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Abstract 
Teaching can be challenging task especially when the students are categorized as reluctant readers, low self-motivated 
and lack of critical thinking skills. Therefore, this study focuses on a successful problem-based learning approach on 
university course called ‘Literature for Language Purposes' taken by Bachelor of English with Communication students 
at a local Malaysian university. The aim of this study is to investigate the impacts of carrying out problem-based 
learning in teaching literature. The project involved 55 undergraduates and part of their major course assignments was 
to organize and participate in an annual English language drama competition. The data was collected through students’ 
reflective journals, researchers’ reflective journals, response from end of semester questionnaire given and, lecturers’ 
evaluation on FILA tables. The findings show that problem-based learning is suitable and beneficial in teaching and 
enhancing critical thinking skills. 
Keywords: Problem-based learning, literature, drama, critical thinking                                                                 
1. Introduction 
Many years ago, it was common for educators to transfer the knowledge since teaching and learning process would 
revolve around teacher centered philosophies such as essentialism and perennialism (Sadker, Sadker & Zittleman, 
2008). However, early 19s and 20s have witnessed that philosophy of education has gone through changes from teacher-
centered to student-centered philosophies. World nowadays is in need of students who can be creative future workers to 
serve the workforce. Studies have recommended that students can no longer be “passive recipients of given 
information” and called for changes in pedagogical and learning environments that are geared towards “developing 
thinking skills and harnessing creativity” (Yip, 1997, 391).  The obvious criteria these student-centered approaches have 
are in terms of working together towards learning goal and reforming better society in this world. There is an urgency 
need for these students to be exposed with student centered approach as a preparation for future challenges. Other 
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concerns included students’ lack of critical thinking skills in class and beyond, and courses being too focused on 
content, the latter easily causing boredom among students and ‘burnt-outs’ in them as well as teachers (Tan, 2003).  
Over the past few decades, there has been increasing pressure on higher education worldwide to re-examine and make 
explicit its aim and outcomes (Savin-Baden, 2000).The moves towards a model of higher education that is responsive to 
market demands and forces in the wider society has increased the demands for graduates who are capable to do work 
collaboratively with colleagues, competitive, creative, strong in a sense of determination, never give up other than 
honest and sincerity in executing and completing the task. Furthermore, students from Generation Y are more 
demanding compared to students in the olden days. They are confident, ambitious, appear to have both a greater 
maturity (‘street wise’, global awareness) and a lesser maturity (‘me’ focus, poor self-awareness and emotional 
intelligence) and often seek to form working groups on their own terms, rather than accept what has been given (Honore 
& Schofield, 2009). Given a chance, these students can be good a workforce who possess the characteristic of creative 
thinkers who possess critical thinking skill.  According to Saeed & Rousta in 2013, acquiring thinking skills has been 
increasingly emphasized in education, especially with forces in globalization demanding its workers to be adaptable 
over and above being productive. Critical thinking is also considered as the central to higher levels of education or a 
fundamental goal of learning (Kuhn, 1999; Keeley & Shemberg, 1995). 
According to Honore and Schofield (2009), the current education system is largely failing this generation in terms of 
preparation for the workforce, especially concerning communication and numerical skills, approaches to learning, 
creativity, working with others and rewards and development. Therefore, by looking at the latest characteristics of 
students nowadays, a paradigm shift in our education system especially in the teaching approach which is more 
challenging is required to facilitate the needs of the students and society in general. Higher education needs to develop a 
role beyond that of creating and transmitting knowledge, by enhancing the knowledge creation capacity of individual 
and professional communities. It is a skill that would create our students to become innovative and effective in the 
modern workplace (Saeed & Rousta, 2013). By providing challenges and instructional strategy which are appropriate 
for Generation Y, it is hoped the students will be able to improve their critical thinking skills as well as to adapt with 
situation awaiting them in the future.  
1.1 Critical Thinking Skills in Literature Classroom 
Teaching literature is not as easy as we thought in this challenging era. Teaching literature for ESL students might be a 
challenging task if the teaching technique is outdated or predictable (Siti Norliana, 2008).The need to try new 
approaches to teaching language in Malaysia has become increasingly urgent since the general complaint published 
almost every day in the media regarding the English language for the last few decades points to the deterioration of 
proficiency especially among youths, despite the years they toiled learning the language at school (Normala & 
Mohamed, 2013). In addition, the changes in society also imply that the statistic acquisition of facts cannot adequately 
prepare students for the world beyond school environment (Saeed & Rousta, 2013). In order to make sure the students 
will maintain their interests and motivations towards learning literature subject, changes need to be done. There are 
many instructional approaches that educators could adopt in the classroom. Moreover, in order to do this change, the 
students need to be able to think “critically and creatively at the highest possible level” (Fisher, 2001, 8).  
The students sometimes have bad impression towards literature subject. Part of it is because they have to finish reading 
literary works first before they can critically discuss about them. When it comes to reading and interpreting the literary 
works, it is not about passive reading. This is due to reason that most of the literary works in literature use archaic 
words and not to mention are lofty in terms of style and language used. These undeniable characteristics of literature 
will give problem to incompetence students in the class.  In literature, interactive model of reading process is an 
approach that takes into consideration the readers as well as the literary works they are interpreting. It is also well 
known that meaning is created through reader’s interaction with a text; therefore meaning is created partly by what is 
supplied by a work and partly by what is supplied by the readers (Kirszner & Mandell, 2007, p. 9). Due to these 
reasons, there is an urgent need for these students to be critical thinkers in literature class.  It will be possible for the 
students to tease out the issues discussed from the literary works in the classroom if they are critical thinkers.  
Eventhough the students nowadays are known as Generation Y, it seems that they are not given a proper challenge 
which suit their ability. According to a research in Pakistani universities and colleges, there is hardly any research and 
effort to apply cognitive teaching strategies and techniques to teach literature in order to develop students’ thinking and 
other cognitive processes such as perception, memory, retrieval and transference (Hussain, Nafees and Jumani, 2009). 
These students are not given the right trigger to work with. In fact, the teaching approach will fall back to didactic 
lecture which is inherited from student-centered approach. In addition, the teachers must adhere very closely to the 
standardized syllabus administered by the Ministry of Education (Normala & Mohamed, 2013). The most important 
matter would be to finish the syllabus within 14 weeks. Due to the reason, priority for the lecturers would be to 
complete the syllabus and there will be not much done towards the development of critical thinking skills in the 
students. From researchers’ observation after teaching literature for a year and a half, the students seemed to be very 
happy if they were given complete notes at the end of the class. They preferred to be told in details about each topic 
rather than working together collaboratively to decide, filter and depict the information that is useful for the process of 
learning how to learn to happen. These clearly show that the students are still in passive mode, still in their comfort 
zone as they are not challenged and have not yet transferred themselves to a new pace of active learning. In 1986, 
Meyers says that the full process of critical thinking ‘is not a dispassionate learning process in which students need only 
to be shown new ways of perceiving things in order to follow it, but a threatening encounter that challenges one’s very 
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selfhood’ (p.96). Improvement and modification in teaching methods for lecturers as well as learning skills among the 
students should be done as to produce future workers who have critical thinking skills within them. 
The rapidly changing present world demands people to be multi-tasked, equipped with the skills of collaboration and 
flexibility, and have the ability to process information (Hussain et al., 2009). At present, higher institutions around the 
world are raving and competing to produce future employees who are independent, creative, dare to be challenged, 
active and know how to do their work well eventhough little instructions are given. Future employees are expected to 
know as well as to implement critical thinking skills in life. For Jeffrey and Woods (2003, p. 122), education needs to 
foster creativity that is to encourage flexibility, innovation and “positive identities.” However, this dream will only be a 
fairy tale that will never come true if we do not initiate any action on how to overcome the problems using the right 
instructional approach in the classroom. In producing generation of university students who are called critical thinkers, 
changes have to be taken in faculty level with sincere intention to improve the quality of undergraduate students in 
higher institutions. According to Coles and Robinson in 1991, “The problem now is not whether we can teach thinking. 
The evidence suggests we can. The problem continues to be whether we are willing to make the pedagogical changes 
necessary to do so, and if we are, which changes might be the most effective.” In 1997, Barnett emphasized the need to 
enable learners to shift towards the more active challenging mode. The lesson can be changed into active mode with the 
help of lecturers with the willingness to do positive modification by using correct approach which could trigger critical 
thinking skills among the students.  
Accepting critical thinking as an educational ideal brings with it ramifications for what we teach and how we teach 
(Weissinger, 2003). Early resistance will happen on the students’ sides since this approach is still new for them. 
According to Kinney (1980), there is talk of manner in which students ‘stubbornly resist” critical thinking. This 
research is carried further by Keeley and Shemberg (1995) by linking the resistance to critical thinking to situations in 
psychotherapy. As the result, both of the researchers do acknowledge ‘that students are often unresponsive because 
critical thinking involves new, and complex activities, and, in particular, “because they are afraid”. Traditional 
programmes of education and training usually put tremendous emphasis on content (Tan, 2003). The students are used 
to be spoon-fed due to traditional methods of teaching literature. The purpose of traditional method is for the students to 
accumulate the transferred information and reproduce the content in final examination at university level.  As a result, 
though students successfully get a degree at the end of the courses, they remain unable to process and manipulate 
information, synthesize and evaluate ideas, make connection between classroom learning and practical world outside, or 
generate personal and innovative ideas (Hussain et al., 2009). In 1997, McKay and Kember conducted a study on the 
‘spoon feeding’ of students by unchallenging ‘transmission mode of didactic learning. The researcher interviewed the 
students pertaining to the programme that had been didactic and later modified the course to facilitate active learning. 
The result is positive and the students adopted a deep approach learning to their learning. The students also mentioned 
that when they were actively challenged to think critically, they liked it. 
Therefore, critical thinking which involves knowledge of strategies as well as a propensity toward applying them, is a 
major component of higher education and a national priority if we were to produce future employees who are 
competitive, can work collaboratively with colleagues, know how to work on the task given as soon as they were given 
the instruction, very creative with many alternatives in completing the tasks given, strong in a sense of determination 
and never give up other than honest and sincerity in executing and completing the task (Brookfield, 1987). Problem 
solving, goal setting, and creative thinking are considered specific skills required for the twenty first century workforce 
(Hussain et al., 2009). Action has to be taken as to make sure that it is not too late to mold undergraduate students to be 
creative critical thinkers.  
1.2 Problem Based Learning as a Sound Instructional Strategy to Enhance Critical Thinking 
Few years back, good practice of teaching was about making content knowledge “visible” to students (Tan, 2004).  
Good pedagogy is about transferring knowledge to the students by giving didactic lectures and notes. On the students’ 
takes, they will receive, memorize and recall the information for examination purpose. In industrial age, this is 
considered as enough for the classroom. Towards last decade of the 20th century, good pedagogy was about making 
teachers’ thinking visible for the students to model from. In other words, effective teaching was characterized by 
modeling the process of learning so that students could observe and learn process, problem solving, and thinking skills 
while acquiring content knowledge  
Educators have to use new ways of looking at knowledge and participation in the learning process. Pedagogy in the 21st 
century has to go beyond making content visible and making teacher’ thinking visible to the students for the purpose of 
modelling and scaffolding (Tan, 2004). The challenge of education in 21st century is to design learning environments 
and processes where students’ ways of thinking and knowing are manifested in active, collaborative, self-regulated, and 
self-directed learning. The role of educator is to enable students to recognize various dimensions of their thinking and to 
sharpen their abilities to deal with real-world problems. With PBL, students are offered opportunities, to explore a wide 
range of information, to link the learning with their own needs as learners and to develop independence in enquiry 
(Savin-Baden, 2000). The skills which the students learn from PBL approach will finally mold them to be self-
independent and critical thinkers in the future. 
In PBL environment, students regularly engage in metacognition. When discussing a PBL problem, students think 
aloud, sharing their thoughts via description and/or visual representation. Other students in the group question for 
clarification or check for accuracy (Davidson & Worsham, 1992; Weissinger, 2003). At the same time, those listening 
should be thinking, “What am I hearing that supports what I thought before?” These exchanges trigger the process of 
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metacognition. The goal is to enable students to become reflective critical thinkers who demonstrate a consistent 
intrinsic motivation to be aware, inquisitive, organized, analytical, confident, tolerant, judicious when weighing 
alternatives, and intellectually honest when judging whether to accept others’ ideas and philosophies as truth or when 
challenged by circumstances (Facione et al., 1997; Hunkins, 1989; McCombs & Whisler, 1997). Their attitudes also 
should shift toward openness and a tolerance for diversity (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991). Ultimately, transformative 
change occurs when people are willing to examine and challenge their own thinking (Senge, 1990). 
The objective of teaching literature in the classroom is to improve students’ critical thinking skills and one out of many 
instructional strategies that is effective for achieving this objective is by using problem-based learning (PBL). Problem-
based learning (PBL) process essentially consists of the following stages: (1) meeting the problem; (2) problem analysis 
and generation of learning issues; (3) discovery and reporting; (4) solution presentation and reflection; and (5) 
overview, integration, and evaluation, with self-directed learning bridging one stage and the next (Tan, 2003). All the 
steps in this approach will force the students to collaborate in their respective groups and they have to hold discussions 
and negotiations to achieve consensus for solutions to postholes given. The process of moving towards the solution 
presentation and reflection are very important in teaching these students to learn how to learn.  
PBL is an excellent environment within which to develop critical thinking skills because it provides opportunities to 
grow in all four components of critical thinking: (1) PBL can provide a strong grasp of knowledge base-factual and 
applied; (2) it  provides opportunities for the development of critical appraisal skills; (3) its environment encourages 
students to question; and (4) in PBL faculty step back and allow students to direct their own learning, which becomes 
the foundation for future professional behaviors (Weissinger, 2003).  These steps are compulsory in preparing the 
students for future workforce who are creative, can bear challenges other than being critical thinkers. Problem-based 
learning gives hands-on experience for students to learn with complexity, to realize that there are no straightforward and 
easy answers to problem scenarios, but learning and life takes place in contexts, which affect the kinds of solutions that 
will be taken at the end of the day. Learning such as this is not just a straightforward method of solving problems, but it 
helps people to learn how to learn and to link learning with their own interests and motivations (Savin-Baden, 2000). 
The nature of problem-based learning is the students have to work collaboratively in achieving the objectives of the 
group.  These students are presented open-ended, messy and ill-structured problems that they work together to form a 
better understanding through the listing of known facts, generation of possible solutions, identification of issues that 
need further research, and eventual proposal of a resolution with rationale (Weissinger, 2003). Collaboration is a key 
component of PBL learning environments. Yet, specific structures must be in place (e.g., positive interdependence, 
individual accountability) for students’ to work together productively (Brush & Saye, 2001). Since it is done in a group, 
there will be cognitive dissonance happening among group members. According to Meyers (1986), this situation is 
 hallenging by the creation of ‘disequilibrium’ which means ‘Teaching critical thinking involves intentionally creating 
an atmosphere of disequilibrium, so that students can change, rework or reconstruct their thinking’. In the process, the 
students have to undergo self-directed learning before discussion session with their group members in the next meeting. 
They will present the information from self-directed learning and defend their frame works so that it will be the chosen 
solution in the meeting. This will teach them on how to learn through modelling, patient, accept others opinion and 
collaborate in group. Students are encouraged to activate their prior knowledge; perform in a context that resembles the 
“ real world” where the problem will be applied; and better understand, process, elaborate, and recall information 
(Bridges & Hallinger, 1998). PBL “mirrors [adult learning theorist Malcomb] Knowles’s context for supporting lifelong 
learning, particularly address[ing] self –directed learning; accessing up-to-date information resources efficiently and 
habitually; and interaction between learners for critical reflection through multiple perspectives (Maudsley & Strivens, 
2000, 524). With the reasons mentioned above, the researchers would like to investigate the impacts of carrying out 
PBL in teaching literature with sincere attempt so that the students will finally enjoy the learning session, appreciate 
literature and be critical thinkers. 
1.3 Research Question 
The research questions are: 

1. What are students’ perceptions towards studying Literature by using PBL approach as the instructional 
approach in the class? 

2. What are the impacts of 'Problem-Based Learning’ Approach in Enhancing Critical Thinking Skills to Teaching 
Literature? 

2. Method 
2.1 Participants 
This research applies a qualitative approach. The research involved 55 (13 male and 42 female) students from semester 
three who participated in literature classroom for the subject of “Literature for Language Purposes”. Patton states that 
there are standards used in choosing participants and site and it is because they are “information rich” (1990, as cited in 
Creswell, 2007). The students were divided into two groups (Group A with 27 students, group B with 28 students). They 
were from mixed-ability group and their English language competency ranged from average to high proficiency level. 
The course is a compulsory course for year two students. 
2.2 Data Collection 
Researchers kept a journal, an introspective record of teaching experience. The researchers chronicled the research 
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methodology as in the cycle of implementation, evaluation, reflection and change. Researchers wrote entries in the 
journal on a regular basis that consisted of personal experience, theoretical field, instructional strategy, and 
methodological notes. The researchers recorded all decisions made about the research study and the actions taken in the 
context of the research study. As for the students, they were required to have a reflective journal for the semester. The 
reflective journals were collected at the end of the semester together with all of the required documents to support the 
study. 
Closed and open-ended survey questionnaire were used to elicit the data. About 20 minutes was allotted to the 
administration and answering of the survey questionnaire.  Respondents were allowed to work on their own pace, and 
seek clarification when required.  They were also reminded that the survey questionnaire was not a test; therefore there 
was no right or wrong answer to any question.   
FILA tables and reflection forms were evaluated by the researchers. About 40 minutes was allotted to the administration 
and answering of the reflection forms. Respondents were allowed to work at their own pace, and seek clarification when 
required. They were also reminded that the reflection forms were not a test; therefore there was no right or wrong 
answer to any question.  
2.3 Procedures 
The problem-based approach was introduced and implemented for four months to supplement teaching and learning for 
the course. The students were first exposed and introduced to the approach in the first week of the semester. The data 
from researchers and students’ reflective journals were analyzed and classified by types of responses given. The 
researchers began to compare and contrast 55 profiles by clustering the responses from all the journals. The information 
from reflective journals was then quantified and tabulated for qualitative interpretation. As for researchers’ reflective 
journals, they were read to develop ideas about categories and relationship relevant to the research questions. 
For the lecturers’ evaluation on FILA tables and presentation of drama conference, the students were exposed to FILA 
table and five ladders of active learning. The students were separated into group one and two for 3A and three and four 
for 3B. For group one and three, it consisted of ten female and three male students for 3A and 11 female and three male 
students for 3B. The groups produced drama with genre of comedy.  As for group two, there were ten female and four 
male students while group four had 11 female and three male students. Each of the groups was given a task to produce 
drama that revolved around tragedy. The students had to use all the elements of drama they learnt in the classroom ad 
later tailored it with themes that were more than two in it. In the process, the students had to work collaboratively with 
their group members. There were three drama conferences were held before the final performance was executed. Three 
lecturers from Literature field were invited during the conferences as to evaluate pre and while drafts of the frameworks 
for drama. During these sessions, there were question and answer sessions between students-students as well as 
students-lecturers. This was also the stage of where we could see that critical thinking happened.  In the last conference, 
the students would have to present their finalized version of the drama to be approved by the lecturers before they could 
execute the performance in front of the audience. Drama performance was carried out in December 11th, 2012, at the 
end of semester.  
The final step was to analyze, organize and transform the end semester survey questionnaire into numbers. The 
information then was quantified and displayed in tables for qualitative interpretation by using discourse analysis 
approach (Rashid, Rahman, & Rahman, 2016). The objective is to investigate the finalized impacts from 55 students 
after using PBL in literature classroom for four months.  
3. Results 
3.1 Students’ Perception towards Studying Literature by using PBL approach as the instructional approach in the class  
To answer the question, the researchers elicit the data from the survey questionnaire. At the end of the semester, the 
survey questionnaire was conducted to 55 students who had gone through the intervention. The students would have to 
answer three out of eight questions forwarded to them. In order to elicit data from the first question, three alternatives 
were given for the students to choose. Based on the first question: “How do you feel about PBL approach that has been 
introduced to your literature class for the whole semester?”, five students chose “Fair”, 50 students chose “Good” for 
their choice and none of the students had chosen “Poor” for their choice. It could be said that the majority of students 
(50 students) felt good about using PBL approach in literature classroom and five more students were in between about 
their feelings regarding using the same approach in the classroom. 
As for Question Two: “How useful is the process in PBL approach in helping you make changes towards the way you 
learn now and in the future?”, two students had chosen “Fair” for their choice and 53 students chose “Good” for their 
answer to the question and none of the students had chosen “Poor” for their choice. For the question, the majority of the 
students (53 out of 55 students) believed that process in PBL approach help them to make changes towards the way they 
learn now and in the future. 
As for Question Three: “How would you rate PBL approach that had been implemented in your literature class”, out of 
55 students, two students had chosen “Fair” for the answer, 53 students had chosen “Good” as their best choice while 
none of the students chose “Poor” for their answer. It can be concluded that the majority of the students (53 out of 55 
students) believed that PBL approach is appropriate to be applied in Literature classroom. 
From Students’ Reflective Journal 
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The reflective journals were collected at the end of the semester together with all of the required documents to support 
the study. For the first question in the reflective journal, in their first exposure towards class, all of the students wrote 
that they had a feeling of apprehension regarding the approach when they first heard about it. This is because they 
lacked knowledge and exposure to what PBL approach is and how to use them. As the semester went on, the students 
seemed to like the activities in the literature classroom. Two of the students mentioned in the journals that: 
Excerpt1 
 
 
 
 

Excerpt2 
 
 
 
 
 
51 out of 55 students loved to use PBL approach in the classroom and they also had positive perception towards 
learning literature using PBL approach. The students described their perception as “Excited to use the PBL”, “No 
problem in using PBL”, “It is easy”, “It is fun and new way of learning boring language”, “Not a boring method”, 
“More confident in giving ideas”, “No more sleepy times”, “Now people can start listening to my ideas”, and “Boost my 
interest in literature as well as to mold me as wholesome students”. 
For the second question in reflective journal, during the first stage, 45 students reported that they were having problem 
to immerse themselves in the approach of PBL (early September 2012), while the other ten students did not give their 
personal response to the questions. However in October 2012, the response from the journals had improved and 55 
students reported that they were able to adapt and apply PBL approach in the classroom. The students mentioned about 
the difficulty to apply the steps in PBL at first. However, along the way, they managed to adapt with the stages in active 
ladders. The students managed to mingle with their peers very well and work towards the same learning goal. As for 
interaction with facilitators, students encountered problems during the first stage since the roles of facilitator is not to 
give everything in terms of direct information to the students. In PBL approach, the responsibility of a facilitator is to 
guide the students towards solutions. However, along the way, the students managed to survive in the class and adapt 
themselves with new roles of facilitator. As the semester went on, the students seemed to have adapted in applying the 
approach in the literature classroom. Four of the students mentioned in the journals that: 
 
Excerpt3 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Excerpt4 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Excerpt 5 

“I know nothing about PBL..for me it is just the same, you divide work between friends, the 
lecturer will ask the students to do this and that…settle it, then compiled to be submitted to 
lecturer..but PBL is not like that..it is about sharing responsibility…everybody should know 
their parts..we work towards the same objective…combination of PBL and literature is 
awesome!!.” 
(October 12th, 2012) 
 

“I found that PBL in the class is quite interesting..no more we can relax with 
our facebook and i Pad at the back..we have to give our part as to make the 
learning gives meaning to us…this is truly for Gen Y like us…full lectures 
doesn’t require us to think, just waiting for notes, but this one is different..we 
crack our head..and we got positive skills out of it. 
(September 28th, 2012)  

“Well Madam M..I can’t lie to myself..at first..i don’t favor this approach as I think it is too 
much for me…I like it if it is only the lecturer who has to give us everything..it makes our 
life easier...give us the points and we just memorize and answer the question, give us the 
framework for assignment and we just do it..but what you said make sense…we are being 
pampered that way..won’t survive in our career..we ought to think out of the box…yes, 
sincerely, this is one of the best method for degree students..we should be challenged, not 
being pampered …” 

“It is interesting Madam M..we are now challenging ourselves to move forward..all these 
while, we got “subsidi kerajaan” from other lecturers by giving the notes right away..if 
they don’t give notes..we will piss off, start talking bad at their backs..all we want to do is 
memorizing the notes for final exam and get an A..process, collaborative, cooperative 
learning is of no use..butnow..I am okay with PBL..it teaches me to gel with other 
people…to defend my points as well as accepting others point of views…with PBL, we 
explore what are the things in our minds..and I can see different people think 
differently..how amazing..I learn a lot from that..could use this in future as well…” 
 (December15th, 2012) 
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3.2 The Impacts of Using PBL approach in Promoting Critical Thinking Skills among Students 
3.2.1 From Students’ Reflective and Researcher’s Reflective Journals 
For the last question in reflective journal on the question “What has today’s class taught you about being a critical 
thinker in solving the problem scenario given?”, most of the students with 53 out of 55 believed that they are now can 
be categorized under critical thinker. This is due to the process that they had to go through while searching for the 
solutions to the problem scenarios given. The students also mentioned that at the self-directed learning stage, they were 
quite confused at first. They felt confused on what to do since in the previous classes, everything is given by the 
lecturers. Thus, the previous action has limited their abilities to be independent in finding solutions. Therefore, when 
given triggers, they were quite confused and had no confidence to proceed with the next steps. However, along the way, 
after third triggers were given, they were comfortable with the stage. Due to self-directed learning stage, they were able 
to groom their confidence while presenting the information that they had for group reporting. They were also happy if 
their opinions and solutions were heard by group members. For them, it was not an easy process as they had to do 
research, read, gather and merge all the authorized resources from books and websites in order to come out with 
possible solutions. According to Zhang (2009), students engage in collaborative learning through interaction with 
others, which serves as a catalyst for critical thinking. Due to exposure in using PBL approach, the students managed to 
choose (knowledge), classify and associate (comprehension), generalize and illustrate (application), compare, criticize 
and question (analyze) as well as draft and plan (synthesis) the solutions for triggers given. Along the way, the students 
faced cognitive dissonance among themselves. This was the stage where the students used all the information they had 
from self-directed learning, and in order to choose the best solutions, the students in  a group had to discuss about the 
triggers, shared their opinions about what they understood regarding the issues, analyze and break down the problems 
and its solutions, compile and constructs the best alternatives and information to be presented in the class as well as to 
be prepared with possible answers in the question and answers stage later. However, they managed to adapt with the 
process as the students realized that they had to work collaboratively in order to provide the solutions for problem 
scenarios given. Proponents of collaborative learning claim that active exchange of ideas within small groups not only 
increases interest among students but at the same time promotes critical thinking (Gokhale, 1995).In students’ opinions, 
to be critical thinkers, they had to merge all the information from reading and defend it during group and presentation 
sessions. In the session, they had to know every answer to every question forwarded by their peers. The students also 
learnt a lot by comparing and contrasting the way on how the frameworks for every problem scenario was formed and 
arranged by their classmates. In a way, they also learnt from modelling it through facilitators and classmates from other 
groups. The students managed to define, explain, demonstrate, analyse, invent, develop and justify their solutions to 
their classmates in the class. All in all, based on the data collected in the research, it can be concluded that the students 
had positive improvement in terms of critical thinking skills. Problem-based learning also managed to promote critical 
thinking skills among students in literature class. Two of the students mentioned in the journals that: 
Excerpt 6 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Excerpt 7 
 
 
 

 
 

“I would like to give simple answer..if previously..we were told of what to do in order to 
settle the problems by lecturers…we just accept without saying a word..but now..we have 
group members with special tasks given in order to search for the solutions that might have 
many alternatives..we have to discuss…sit together..listen to everybody’s opinion….look for 
the information…meet again to give report on the tasks…then decide which would be the 
best solutions out of many to be presented in front of you..I think, for the time being, I see 
that as being a critical thinker…a good thing for us, not just for this subject but for future as 
well Madam M..” 
(December 24th, 2012) 

“Yes I am now a critical thinking..i am thinking out of the box…Now me and my friends will 
list out the plan framework for every trigger that will be presented in front of you..at first it 
is hard but along the way, we can read your mind madam, what is it that you want from 
us..we know what is it that you want from every presentation for triggers given..I am more 
organized now..trying to be better student now”                                (December 26th, 2012 

“It is interesting Madam M..The best part would be when you instruct us to go to the 
library in searching for the resources to settle the problem scenario given..We were 
like..Hello? I hate library..But amazingly, we found many info from the library..From the 
online journals, books (eventhough not much on literature) and from the net as well…we 
have to be very good in picking up the best info to be used in the presentation 
later..Previously, I will take anything from Wikipedia, but now no more..I evaluate first and 
decide the best..Couldn’t believe myself now” 
(December15th, 2012) 
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3.2.2 From Survey Questionnaire 
For Question Five: “How would you rate your improvement in terms of skills in searching and learning the content 
knowledge in literature class using PBL approach at the end of the semester?”, no student had chosen “Poor” as the 
answer, one students had chosen “Fair” for their choice and 54 students had chosen “Good” as their best choice for the 
Question Five forwarded. Therefore, it can be concluded that out of 55 students, majority (54 students) believed that 
their skills in searching and learning content knowledge in literature class by using PBL approach had improved 
positively. 
For Question Six, “Do you think that PBL approach manage to trigger your critical thinking, especially when you are 
looking for learning issues and solutions to the problem scenarios given?”, 55 students had chosen “Yes” for their 
answer and none of the students had chosen “No.” Therefore, it can be firmly said that all the students in literature class 
strongly believed that PBL approach managed to trigger their critical thinking, especially when they were looking for 
learning issues and solutions to the problem scenarios given.  
According to the results from questionnaire administered, it could be summarized that the integration of PBL approach 
in teaching literature are accepted by literature students in the classrooms. It also have positive impacts by affecting 
student’s higher order thinking skills while they were working on the solutions from the triggers given. 
3.2.3 Lecturers’ Evaluation on Fila Tables, Presentation of the Tables before Final Drama Competition and Students’ 
Response from the Reflection Forms Given 
In order to elicit information from the data, the students had to fill in FILA tables given for the purpose of the 
presentation later. In FILA table, the students have to identify facts from the problem scenarios given. Later, together 
with other group members; they will have to look for ideas regarding facts known. Moving to the third level, they will 
have to define learning issues from the problem given. Last but not least, from ladder one in using FILA table, these 
students will have to suggest action plan to solve the problems.  
For ladder two, once FILA table is complete, the students moved to ladder two for the next step. Here at this stage, the 
students will embark themselves in self-directed learning including reading, watching videos, summarizing unit, 
searching for additional and supporting learning materials. This is as to make sure that they really understood the trigger 
given and they will have the best ideas to report to their group members in the next meeting pertaining to the posthole 
given.  
In Ladder three, the students organised group reporting. Head of each group by right had the responsibility towards the 
groups and had to conduct several meetings and all the group members had to report the results of their self-directed 
learning to the group and prepare for the presentation. This is the time when critical thinking happened. They searched 
for the information from many resources, chose only the best to be presented in group meetings. At the end of the day, 
only the best points that would give solutions will be chosen by group members to be presented to the lecturers. 
In ladder 4, the students will have to present the outcomes of their learning. They will have to show and describe the 
process in searching the solutions to the problems using FILA table as well as what had happened in five ladders. If at 
this stage, there were few points that the groups missed, the lecturers will facilitate the students until their thinking 
visible to the students. 
Last but not least, the students will have to fill in the reflection form given at the end of the presentation. This was 
carried out to elicit the data that later could back up the research. From the reflection forms given, it can be seen clearly 
that the students manage to change their roles from passive to active students. They also can model the learning from 
each other during the presentation took place. It can be said clearly that PBL approach did give positive impacts to the 
students in terms of transitioning their critical thinking to higher level.   
Based on results of the study, the implementation of PBL approach did contribute positive impacts in teaching 
literature. This was proved by a number of benefits it offered in facilitating the teaching of literature in the classroom. 
As educators, we should be aware of both the advantages and disadvantages of PBL approach in order to meet with 
pedagogical needs of teaching and learning the language. Some advantages of PBL approach in teaching are the 
improvement of soft skill, self-directed learning, metacognition skills in a way that they are now critical thinkers, more 
creative in solving problems, manage to use higher order thinking, able to collaborate positively in groups in finding the 
best solutions, and are able to make their thinking visible to themselves, friends and lecturers. Last but not least, PBL 
approach promoted positive modeling, enhanced meaningful learning and triggered motivation within the students. 
4. Conclusion 
In conclusion, the implementation of PBL approach in teaching literature proved to give positive impacts in enhancing 
critical thinking skills to teaching literature. It can be concluded that PBL approach is useful in facilitating teaching and 
learning process in the Malaysian ESL classroom. The findings of this study are generally supported by studies on PBL 
in which can prepare the students to be flexible thinkers who can work productively with others to solve problems 
(Hmelo-Silver, 2004; Kain, 2003). Moreover, the PBL method has been demonstrated to increase different types of 
problem-solving skills in students, from describing specific processes needed to address a particular problem, to 
increasing the depth and breadth of solutions (Stepien, Gallagher, &Workman, 1993). Research also suggests that PBL 
can help students develop self-directed learning skills (Hmelo-Silver, 2004). The results from the study showed that 
PBL approach has many positive impacts that are useful for learning the content knowledge in a brand new way, and it 
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can be adapted to suit students’ learning styles. From the observations made, the majority of the students had positive 
perception and experience during the whole semester of using the instructional approach in the classroom. 
Hopefully, research in the future that will be carried out by other researchers will not only bring meaningful results for 
the teaching field, but also be able to help educators, academicians, language planners, language instructors and 
lecturers in their quest to search for the best resolution in the language teaching context, especially in teaching core 
subject. Finally, educators need to have faith in what they are doing, find ways to apply PBL approach and be creative 
in order to move away from traditional approaches of instruction on their own terms in their own ways. 
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