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Abstract:

The new emerging trend for recent employment is the employers expect the
university graduates to have more than academic excellence to be employed.
They prefer graduates who possess soft skills such as communication skills,
creativity, teamwork, management, and problem-solving. As a result, many
educators are forced to change and find a new teaching and learning strategy
to be incorporated in the classroom that would facilitate the students to
develop both academic as well as interpersonal skills which are commonly
known as soft skills. The holistic approach of Project-Based Learning (PBL)
which integrates learning through working collaboratively in a project and
bringing in the authentic experiences of the real world beyond the classroom
walls has proven that PBL is designed to do both. The present study aimed to
investigate how PBL can prepare students with related workplace skills and
their perception of PBL in developing their soft skills. A set of a
questionnaire is designed and administered to 77 second-year students, who
are taking English for Occupational Purposes subject at Universiti Malaysia
Sabah Labuan International Campus. The result of the study showed that
PBL has able to equip the students with work-related skills, and by
completing the projects, they were able to improve their soft skills, mainly in
communication and self-confidence. Hence, the findings of the study proved
that PBL is a relevant approach in a classroom to help in developing students'
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Introduction

The landscape of the workforce in the 21st century has seen significant changes which
consequently affect how the organisations recruit new employees. They expected new skills
to emerge due to the globalisation and advances in innovation (Rabacal, Geroso & Oliveros,
2018). Graduates with excellent academic skills such as reading, writing, communication and
listening (Faridah Musa, Norlaila Mufti, Rozmel Abdul Latiff & Maryam Mohamed Amin,
2011) and knowledge alone are no longer sufficient for the employers as they value and seek
transferable soft skills such as teamwork, critical thinking, creativity, problem-solving and
management skills (Bee & Hie, 2015; Sarkar, Overton, Thompson & Rayner, 2016; Hart,
2019, Siti Katijah Johari, Nurul Ain Zulhaimi, Nur Shafiekah Sapan, Siti Nurul Aishah
Hamid & Siti Aishah Ramli, 2019). Moreover, graduates with excellent personal qualities
such as responsible, self-confidence, adaptability, integrity, honesty and punctual are desired
(Faridah Musa et al., 2011) to help to sustain the organisation's success in a long run.

The advances that ensued in the industry have posed a new challenge to the university
instructors in constructing an alternative setting in preparing the students with relevant skills
which would help the students to be employed after they graduate. In keeping up with the
recent development, various teaching methods and strategies are implemented in the
classroom to develop further and train the skills of the students. One particular teaching
method that has been favoured by many educators is Project-Based Learning (PBL). Bell
(2010) stated that "Project-Based learning (PBL) is an innovative approach to learning that
teaches a multitude of strategies critical for success in the twentieth-first century” (p39).
Besides, Boss, Larmer and Mergendoller (2013) cited in Nguyen (2017), considered PBL is
an effective strategy in helping to improve the students' life skills to meet the 21st century
needs. Hence, many universities have started introduced project-based learning as part of the
teaching instructions to prepare better students with skills needed by the industry (Whatley,
2012). Universiti Malaysia Sabah included. With this regard, the present study designs to
investigate how learning through the project can prepare the students with workplace skill.

Literature Review

In a simple term, PBL describes as learning by doing a project as learning centres on the
project that the students do. PBL is not a new teaching method; instead, its origin dates back
to 1980s where John Dewey, philosopher and educator, believed that students should learn
through experiencing the actual activity rather than just receiving knowledge. Dewey's vision
of learning is where the students viewed as a community collaborates to solve real-life
situations (Nur Shafiekah Sapan, Siti Katijah Johari, Nurul Ain Zulhaimi, Siti Nurul Aishah
Abdul Hamid & Siti Aishah Ramli, 2019) and bringing in human jobs into the classroom to
help the students understand the knowledge through doing the activity (Ulrich, 2016).
Throughout the years, many disciplines, and from elementary schools to universities have
adopted PBL in the classroom as a medium for the students to learn the concepts of selected
subjects by doing a project that simulates the real-life situation which encourages them to
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investigate, solve problems, or making decisions (Ulrich, 2016; Nur Shafiekah et al., 2019).
The outcomes of project-based learning, according to Ulrich (2016), are not only limited to
their academic achievements but also their skills such as cooperation, responsibility and
critical thinking.

Since its inception in the 1980s, there are various definitions and criteria of PBL by numerous
researchers. However, despite these differences, most of the definitions do share some of the
similar features that can be summarised as an instructional approach which focuses on
student-centred learning where they learn by doing a project or develop a product which
based on the real-world problems over a period of time and by carrying out the project they
will acquire skills such on how to investigate, solve problems, make decisions and ultimately
finish with realistic products or presentations (Schneider, 2005 cited in Sadrina, Ramlee
Mustapha & Muhammad Ichsan 2018; Grant, 2002; Jones, Rasmussen, & Moffitt, 1997;
Thomas, Mergendoller, & Michaelson, 1999 cited in Thomas, 2000; Moss & Van Duzer,
1998). To further illustrate PBL, Stoller (2006) as cited in Du and Han (2016) listed several
criteria in defining the new approach as 1) having a process and product; 2) giving students
(partial ownership) of the projects; 3) extending over a period of time (several days, weeks or
months); 4) integrating skills; 5) developing students’ understanding of a topic through the
integration of language and content; 6) collaborating with other students and working on their
own; 7) holding students responsible for their own learning through gathering, processing,
and reporting of information from target language resources; 8) assigning new roles and
responsibilities to students and teacher; 9) providing a tangible final product, and 10)
reflecting on both the process and the product. Due to the overlapping features in some of the
definitions, the application of PBL in classroom practice is possible (Thuan, 2018).

Throughout the years, many studies have produced significant advantages of PBL,
particularly in improving students’ English skills. Levine (2004) cited in Thuan (2018) stated
that one of the most recognised benefits of implementing PBL in the language classroom is
the improve language skills. Fried-Booth also saw the use of a project in the language
classroom as an opportunity for the students to use the authentic language and as a way to
connect the language learned in the classroom to being used outside (Nur Shafiekah et al.,
2019). According to Haines (1989), PBL gives a chance for the students to ‘recycle’ known
language skills in a more relatively natural context while completing their project (cited in
Supe & Kaupuzs, 2015). Stoller also agreed that through PBL, it provides an opportunity for
the language to be integrated naturally (Fragoulis, 2009).

The benefit of incorporating project work in the classroom is not only limited to improving
students’ language skills, but it also helps in developing students’ skills such as teamwork,
problem-solving and critical thinking. These skills are very relevant in the 21% century as
they are life-long and transferable skills that can be applied outside of the classroom
(Fragoulis, 2009). Besides, Beckett (2002) stated that while working on a project, the
students need to do research, develop a plan and produce reports either verbally or in writing
and these activities enhance their metacognitive skills. In addition, because a project requires
the students to work together, it also teaches the students skills such as solving problem,
negotiation, making decisions, management and interpersonal skills (Nguyen, 2017,
Kloppenborg & Baucus 2004; Fried-Booth, 2002 and Stein 1995) and these skills are
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essential elements of job competence (Faridah Musa, Norlaila Mufti, Rozmel Abdul Latiff &
Maryam Mohamed Amin, 2012).

Realising the advantages of PBL in enhancing students’ language skills and cultivate relevant
skills needed in the workplace, many researchers and educators have started incorporated
PBL into the second and foreign language classroom teaching. Firstly, Faridah Musa et al.
studies in 2011 and 2012 which investigate the impact of PBL to equip the undergraduate
students’ with workplace skills through the Workplace Communication subject found that the
projects helped the students to improve in their English communication skill through
activities such as interview, negotiations and discussion. Also, by integrating projects as part
of the assessment facilitates in inculcate the students with the 21st-century workplace soft
skills such as communication skill, teamwork, interpersonal skills and problem-solving.
Secondly, Siti Katijah et al. (2019) examined the students’ perception of PBL in the teaching
of English for Employment subject. The data collected from the study showed that the
students improved on their language proficiency, mostly in spoken and written
communication skills. They described the tasks within the project “were positively directing
towards developing the soft skills needed in their future employment life” (p.72). A study by
Poonpon (2017) to the Thai undergraduate students also produced similar result where the
students agreed that project-based instructions helped them practice their English skills such
as reading, writing and speaking and improve their English in a real-life context. Also, Abdul
Aziz Saleh Alsamani and Ayman Sabry (2016) study found that the integration of PBL into
English as Specific Purposes (ESP) instructions has led to a positive impact on developing
students’ vocabularies. Furthermore, working on the series of tasks related to the project has
created new study habits for the students such as independent, cooperative and learning
outside of the classroom which also helps to develop their skills that are important in the
professional world.

Based on the past studies, Thomas (2000), in his reviews on Project-Based Learning
Research, concluded that PBL demonstrates as a better teaching method compared to the
traditional teachings. The teaching method helps develop the students' higher-level cognitive
skills by applying them in a more practical setting and "enhancing the quality of students'
learning in subject matter areas” (p.37). The critical focus of PBL is for students to have
opportunities to learn and acquire the skills by using real-life situations where they have to
apply the skills they acquired to complete their projects. Thus, it will give them the basic
ideas and initial exposure to real-world scenarios and how to use them in their future careers.

Problem Statement

Low proficiency in English and the lack of soft skills cited as the main reasons why graduates
in Malaysia are unemployed. Due to the globalisation, employers are seeking graduates who
can impress them not only with their great academic results but also possess excellent soft
skills such as communication, collaboration, critical thinking, problem-solving, adaptability
and leadership. A recent report of 2019 Emerging Jobs in Malaysia done by the global
professional network LinkedIn, reported that the industry values graduates who possess both
hard and soft skills. Feon Ang, the Vice-President of Talent and Learning Solutions for the
Asia Pacific at LinkedIn stated that the competition in finding the right graduates to be hired
is getting fierce as employers are critically selecting only those who have the right
combination of hard and soft skills which would contribute to the organisation's success (The
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News Strait Times, 2019). The educational institutions are demanded to change their existing
curriculum designs which may be no longer relevant in this digital era to help prepare the
coming graduates with necessary soft skills that fit the need of the 21st-century workforce.
Hence, in responding to this challenge, project-based learning is applied in the teaching of
English for Occupational Purposes in Universiti Malaysia Sabah which the subject designs to
equip students with Business English as well as the in-demand soft skills.

Research Questions

As past studies have proven that PBL provides positive impacts in developing relevant skills
demanded in the workplace among students, the present study intends to examine how PBL
can enhance students' workplace skills through the teaching of English for Occupational
Purposes. The study attempted to answer the following questions:

1. How does project-based learning able to equip students with workplace skills?
2. What are their perceptions of project-based learning in facilitating their workplace
skills?

Methodology

The researcher conducted the study in Universiti Malaysia Sabah Labuan International
Campus (UMSLIC) to 77 low-proficiency undergraduates’ students with MUET results,
Band 1 (0-100), Band 2 (101-139) and Lower Band 3 (140-159). The participants consisted
of 26 males and 51 females, mostly from two faculties, Faculty of International Finance
Labuan (FKAL) and Faculty of Computing and Informatics (FKI). At the time of the study,
all students were second-year students and enrolled in English for Occupational Purposes
subject.

Summary of the English for Occupational Purposes Subject

English for Occupational Purposes (EOP) is one of the English subjects offered to
proficiency students in Universiti Malaysia Sabah. It is a three hours class per week for the
course of 14 weeks. The course mainly designs for students to learn the skills of effective oral
and written communication at the workplace with the aim to prepare the students with
English language needs and demands at the workplace. Throughout the 14 weeks, the
students have the chance to go through workplace simulations where they learn to prepare,
process and produce relevant documents and conduct activities which commonly practised at
the workplace.

Project Description
Following the characteristics listed by Stoller (2006) earlier, figure 1 below shows the PBL
framework, which implemented in the teaching of English for Occupational Purposes.
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Figure 1: Flowchart of Projects in English as Occupational Purposes

The course English for Occupational Purposes introduced two related projects to students
which focused on different skills in the workplace. Once the students grouped themselves
into a group, lecturer briefed them on their first project, which concentrated on the interview
assessment. Project 1 was mainly related to the interview assessment, where the groups were
required to set up a company or a department in an established company and created five or
six job vacancies in that ‘company'. Each group then prepared a job advertisement which
advertised the vacancies in their company for the members from different groups to apply.
After decided which position they wanted to apply, each student prepared his or her cover
letter and resume, which necessary for the interview assessment. In project 1, the students
needed to work together in a team, discussing and making a decision related to the task given.
They also went through the process of finding and applying for a job which includes writing a
resume, cover letter, did research for the jobs they were applying for and lastly sat for an
interview. Project 2 continued, after all of the students were 'hired’ by the respective company
that they applied. Each group then decided on a project for the company, such as planning an
event or develop a new product or service. While completing Project 2, each group
experienced business meeting, writing emails, preparing a letter of proposal and project
presentation. Additionally, they also had to research to gather information, frequently meet to
discuss their progress, solve problems and to make the final decision before finally presenting
the finished project.
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Data Collection and Instrument

A set of a questionnaire comprised of closed and open-ended questions was administered to
the participants to collect data. The questionnaire was made up of three sections include
demographic, six Likert scale questions on project-based learning in general and two
questions particularly asked about their teamwork and communication skills. The reasons
these two skills were explicitly asked in the closed-ended questions because firstly doing the
two projects in EOP mainly required the students to communicate through tasks such as
interviews, meetings, discussion and presentation. Secondly, they need to be in a group in
order for them to complete the project work. Hence, why these two skills were the only skills
included in the closed-ended questions. In addition, 15 open-ended questions were added in
the questionnaire to elicit their perceptions of using projects in the classroom and other
workplace skills they acquired while finishing those projects. Before distributing the survey,
researcher briefed the participants on the purpose of the study and their participation was
voluntary. The data from the closed-ended questions were analysed using frequency analysis
while the students’ responses from the open-ended questions were analysed using thematic
analysis. According to Maguire and Delahunt (2017), thematic analysis refers to the “process
of identifying patterns or themes within qualitative data” (p.3352). The thematic analysis
allows the researcher to identify what is significantly related to a topic or research question
being explored (Braun & Clarke, 2012). The students’ responses were analysed and coded to
search for repeating pattern or themes. The coded data then grouped and labelled according to
the theme which provide answers to the two research questions in this study; 1) how does
PBL able to equip students with workplace skills and 2) the students’ perception of PBL in
facilitating their workplace skill.

Result and Discussion

Research Question One: How does Project-Based Learning able to Equip Students with
Workplace Skills?

One of the main objectives of English for Occupational Purposes is to prepare the students
with workplace skills which would benefit them in their future workplace. Hence, the
implementation of projects as part of the teaching methods is to expose students with work
environment throughout the semester.

Project-Based Learning Equips Students with Teamwork Skill

Table 1: PBL Equips Students with Teamwork Skill

Strongly Strongly
Statement Disagree Disagree  Neutral Agree Agree
13 The group project has helped
me develop my ability to work 0 0 28 49
(0%) (0%) (0%) (36.4%) (63.6%)

as a team/group member

Table 1 above presents the result of teamwork. Item no.13 in the questionnaire was explicitly
asked the respondents on teamwork. Surprisingly, all respondents agreed that doing a project
in the classroom has helped them to develop their ability in working as a team. The same
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result was also supported through the responses given by the participants through the open-
ended questionnaire.

"I have developed my teamwork skill" -R68

"The most important thing | have learned is how to make strong relationship between
group members" -R70

"I learned how to be a good teammate™ -R42

"I can learn how to work in group effectively and tolerate with each other by sharing
ideas and opinions" -R51

"My biggest improvement is teamwork. We help each other when we have problem™ -
R33

Report by QS Global Skills Gap in the 21st century, which published in 2018 mentioned
teamwork as one of the top three workplace skills that were sought after by employers.
Through the responses, it is evident that learning via projects has able to improve the
students' collaboration skill. Throughout the course, the students had to complete their two
projects in a group. The students, hence, were compulsory to form their group, manage the
project, make decisions and solve a problem. Nguyen (2017) stated that one possible reason
their teamwork skill has improved is that the students were mandatory to work together
where they need to meet each other regularly to discuss with each other to complete their
project. According to Powel and Weenk (2003) cited in Alves et al. (2012), working as a
team takes almost 50% of the learning activity, which would significantly contribute to
improving their teamwork.

Project-Based Learning Equips Students with Communication Skill
One notable result of project-based learning would be communication skill. As shown in
Table 2 below, a total of 96.1% agreed while completing the projects; their communication
skill enhanced.

Table 2: PBL Equips Students with Communication Skill

Strongly Strongly
Statement Disagree Disagree  Neutral Agree  Agree
Working on this project has 0 0 2 32 42
helped to improve my (0%) (0%) (2.6%) (41.6%) (54.5%)

communication skill

The ability to communicate well to colleagues, managers and customers remain as a critical
skill that the graduate should have. Organisations value employees who can speak
confidently, and it is a skill that sets candidates apart from others when applying for a job.
Implementing projects as part of their assessment would immensely benefit the students,
particularly in their communication skill. Moreover, the students realised that by having
continuous interactions about the project such as discussion, meetings, and presentation not
only help to develop their communication skill but simultaneously improve their English.

"In this project we have meeting so we need to more communicate with the people.
That is why it really help me to improve my communication skill" - R3
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"We are given the chance to speak in English..so student can improve their speaking
skill in English" - R6

"This project forced us to speak in English with groupmates. That is a point that
forced us to learn and speak in English" - R64

"It can enhance my communications skill" -R68

"My biggest area of improvement is communication skills because this time we need
to communicate a lot to finish the project successfully” - R70

In Malaysia, poor command of English skill primarily in speaking is among the main reason
for the high numbers of graduates are unemployed (Nur Shafiekah et al., 2019). However, it
is apparent from these responses that extensive communication between group mates and
instructors facilitate in improving their ability to speak in English. The result of this finding
parallel with the studies done by Faridah Musa et al. (2011), Poonpon (2017), Essein (2018),
Siti Katijah et al. (2019) and Nur Shafiekah et al. (2019) where numerous speaking activities
have compelled them to use English while completing the task thus improved their ability in
English proficiency. Moreover, Hedge (1993) cited in Du and Han (2016) stated that the
project consists of several small activities, also integrates language skills such as the use of
authentic English language materials. Throughout the course, students exposed to workplace
environments and they had the opportunity learning and referring to authentic materials, for
instance, actual resume, minutes of a meeting, interview to the extent of using those
workplace expressions and language in their assessments.

Project-Based Learning Equips Students with Management Skill
The students also indicated that doing projects have helped them to plan and manage their
time correctly. Management skill is another attribute that is important for the organisation as
good management would ensure the success of the organisations. Before the students work on
their projects, the first thing that they would do was to have careful planning on how they
were going to carry out the project, delegate task among the members equally to ensure that
they achieve the aim of their project. These can be seen from the following responses,

"I have learned is how to manage myself in doing this project” - R77

"The most important thing | have learned is how | managed my time to settle every
task that has given" -R54

"I learn something new about how to handle this kind of project step by step," -R57

"I have learned to finish all the works on time before deadlines"-R33

A similar finding was also found in a study by Nguyen (2017). She stated one of the
noticeable skills the students improved after fulfilled their two projects was time-
management. To complete the project on time, they had no choice but to finish all assigned
task within the time given. In this course, every task given to them was arranged sequentially,
which slowly build-up to help them complete their project. The due date for each assessment
was mostly one week, so they have to carefully plan how to finish the tasks on time before
getting another task. As the idea of the project originated from the students themselves,
therefore the sense of responsibility was heightened as they tried to finish the project. Stoller
(2006) in his definition of PBL, stated that the projects gave the students sense of ownership
which allow them to learn to organise their projects themselves (cited in Du & Han (2016)).
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Project-Based Learning Equips Students with the Problem-Solving Skill
The following responses have demonstrated that the students have acquired problem-solving
skill through project-based learning.

"The most important thing | learned is to handle and solve problem" -R3
"facing all the problems and find solution with other groupmates”-R11
"I have learned how to find solutions quickly to solve a problem"-R59
"I can use the way to generate alternatives to solve the problem"-R67

In the fast-changing work environment, challenges come in different forms, and sometimes
they come one after another; consequently, employees are expected to provide intelligent
solutions within a short time. By implementing projects in the classroom mainly in this
course which designed to prepare them before entering the industry, were perfect as they
were able to experience the authenticity of the project and the problems that came with it
commonly happened in the workplace. The students went through a real-like workplace
process where they have to deal with many sorts of issues ranging from member's
participation, communication, conflict, finding resources and time management. The finding
resonates with studies conducted by Faridah Musa et al. (2012) and Pinho-Lopes and Macedo
(2014), Rany Apriyani et al. (2019) where the implementation of projects as part of the
teaching methodology has shown a significant increase in the students' problem-solving skill.
According to Katz and Chard (2000), as cited in Du and Han (2016), PBL is a practical
approach in developing student's problem-solving skill where it allows the students to
provide solution and seek answers in the context of real and meaningful life.

Research Questions Two: What are Their Perceptions of Project-Based Learning in
Facilitating Their Workplace Skills?

In section C of the questionnaire, students wrote their opinions on the implementations of
projects in the course and 80% of the respondents agreed that completing the projects have
benefited them so much specifically in preparing themselves for their future employment.

"This is because the project related with the future work™ - R45

"The skills can be used when dealing in the real world and it shows me how I need to
prepare sooner" -R18

"I believe what I learned in this project will help me in my future career” -R34

As the findings showed, the course has exposed them with many workplace skills which are
useful for them as simple as finding jobs to match their qualifications, abilities and skills. As
most of the students have no prior working experience, it is vital for them to know how to
seek profession which is relevant to their knowledge and skills. Besides, the project and the
course overall has also made them realise that they need to develop a variety of skills which
are crucial in the industry such as preparing a resume, writing work-related documents, and
pass in the interview.

"It is positive since | learn how to apply a new job, interview, make video resume,
meeting and so on. It is very helpful for my future career” -R77

"l will remember the format of the cover letter, resume, meeting so that I can use it in
my future career” -R34
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"When we do part of the meeting agenda, meeting notice and proposal, it will help us
to recognise some new formal words that used in these particular documents" -R34

Moreover, the tasks within the projects also provide them with an opportunity to feel as if
they were in the real work environment, for instance, during the interview session. Before the
interview, they had to prepare their resume and researched job they applied for as well as the
chance to assume the role of interviewer where they interviewed their classmates. These
simulations also excite them to participate in the activities where they can experience the
feeling of being an employee.

"I like it because it help me on how to succeed in interview session, enclosed us with
real work scenario and much more,” -R5

"This project can let me feel the realistic of being an employee," -R55

"This setting enables us have a great overview of how a real job scope should be and
how to prepare for the future," -R64

Moss and Van Duzer (1998) and Thomas (2000) in their definition of PBL stated that the
realisticity of the projects is the essence that made PBL being favoured by many educators to
teach concepts through practical application.

Conclusion

The present study aimed to investigate how project-based learning facilitates in equipping
students' with workplace-related skills. A majority of the students agreed that PBL has
positive impacts in preparing them for the future. Besides, by doing the projects, the students
were able to equip themselves with the skills in a short time due to the hands-on learning
approach. Due to the nature of the projects, the students have to collaborate, sharing opinions
and finding solutions to the problems they faced, which at the same time help to develop their
communication, creativity and teamwork. The students mentioned explicitly that working on
the projects have increased their teamwork, communication, problem solving and
management skills in which these skills are among the top skills demanded by the
organisations in graduates. In addition, the connection of real-world with the project allows
students to gain real-life experiences beyond the classroom where they have to solve realistic
and contextualised problems (Blumenfeld et al. (1991) in Vogler et al. (2018). The results
also indicated that the activities which feature the real-work environment had helped them to
prepare themselves for the future. The findings of the study showed that PBL is practical
instruction for teaching workplace skills. PBL offers the opportunity for the students to learn
through the same approach as they would experience later in their career (Essein, 2018). As
noted earlier that the recruiters in the industry are no longer recruit graduates based on their
academic qualification alone but rather putting more emphasis on their workplace skills
which would assist in the success of the organisation. Thus, it is crucial to instil the right
skills to the students from earlier on as the world keeps on advancing to a more competitive
setting. According to Bell (2010), "by implementing PBL, we are preparing our students to
meet the twenty-first century with preparedness and a repertoire of skills they can use
successfully” (p.43). Although the present study has shown positive results in equipping
students with workplace skills, the results could not be generalised as the results only reflect
low-proficiency students from UMS Labuan International Campus branch. A more
significant sample covering students from three branches of UMS should be included to

validate the findings. Albeit the effectiveness of project-based learning in preparing students
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with relevant workplace skills, careful planning of the project should be done by instructors
to ensure the projects can achieve its objective in providing our students with relevant skills
demanded in the 21%-century workplace.
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