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1. Introduction

It has become universally acknowledged that the elements of the present-day economic
activities require joining people including employers, employees, and even customers a range of
abilities that permits them to think autonomously and react successfully to an unconstrained
changing world. Thus, educational institutions must equip learners with not only job-specific
skills but so-called soft skills as well. Modern teaching-learning processes demand students a
high degree of learning autonomy. In other words, learners should be able to take charge of their
learning. Meanwhile, considering as one of Confucian heritage culture (CHC) countries and
territories, Vietnam has an education that has been rooted deeply in the Confucian tradition for
years. Under such a circumstance, it should come as no surprise that the learning characteristics
of Vietnamese students were said to be passive and rote-learning what received from the teacher
(Nguyen, 2014; Thompson, 2009). In recent years, according to the author’s observation,
students at the Yersin University of Dalat have shown a slightly positive towards an active
learning approach in general. However, many of them were still favourable a learning mode of
rote memorization and teacher dependence. These students do not often utilize expository
abilities and inventive thinking in their learning process. This learning leads to difficulty not only
for the students to meet the growing demand of a challenging workforce but also for the teachers
to implement effective teaching methods, especially in foreign language learning. This study
aims to examine how a project can be a tool for teachers and students to meet their expectations
in a Japanese language course.
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2. Literature review
2.1. Project-based learning

As PBL theory and practice are abundant in many books, review articles and research
papers (e.g., Beckett & Slater, 2019; Condliffe et al., 2017; Dewey, 1938; Thomas, 2000), the
following only gives very brief information relating to this research. Project-based learning
(PBL) is an approach that carries out a learning-teaching process using projects to obtain
learning outcomes (Thomas, 2000). The projects used in PBL are complex tasks that mobilize
students participating in activities such as design, problem-solving, decision making, or
investigation (Jones, Rasmussen, & Moffitt, 1997). These complex tasks encourage students to
work semi-autonomously and culminate in real products or presentations (Thomas,
Mergendoller, & Michaelson, 1999). In other words, a PBL project should be designed as a
student-centered approach and involving the creation of an end-product (Bell, 2010). In general,
there are four types of projects: information and research projects, survey projects, production
projects, and performance/organizational projects (Haines, 1989). However, considering the
difference in the ways that information is reported as part of a culminating activity, PBL projects
are divided into three types: production projects, performance projects and organizational
projects (Haines, 1989).

Researchers believed that PBL holds constructivism as its theoretical basis.
Constructivism claims that a person cannot gain knowledge by being taught but must be
constructed on his own (Benson, 2005). Thus, the teacher is not a knowledge-giver in a teaching-
learning process but must be an instructor to help the students’ self-directed efforts (Benson,
2005). The socio-cultural approach of Vygotsky (1978, 1981) may lend a much more powerful
theoretical framework to understand PBL when it provides that the learning process possesses
the nature of the social interaction between two or more people with differences in skills and
knowledge. In the concept known as the Zone of Proximal Development, Vygotsky (1978) noted
that “the distance between the actual development level as determined by independent problem
solving and the level of potential development as determined through problem-solving under
adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable peers” (p. 86). The problem-solving
method considers the classroom as a miniature society in which the students collaborate to
provide solutions to a problem. Throughout this process, the students construct their skills and
knowledge.

2.2. Project-based learning, motivation and autonomy

Research has indicated that PBL is an effective approach to improve motivation and
student independence in learning (e.g., Benson, 2007; Levine, 2004; Maftoon, Birjandi, &
Ahmadi, 2013; Smithers, 2014). McCarthy (2010) finds that in the English course many
Japanese students carried with them the learning experiences of being passive learners within a
yakudoku (grammar-translation) system, where they were dependent on the teacher to impart
knowledge. This author also gives a comparison between a traditional classroom (grammar-
translation) and a PBL-integrated one which motivates students to learn by doing and hold
accountable to each other and the teacher.

PBL is meaningful in enhancing motivation and autonomy of the learners, not to mention
other skills necessary for their jobs in the future. However, to gain desired outcomes, the projects
implemented in PBL should consider several key-points (Dornyei & Ushioda, 2011; Egbert,
2003). These include a balance of student capability and challenge, concrete goals, detailed
processes, and a controllable role of student in the entire process. Assuming the lack of
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autonomy and motivation in learning has been a problem among participants, this study
considered these four elements in developing its project in an attempt to find out a solution.

2.3. Project-based learning within CHC context

While research on PBL-integrated Japanese language classrooms is rare in general and
extremely rare in the CHC context in particular, many articles are available concerning the
investigation of PBL in ESL and EFL courses. Since this work deals with Japanese speaking
course for Vietnamese students in Vietnam where there is a lack of authentic Japanese
environment, those studies that investigated PBL-integrated classrooms in EFL within CHC
contexts are noteworthy for the reference and finding discussion of this study. From CHC
universities such as those in China, Japan, Korea, and Vietnam, many studies of implementing
PBL in EFL classrooms can serve as positive examples. The following will briefly discuss some
relevant research.

In Mainland China, implementing PBL in college English listening and speaking class,
Zhang (2015) discovered that the project helped the student learning motivation and autonomy.
The researcher concluded that PBL was “a viable and flexible alternative to traditional English
teaching and learning” (Zhang, 2015, p. 40). In Japan, group survey projects were used
successfully in freshman English classes at a national university (Tomei, Glick, & Holst, 1999).
In such an environment which Susser (1998) described as “Japan’s silent, authoritarian
classrooms” (p. 59), the authors claimed that the survey projects had indeed enhanced the
students’ creativity and imagination. Meanwhile, Foss, Carney, McDonald, and Rooks (2007)
examined the effectiveness of the project-based teaching approach in a short-term intensive
English program for Japanese university EFL students by four distinct projects. These
researchers found that project-based instruction was “a viable and flexible alternative to
traditional intensive English coursework” (p. 1). In Korea, where Florea (2011) saw the picture
of “the teacher speaks, students take notes about the information without really interacting with it
except via rote” (p. 47), a study using video production projects resulted in a positive influence
on students’ motivation and enhancing their cooperation skills (Shin, 2018). Other research
relating to arts project-based language program for Korean EFL college students also led to a
meaningfully enhancing students’ positive attitudes towards their major and the language
learning together with an improvement in vocabulary and self-esteem (Park & Lee, 2019). In the
Vietnamese context, it seems that a modest number of published papers dealing with
implementing PBL in teaching English. Canh (2017) has investigated students’ attitude towards
the use of project works to enhance their autonomous learning in an English-speaking class
employing questionnaires, semi-structured interviews and class observation. The results showed
that the students had positive attitudes towards project implementation. Loi (2017) described the
impact of project work in teaching English language skills on the learner autonomy of students in
an English Language Teacher Education program. Using the instruments of questionnaire and
group interviews, this researcher demonstrated that the students gained a higher degree of learner
autonomy after participating in project work.

2.4. This project

Being designed for a Japanese language course, the project conducted in this study was a
production project with posters and video clips as final products. In this project, the participants
formed into groups. Each group chose a task of designing a travel package for one type of
tourism available in Dalat such as eco-, spiritual-, cultural-, food-, golf-, and adventure-tourism.
They had a poster template presently using in the Japanese tourism industry to rely on as well as
the instructor helps whenever needed. Having basing on the claims of Dewey (1938) and
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Thomas (2000) about PBL, it aimed to enhance student motivation, autonomy and language
acquisition as a part of the entire language course. Namely, the project was not the only work
students were evaluated on, other course assessment methods were also used, such as oral exams
and written exams, for instance. Furthermore, a rubric was designed for the evaluation to help
students when planning their work and to evaluate the quality of students’ constructed responses
during the process.

In summary, previous studies indicate that PBL is quite suitable for developing students’
motivation and autonomy, not to mention other useful skills. In CHC contexts of EFL where the
most salient learning traits of the student are information-receiving, passive, rote-learning, and
teacher-centered, successful PBL requires having carefully designed projects. However, there is
no work reported on how accepting students from CHCs such as Vietnam are of PBL in Japanese
language classrooms. The present study developed a project within a Japanese language course
for students of Yersin University of Dalat, Vietham and evaluated it by the following four
research questions:

1) What are the effects of the PBL project on students’ motivation in Japanese learning?

2) Can students within a Vietnamese university successfully carry out a PBL project
autonomously?

3) What are the students’ perceptions towards PBT assignment in a Japanese speaking
course?

4) Does a PBL project is suitable for the student to gain language acquisition?
3. Methodology
3.1. Participants

This study was participated by a total of 31 students, with ages ranging from 21 to 23,
enrolled in Japanese Language VI in the academic year 2020. The participants, being 02 males
(6.5%) and 29 females (93.55%) are studying at the Department of Foreign Languages, the
Yersin University of Da Lat and have studied five Japanese language courses named Japanese
Language I-V. When the final assessment of the Japanese Language VI course had completed,
the students helped to answer a questionnaire for ten minutes in the classroom. Before doing that,
they were clearly explained every single item and assured that their responses would not affect
their assessment of any other course and be confidentially used only for research purposes.

3.2. Instruments

This study used a questionnaire written in Vietnamese to collect quantitative data. Parts 2,
3, and 4 of the questionnaire are a literature-reported version modified to accommodate the
objectives of the current study. The first part aims to collect personal information of the students.
Part 2 consisted of 03 items aiming to measure student motivation on doing the project work.
The statements of this part are those used in previous EFL studies in task motivation (Ddrnyei &
Ushioda, 2011; Grant, 2017). Basing on questions reported in published articles in the area of
EFL student autonomy (Benson, 2007; Grant, 2017), Part 3 comprised of 03 items to investigate
the extent of student autonomy. Part 4 was for the students to self-evaluate their language
acquisition from the project. The statements of Parts 2, 3, and 4 are scored employing a Likert-
type scale with five response options, ranging from 5 (strongly agree) to 1 (strongly disagree).
Tables 1, 2, and 3 in the Result and Discussion section below show the statements of Parts 2, 3,
and 4.
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3.3. Analyses

All the quantitative data were coded and processed using the IBM SPSS Statistics first to
get descriptive statistics, and then the internal consistency by performing a scale reliability test.
The reliability analysis performance was for Parts 2, 3, and 4 as a whole. Pearson’s correlation
tests were to find out any statistical relationship among items. Along the five-point Likert scale,
averages of 5.0-4.5 are considered very favourable, 4.4-3.5 favourable, 3.4-2.5 neutral, 2.4-1.5
unfavourable, 1.4-1.0 strongly unfavourable (Oxford, 1990; Oxford & Burry-Stock, 1995). For
more details, the averages of neutral 3.4-2.5 are subdivided into two smaller ranges of 3.4-3.0
and 2.9-2.5 and evaluated as slightly favourable and slightly unfavourable, respectively.

4. Results and discussion
4.1. Reliability analysis

Reliability analysis was carried out on the perceived task values scale comprising 10
items of motivation (Part 2), autonomy (Part 3), and learning acquisition (Part 4). Cronbach’s
alpha showed the combined three parts of the questionnaire to reach « = 0.872, a value which is
considered fairly high reliability by many researchers (Taber, 2018).

4.2. The participants’ motivations towards the project

Since research on PBL-integrated Japanese language classrooms is rare, and both English
and Japanese are foreign languages in Vietnam, the following discussion deals with literature
reported on EFL studies.

Motivation is one of the most influential factors of language learning success. By a theory
known as self-determination, Deci and co-workers distinguished intrinsic motivation from
extrinsic motivation (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Deci & Ryan, 2000; Deci, Vallerand, Pelletier, &
Ryan, 1991). Intrinsic motivation relates to learners’ enjoyment in learning a foreign language
for its own sake or because of feeling interesting, while extrinsic motivation concerns with
something from outside environments such as receiving rewards and avoiding punishment. Many
researchers agreed that intrinsic motivation is more important and sustainable than extrinsic one
since it is a cause of learning success and psychological satisfaction. Using the words ‘enjoy’,
‘like’, and ‘feel better’, this study aimed to evaluate intrinsic motivation. The motivations of the
students towards the implemented project appear to be favourable according to the results shown
in Table 1.

Table 1
Follow-up questionaire motivation items (n = 31)

Items Statements Mma SD
1 | enjoyed this project 410 0.65
2 I would like to do more projects like this one 3.65 0.61
3 This project was better than the other assignments in this class 3.81 0.65

a5 = Strongly agree, 4 = Agree, 3 = Neutral, 2 = Disagree, 1 = Strongly disagree

Source: The researcher’s data analysis

The participants in this project live in the environment of Vietnamese language and
culture and have not much chance to use Japanese. This learning context is similar to that of EFL
students. Furthermore, Vietnamese grammar, linguistics features, and also presentations differ
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from that of Japanese. Therefore, serving as learning materials, their background knowledge
helps to enhance content relevance and learning motivation (Farouck, 2016; Tomlinson, 2005;
Wachob, 2006). The positive quantitative results shown in Table 1 prove a balance of student
capability and challenge in the project has been made (Dornyei & Ushioda, 2011; Egbert, 2003).
Attitude is one primary motivating factor in language learning, (Gardner, 1985). The favourable
responses to the statements: | enjoyed this project (M = 4.10) and This project was better than
the other assignments in this class (M = 3.81) probably mean that those respondents generally
feel comfortable with the learning environment which the implemented PBL project has created.
This result is consistent with the claim of Ahmed (2015) that a positive attitude stems from the
favourable atmosphere of language learning and teaching context. In the cases of EFL students,
it has also been found that female students have a favourable attitude towards English more than
their male counterparts (Aldosari, 2014; Ghazvini & Khajehpour, 2011). Unfortunately, the
number of male participants in this research was statistically meaningless to explore the attitude
difference between the two groups. Moreover, the slightly lower mean score of the responses to
the statement | would like to do more projects like this one (M = 3.65) leads to confusion to some
extent. PBL projects are complex tasks that students have to work relatively autonomously over
an extended time (Jones et al., 1997; Thomas et al., 1999). Thus, one explanation may be that
although the participants favoured this project in general, they had to invest much time to carry
out it leaving less time for other purposes.

4.3. The participants’ autonomy in doing the project

The results of questionnaire responses in the area of learning autonomy are in Table 2.
Table 2
Follow-up questionaire autonomy items (n = 31)

ltems Statements M2 SD

4 This project helped me to seek the answer to my Japanese 3.97 0.84
language problem from sources other than my instructor

5 Help and reflections from the instructor were useful for me 4.26 0.58
to carry out this project

6 The rubric designed for this project is helpful for me to carry  4.23  0.62
out this project

a5 = Strongly agree, 4 = Agree, 3 = Neutral, 2 = Disagree, 1 = Strongly disagree

Source: The researcher’s data analysis

As presented in Table 2, the results reveal that the respondents appeared to be willing to
take responsibility in Japanese language learning. These three statements in the autonomy part of
the questionnaire were to measure to what extent of autonomy the students can carry out a PBL
project successfully. The statement This project helped me to seek the answer to my Japanese
language problem from sources other than my instructor got a mean score of 3.97, which is
considered positive. Namely, the respondents showed their ability to learn the target language
autonomously. Thus, responses indicate that the implemented project has met its intended aim of
student-centered learning. The finding in this study supports the results of many reports on PBL
projects for EFL students (e.g., Canh, 2017; Grant, 2017; Smithers, 2014). However, the last
two statements of Table 3 received higher mean scores, though not much, in comparison with
that of the first one. These differences suggest that although the student autonomy was enhanced
instructor’s help was still indispensable for the success of the project.
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4.4, The participants’ learning acquisition

As shown in Table 3, the students expressed that the project had been useful for them to
acquire both the receptive and productive skills of the target language. Three of the four
statements in this area of learning received positive responses with the mean scores ranging 3.65-
3.71, and one got slightly positive with a mean score of 3.19. Anxiety is one of the most vital
components that affect the willingness to communicate in a foreign, or second, language
(Maclintyre & Doucette, 2010; Yashima, 2002). The lowest mean score of item 9 may indicate
that the respondents still feel unconfident in using Japanese as a communicative tool. Their
situations are even worse than that of EFL students since there are not many Japanese in Dalat,
both temporary residents and tourists. Even though they had learned Japanese for five courses,
named Japanese Language I-V, students still appear to lack confidence and to feel the anxiety to
communicate in the target language.

Table 3
Follow-up questionaire learning items (n = 31)

ltems Statements M2 SD

7 I learnt a lot about the Japanese language from doing this  3.71 0.64
project, doing my presentation and watching other students’
presentations

8 I discovered something new about the Japanese sentence  3.71 0.74
pattern and expression manner from doing this project and
watching other students’ presentations

9 I improved my willingness to communicating very much  3.19  0.65
from doing this project, doing my presentation and watching
other students’ presentations

10 My achievement from the process of this project boosted my  3.65  0.61
self-esteem in doing my job in the future

a5 = Strongly agree, 4 = Agree, 3 = Neutral, 2 = Disagree, 1 = Strongly disagree

Source: The researcher’s data analysis
4.5. Relationships among statements

Pearson’s product-moment correlation analysis has been conducted for every two
statements of Tables 1, 2, and 3 to examine if there is any significant relationship. The results
are in Table 4. As shown, a significant positive correlation existed between statements 1 and 2.
That means the more enjoyable the students feel, the more likely participating in future projects
they are. There were also positive correlations between statements 1-10, 2-7, 2-10, and 3-7.
These significant relationships assert that the respondents were supportive of the project because
it gave them not only a chance to learn Japanese but other benefits as well. These findings
support the claim of Gardner (1985) that learners who have positive attitudes learn more, and
also learners who learn well acquire positive attitudes.
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Table 4

Results of Pearson’ correlation tests

ltems 1 2 3

I enjoyed |would like  This project
this to do more  was better than

Statements . . -
project  projects like the other
this one assignments in
this class
2 I would like to do more projects like this| .595**
one
3 |This project was better than the other
assignments in this class
7 | learnt a lot about the Japanese language 410* A496**

from doing this project, doing my
presentation and watching other students’
presentations

10 |My achievement from the process of this| .511** .369*
project boosted my self-esteem in doing
my job in the future

**_Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed)
*, Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed)
Source: Data analysis result of the research

5. Conclusion

This study investigates the student perceptions of a PBL project developed for a Japanese
language course in Vietnam, where the most salient character traits of student learning are
passive, rote learning, and teacher-centered, as viewed by many researchers. This investigation
concludes that PBL appears to be suitable for students within the Viethamese context. At the
beginning of the course, the participants did not have sufficient ability to communicate in the
target language due to both a lack of chance to practice and probably, traditional language
learning methods. The findings of this research showed that they held positive attitudes towards
taking charge of their learning activity. This expression is much meaningful since, according to
Gardner (1985), the learners’ positive or negative attitude may determine their success or failure
in learning and acquiring the language. It should note that this study has some limitations,
though. First of all, the number of male students was not statistically equivalent to that of female
counterparts to analyze if there is any significant difference between the two groups. The
investigation also lacked pre-test questionnaire evaluations to measure the quantitative
achievements of the project implementation.
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