, also yielding meaningful data and it allowed for a period of 

curriculum development.  

The following pilot studies took place over two semesters in two different English 

language programs in preparation for a data collection period to begin in June 2004. The first 

English Language Program was situated in an EFL setting while the other took place in an ESL 
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setting. During each of the data collection opportunities, the researcher filled both the roles of 

teacher and researcher. That is, the investigator conducted her research within the context of 

her own classes.  The details are as follows: 

Pilot Research Settings 

Pilot Setting 1 

The first setting is an English as a foreign language (EFL) class, which was taught by the 

researcher at a small urban university in Mexico City, which shall here after be referred to as La 

Universidad de la Ciudad de México (UcM). UcM is a private university of approximately 1500 

students, which purports to guarantee its students mastery of English by the time they complete 

their bachelor’s degree, and it is for this reason that many of the students choose to complete 

their studies there. As stated in the University’s mission statement, [the academic programs that 

they offer prepare students to be professionals in a business world that is dominated by the use 

of English in order to satisfy the demands of the business world and to make links between 

Mexico and the United States more productive]48 (para. 3). Thus, the University is officially 

bilingual; however, based on first hand experience at the UcM, it could be stated that while 

English is the official language, Spanish is the dominant one among administrators and among 

students outside of their classrooms.  Furthermore, the English as a Foreign Language Cultural 

Program at UcM is organized and accredited by the American University System and is 

supervised and directed by the University of Texas in Austin Intensive English Program.  It is 

organized into eight levels.  This pilot study took place in the exit level, level eight, which is called 

English 412 (EN 412) during a five-week summer session and will be the setting for the proposed 

study.  

Description of Course 

English 412 has three levels of objectives.  At the university level, their overall goal is to help 

students achieve a level of English that allows them to excel as professionals once they 

                                                 
48 The original Spanish is as follows: “Esta orentación [bilingüe] se mantiene firme en la actualidad, ya que la [UM] ofrece 
programas académicos que preparan profesionales, con el dominio completo del inglés, capaces de satifacer las 
demandas de empresas y proyectos productivos en México y los Estados Unidos de América.”   



 306 

graduate from the university.  On a macro level, the syllabus, which was established by program 

administrators and teachers, lists the course objectives as follows: 

• Research, organize, write and edit an advanced level argumentative thesis 

paper of 10 pages plus a Works Cited and follow the MLA guidelines 

• Fine tune formal presentation/speaking skills by giving two in-class 

presentations and one public presentation (during English Week). 

• Develop critical and creative thinking skills through complementary readings. 

• Investigate time topics using the language lab and Infotrac49 resources and 

practice academic reference styles 

• Focus and recycle mind mapping and organizational skills. 

 
Methodologically speaking, the course was loosely organized around communicative language 

teaching.  Nevertheless, the goals of the course were essentially task-driven.  Students were 

expected to be able to (1) produce a persuasive paper under the process approach and (2) 

give a persuasive speech using professional-type visual aids such as Power Point.  Although the 

class took an integrated skills approach to teaching and learning EFL, writing and speaking were 

specifically highlighted due to the “products” that students were expected to generate.  

Additionally, the course had many micro-level goals, which the administration purposefully 

based on those that were enumerated by the authors of the adopted course textbooks, Mosaic 

2: Reading and Mosaic 2: Listening & Speaking.  

The class was made up of sixteen students who were all Mexican nationals between the 

ages of 19 and 23.  There were twelve female students and four male students.  All were enrolled 

in the class in order to complete the mandatory English requirements of the University. The 

classes met five days a week for four hours each day.  Classes were held in a typical university 

style classroom with individual student desks that could be moved around.  Additional class time 

was also spent in the program’s new computer laboratory.   The English as a Foreign Language 

Cultural Program had recently set up a new computer laboratory and were piloting a 

technology-based portion of their curriculum. Teachers were required to use a minimum of 17 

                                                 
49 Infotrac is an online searchable database used to help locate sources for research papers. 
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hours of laboratory time during the 5-week session.  As a result, much of the focus in this research 

context was placed on evaluating the ways in which computer-based technology can 

enhance the ESL/EFL writing class and ways in which to evaluate the value of said technology. 

 

Theory of Language & Language Learning 

 Although the setting for this language class took place outside of the United States and 

can technically be classified as an EFL language setting, the reality is that the university along 

with the English program treated the classes as English as a second language. As mentioned in 

the University’s mission statement, they view the close proximity of the US and the increasing 

globalization of the business world as motivation to teach English in a manner more closely 

aligned with English as a second language philosophies. Despite the fact that learners live in 

Mexico, the idea is that it is possible for them to step outside the classroom and use their English, 

at work, for example. The basic assumption made by the administration was that language 

learning is best learned through language usage.  

 

Learner & Teacher Roles 

Because of the very strict regulations about what was to be covered, it was necessary to 

practice an “eclectic” approach to teaching.  At times, the teacher-researcher filled a more 

traditional lecture-driven role while at other times classes were more student-driven, 

communicative and open-ended.  Despite the sometimes traditional language teaching 

approach and because of the high-stakes nature of the exit-level, learners tended to take a 

good deal of responsibility for their learning. The stringent administrative control led to a finding 

to be discussed below, which highlights the flexibility of PBL by using the approach in “event” 

form as opposed to at all times.  That is, in this setting, curricular and methodological decisions 

are largely dictated by the administration, leaving little room for the teacher to implement new 

approaches.  Nevertheless, several of the activities mandated by administration were more 

suited for a PBL “approach” to teaching and learning.  Thus, in these moments, the teacher-
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researcher chose to anchor the lessons in a Problem Based Learning philosophical orientation.  

Please see appendix 4 for an excerpted example of such an occurrence. 

 

Pilot Setting 2 

The second pilot setting took place in the teacher researcher’s section of a 15-week 

semester-long writing course in the General English Program (GEP) offered by an intensive English 

program at a large university in Central Texas hereto after referred to as UCT. The purpose of 

classes offered in the ELP program is to provide flexible course of study for those “need[ing] to 

expand [their] English for communication, study, business, or pleasure…”  (UCT IEP).  Typically, 

“GEP students include undergraduates visiting scholars, businesspeople, and family members of 

UTC faculty and students.  According to the program’s website, the purpose of the writing 

course is for students to learn how to “Express [themselves] more effectively in academic and 

non-academic writing, with work on content, accuracy, and organization” (para. 12). After 

conducting a needs assessment, all students responded that they were enrolled in the class in 

order to improve their English for either professional or scholastic reasons. That is, all students 

wanted to apply what they learned in class to future jobs or in graduate school. 

As is the case in context 1, communicative language teaching is the administration-

specified method for language teaching, although the UTC administration is less controlling and 

allows for and encourages diverse teacher approaches within the boundaries of the 

communicative language teaching method.  Instead, the curriculum provided to instructors 

specifies the overall objectives for the course, allowing the teacher to use methodologies and 

approaches of their choice. 

Description of Course  

The title of the course was Writing 6, which was also the exit level.  According to the 

syllabus, the objectives of the course were to improve writing fluency and accuracy; to improve 

the ability to use standard American formats and mechanics; to learn simple, compound, 

complex and compound complex sentence structures; to improve the ability to write unified 



 309 

and coherent paragraphs, essays, business letters, and a research paper; to improve computer 

skills; to improve timed essay writing.  The level of the course is considered advanced by the 

program’s criteria for evaluation. Therefore, according to the program’s placement criteria, 

learners are considered “generally successful at conventional US rhetorical style; can write at 

both the paragraph and essay level using a variety of organizational patterns coherently; 

smooth transitions; writing is sophisticated: uses varied sentence structures (complex & 

compound complex) and grammar; precise vocabulary.  At low advanced, students should 

demonstrate good control of all verb tenses; can use parallelism at sentence level and 

beyond.”  There was only one required textbook for the course:   Blueprints 2: Composition Skills 

for Academic Writing by Keith Folse, Kathleen Mahnke, Elena Solomon & Lorraine Williams.  

The class was made up of twelve students, nine of whom were female. Three students 

were from Korea, two were from Taiwan, two were from Japan, one from Mexico and one from 

Thailand,   All three of the men were from Korea.  They were between the ages of 18 and 40.  

Classes were also held in a typical university style classroom with individual student desks that 

could be moved around.  Writing 6 met three days a week for an hour and a half each time.  

 
Theory of Language & Language Learning 

Since the setting for this context took place within the United States, setting #2 can be 

classified as an English as a second language context.  Students are all residing in the United 

States (some temporarily and some permanently) and are taking English classes in order to (1) 

better their English so that they can function better on a day to day basis and (2) for a future-

oriented purpose such as graduate school or work.  Given that their studies took place in the US, 

the teacher’s approach to language learning was that what was “learned” in class was 

designed to aid students outside of the classroom and that language learning is best learned 

through language usage.  
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Learner & Teacher Roles 

 

 Since the administration was more flexible in this setting, the teacher-researcher took a 

strongly student-centered approach to teaching in accordance to both communicative 

language teaching principles and PBL philosophy.  Every attempt was made to empower 

students to take ownership of their learning. Acting as a guide, I attempted to assume the role of 

facilitator for students by designing lessons, activities and tasks that allowed them to work 

collaboratively to demonstrate their learning, tweaking facets of each lesson plan according to 

student needs and progress (Spodark, 2001).  As student needs were assessed, mini-lessons (i.e. 

teacher-centered portions of class) were used to clarify confusions.   As a result, unlike what took 

place in context 1, the bulk of class time was spent working from a PBL orientation with 

occasional teacher-centered mini-lessons to ensure student comprehension. Thus, students were 

required by the manner in which the course was structured to take a highly active role in their 

learning process.   

 
Pilot Data Collection 

Two research questions for the subsequent study guided this pilot study: 
 
1.  How can problem based learning theory be adapted to a second language writing 

classroom?  
 

2. How can technology be used to enhance/support the second language writing 
classroom under a problem based learning methodology? 

 
Therefore, based on the research questions of the ensuing study (i.e. this proposed study), this 

pilot study had six goals: (1) to provide insight on how to assess the implementation of PBL into a 

university-level ESOL writing class, (2) to field test the qualitative/teacher researcher measures in 

order to determine their adequacy, (3) to examine ways in which computer-based technology 

can enhance said writing course and finally (4) to field test ways to evaluate the value of such 

technology. Furthermore, a pilot study was necessary to (5) determine how to conduct such 

research within the confines of the researcher’s own classroom and (6) to develop the 

curriculum on which the study is based.  
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Data collected during the pilot included teacher/researcher-generated reflective 

journals and lesson reports (see appendix 4), two semi-structured student interviews, and various 

documents including student-generated portfolios.  Table 1 provides a summary of the data 

types. Three kinds of datum were collected in order to allow student input to have the maximum 

opportunity to be heard and impact the preceding study in a way that would benefit future 

students. That is to say, it is important that the voices of the students be heard through the 

research in order to best learn how students most effectively learn (Merriam, 1998).    

Table 1: Data Types Collected 

1.  Teacher Researcher Reflective Journal & Lesson Report (see appendix 4) 

2. Semi-structured Student Interviews 

3.  Documents that included student class assignments, student portfolio 
contents, student email journals, lesson plans, program mission statements, 
program guidelines for teachers, syllabi, midterm and final instructor 
evaluation forms. 

 

These three types of data were used in order to triangulate teacher-researcher generated data 

with student-generated data.  Then, they were parsed for emergent themes. These themes 

helped to guide the focus of the subsequently proposed study. Data were mapped out using 

visual diagram/flow chart software in order to discover the emergent themes.  As a result, two 

kinds of information were related with regard to the six goals of the pilot.  The first type of 

information concerned the implementation of data collection methods. Results are detailed in 

the below methods section.  The second type of information gained from the pilot was related 

to the emergent theme analysis of the data that was collected.  Moreover, results from the pilot 

informed my role as teacher researcher and the development of the curriculum, which is 

detailed in the above explanation of the course framework and curriculum. 

 

Findings 

 
The following tentative findings are based on the results from the two pilot studies. I am not 

expecting identical themes to emerge; however, I do expect that some similar themes might 
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emerge.  Two categories of data emerged from the pilot during the analysis process. The first 

category was concerned with the positive affects of PBL and technology and the second 

category was in regard to their drawbacks.    

• The analysis yielded three positive themes:  (1) The value of PBL events and not entire PBL 

courses, (2) the development of a learning community, (3) and the enhancement of 

class time by computer-based technologies.   

• In addition, three more themes emerged under the negative category- (1) 

student/teacher fatigue, (2) student centered versus teacher-centered learning, and (3) 

technology: time commitment and level of discomfort. 

Positive Themes 

Again, it is important to note that the below positive and negative themes are based on 

pilot study findings. It is not expected that the findings of this proposed study will be identical to 

those of the pilot study; however, pilot study findings have helped to shape the proposed study 

and should thus be mentioned below. 

PBL Events: The structure of traditional problem based learning philosophy is difficult to 

implement in an ESOL classroom. It is not impossible; however, certain aspects of this type of 

language class often hinder or obscure the value of PBL.  First, those enrolled in EAP courses are 

typically attending classes in order to “achieve” a level of English which they or an institution of 

sort deem satisfactory in order to move on to a content-based field of study or to garner a 

promotion in a work setting.  Furthermore, Brooks (1988) reported that there is an “…assumption 

that students will already have acquired basic reading and writing skills (as measured by 

assessment tests) before entering core classes…” (p. 27). “ The prevailing assumption found 

among content teachers is that once ESL students have passed through the ESL sequence, they 

ought to be proficient and confident users of English” (Benesch, 1988, p. 3). In addition, “Brooks 

found a widespread perception of ESL as a service course which should take care of language 

learning once and for all” (p. 3). The students in setting 2 often made comments, which 

reflected this belief. For example, one student expressed concern for the amount of time spent 
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on each unit. She felt that we were covering too little material during each class and stated that 

she was not “getting her money’s worth.”  As a teacher, I was disheartened by such a statement 

believing that monetary value cannot be placed on learning and that the “process” of learning 

was as valuable as the “destination”. However, as a researcher, I realize that this is one of the 

realities of this particular research setting and as such should be taken into consideration when 

deciding how to adapt PBL principles and when to implement them.  As a result, the following 

assumption was taken into consideration: Students are often under temporal and fiscal 

constraints when taking EAP courses. They want to “pass” English to move on to what they really 

want to study.  

As a result, the time involved in establishing and working through what Torp and Sage 

(2002) term a “relevant problem of worth” can be exasperating for such students.  They often 

want a band-aid, a quick-fix, something to help them do well on a standardized test (e.g. TOEFL, 

GRE or GMAT). Problem based learning is not, by nature, quick. It is reflective and cyclical. Thus, 

from a practical standpoint, orienting an entire EAP class or curriculum to a PBL philosophical 

standpoint might invoke anxiety in the populations that are typical of this kind of L2 learning.  

Nevertheless, PBL’s tenets can provide a very rich foundation for second language learners 

encouraging spontaneous and authentic language use, creativity, critical thinking, and risk 

taking. In order to compensate, data from the pilot study suggests that it is preferable to 

incorporate PBL “events” into a curriculum as opposed to orienting an entire curriculum to the 

philosophical approach. 

A PBL event can consist of a part of a class or can be a whole class. An event indicates 

that not every minute or every day of class time is spent grounded in PBL philosophy. Rather, 

when conditions are right, time allows, and a particular lesson lends itself to the philosophy, then 

it is used.    For example, in pilot research setting 1, learning goals for one day were: using 

context clues to develop vocabulary and further comprehension, glossing, and recalling 
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information. As a result, the exit level students were given the following assignment, which was 

based on a reading assigned for homework and a prior class discussion: 

 The level 1 EFL students have heard that the story Tell Tale Heart by Edgar Allen 

Poe is a very interesting one.  The problem is that the vocabulary is still a bit 

difficult for them.  In your small group, brainstorm ways in which you could 

convey the meaning of the story to the level one students.  The one option 

that is not available to you is the use of your native language.  How will you tell 

them the story? 

 

They brainstormed several different ideas including creating a glossary and including information 

about mental illness, for example.  One student who is a psychology major (Carolina) said that 

she felt that the character was schizophrenic and manic.  She said if L2 students had a 

background in psychology it might help them understand what is happening in the story. Some 

students agreed and others said that her explanation helped them to understand better.  Finally, 

students opted to do plays of “Tell Tale Heart.” They were able to do whatever they decided in 

their small groups; however, upon hearing the idea to put on a play by one of the groups all the 

rest decided they liked that idea the best.  This PBL event took place during an hour and a half 

of a three hour class.  

Establishment of a Learning Community:  PBL gives students confidence outside of the 

classroom because inside the class they are not using formulaic language.  Instead, the posing 

of the problem encourages infinite types of responses and language. Thus, learners aren’t able 

to predict what will come next.  Thus, the spontaneous nature of language usage mimics real 

world language usage.  Once learners became more confident in their ability to “participate” in 

class, a very relaxed, sense of community began to develop.  The establishment of a learning 

community was observable both inside of the classroom as well as in the computer laboratory.  

Despite the fact that class often involved the use of computers, the pbl structure of certain class 

events encouraged face to face interaction.  Comments found in both the midterm and final 

student evaluation reflected this conclusion.  One student wrote, “I like your writing class. You’re 
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very kind and eager to help students improve their writing abilities. I like the atmosphere of the 

class especially.” Another student responded “The part of class that I like is atmosphere~! *^^* 

You’re so kind and friendly, and classmates are all good, so it makes me like our class!”  

 Computer Based Technologies: The use of computer based technologies was also useful 

in the maintenance of the aforementioned learning community. For instance, NiceNet, the 

online bulletin board which was used during context two, allowed students to share opinions 

with each other.  Rui revealed that she liked NiceNet because she always “…learned new things 

from classmates’ posts and reading those controversial articles forced [her] to think.”  

Furthermore, another student remarked on the final evaluations that the web page project was 

valuable because it would allow her to remember her classmates once the semester had 

ended.  “ It is good that in the end of the semester we could present our works to everyone 

through it. It is fun and convenient, and if we miss our classmates, we could log on and see our 

class mates.” Students want to keep in touch with each other via the Internet.  Moreover, the 

publication of their writings on the web made their understanding of “writing for an audience” 

more immediate.  It encouraged their writing to become more communicative, audience-

focused, and balanced.   

Negative Themes 

 Learner/Teacher Fatigue:  The largest drawback of the implantation of PBL and 

technology is learner and teacher fatigue.  Towards the end of the semester, I was extremely 

fatigued by all of the planning and student contact hours necessitated by the philosophy.  Torp 

and Sage (2002) explain that as student personal investment increases, so too does the 

“urgency” with which students need to confer with the teacher.  In addition, students were 

extremely fatigued by the end of the semester, making it increasingly difficult to remove 

scaffolds.  While their writing indicated that they were able to grasp such concepts as cohesion 

and unity, for example, they were reluctant to complete assignments without aids.  The 

workload in combination with the promotion of higher order thinking skills called for by Problem 
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Based Learning is extremely taxing on students. This limitation was reflected in the final student 

evaluations from context 2.  Almost all of the students remarked that the class had been 

valuable, but requested less work as a way to improve the course.  Finally, as a researcher I also 

became tired during the data collection process. At times I found myself overwhelmed by the 

simultaneous teaching and researching. There were times when I simply did not record data in 

order to concentrate on the teaching aspect of my job.   This issue of fatigue can, however, be 

addressed. Again, the use of PBL events (i.e. units of PBL) instead may help by allowing for 

“breathing room” in between such assignments. Perhaps using PBL on an alternating basis or 

with only select units is preferable in this regard.  

Student Centered vs. Teacher Centered Learning: Students tend to want the answers. There are 

times when learners actually prefer that the teacher “tell them what they need to know.” For 

example, Jungmin complained, “Ahhh Leah. Can’t you be like the old teachers today?” “I stay 

up last night till 3, and now I can’t think.”  Partially due to fatigue, learners can become 

frustrated with the effort required to use language under this philosophy.  As a result, it can have 

a negative impact on language acquisition.  This negativity, in turn, can cause student affective 

filters to become heightened, possibly indicating a decrease in motivation and confidence and 

an increase in anxiety. 

Technology, Time, Ability & Comfort Level:  It is difficult to gauge students’ levels of comfort with 

technology before beginning the web page project, for example. And, the less comfortable 

that students are with specific types of technology, the more class time it requires to address the 

issue(s).  In order to not lose face, it is possible that some students overestimate their abilities in 

the beginning of the semester. Then, once the project begins they become anxious and 

benchmarks need to be adjusted.  A student remarked about the web page project that it was 

fun being able to see her classmates’ work, but, “It was better if we could spend more time for 

that because I saw some students had difficulty in understanding the system.”  Moreover, 

another student commented, “It must be a fun, I feel, but for the person like me who cannot 
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spend a lot of time to be familiar with new technology, it was too hard! I’m sorry that this project 

could bring me a very important opportunity to train myself to deal with it! But this project is very 

good because can leave what we did after our class end.”   

As stated above, this study is emergent. Therefore, it is not only possible, but likely that 

new themes will emerge.  Those that emerge from the pilot are meant to help guide the study, 

but are in no way meant to dictate what is to be observed.  

Conclusions, Limitations & Implications  

Based on the pilot study, on the whole, student writing appeared more confident as 

evident by the increase in risk-taking and a reduction of avoidance strategies. Also, increased 

creativity and an improved focus on the audience were observable during student portfolio 

evaluation sessions.  In her last essay, Rui wrote:  

Love is just like a grotesque creature living inside each person. It has a 

sharp beak and shrewd thorns which will hurt us; it also has gentle 

curves and a soft tongue that licks us and makes us feel happy and 

content. Having this creature in people’s hearts is the same with how 

people feel when they are in love. 

The assignment that elicited this passage was posed in an open-ended PBL manner. It provided 

her with enough space and enough comfort to write such an expressive reaction to a painting 

that the class viewed on a field trip.  Thus, it appears that Problem Based Learning can be an 

effective lens through which to view the writing process for second language learners. While 

Rui’s passage is not grammatically perfect, its beauty is symbolic of the encouragement that 

can be found when students are enveloped in a PBL environment. It challenges learners and 

can at times frustrate them, but for students and teachers who are willing to “stick” with the 

process, it can yield remarkable results. 

   The following is a summary of the conclusions drawn from this pilot study: 



 318 

1. PBL is a flexible philosophy that is able to work effectively within the confines 

of a strictly-specified curriculum as well as within more loosely structured 

English language programs.   

2. PBL engages students in the learning process by “upping the ante.”  They 

become more self-directed learners under this philosophy of language 

learning; however, they can also become fatigued due to the increased level 

of the student workload. 

3. Technology should only be integrated into class time when it both enhances 

the language learning process and engages the learners.   

4. Technology can actually encourage communication.  It can help to foster a 

sense of community and facilitate face to face contact among students and 

their teachers.  

5. Qualitative research methods of data collection appear to be appropriate 

for examining the proposed research questions; however, modifications will 

have to be made with regard to time management as this seems to be the 

largest most daunting obstacle in the study. 



 319 

                                               APPENDIX B: Screenshot of Moodle Interface 

Screenshot of Moodle Interface 
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                                                       APPENDIX C: Form for Informed Consent to 

Participate in Research  

Form for Informed Consent to Participate in Research  

 
IRB#  _______  

 

Informed Consent to Participate in Research 

 

The University of Texas at Austin 
 

You are being asked to participate in a research study.  This form provides you with information 

about the study. The Principal Investigator (the person in charge of this research) or his/her 

representative will also describe this study to you and answer all of your questions. Please read 

the information below and ask questions about anything you don’t understand before deciding 

whether or not to take part. Your participation is entirely voluntary and you can refuse to 

participate without penalty or loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled.   

 

 

Title of Research Study: 
A Case Study of Implementing Problem Based Learning Theory into a University Level 

Computer Based ESOL Writing Curriculum 

 

 

Principal Investigator(s) (include faculty sponsor), UT affiliation, and Telephone Number(s):   

 

Leah Graham, Graduate Student at UT (Foreign Language Education Program),  

Telephone Number: (512) 731-7277  

David Schwarzer, Ph.D., Assistant Professor at UT  (Foreign Language Education Program),  

Telephone Number: (512) 232-2806 

 

Funding source: 

 

Principal investigator’s personal funds. 

 

 

What is the purpose of this study?   

 

This research study serves as the principal investigator’s dissertation research. The objectives of 

said study are twofold. First, it seeks to develop effective second langue learning theory that can 

be successfully translated into the classroom. Secondly, the study seeks to evaluate the software 

ESOL Essayist and study the use of technology in ESL classes.  Two levels of sampling will take 

place.  First, a unique case consisting of an entire writing class will be examined. Second, from 

within the “bounded system” of the class, I will sample five students for in-depth analysis. 

 

 

What will be done if you take part in this research study? 
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ESL Student Participants: You have been chosen to participate in this study because you are part of 

a course that has a substantial writing component whose purpose is to prepare you for academic 

work at the graduate level in a US university. 

 

If you agree to partake in this study, you will be asked to participate in three tape-recorded 

interviews lasting 30 minutes to an hour each. During these interviews, the investigator will ask 

you questions about your ESL learning experiences and your perceptions of the use of technology 

to learn English. You are not obligated to answer any questions that you do not want to answer. 

You will also be asked to maintain a portfolio of all work completed in the class, which would be 

shared with the investigator. You can ask the investigator not to include any work that you produce 

should you feel uncomfortable.  In addition, classes may be videotaped once a week; however, you 

are not required to appear in them if you do not wish to.   

 

ESL Teacher Participant: You have been chosen to participate in this study because you are 

teaching a course that has a substantial writing component whose purpose is to prepare you for 

academic work at the graduate level in a US university.  If you agree to partake in this study, you 

will be asked to participate in three tape-recorded interviews lasting 30 minutes to an hour each. 

During these interviews, the investigator will ask you questions about your ESL teaching 

experiences and your perceptions of the use of technology to learn English as a second language. 

You are not obligated to answer any questions that you do not want to answer. You will also be 

asked to maintain a dialog journal, which would be shared with the investigator. You can ask the 

investigator not to include any work that you produce should you feel uncomfortable.  In addition, 

classes may be videotaped once a week; however, you are not required to appear in them if you do 

not wish to.   

 

 

What are the possible discomforts and risks? 

   

There are no anticipated physical, psychological, social, legal, or other risks to the participants in 

this research study.  However, students will receive grades based on their class performance.  

While they will be informed that they are not required to participate in the study and that their 

participation or lack of participation will in no way impact their academic standing, it is possible 

that students may experience a degree of anxiety about their grades.  In an attempt to offset this 

anxiety, criteria for all grades will be distributed to students for all coursework prior to being 

assigned to make the class requisites transparent to all students.  

 

 

What are the possible benefits to you or to others? 

 

ESL Student Participants: The proposed study will be beneficial to students by providing them 

with increased contact hours with the teacher.  Because one of the purposes of the study is to 

discover improved ways to teach ESOL writing, participants will benefit from the acute scrutiny 

with which the researcher will examine all coursework submitted.  In addition, this research 

provides a means through which students can have an input on how they are best taught. 
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ESL Teacher Participants: By participating in this research, you will help ESL teachers and 

educators to better understand how they may more effectively help adult ESL learners to learn 

English. 

 

If you choose to take part in this study, will it cost you anything? 

 

 No, it will not cost you anything to participate in this study. 

 

Will you receive compensation for your participation in this study? 
 

As a gesture of appreciation for the participant’s time, patience and cooperation, the investigator 

will invite participants to dinner at the researcher’s home once the study concludes. 

 

 

What if you are injured because of the study?   

 

You are not at risk of physical injury because of this study. 

 

If you do not want to take part in this study, what other options are available to you? 

You may contact the investigator at any time and ask to be withdrawn from the study. If you 

have questions about this study or if you wish to withdraw from this study, simply contact the 

principal investigator, Leah Graham, via e-mail at: leahgraham@mail.utexas.edu or by phone: 

(512) 731-7277. 

 

Participation in this study is entirely voluntary. You are free to refuse to be in the study, and your 

refusal will not influence current or future relationships with The University of Texas at Austin 

[and or participating sites such as AISD or any other organization]. 

 

How can you withdraw from this research study and who should I call if I have questions? 

 

If you wish to stop your participation in this research study for any reason, you should contact: 

Leah Graham at (512) 731-7277 .   You are free to withdraw your consent and stop 

participation in this research study at any time without penalty or loss of benefits for which you 

may be entitled. Throughout the study, the researchers will notify you of new information that may 

become available and that might affect your decision to remain in the study.  

 

In addition, if you have questions about your rights as a research participant, please contact 

Clarke A. Burnham, Ph.D., Chair, The University of Texas at Austin Institutional Review Board 

for the Protection of Human Subjects, 512/232-4383. 

How will your privacy and the confidentiality of your research records be protected? 

 

The investigator will provide you with a copy of this consent form to keep for your personal 

reference. All tapes (audio and video) from interviews and observations will be coded and 

pseudonyms will be used in transcripts. No personally identifying information will be visible. All 

tapes and transcripts will be securely locked in a file cabinet in the investigator’s home and will 
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only be accessible to the investigator. All tapes will be retained after the completion of the study 

for possible future analysis. In addition, participants will all be assigned pseudonyms. 

 

Authorized persons from The University of Texas at Austin and the Institutional Review 

Board have the legal right to review your research records and will protect the 

confidentiality of those records to the extent permitted by law.  If the research project is 

sponsored then the sponsor also have the legal right to review your research records. 

Otherwise, your research records will not be released without your consent unless required 

by law or a court order. 

 

If the results of this research are published or presented at scientific meetings, your identity 

will not be disclosed. 
 

Will the researchers benefit from your participation in this study? 

 

The researcher will not benefit from your participation in this study beyond publishing or 

presenting the results. 

 

Signatures: 
 

As a representative of this study, I have explained the purpose, the procedures, the benefits, 

and the risks that are involved in this research study: 

 

_____________________________________ ___       

Signature and printed name of person obtaining consent          Date 

 

You have been informed about this study’s purpose, procedures, possible benefits and risks, 

and you have received a copy of this Form. You have been given the opportunity to ask 

questions before you sign, and you have been told that you can ask other questions at any 

time. You voluntarily agree to participate in this study.  By signing this form, you are not 

waiving any of your legal rights. 

___________________________________________________________________ 

Printed Name of Subject                  Date 

 

___________________________________________________________________ 

Signature of Subject                   Date 

 

___________________________________________________________________ 

Signature of Principal Investigator                 Date 
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                                                                          APPENDIX D: Teacher-Researcher Journal-Lesson Report 

Teacher-Researcher Journal-Lesson Report 

 
Description of PBL Event Learning Goals Notes Reflection 
The level 1 esl students have 
heard that the story Tell Tale 
Heart by Edgar Allen Poe is a 
very interesting one.  The 
problem is that the vocabulary 
is still a bit difficult for them.  In 
your small group, brainstorm 
ways in which you could 
convey the meaning of the 
story to the level one students.  
The one option that is not 
available to you is the use of 
your native language.  How will 
you tell them the story? 
[N.B.  assignment was based 
on reading students had in 
textbook and followed a class 
discussion about the story] 

What makes it PBLWhat makes it PBLWhat makes it PBLWhat makes it PBL????    

1. scenario was designed to 
provide rich opportunities 
for demonstrating learning 

2. clear learning goals set & 
understood  by teacher 

3. students gathered and 
shared information 

4. open-ended and ill-
structured problem 

1. Using context clues to 
develop vocabulary 
and further 
comprehension 

2. Glossing  
3. recalling information 
4. finding support 

for/against hypothesis 

Students ended up all doing 
plays of “Tell Tale Heart.” They 
brainstormed several different 
ideas including creating a 
glossary and including 
information about mental 
illness, for example.  One 
student who is a psychology 
major (Su-hei) said that she felt 
that the character was 
schizophrenic and manic.  She 
said if L2 students had a 
background in psychology it 
might help them understand 
what is happening in the story. 
Some students agreed and 
others said that her 
explanation helped them to 
understand better.   
 
  They were able to do 
whatever they decided in their 
small groups; however, upon 
hearing the idea to put on a 
play by one of the groups all 
the rest decided they liked 
that idea the best.   

I’m surprised by how creative the students are 
being.  I think that using this pbl event has 
given them some freedom. They could 
choose how to demonstrate their learning 
and some were very creative with their 
displays.  Also, this creativity seems to help 
student motivation levels.  They appeared 
engaged and asked for more time to 
complete the assignment. They also asked for 
more clarification than usual. They seemed to 
enjoy themselves while also showing signs of 
higher order thinking and complex use of the 
language.  It felt a bit like a mother who mixes 
the smashed peas into apple sauce so that 
the baby is tricked into eating what is good 
for him or her.   
Because of this, I think it is important to point 
out to students what they have learned and 
how they have demonstrated that they 
learned it. Otherwise, it might seem like they 
are just having “fun.”  

 



                            APPENDIX E: Interview Guides 

Interview Guides 

 
Guidelines for the Semi-Structured Formal Interviews 

Topics:  “language & identity” Writing  Technology  PBL 
 

 

Interview #1 (RE: Learner’s Past) 

 

• How old are you? What’s your major?  

• Why did you enroll in a bilingual university instead of at another university here in DF like the 

TEC? 

• How long have you been studying English?  Where have you studied English? 

• How does it make you feel when you use English?  

• Does either of your parents speak English? 

• Do you use English anywhere outside of class? Where? How often? 

• Why are you studying English? And, will you use English once you graduate? If yes, where?  If 

no, why not? 

� Tell me how you have typically been taught in your past writing classes? (L1 & L2) 

� How do/did you feel about the way that you have been taught to write? 

� When you are asked to write a paper/essay for class, what is your first reaction to the 

request?  

� What kind of writer are you? How do you go about writing a paper, for example, what are 
the steps you take? 

� How comfortable are you using computers and the Internet?  
� What (if any) kinds of technology have you used for learning writing? 
� How did you feel about the use(s) of technology in English class?  

� Have you ever solved a problem in class as a way of learning? 

 

Interview #2 (RE: Learner’s Present) 

• Suppose you had to describe the atmosphere of the university to a new incoming student. 

How would you describe it?  How do you think the atmosphere might affect how students 

learn ( in general & in the English program)? 

� Is there a difference between writing in English and in Spanish?  If yes, what is the difference? 
� What are your  
� How would you describe the worth or value of the web project as a way of solving your 

problem of never having done a research paper? 
� Suppose there is a new student who hates computers. How would you describe to them the 

value of using some of the computer based technologies that we used in class (i.e. Nicenet, 
email, Moodle, the Internet, PowerPoint, MM authoring programs)?   

� We are using problem solving in class as a way of learning about writing?  Some research 
says that this is an effective way for students to learn things more deeply? How would you 
respond? Do you agree or disagree (Devil’s advocate Q segun Merriam) 
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� The “what’s your problem” activities ask you to discover what the problem is with writing.  
Suppose that you were an ESL writing teacher, how would you describe the activities’ worth 
or value for students? 

 

 

Interview #3 (RE: Learner’s Reflection & Future) 

 

o Suppose you had to describe the attitude that most students in the English program have 

toward learning English.  How would you describe it?  Why do you think most students feel 

this way toward English?  (apathy) 

o How do you think the two requirements (your speech during English Week and your research 

paper) affect how you learn in this class? 

� Tell me how your writing has changed over the past few weeks. 

� In the future, how will you write academic papers in English? Could you give me an example 

of a situation in which you might write a paper in English? 

� How was this class different or the same as the other ESL classes you have taken in the past? 

� What are three things/activities/ideas for teaching writing that you think I should continue to 

do as a teacher? Why?  

� What are three things/activities/ideas that you think I should change when I design my next 

class? Why? 
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                                     APPENDIX F: Email Journal Sample 

Email Journal Sample 

 
 

This assignment is not for a grade.  It is to ensure that class is productive for everyone. On the 
syllabus, under guidelines for the classroom, I stated that “it was important to me that you 
contact me if you have a problem.”  So, I would like feedback from you. Send me an email to the 
below address that answers the following: 
 

leahgraham@mail.utexas.edu 
 
• The part of class that I like is… And, explain why. 
• The part of class that is most helpful is… And, explain why. 
• The part of class that I dislike is… And, explain why. 
• The part of class that is least helpful is… And, explain why. 
• Two things that the teacher could do to help you learn better would be: 
 
You can also add any additional comments that you feel I should know.   
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                                            APPENDIX G: Student Writing Descriptors 

Student Writing Descriptors 

 

Grammar Tracking Chart  
 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 

            

Sentence Boundaries 

Fragment (F)            

Run-on (R)            

Comma Splice (CS)            

Agreement Error 

Subject verb agreement 

(sv agr) 

           

Number (#)            

Verb Errors 

Verb tense (VT)            

Gerund/Infinitive (G/inf)            

Verb form  (VF)            

Word Errors 

Word Choice (WW)            

Word order  (WO)            

Word form (WF)            

Articles  (art)            

Minor Errors 

Spelling            

Punctuation            

Capitalization            

Other Errors 

Non-English (AWK)            

Parallel (para)             

Informal (inf)            

Cohesion (Coh)            

Unity (UN)            

Economy of Words (EW)               

                

TotaTotaTotaTotal Errorsl Errorsl Errorsl Errors               
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                                APPENDIX H: Portfolio Guidelines 

Portfolio Guidelines 

 
 

Portfolio guidelinesPortfolio guidelinesPortfolio guidelinesPortfolio guidelines    
In this class you will be required to keep a portfolio of your work.  A portfolio is a collection of 

work that should represent what you can do.  It will allow you and me to 
observe your progress over the semester and reflect on how you best learn.  The 
purpose of keeping a portfolio is also to evaluate the effectiveness of the 
curriculum and teaching. You can use papers later as writing samples to submit 
with applications to graduate school, internships or employment. 

 
Portfolio Evaluation Session:  There will be two portfolio evaluation sessions: one at midterm and 
one during finals.   These sessions will account for 10% of your final grade. During these sessions 
you’ll be asked to come prepared to discuss the following with your instructor: 
 

1. Your strengths as an academic writer 
2. Your weaknesses as an academic writer 
3. Your grammatical weaknesses 
4. Your plan for improvement 

 
How to put together a portfolio:  You’ll need some kind of container for the contents of your 
paper.  I suggest a folder with pockets and 3-hole punch brads. 
 
What goes into a portfolio? 

Not all of your assignments will be kept in your portfolio.  Your instructor will indicate which 
assignments should be placed inside your portfolio, but some requirements are below. 
 
Things to include: 
• Cover page that includes student name, submission date, and table of contents 

• Diagnostic assignment 

• Email Journal #1:  What kind of writer are you?  Do you like to write? What kinds of things do you like to 

write?  What are your strengths as a writer?  Do you have any weaknesses? Do you think academic 

writing is different from other types of writing? If so, how is it different? What kinds of things do you hope 

to learn?   

• At least 3 in-class writings of a paragraph or longer (your choice) 

• All drafts of at least one research paper (your choice) 

• Grammar tracking chart 

• Story boards from your web project 

• Self Reflection Essay 

Along with selected essays, students must write a self reflection essay. 

For the self reflection essay, students should write about their reasons for including in the portfolio the 

essays they have chosen, what they have learned from writing these essays, what kinds of changes 

they noticed in their writing throughout the time period these essays were written, and the problems 

and successes they encountered during their studies in English (Rice, n.d.) 

• Your choice…  
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                                    APPENDIX I: Study Events Timeline 

Study Events Timeline50 
Class time: 10:00am-2:00pm  

Study Dates:  June 7-July 8, 2004 
 

Mon. 
June 7 

• Inform students of study and provide consent forms 
• Administer lang. learner questionnaire for background info 
• Administer Diagnostic  

Tues. • Choose 6 initial students on which to focus 
Wed.  
Thurs. • Interview #1  

• Confirm/alter choice of 6 participants 

Week 1Week 1Week 1Week 1    
 
Observations & type II docs 

collected daily.   

 
Type II documents analyzed & 
debriefed weekly. 
 
Transcription of Interview 1 Fri.  

Mon.  
Tues.  
Wed.  
Thurs.  

Week 2Week 2Week 2Week 2    
 
Analysis of Interview #1 
 
Type II documents analyzed & 
debriefed weekly. 

Fri. • Re-read observation notes and record further reflections 

Mon.  
Tues.  
Wed.  
Thurs. • Interview #2 along with member checks 

Week 3Week 3Week 3Week 3    
 
Transcription of Int. #2 
 
Type II documents analyzed & 
debriefed weekly. 

Fri.  

Mon.  
Tues.  
Wed.  
Thurs.  

Week 4Week 4Week 4Week 4    
 
Analysis of Int. # 2 
Type II documents analyzed & 
debriefed weekly. 
    

Fri. • Final Paper Due  
• Reread notes and record further reflections 

Mon. • Final Papers returned to students  
Tues. • final grades completed 
Wed. • Student Evals (AM)/Interview #3 along with member checks 

(PM) 
Thurs. • Last day of class 

Week 5Week 5Week 5Week 5    
    
Transcription of int. #3 
 
Type II documents analyzed & 
debriefed weekly. Fri. •  

Week 6Week 6Week 6Week 6����     • Reread notes and record further reflections  
• Transcription & analysis of interview 3 
• Analysis of type 3 documents (student portfolio)  
• Further analysis & Writing 

 

                                                 
50
 Data to be collected:   

1. Observations & Reflections via Teacher/Researcher Journal (Richards & Lockhart):  
2. 3 semi-structured student interviews per Seidman (1998). Interviews will occur on weeks 1, 3 & 5.   
3. Documents (Type I, II, & III): Three main categories of documents will be collected:  
• Type 1 Documents: Documents collected and analyzed prior to the study, which can include, but are not limited to:   program 

mission statements, program guidelines for teachers, rubrics and syllabi 
• Type 2 Documents: Documents collected throughout the semester, analyzed & debriefed weekly, which can include, but are 

not limited to: students’ class assignments, student email journals, lesson plans, and midterm teacher evaluations.  
• Type 3 Documents: Documents to be collected throughout semester, but analyzed at the end of the semester, which can 

include, but are not limited to: final teacher evaluations, student web pages & student portfolio contents 
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                                APPENDIX J: English 101 Syllabus 

English 101 Syllabus 
 

 

 

Instructor: Leah Graham 
Office:  XXXX 
E-mail:  leah_graham@XXXX 
Telephone: XXXX-XXXX 
 
Course Objectives:   
This class will integrate listening, speaking, reading and writing skills, and to do these things well is 
to think well.  This class will help improve your ability to organize your ideas so that your 
presentations and writing are clear and effective.  You will prepare both 5 and 8-minute oral 
presentations. You will learn how to write sentences, paragraphs, essays, a journal, and a 
persuasive research paper. 

 
Writing well is a process that requires work.  You will learn how to edit and revise your 
prose for correct grammar and word order.   We will study paraphrasing and 
summarizing.  We will learn how to locate resources on the web (e.g. Infotrac) and in 
the library, and how to document your research. Since words are a writer's material, we 
will study vocabulary, learning new words from reading. Furthermore, you will speak 
both formally and informally about your writing topics, and listen to and provide 
feedback to your classmates.  
 
Lastly, good writing grows from imagination as well as from logical thinking, so we will 
use music and fieldtrips to inspire creativity. 
  
Required Texts:      Mosaic 2 Listening and Speaking 
        Mosaic 2 Reading 
        Level 8 Handbook  
 
Required Supplies:   

� An email address   
� A folder with pockets in which to keep your drafts 
 

Attendance Policy:   

Attendance is mandatory.   You should not miss class. If you must, after 2.4 absences, you will fail 
the course. If you miss class due to illness or bad weather, you are still responsible for the 

homework.  Be sure to contact either the instructor or a classmate to find out what you missed in 
class. Coming to class unprepared because you missed the last class is not acceptable.  Also, 

three late arrivals will equal 1 absence.  
 

 



 332 

 

Participation 

Outlined below are the requirements for participation in this class. Attending the class and doing 
the homework are not enough.  Good participation also includes: 
 

1. Completion of all assignments including drafts 
2. Active participation in group and class discussions 
3. Completion of final paper 
4. Talking to the instructor if you have a problem 

 
Lab Times 

As your handbook states, there are 16 hours of lab time required for level 8.  Our lab time is from 
12pm-1pm on Monday- Thursday.   If you wish to use the lab outside of class, it is open from 1pm-
6pm on Monday-Friday and at 7-9am on Monday, Wednesday and Friday.  
 
Course Evaluation: 

Midterm- 25%  Assignments- 25% English Lab- 25% Paper & presentation- 25% 
 
Courtesy: 

Keep the classroom clean. Throw away your own bottles, cups, and papers. Turn off your cell 
phone.   
 

How to do well in this course: 

1.  Come to every class!   Be on time. 
2.  Work hard and challenge yourself to improve. 
3.  Do your homework carefully and on time. 
4.  Become an active and enthusiastic class member. Be ready to talk! 
5.  Ask questions.  Tell me when you have a problem. 
6.  When you miss a class, ask me or one of the other students about the homework and come 
prepared for the next class. 
 
PBL & Web Project: 

 
This semester, we are sometimes going to be learning English using problems. The idea is that 
through problem solving, you can be inspired to use English in more natural and realistic ways. 
This way of learning is called Problem Based Learning (PBL); we will complete a web project will 
be PBL-based. 
 

A word about technology… 

Academic work today requires a level of comfort with computers and computer-based 
technologies.  As such, this class has a very large computer component.  We will be using 
technology as a tool to aid us in our learning.    If you are not comfortable with computers, don’t 
worry! ☺ This class will help you learn.  We will be learning how to create and design web pages 
as part of a class project.  In addition, we will make use of Moodle, email, NiceNet bulletin 
board, a class website, and the Internet.  
 
Committee Bound Copy of Thesis/Final Paper 

 
The final draft of your paper is due in bound form in the English Language Center by 4:00pm on 
Friday, July 2.  No late papers will be accepted. The thesis paper must be approved by the 
department committee.  Thesis papers meeting the committee criteria will be marked as a 
¨pass¨ and referred to the individual professor for final grading and revisions.  
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 However, a ¨pass¨ from the committee does not ensure that you will receive a passing grade for 
the class. The committee is only reviewing the paper to see that it meets the minimum research 
requirements.  It is the professor who ultimately will determine the thesis paper grade.   
 
Papers not meeting the committee criteria will be marked as ¨no pass/not acceptable,” and the 
student will not be entitled to record a grade for the formal oral presentation during English 
Week and will receive a failing grade for the final. 
 
Draft Folders: 

There is good news… Level 8 students are allowed to make mistakes. Mistakes are a great way 
to learn! Therefore, you MUST do your own writing. All revisions, drafts, corrections, research 
materials, and editing of the paper must be kept during the semester in a draft folder so that 
they are available at any time for review by the professor or committee.  We will use them during 
writing workshops, and it is proof of the progress of your paper.  At the end of the semester, you 
will bind these papers. The bound copy must also include the signed forms of your professor.  Be 
sure to use the checklist (p. HB 110) before you turn in your bound copy.  
 
N.B.  Any student who uses the “cut & paste” approach (i.e. plagiarism) will fail immediately and 
automatically. 
 

English Week 

English week consists of every student in Level 8 making a 10-minute formal presentation in a 
public setting.  The audience is all the Level 8 classes plus other levels of English who can attend.  
The presentations are 8 minutes long with 2 minutes for questions.   
 
A schedule will be posted listing the dates, times, student names and topics to be presented.  
Guests outside the University are welcome to attend English Week.  The more the merrier!  There 
will be no make-up times for English Week presentations.  
 
Finally, your paper must be passed by the committee in order to participate in English Week.   
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                                                         Appendix K: PBL2 Webpage Project Assignment 

PBL2 Webpage Project Assignment 
  

 
What’s the problem? 

 

Problem: Students had never done a research paper or any other paper over 500 words in 
English even though the assignment is required in order to exit the University’s English program.  

 

Think about how you felt when you heard about the details of your assignment.  How did you 

feel?   

 
What was the problem? 

The problem is that Level 8 is the first time that you are asked to write a research paper.  In levels 
1-7, despite the fact that it is a part of the curriculum, none of you had ever written over 500 
words.  
 
What are some solutions? 

 
Basic Solution: A basic solution is to inform students in other levels about the 10 page research 
paper and all of the requirements for completing it in order to pass level 8. 
 
Long-term Solution: Require students to do research papers in earlier levels. 
 
Immediate Solution: We are going to build a website to help the lower levels understand what 
the process is like to write a research paper in English. 
 
_______________________________________ 
 
The Assignment:  You are going to find 2-3 compañeros/as with whom you can work.  You and 
your group will create a 1-page website that will help the lower level English classes prepare for 
completing the research paper in level 8.  
 
You can include anything on the page that you and your group think is appropriate. However, 
there are a few things that you need to include: 
 

5. Advice to ESL/EFL writers 
6. An example of a research paper (it could be your example, another group member’s 

paper or even all of your papers. You can also locate an example on the Internet.  
 
Optional things you could include on your page, if you feel like it, are: short biographies of group 
members, email addresses, links to web pages that you find helpful when writing, tips to writing 
papers in your major, a “how to” page (e.g. how to avoid plagiarism, how to quote, how to 
paraphrase, etc.)  
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                                                        Appendix L: Language Learning Autobiography 
Assignment 

Language Learning Autobiography Assignment 

 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Language Learning Autobiography 
Nicenet Journal No. 1: Language Learning Autobiography 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Textbook Theme #1: Language Learning 

 

Directions:  Think about the variety of experiences you've had as you've been learning English.  
Tell me the story of how you came to know English. Begin with the point at which you didn't 
know a single word and continue through the present.  Use the below questions to help guide 
you write your journal. 

• When were you first exposed to English? How old were you? 

• Does either of your parents speak English? 

• Where were you when you first began to learn English? 

• Have you been learning the language continuously since then, or were you interrupted for 

some reason? 

• Did you study this language in school? If so, where and when? What approaches or 

methods did your teachers use? Were any of your teachers native speakers of the 

language? Do you think this made a difference? Why or why not? 

• Do you use English anywhere outside of class? Where? How often? 

• Why did you enroll in a bilingual university instead of a regular university like UNAM? 

• How does it make you feel when you use English?  

• Why are you studying English? And, will you use English once you graduate? If yes, where?  

If no, why not? 
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                                                       Appendix M: Examples of Nicenet Postings for 

Online Exam Practice  

Examples of Nicenet Postings for Online Exam Practice  

 

Punctuation Quiz @ Dave's ESL Cafe 
http://www.pacificnet.net/~sperling/quiz/punctuation2.html  
 
Verb Tense Review Exercise @ Dave's ESL Cafe  
http://www.pacificnet.net/~sperling/quiz/vtr.html  
 
Subject Verb Agreement @ Dave's ESL Cafe   
http://www.pacificnet.net/~sperling/quiz/sva1.html  
 
Verb Tense Online Review   
http://eslbee.com/verb_tenses.htm  
 
Subject Verb Agreement Quiz   
http://eslbee.com/sv.htm  
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                                              Appendix N: Characteristics of a Chaotic System 

Characteristics of a Chaotic System 

 

Table N9: Features of a Chaotic System 

Features Description 

Agents/Components System is made up of a great deal of components that 
spontaneously group themselves. 

Emergent Behaviors and patterns emerge as a result of the 
patterns of relationship between the agents. 

Dynamic The system changes over time. 
Open The system is open to outside influence.  

Sensitive to 
feedback 

The system reacts to feedback given by outside 
influences. 

1.  Complex   

 

Adaptive The system adapts by “actively try[ing] to turn whatever 
happens to their advantage” (Waldrop, 1992, p. 11). 

2.  Nonlinear “A nonlinear system is one in which the effect is disproportionate to the cause. 
A rolling pebble, for example, could trigger an avalanche” (Larsen-Freeman, 
1997, p. 143). 

3.  Fractal Fractal systems are “systems with fractional dimensionality” (p. 170). An easier 
way to understand this concept is by talking about non fractal systems. For 
example, as Lorenz explains, people are only countable in non-fractal terms.  
You can have 2 children and be pregnant with a third, but it can never be a 
fraction of a child. It is 2 soon to be 3. Strange attractors are fractal and 
chaotic systems can be graphed in patterns called strange attractors. 

4.  Sensitive 

Dependence on 

initial conditions 

Sensitive dependence on initial conditions (i.e. the butterfly effect) states that 
“Tiny differences in input could quickly become overwhelming differences in 
output” (Gleick, 1987, p. 8). 
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