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Cooperative Learning in PBL to Develop Speaking 

In these modern days, English is the language widely used as a key window all 

over the world. For whom, his native language is not English is in the requirement to 

learn it as a significant source of communication. The oral competence or speaking skill 

must be considered as the initial skill to be developed rather than the other 

communicative competences because it is an integral and natural ability of the human 

beings to produce language as the initial part of their daily life. So, speaking must be the 

goal of English learning because “been able to speak in English is not only to know the 

language, but know how to use it” (Saville–Troike, 2006). It is the way through which 

people shares their ideas, feelings, views, and thoughts with others. It is vital for all 

kinds of professional and personal goals, as Modiano said students are “acquiring it 

because it will be required of them in a wide range of work related, educational and 

social activities.” (2009, p. 59). Consequently, it is the reason that teacher should look 

for appropriate strategies and methodologies with communicative activities to make 

students develop their speaking skill. 

However, it is assumed that the development of the speaking skill in learners is 

not easy because of the status of English as a foreign language and it is not used daily 

because of the people´s background. Gonzales et al. (2017) conducted a study in 

Colombia and they implemented Project-Based Learning to improve speaking and after 

a diagnostic test, the authors found that the majority of the learners of first and second 

year baccalaureat showed a basic level of oral proficiency. That was the reason that they 

decided to look for a solution to this problem. They decided to change some methods of 

teaching that led to a good command of the language. They implemented the Project 

Based Learning (PBL) strategy by planning some micro projects in which learners 

speaking communicative competences was developed until the end of the presentation 



2 
 
of their projects. As a result, the learners’ oral proficiency level was higher than before 

because they could interact and be part of a conversation in a more natural way. 

Regarding to PBL, it also contributed to the improvement of affective aspects such as 

self-confidence and interaction among them. 

Similarly, in Ecuador, according to Education First (EF) by 2017, English 

proficiency evaluation to learners showed low oral production results because of the 

methodology teachers use in the class to teach English, especially to develop the 

speaking skill. The majority of Ecuadorian high schools just emphasizes the process of 

English teaching and learning following the regular techniques as a routine based just 

on repetition and mechanical activities developed in class. Cronquist and Fiszbein, in 

their research paper about English Language Learning in Latin America, mentioned 

some reasons why English is still difficult to acquire at all. For example, they said that 

English proficiency is “low because of poor educational systems avoiding students 

improve their language skills” (2017, p. 4).  

In consequence, Ecuadorian educational authorities have established some 

regulations like the necessity to develop a new English curriculum and standards based 

on the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR) designed by 

the Council of Europe (2018). The purpose was to provide support to curriculum 

developers and teachers in their efforts to broaden the perspective of language education 

in their context; focused mainly on the development of the students’ communicative 

language.  

In line with the Technical team of the English Project (Equipo Técnico de 

Proyecto de Inglés, 2012), the exit profile of the language learners must be “level A1: 

At the end of 9th year Educación Básica General, level A2: At the end of 1st year 

Bachillerato, and level B1: At the end of 3rd year Bachillerato” (p. 8). The Technical 
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team of the English Project (Equipo Técnico de Proyecto de Inglés, 2012), explained 

that the English Language Learning Standards address the need of the Ecuadorian 

educational system to train learners capable of communicating effectively using social 

and academic conventions in different settings. This goal can be achieved enforcing 

differentiated techniques and strategies.  

English language teachers need to apply methodologies that help learners 

develop fluency and enable them to participate in input and output activities. As here in 

Cuenca in a public school with a group of 32 students of 9th Grade who should get at the 

end of their scholar year a A2 English level. So, at the beginning of this scholar year 

2020-2021, this group of students took a diagnostic test; showing a low English level in 

oral production. Consequently, it is necessary to change the teaching methodology in 

order to make them feel more confident to use the language on their own and make 

them improve their speaking skill. As Linse (2005) said, speaking is the first step that 

needs to be learned by young English language learners before they can read and write 

in English. 

An approach that may improve students spoken production can be Project-Based 

Learning (PBL). It derives from the work of John Dewey in 1987 and dates back to 

William Kilpatrick, who first used the term in 1918. The authors mentioned  

“besides enhancing speaking skill, PBL intends to increase students’ 

independency, confidence, group, and communicative skills. It also allows to 

develop a final product or project by engaging them through curiosity, 

problem solving, investigating, and creativity as part of the “learning by 

doing” education” (Van Lam, 2011, p. 141). 

 In addition, Botha (2010) mentioned that a project is supposed to be long-term, 

which requires teamwork among students, and results in a substantial final product. It is 
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important to mention that students build their own knowledge by working in groups in a 

cooperative way by supporting each other. 

Maulany (2013) determined the effectiveness of PBL on student’s speaking 

skill. She established research questions regarding to the speaking aspects and to the 

speaking activities that are improved through PBL. So, she applied it with students from 

primary school who were assessed three times (pre-test, post-test1, and post-test 2) and 

the quantitative results showed that PBL improved their comprehension, vocabulary, 

grammar, and pronunciation by using activities like storytelling, questions and answers, 

role plays, and games. 

 Dewi (2016) researched the use of PBL to improve eleventh year student’s 

speaking, her research questions were focused on the improvement of speaking skill. 

She followed six steps: preparation, planning, action, observation, reflection, and 

evaluation. She also used observation sheets, worksheets, and tests. Her results were 

that PBL highly motivated students to work in groups, they felt more positive and 

engaged in the class. The author suggested that teachers must be trained before about 

the use of PBL in class referring to the classroom management, time, control of the 

class, use of technology and assessment. In other words, students can use their 

imagination to create oral projects to show their acquisition at the end of their learning 

process which can vary according to the objective of the unit and they can be role-plays, 

multimedia presentations, videos, so the students will become more learners-centered in 

the class by discovering and innovating their learning. In other words, the use of PBL is 

proved that it has a significand influence on student´s development of their speaking 

skill because they have become more active learners in expressing their ideas  with 

confidence and enhance their speaking ability by interacting with their friends prior to 

the big group discussion. 
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Literature Review 

This section explains briefly some concepts contemplating speaking skill and the 

teaching strategy known as Project-Based Learning (PBL). At the end of this segment, 

the researcher includes studies developed previously showing the positive effects of PBL 

on speaking competence. 

Speaking is a dynamic process. Burkart (1998, cited in Hong 2016) stated 

“speaking competence is the ability to use the correct words (vocabulary), in the correct 

order (grammar), with the correct pronunciation, and in the appropriate context with the 

social norms and cultural rules” (p. 60). Thus, speaking entails knowledge and 

outcomes.  

In the article about the relevance of four skills in a language, Manaj (2015) 

explained “when you have words read, ideas written and thoughts heard, all you need is 

to express- your speaking skill. What you speak will determine the expressiveness in 

you” (p. 31). In other words, to put into practice the theory, students require to interact 

orally with others communicating their feelings and opinions.  

Despite its importance, the speaking skill is not attended as it should by the 

instructors. Bahrani and Soltani (2012) noted “in our daily lives most of us speak more 

than we write, yet many English teachers still spend the majority of class time on 

reading and writing practice almost ignoring speaking skill” (p. 26). Therefore, teachers 

must consider different techniques to enhance this skill. One of them is Project-Based 

Learning (PBL).  

Moss and Van Duzer (1998, cited in Poonpon, 2011) said PBL is “an 

instructional approach that contextualizes learning by presenting learners with problems 

to solve or products to develop” (p. 2). Consequently, it is a non-common way to teach 

emphasizing learning through student-centered approach. 
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Dewi (2015) explained that PBL offers different advantages for students, for 

example “through the PBL technique, learners are engaged in purposeful 

communication to complete authentic activities (project-work), so that they have the 

opportunity to use the language in a relatively natural context and participate in 

meaningful activities which require authentic use of EFL language skills” (p. 344). 

Hence, pupils can actively participate in the teaching-learning process improving their 

speaking. As Fragoulis (2009) stated, PBL provides contextual and meaningful learning 

for students, it can create an optimal environment for practicing speaking English, 

promotes social learning that can enhance collaborative skills, and it gives an 

opportunity to improve students’ language skills.  

Another benefit of PBL, highlighted by Somani and Rizvi (2018), is the fact that 

students’ social skills can be strengthened by means of cooperative work. The group 

work allows learners to argue constructively with their classmates, indeed it “provides 

opportunity for students to develop social skills such as planning, communication, 

collaboration and initiation” (p. 3). If the English teachers let learners work with their 

peers in teams or groups, as proposed by Somani and Rizvi (2018), they “would 

encourage collaborative learning, crucial for learning English as a foreign language” (p. 

8). Therefore, PBL is an instruction method which supports “collaborative, social and 

cooperative skills in students” (p. 9).  

The research conducted by Marisah and Robiasih (2017) reported that using 

PBL to improve speaking skill was effective. In fact, this strategy provided several 

opportunities for pupils to speak English and boosted their confidence as well as 

enhancing their “pronunciation, grammar, fluency, and comprehension” (p. 32). 

Similarly, the study led by Vaca and Gómez (2017) registered positive results “despite 

their language limitations, such as grammar mistakes, incorrect pronunciation, and poor 
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fluency and accuracy, learners made a great effort to speak English and get involved in 

conversations in order to communicate and negotiate meaning” (p. 69). In this research 

experience, the authors concluded that the incorporation of PBL in the classroom helped 

to enhance the students’ speaking competence (they took risks and left their fear to 

speak a foreign language).  

Additionally, the investigation headed by Davis (2017) suggested to apply PBL 

in the English class, because it will allow the instructors to “adapt the current courses 

available by adding the option for student inquiry, introducing class discussion and 

collaboration” (p.46). In effect, it would be a challenge to carry out this study in a 

public institution where the traditional method of teaching (focused mainly in the 

acquisition of new vocabulary and grammar rather than practicing the language) has 

been implemented for decades.  

According to Fragoulis (2009) and Bell (2010) there are many benefits of 

implementing PBL in teaching English as a Foreign Language. They stated that PBL 

makes students actively engage in project learning. It enhances the student´s interest, 

engagement, and enjoyment, as well as it promotes more social learning that can 

enhance collaborative skills. Besides, PBL is a student-centered pedagogy in which 

students learn about a subject through the experience of problem solving and they are 

able to develop their critical thinking together with their communicative competence. It 

can also increase learner´s motivation because they can choose their own topics 

according to their likes, interests, and abilities. It can increase their problem-solving 

abilities because they can be part of both independent and collaborative work to develop 

their critical thinking.  

On the other hand, PBL can be implemented in any kind of curriculum and in 

any class situation. According to Barrows (2001), there are some components that can 
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be identified in the use of PBL. For example: learner-centered environment in which the 

projects to be designed should help learners to make thoughtful decisions and revisions 

by including adequate structures and feedback. Collaboration, this component should 

give learners opportunities to learn collaborative skills like integration of peers and 

mentor feedback as well as working with others. The next is referred to the curriculum 

content in which the development of the projects must be based on the educational 

standards focusing mainly in the form rather than in the structure. PBL is based on 

authentic tasks because it is related to real life situations relevant to learner´s lives or 

communities through the use of authentic methods, practices, and audiences. In 

addition, PBL uses some multiple presentation modes in order to give learners use 

various technological tools for the planning, developing, and presentation of their final 

projects. It can also have some innovative assessments including the teacher assessment, 

peer assessment, self-assessment, and reflection. 

Additionally, teachers need to use strategies based on learner-centered 

instruction in which learners will become the most important elements in the class 

building their own knowledge in a cooperatively way but not competitively against one 

another. As Vigotsky (1978) said, “interaction not only facilitates language learning but 

is a causative force in acquisition”. A strategy based on active interaction is the 

Cooperative Learning (CL) which promotes speaking and social interaction among 

students and is considered a great influence on the development of learning’s speaking 

skills as is mentioned in (Al-Sohbani, 2013). 

Cooperative Learning leads to positive attitudes in which learners work together 

in small groups to solve a problem, complete a project or reach another instructional 

purpose, while teachers have to act as guides or just as facilitators. As an educational 

strategy Cooperative Learning’s aims are focused on organizing classroom activities 



9 
 
into academic and social learning experiences; by forcing to increase learner’s speaking 

skills because they have to work in a more interactive way by helping themselves and 

others to learn; as being part of the PBL. 

To enhance student’s speaking skills, teachers have to prepare some cooperative 

learning activities as group discussions, role plays, debates in order to make students 

increase their autonomy. Since, they have opportunities to have a voice in their learning 

process because through the implementation of PBL; students feel more engaged and 

part of their own learning by fostering their confidence, independence, self-esteem and 

responsibility as the project is being carried out. 

Innovation  

This innovation will be linked to the cooperative work in class to improve the 

English speaking skill through the use of the Project-Based Learning. It will be 

developed by applying the use of projects in class where all the students will have to 

build their own knowledge by working in groups through the use of communicative and 

interactive activities.  

During the teaching learning process some conducted cycles will be planned to 

be developed by the students, in which they will have to present a verbal project about 

the topic that was covered by using the vocabulary and acquired structures. Moreover, 

the innovation will follow some steps: the first one will be considered in applying an 

oral proficiency English test to see in which English level is the group of 32 students of 

9th grade from a public school, considered as a pre-test, which will be graded though a 

rubric and 4 aspects will be taken into consideration like the fluency, the use of 

vocabulary, the content, and the pronunciation described at the end in the rubric.

 Following this, the teacher will introduce the vocabulary referring to twenty 

adjectives as well as the grammar structure about the use of the comparatives and 
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superlatives. The teacher will prepare some communicative activities to make them 

practice in class and to acquire it to be used in the final project at the end of the unit. So, 

the teacher will have some observation sheets to take notes in a word document or by 

hand about the whole class active participation in the virtual class and will give them 

some feedback to make them improve the use of their language. Additionally, the 

teacher will keep recorded all the classes during this implementation of the PBL to 

check some additional information if it is needed after asking the corresponding 

authorization of the student´s parents to do it. (see Appendix 6). 

Once the teacher realizes that most of the students have acquired the contents, 

she or he will set a topic about the spread of Covid 19 in Ecuador. The teacher will ask 

them to get some ideas about it and after getting this information, the teacher will take 

an hour of class to show students how to edit a video. After that, students will be 

assigned in peers to work by using the information they have gotten to compare and 

contrast the spread of Covid 19 in two cities of Ecuador. They will have to edit a video 

with this information and they have to present it as a first draft. During this process the 

teacher will take notes on her observation sheet to evaluate student´s project process and 

also, she will let them know about the rubric to be considered for the oral presentations 

and the teacher will realize if the students talk in a natural way or if they have 

memorized the information to be presented. After this, they will receive some feedback 

about it and they will have the opportunity to improve this edition in order to present it 

at the end of the unit as a final project with all the improvements done. Apart from this, 

the teacher will tell them that they will have to take a post- test in order to measure their 

English by using the same rubric as the first one. 

Additionally, there will be a peer assessment sheet from google forms to be 

graded among themselves after each video presentation. On the whole of this process 
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and with the results of the pre and post-activity the teacher will know if with the 

implementation of the PBL the students have improved their speaking skill.  

Once the teaching learning process was going forward, the teacher will explain 

to the students that they are going to present at the end of the unit a project in which 

they had to talk about comparing and contrasting two cities in Ecuador which had 

combatted the spread of Covid-19, by using a film presentation. This project will be 

implemented during 22 hours of class in 11 weeks by virtual classes. 

Methodology  

This investigation will be conducted through the use of a quantitative research in 

which data will be analyzed and interpreted to solve the educational problem that is 

presented in 9th grade in a public school; focused to the improvement of the speaking 

skill and it would be through the use of the Project-Based Learning (PBL). 

 Research questions 

1. Is there any effect of PBL on speaking improvement in students of 9th 

grade? 

2. What is the result from the application of the PBL to try to improve 

the speaking skill of the students from 9th grade? 

Participants 

This current proposal aimed to determine the effectiveness of the use of Project-

Based Learning (PBL) to develop the student’s speaking skill in English. For this purpose, 

the participants that the researcher will consider will be 9th grade learners from a public 

school located in Cuenca. The target group are 32 students who are from 13 to 14 years 

old; where 16 of them will be women and 16 of them will be men. All the participants 

will be from Ecuador, 5 students are from the Coast Region and 27 students are from the 

High Lands especially from Cuenca, Quito, and Loja. Their mother tongue is Spanish. 
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Their social economic status is low, and an 80% of them come from dysfunctional 

households in which students just live with their mother or father because they are 

divorced or just with their grandparents. 

Instruments 

The instruments that will be implemented to collect data will be first of all, 

through a proficiency-test, considered as a pretest (see Appendix 2). This test will be 

taken from the Cambridge KET-Test (2011) for A2 level; that includes grammar and 

vocabulary, pronunciation and interactive communication. For this, the teacher will give 

some instructions to the learners on how it is going to be. So, each learner will have 

around 2 minutes to talk about the topic and a speaking rubric will be taken into 

consideration with 4 aspects to refer to as fluency, use of vocabulary, content, and 

pronunciation; and each one will have the criterion (excellent, very good, good, and 

bad) (see Appendix 3).  

The teacher on the other hand, will take some notes on his or her observation 

sheet (see Appendix 4) during the students’ performance, with the support of a video 

recording to help him or her getting some thoughts about it. And finally, a post-activity 

for the final oral project presentation will be applied in a quantitative way to show the 

speaking level that the students have achieved during this teaching learning process by 

implementing PBL, through the aspects to be considered as before in the pretest to 

confirm if learners have improved their speaking English level.  

On the other hand, the peer assessment sheet from google forms is also another 

instrument to be used through which learners can assess other peers from their own 

group in order to critique and provide feedback to each other. 
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Data Analysis 

Once review of the literature about the Cooperative Learning in Project-Based 

Learning and its impact on improving speaking skill will be done, there will be some 

steps to follow: collect, analyze, and process data about this research; described as 

follows. 

 The quantitative results of the pretest and the posttest will be classified and 

quantified in a spreadsheet in excel to be exported to the SPSS (statistical package for 

social sciences) in a single value grouping to compare the advance of the learner’s 

improvement in their speaking skill. While with the quantitative results of the 

observation sheet and the peer assessment sheet will be analyzed by re-reading the notes 

to find out patters to see if the learners have made the language more conscious to avoid 

making the same mistakes from the beginning and get improved at the end of the 

teaching learning process. 

 In these parts, the final results will be shown through tables and figures 

describing the aspects which were considered as well as the English level that learners 

had at the beginning of this teaching learning process and the improvement they have 

had after implementing the cooperative learning in PBL to develop their speaking skill. 

Ethical Considerations 

Before the implementation of the Project Based Learning (PBL) at first, the 

students will know the objective of the unit in order to let them know what it is going to 

be about. The researcher will get the permission from the Director of the public school, 

situated in the city of Cuenca to conduct the investigation.  Furthermore, a consent letter 

will be sent to the students’ parents because all of them are teenagers. In this way, 

pupils will know they are going to be part of a research study. No names will be 
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disclosed in order to keep their activities and participation anonymous. Finally, all the 

scores from learners will be confidential. 

Limitations 

Some of the limitations that can be found are that not all the students have a 

computer and a cellphone as well as a good internet connection. Besides, some of them 

do not attend to class because they have more brothers and sisters who use the same 

computer at the same time so they miss one or two hours of class per unit.  
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 Appendix 1 

Lesson plan 

Available upon request. 

Appendix 2 

Cambridge University Press Sample for A2 level 

Available upon request. 

Appendix 3 

 Speaking Rubric 
 

Available upon request. 
 

Appendix 4 

Teacher’s Observation Sheet 

Available upon request. 

Appendix 5 

 Peer assessment sheet 

Available upon request. 

Appendix 6 

 Authorization to record virtual classes 

Available upon request. 


