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  Abstract 

 

In the educational scenario, Project-Based Learning appears as the main teaching method addressed to develop active 
learners by developing symbolic learning and critical thinking by adapting students to the current challenges of society. This 
adaptation supposes to develop many cognitive processes that influence on the development of language and thinking which 
are considering 21st century skills. PBL  is a methodology which its main characteristics turn around the use of quite demanding 
social topics prompting active symbolic processes. In order to engage and motivate students from a PBL, it is necessary to take 
students as the centre of learning through their active participation. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

The present society demands the acquisition of 21st 
century skills (OECD, 2006) like Key Competences in 
order to make students active citizens. This requires the 
development of teaching-learning methods that answers 
to an active approach of students in order to prompt 
lifelong learning. Students which receive a Project-
Based Learning (PBL) methodology improve lifelong 
skills like responsibility, problem solving, self-direction, 
communication, and creativity at statistically significant 
level (Wurdinger and Qureshi, 2014). Then, PBL 
answers to this requirement by boosting symbolic 
learning and critical thinking, so it becomes the 
teaching-learning process that better answers to the 
needs that educational systems demands to get a good 
adaptation to the present challenges.  
 

Literature Review 
 

Project-Based Learning (PBL) is an approach based on 
learning from the active participation of students to 
develop critical awareness towards a topic of social 
significance (Bransford and Stein) taking as main 
resource Information Communication Technologies and 
Learning and Knowledge Technologies (Lozano, 2011). 
On the one hand, PBL is defined like “a learning model 
that utilizes project problems and hands-on practices to 
enable the learning process” (Mohamed, et al., 2012). 
On the other hand, PBL is conceptualized like “a 
teaching method where teachers guide students through 
a problem-solving process which includes identifying a 
problem, developing a plan, testing the plan against 
reality, and reflecting on the plan while in the process 
of designing and completing a project”  
( Wurdinger, et al., 2007:151). 
 
 
 
 

Wolff (2002) establishes a set of categories that define 
PBL such as critical thinking, problem solving, teamwork, 
negotiation skills, reaching consensus, using technology, 
and taking responsibility for one's own learning. This 
prompts motivation and engagement from pupils who 
are the main agents. For that reason, goals must be 
clear in order to get pupils’ participation (Christoph, et 
al., 2015). Thus, Ruggiero and Boehm (2017) state PBL 
is related to learner-centred, problem solving and 
open-ended environments. Likewise, steps inside the PBL 
must be established previously in order to make an 
open driving question that guides the process of 
learning and being students are aware of the 
corresponding teaching-learning goals.  Then, the 
process of education becomes transparent, and students 
know what is required from them being evaluation 
continuous and formative. The corresponding driving-
question that guides any PBL is an adaptation of the 
current educational systems to the demands of the 
society with topics that must be developed through a 
process of investigating.  Han (2017) conducted a 
research about different components of PBL such as 
technology based learning, self-regulated learning, and 
hands-on activities. He found students were positive to 
the use of this methodology in subjects like Science, 
Mathematics and Technology. Thus, many cognitive 
processes and thinking routines are developed (Puchta 
and Williams, 2011) namely Critical Thinking. This 
supposes the development of functional language and 
learning that promotes engagement and motivation 
towards the teaching-learning process. This implies the 
development of intrinsic motivation thatmakes learning 
effective. Finally, the results of a teaching-learning 
process from PBL develop not only a final product (wall 
charts, friezes, virtual walls, presentations, etc.)  
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which is exhibited outside the classroom but the 
commitment and participation of all the Educational 
Community (Linse, 2005).  
 

When pupils are the main characters of teaching-
learning process, pupils learn meaningfully. PBL 
provides meaningful learning being communication and 
critical thinking main keys competencies of this 
approach (Shernoff, et al., 2017). Also, different 
groupings are planned during the activities and 
exercises in order to developed interaction and, 
especially, cooperative work (Vygotsky, 1983). Thus, 
collaborative digital tools influence on the development 
of PBL (Baser, et al., 2017). Students put into practice 
skills of solving conflicts in group which demands a 
detailed process of development of language such as 
coding, decoding, providing feedbacks, writing from 
different discursive patterns and establishing different 
syntagmatic and paradigmatic relationships (Dell et al., 
2008). Therefore, a symbolic learning is prompted as 
well as critical thinking due to the nature of topics. 
Interesting themes like environmental education, human 
conflicts, and healthy habits...imply an active teaching-
learning method by students. So, they develop a set of 
future behaviours of adaptation to the needs of our 
world. 
 

This active teaching-learning process implies different 
roles from teachers like a guide, facilitator and 
manager of resources (Nunan, 2004), especially during 
the phase of inquiry in order to feel students confident 
and motivated.  In this sense, Basilotta Gómez-Pablos et 
al.,  (2017) constructed a questionnaire to measure 
teachers’ attitudes towards PBL. Results revealed a 
positive evaluation of PBL by 310 teachers in Spain, 
however, they stated many difficulties that teachers 
have when they carry out this approach. They pointed 
out lack of support by the School Management Team 
and the lack of access to digital tools and new 
technologies.  
  

DISCUSSION 
 

Project-Based Learning prompts motivation and 
engagement of pupils due to the fact their participation 
is the basis of the teaching-learning process. Students 
became the main agents, and they develop autonomy 
to monitor their works progressively. Therefore, PBL 
promotes several cognitive processes and models of 
thinking (Anderson and  Krathwohl, 2001; and Perkins 
and Ritchhart, 2004) such as Understanding the 
importance of topics of social significance; Applying 
knowledge of vocabulary and grammar to produce a 
specific discursive patterns like a final product;  and 
Creating a final task that prompts critical thinking. The 
development of these cognitive processes boosts 
motivation and positive attitudes towards the lesson. 
Regarding Models of Thinking, some are promoted such 
as Critical thinking by the use of topics of social 
significance in order to prompt critical awareness and 

active citizens; Reflexive thinking, so pupils get to be 
aware of their own ideas and provide new ones; and 
Deliberative thinking by making some decisions during 
the teaching-learning process which foster autonomy 
and motivation. 
 

These cognitive processes and models of thinking allows 
developing a set of lifelong learning like Key 
Competences such as Linguistic and Communicative 
Competence by embedding pupils in the context of a 
relevant topic, and learning vocabulary and grammar 
related; Social and Civic Competence by respecting 
peers’ ideas and working in groups to develop learning 
from a Project-Based Learning; Sense of Initiative and 
Entrepreneurship by developing active students that 
work in an autonomous way; Learning to learn by 
answering questions and organizing information from 
research; Digital competence by getting information 
from digital applications, on Internet and the Interactive 
Whiteboard; and finally, Cultural Awareness and 
Expression Competence by expressing their critical 
thinking about a specific topic making connections 
among cultures and countries.  
 

CONCLUSION 
 

PBL allows students to understand and get the general 
idea and specific information from different contexts 
through basic skills of understanding and recalling. 
These skills are shown on presentations and brief 
descriptions, using basic structures planned previously to 
express daily and interesting topics to give information. 
Finally, they write varied discursive patterns about quite 
demanding topics establishing the corresponding 
syntagmatic and paradigmatic structures with the 
corresponding vocabulary according to the context of 
social significance what makes learners better adapt 
and develop resilient behaviours to the current society.  
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