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Abstract 

Employing a descriptive qualitative method, the study aims at describing how the 

implementation of Project-Based Learning (PBL) has improved students’ reading 

and speaking skills in an English for Specific Purposes (ESP) class at Universitas 

Atma Jaya Yogyakarta. The contextual and real-life situations designed in PBL are 

expected to equip them better to practice the language and apply the content 

knowledge. The results of the questionnaires and interviews suggest that the 

students generally perceived PBL as an effective and creative method in learning. 

It has also helped them acquire better reading and speaking skills through the 

accomplishment of a variety of group projects. The improvements cover, among 

others, vocabulary, grammar as well as fluency and confidence in speaking. It is 

hoped that this research can provide benefits to researchers and FBE UAJY in 

general. The results of this study may provide meaningful inputs on the process of 

teaching and learning activities. Thus, ESP lecturers can find the most appropriate 

method to improve students’ English skills. 

Keywords: English for Specific Purposes, Project-Based Learning, reading and 

speaking skills 

 

Introduction 

On average, The Faculty of Business and Economics accepts more than five 

hundred students every semester. To meet the expectations of registered students, 

the faculty provides courses that are adapted to the development of science and 

society. In addition to courses related to Accounting, Management, and 

Development Economics, the faculty provides an English course as a supporting 

course. 

English is a compulsory subject for first-semester students. All students, both 

from regular programs and international programs, are required to take English 

courses to prepare them to read English books in other subjects. The Faculty has 

collaborated with a book publisher, Wiley and Sons, and a computer company, 

Apple, so that students can download books from Wiley and Sons via iPad devices. 

Most of Wiley and Sons' courses and supporting books are in English. English 

courses are also held to prepare students to be able to perform presentations in 

English. So, the emphasis on English skills is the ability to read and speak. 
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Coming from diverse backgrounds, the students also have different English 

skills. Some students have studied English since they were toddlers; some have 

studied since elementary, junior high, or high school. For students with low English 

proficiency, English courses are considered an additional burden that is not needed 

in their studies at the university. Only later, when students have worked in foreign 

companies or studied abroad, they realize that English language skills can provide 

benefits. For example, the students can perform presentations in front of clients and 

communicate with colleagues from abroad. Thus, to achieve students’ goal of 

reading and speaking in English, Project-Based Learning (PBL) has been 

implemented in the English classes at the Faculty of Business and Economics. 

A number of researchers have implemented PBL in ESP in the business major 
(Salem, 2017; Syakur, Junining & Sabat, 2020; Mafruudloh & Fitriati, 2020; 

Rybakova & Kudinova,2020; Syzenko & Diachkova, 2020). However, in their 

studies, the effects on reading and speaking skills have not been thoroughly 

discussed. Thus, this research aims to determine how implementing Project-Based 

Learning in English class at the Faculty of Business and Economics, UAJY, 

improves students’ reading and speaking skills from the students’ points of view. 

Furthermore, the researchers dig deeper into student acceptance of PBL in English 

class. 

 

Project-Based Learning 

Project-Based Learning, as defined by Thomas (2000), is a model that 

constructs learning through projects or activities. Although assigning a project or 

assignment to students is not a new phenomenon in traditional classrooms, PBL is 

quite different in its application. He also classified the five main criteria of PBL, 

namely: 

1. Projects are the focus of the educational program in Project-Based Learning. 

2. Project-Based Learning focuses on questions or situations that inspire students 

to confront science’s fundamental concepts and principles. 

3. Projects encourage pupils to think critically. 

4. To some extent, students oversee projects. 

5. Unlike in schools, projects are made cautious (according to reality). 

 

Meanwhile, according to Kracjik (1999), the PBL approach encourages 

students to investigate critical and meaningful problems through examination and 

collaboration. Students ask questions, make predictions, organize exams, gather, 

and evaluate data, use innovation, build products, and share their ideas. From these 

definitions, in PBL, students are invited to complete projects or tasks following 

their learning knowledge. The project or task is designed according to the actual 

conditions that students will face later in their lives or work. 

When applied in a classroom, PBL can provide benefits for both students and 

lecturers. In this section, the researchers try to explain the advantages of 

implementing PBL for students. According to Preuss (2002), when students 

complete their projects, they will reflect on their experiences with the procedures 

they have encountered in PBL classrooms. Furthermore, students will see links 

between what they are learning and what is going on in the world outside of school. 

Good attitudes toward the learning process, work routines, problem-solving 

abilities, and self-confidence are all positive benefits of PBL (Thomas,2000). 
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Similarly, Green (1998) asserted that PBL participants learn more effectively 

and are more engaged in the learning process than those who do not participate in 

PBL. Because lecturers work behind the scenes while students work on projects or 

assignments, this situation can turn students into problem solvers who are active in 

working on projects. In this situation, students are not just passive recipients of 

knowledge. 

In addition, Krajcik (1999) lists four benefits of PBL for students. For starters, 
students can gain a comprehensive comprehension of both the topic and the learning 

process. Second, students can learn to address difficulties together. This type of 

collaboration or cooperation entails the exchange of ideas to find answers to 

questions. Students must be able to cooperate with people from all backgrounds to 

be successful in the real world. Third, this method promotes a self-directed and 

accountable learning process. Fourth, this strategy actively involves students in a 

variety of tasks to suit their unique learning demands. 

Furthermore, Krajcik (1999) states that there may be three advantages of 

implementing PBL for lecturers. First, lecturers may find implementing this 

approach fun, exciting, and motivating, because the teaching process will be 

different every year. Thus, the lecturers enhance the process of exploring new 

projects or assignments to deal with new students. Second, in PBL, lecturers 

continuously receive new ideas so that they become lifelong learners. Third, 

classroom management becomes simpler because when students are interested and 

involved in the learning process, the possibility of disciplinary problems will be 

less. 

 

English for Specific Purposes 

English classes held for first-semester students and repeat students at FBE 

UAJY can be categorized as English for Specific Purposes. Johns (1991) states that 

English for Specific Purposes is an English learning program based on the 

proportion that all language learning must be designed for specific learning and use 

appropriate objectives for certain groups of students. The learning process is 

designed in such a way for certain groups of students to assist their goals in using 

the language being studied. According to Orr (2002), English for Specific Purposes 

can be understood as a branch of language learning that studies and teaches 

elements of English to help students carry out specific tasks for specific purposes. 

English for Specific Purposes is not the same as English for General Purposes, 

as taught in most English classes. English taught at elementary school, junior high 

school, and senior high school is an example of English for General Purposes, 

where students from various attitudes and backgrounds will use English in different 

situations from the real world. Furthermore, according to Orr (2002), ESP is taught 

as a language package explicitly made for communities or groups of students with 

exceptional language needs. The target participants of the ESP class are students 

who have the same background, who have specific language needs. For example, 

participants in ESP class at FBE UAJY. 

When offered to students in the first semester and repeat students, English for 

Specific Purposes becomes more specifically labeled with English for Academic 

Purposes. Students learn English to help with their academic learning. At FBE 

UAJY, English classes are held to help develop students’ reading and speaking 

skills in English. Students must be able to read economics texts written in English. 
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Students are also urged to improve their English presentation skills. As a result,  

lecturers must create learning models that compel students to work in English on a 

constant basis. 

Another characteristic of English for Specific Purposes is originality. 

According to Johns (1991), originality was considered a student need in the past, 

which was demonstrated by students and the language used in real life in the context 

in which students produce and understand English. Then, this originality has 

developed into discourse originality. Furthermore, that originality has developed 

again into the originality of strategies and activities in the learning process. 

 

Reading and speaking skills 

Of the four English skills, the ability to read and speak in English are the skills 

that are prioritized to be mastered by students in English classes at FBE UAJY. The 

ability to read English is prioritized to be mastered to help students understand 

English textbooks. Meanwhile, speaking skills are required for students to perform 

presentations in English. Presentations are made not only in other courses but also 

presentations when students are already working later. 

Reading can be the key to success in various activities inside and outside the 

school context. Good reading skills also provide a solid foundation for students to 

improve their language and expand vocabulary. The following are the concepts 

developed through reading, according to Nuttall (1996): 

1. The concept of meaning. 
2. Meaning transfer from one concept to another. 

3. Pass on the author's message to the reader. 

4. How do we derive meaning from reading? 

5. The role of readers, writers, and texts in the process. 

 

Reading skills will be more challenging in English for Specific Purposes class 
because students are faced with more specific reading material. Vocabulary and 

terms encountered will also be more specific, according to the knowledge learned 

by students. For example, FBE UAJY students will read literature related to 

economics, accounting, and management more often. Harmer also stated that 

reading more original articles can reduce students’ motivation, and usually, less 

successful reading experiences cause reluctance to read in the past (Kavaliauakiene 

& Kaminskiene, 2001). Therefore, teaching reading skills in ESP class challenges 

the creativity and abilities of lecturers or instructors. 

The ability to speak is an ability that requires speakers to be productive in 

producing words and phrases that ultimately lead to communication. According to 

Lee and Van Paten (2003), there are three methods to teach speaking skills. First, 

the teacher provides language knowledge. Second, students produce outputs that 

are still focused on the correct form. Third, students produce communicative 

outputs, which are based on assignments. Teaching speaking skills in ESP classes 

requires lecturers or instructors to create an exciting atmosphere for students to 

speak English. 

 

Method 

This study was a descriptive qualitative study that examined students’ 

perceptions of the implementation of PBL. Qualitative research focuses on the 
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understanding of the participants, including their opinions, perspectives, and 

attitudes (Nassaji, 2015). This type of study was considered suitable as it sought to 

investigate students’ opinions and recommendations. 

The study participants were students of FBE UAJY taking English courses in 

Class D. In this class, 25 students were from the Accounting, Management, and 

Development Economics Study Program, FBE UAJY. They were students who 

repeated English class. The English class at FBE UAJY consists of 14 meetings. In 

one semester, students were given two projects. They were asked to make two 

investment portfolios. In working on the two projects, students were divided into 

small groups. Students were also required to read reading materials such as 

newspaper articles, journals or books, to support data and information in making 

investment portfolios. 

Questionnaires were given to obtain information about student responses to the 

implementation of Project-Based Learning in English classes. The questionnaire 

consists of two parts. In the first part, participants were asked to choose their answer 

from four Likert-scale options between "strongly disagree" to "strongly agree." In 

the second part, participants were asked to answer open-ended questions regarding 

their input on implementing Project-Based Learning in English classes. The 

questionnaire was given at the last meeting of the English class. Before distributing 

the questionnaire to the participants, the researchers explained how to fill out the 

questionnaire. In addition, participants were allowed to ask each question item in 

the questionnaire. Questionnaires were distributed to the class, and participants took 

15 minutes to complete them. The questionnaire was returned to the researchers on 

the same day, and the return rate was 76%. 

The interview process was carried out after the participants were selected based 
on the questionnaire responses. Four participants were selected to participate in the 

interview session. All interview participants were willing to participate in the 

interview to carry out the interview process. Each interview session lasted about 14 

minutes, and each interview session was audio recorded. Then the audio recordings 

of the interviews were transcribed and analyzed by the researchers. 

 

Findings and discussion 

Implementation of PBL 
This study used questionnaires and interviews to obtain student responses 

regarding implementing Project-Based Learning in the English class. Table 1 shows 

students’ responses regarding the implementation of Project-Based Learning in 

English classes. 
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Table 1. Students’ responses regarding the implementation of PBL 

No. Questions Strongly 
  disagree  

Disagree Agree Strongly 

Agree  
  1 2 3 4 

1. I consider that the ability to read 

and speak English is essential. 

0% 15.8% 5.3% 78.9% 

2. I enjoy completing projects given 
in English class. 

0% 5.3% 89.4% 5.3% 

3. The first project (family financial 

planning), which was carried out in 

the English class, followed the 

knowledge I had learned. 

0% 5.3% 73.7% 21% 

4. The second project (38 billion 

Rupiah investment portfolio), 

carried out in the English class, was 
according to the knowledge I had 
learned. 

0% 15.8% 57.9% 26.3% 

5. The first project (family financial 

planning) that I did in English class 

motivated me to read articles, 

journals, and books in English that 
were relevant to the topic I was 
working on. 

0% 26.3% 57.9% 15.8% 

6. The second project (38 billion 

Rupiah investment portfolio), done 

in English class, motivated me to 

read articles, journals, and English 

books relevant to the topic I am 
  working on.  

0% 21% 63.2% 15.8% 

 
As shown in Table 1, the data analysis showed that students positively 

responded to the implementation of PBL in English classes. A total of 18 students 

(94.7%) were happy to complete the projects given in the English class. When asked 

about the relevance of the project topic with the knowledge they have gained in the 

class, the students also indicate high relevancy as shown in questions number 3 and 

4. The projects have also increased their motivation in reading any relevant 

literature in helping them accomplish the project, as indicated by the responses to 
questions number 5 and 6. 

From the interviews, the results indicate that students had a positive attitude 

towards the implementation of PBL in the English class. It was also found that most 

of the students had not had any experience in implementing PBL in their classes. 

Thus, for them, the method offered novelty and they expressed that this was an 

engaging, sound, unique, and creative experience. This was a new thing where they 

could learn English based on real situations, not just theory, and there was 

something they learned. The previous findings are outlined in the excerpt below. 

 
I think the class was unique and creative. You made the class not only theoretical but 

also useful. (R4 – interview) 
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Another participant, R1, also addressed how the topics were applicable and 

relevant to their context. 

 
It’s interesting. I personally can develop my English proficiency, especially my ability 

to speak English in my daily life. One may be good at reading or translating, but it 

may be challenging for him to speak in real-life situations. (R1 – interview) 
 

The results of this study support previous research conducted by Blumenfeld 

et al. (2001), which stated that by working on projects in class, students could 

conduct a long and in-depth study of a question, and they can produce something, 

which in turn has the potential to motivate students and help them to understand 

better the knowledge they are learning. However, it should be noted that the projects 

given must keep students’ learning motivation high. As happened in English class  

D, the challenge level of the second project was higher than the first project. Thus, 

students remain motivated to carry out activities that support completing the 

projects they are working on. This can be seen from classroom observations where 

students remain actively involved in class and groups. 

These findings are also consistent with those of Shin (2018), who found that 

PBL increased students’ willingness to learn English, encouraged them to pay more 

attention in class, and helped lecturers ensure that activities were applicable to real- 

life situations. Wongdaeng & Hajihama (2018) also state that PBL increases 

learners’ enthusiasm to learn English by allowing them to participate actively in the 

learning process. 

 

Improvements in reading and speaking skills 

In addition to students’ general perspectives on the implementation of PBL, 

their responses in the questionnaires show how it has affected their reading and 

speaking ability. 

 
Table 2. Students’ responses on the improvement in reading and speaking ability 

No. Questions Strongly 

disagree 

Disagree Agree Strongly 

Agree 
  1 2 3 4 

7. My English vocabulary has 

improved after reading 

English articles, journals, 
and books to support the 
projects I am working on. 

0% 15.8% 63.2% 21% 

8. My ability to understand 

reading in English 

improved after reading 

articles, journals, and 

books in English to work 
on projects in class. 

0% 26.3% 52.7% 21% 

9. The presentations I do in 

class improve my speaking 

ability in English. 

0% 5.3% 42% 52.7% 

10. My confidence in speaking 

English increases after I 

work on projects in class. 

0% 10.5% 52.7% 36.8% 
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No. Questions Strongly 
disagree 

Disagree Agree Strongly 
Agree 

  1 2 3 4 

11. My fluency in speaking in 

English improved after 

doing presentations. 

0% 15.8% 57.9% 26.3% 

12. My choice of vocabulary in 

speaking English 

developed after I worked 
on projects in class. 

0% 10.5% 79% 10.5% 

13. My grammar knowledge 

for English improves after 

working on projects in 
  class.  

0% 10.5% 68.5% 21% 

 

Table 2 shows students’ responses on the improvement in reading and speaking 

ability after attending English classes that implement PBL. In reading skills, the 

improvement covers some aspects, such as vocabulary and reading comprehension. 

Moreover, students also stated that the implementation of PBL has also enhanced 

their speaking skills, particularly their confidence, fluency, vocabulary, and 

grammar. Students’ confidence and vocabulary seem to be the most significant 

among the other aspects. 

Based on the results of the interview, students responded that their reading 

skills improved because they had to read three passages in English for each project. 

Students also stated that their speaking skills improved because they were required 

to conduct discussions and presentations in English. In addition, they also stated 

that their English vocabulary and grammar improved. The engagement with the 

topic and the oral presentations have also increased not only the students’ 

understandings of materials but also confidence in speaking as seen in the excerpts 

below. 

 
I think it has increased my reading skills, for example when reading the money models. 

In speaking, I was afraid to speak. But now, I am more confident after I experienced 

delivering presentations. (R3 – interview) 

 

It has increased my vocabulary level and grammatical competence. We are 

now confident as we know what we’re talking about. (R4 – interview) 
 

The above findings corroborate what Zare-Behtash & Sarlak (2017) found. 

They discovered that PBL encouraged students to speak English more when 

working on projects. Lee and Van Paten (2003) also suggest that speaking should 

be taught by providing students with communicative outputs, which can be 

accommodated by PBL. However, Dewi (2020) suggested a challenge in measuring 

the improvement of students’ reading and speaking skills. It certainly needs a more 

transparent and meticulous procedure to clearly capture the students’ progress. 

 

Conclusion 

Based on the results of this study, the implementation of Project-Based 

Learning has improved the reading and speaking skills through the accomplishment 
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of a variety of projects. It became possible as students experienced learning in 

English classes which prepare them to use the language contextually. In general, 

students showed a positive response to the implementation of PBL. Projects that 

students work on help them improve their reading skills in English as they are 

required to read English reading materials and study them individually and in 

groups. Furthermore, these projects also help students improve their speaking skills 

in English because they had to discuss and make presentations in English. 

It is hoped that this research can provide benefits to researchers and FBE UAJY 
in general. The results of this study may provide meaningful inputs on the process 

of teaching and learning activities in the English class. Thus, ESP lecturers can find 

the most appropriate method to improve students’ English skills. The researchers 

suggest that empirical research be conducted to investigate further the correlation 

between the implementation of Project-Based Learning and the level of 

improvement in students’ English skills. The researchers recommend that further 

studies focus on determining the projects in English classes that implement Project- 

Based learning. 
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