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Abstract  

 
This conceptual paper explores the theoretical foundations of Project-Based Learning 
(PBL) in English Language Teaching (ELT), emphasizing its potential to promote 
critical thinking, collaboration, and authentic communicative competence. Grounded in 
Thomas’s framework of rigorous project work, Blumenfeld et al.’s cognitive and 
motivational principles, and Larmer et al.’s Gold Standard PBL model, the study 
contrasts inquiry-driven PBL with traditional project tasks that focus primarily on 
products rather than learning processes. It highlights challenges in implementing PBL, 
including limited teacher expertise, insufficient scaffolding, time constraints, and 
institutional barriers that affect project design and assessment. The paper underscores 
the transformative potential of PBL in fostering sustained inquiry, learner autonomy, 
and meaningful language use through authentic tasks and iterative critique–revision 
cycles. Practical recommendations are offered to align curricular planning, 
instructional strategies, and assessment practices with core PBL principles, addressing 
obstacles commonly encountered in diverse ELT settings. A synthesized conceptual 
framework of PBL dimensions is also proposed, providing educators with a structured 
lens to strengthen classroom implementation. By bridging theoretical perspectives and 
pedagogical application, this paper advocates for inquiry-oriented, learner-centered 
approaches that align with 21st-century educational demands and real-world 
communication needs. Future research should explore adaptations of PBL frameworks 
to enhance consistency and effectiveness in ELT practice. 
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Introduction 
 
The rapid development of 21st-century education has increasingly directed global 
attention toward pedagogical approaches that strengthen creativity, collaboration, 
communication, and critical thinking competencies essential for preparing learners to 
participate effectively in contemporary society (Bell, 2010; Lucas Education Research, 
2021). These demands have accelerated the shift from traditional teacher-centered 
instruction toward more active, student-driven learning models that emphasize inquiry, 
autonomy, and real-world problem solving (Blumenfeld et al., 1991; Thomas, 2000). 
Among these innovative models, Project-Based Learning (PBL) has emerged as a highly 
relevant framework because it positions students as active constructors of knowledge 
through sustained investigation and meaningful project work (Kilpatrick, 1918; Dewey, 
1938; Larmer, Mergendoller, & Boss, 2015). 
 
In English Language Teaching (ELT), PBL has gained substantial recognition due to its 
capacity to promote communicative competence through authentic language use 
embedded in purposeful tasks (Nunan, 2004; Richards & Rodgers, 2014). Rather than 
emphasizing memorization or isolated linguistic structures, PBL encourages students to 
engage in collaboration, extended inquiry, and the creation of meaningful products, 
processes that have been shown to enhance language performance, learner engagement, 
and communicative interaction (Ly, Pham, & Hoang, 2020; Sener & Sahin, 2020; 
Nigora & Asadbek, 2023). Systematic reviews and empirical studies further affirm that 
PBL not only increases motivation and autonomy but also aligns with contemporary 
communicative, learner-centered pedagogies widely endorsed in ELT (Adilah, 2023; 
Salam, Kolopita, & Akhmad, 2024). 
 
Despite its pedagogical strengths, the implementation of PBL continues to face 
conceptual and practical challenges. Thomas (2000) highlights that many activities 
labeled as “projects” fail to meet the criteria of rigorous PBL, often resulting in 
superficial, product-focused tasks rather than deep learning experiences. Similarly, 
Blumenfeld et al. (1991) emphasize that students’ cognitive engagement and motivation 
within project work depend on well-designed tasks, appropriate scaffolding, and 
meaningful inquiry. Larmer et al. (2015), through the Gold Standard PBL model, further 
argue that high-quality PBL requires specific design elements, including a challenging 
problem, authenticity, sustained inquiry, student voice and choice, reflection, critique, 
and public presentation to ensure that project work leads to deep conceptual 
understanding. These perspectives collectively indicate that effective PBL must be 
intentionally planned, theoretically grounded, and aligned with learning goals. 
 
In the Indonesian educational context, research indicates that teachers often face 
difficulties related to limited PBL understanding, time constraints, assessment 
challenges, and insufficient resources, resulting in inconsistent or partial implementation 
(Dewi, Lestari, & Pratiwi, 2024; Putimasurai, Santoso, & Dewi, 2024; Romsi & 
Sulistyaningsih, 2024). Although national curriculum reforms encourage 
student-centered and inquiry-based instruction, the enactment of PBL in ELT 
classrooms frequently remains fragmented, signaling a persistent gap between 
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theoretical recommendations and practical realities (Yamin, Rofiq, & Fadhilah, 2023; 
Salam et al., 2024). 
 
Responding to these concerns, this conceptual paper synthesizes three foundational 
theoretical perspectives on PBL: (1) Thomas’s (2000) characteristics of rigorous 
project-based learning, (2) Blumenfeld et al.’s (1991) cognitive and motivational 
framework, and (3) Larmer et al.’s (2015) Gold Standard PBL design principles. By 
integrating these perspectives, the paper aims to deepen conceptual clarity regarding the 
nature, objectives, and pedagogical value of PBL within English Language Teaching. 
This synthesis not only highlights the alignment between PBL and communicative, 
student-centered language pedagogy but also outlines conceptual considerations and 
challenges that educators must address to implement PBL effectively. Ultimately, this 
analysis contributes to a more comprehensive understanding of PBL as a robust 
instructional framework capable of preparing learners for authentic communication, 
collaboration, and complex problem solving in real-world contexts (Bell, 2010; Lucas 
Education Research, 2021). 

Theoretical Framework 

Project-Based Learning (PBL) is grounded in several influential theoretical frameworks 
that explain how projects facilitate meaningful learning. This section synthesizes three 
major perspectives widely acknowledged in PBL scholarship: Thomas’s (2000) 
characteristics of rigorous project work, Blumenfeld et al.’s (1991) motivational and 
cognitive foundations, and Larmer, Mergendoller, and Boss’s (2015) Gold Standard PBL 
model. Together, these theories provide a comprehensive conceptual grounding for 
understanding how PBL supports deeper learning, learner autonomy, and meaningful 
language use in English Language Teaching. 

Thomas (2000): Defining the Core Characteristics of PBL 

Thomas (2000) presents one of the most widely cited conceptualizations of PBL, 
emphasizing that high-quality projects must meet specific essential criteria. He argues 
that PBL is not simply “doing projects,” but a structured pedagogical approach in which 
projects serve as the central vehicle of instruction. According to Thomas (2000), 
authentic PBL must be characterized by five defining elements: 

 

Figure 1. Defining the Core Characteristics of PBL (Thomas, 2000) 
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His model outlines five key characteristics that define a project-based learning 
environment. The first is the centrality of a driving topic or challenge; the 
implementation of PBL begins with an open-ended driving question or challenge that 
offers context and emphasis for the project. Driving questions ought to be difficult and 
demand that students actively and meaningfully interact with the material. This 
promotes higher-order reasoning and investigation. Second, constructing knowledge 
through inquiry means that learning in PBL is driven by inquiry, which involves 
students investigating the driving question, gathering information, and creating 
solutions. This aligns with the constructivist approach to learning, where knowledge is 
not passively received but actively constructed through hands-on exploration and 
problem-solving. 

The third is student collaboration, which is a crucial element of Thomas' paradigm. PBL 
promotes group projects in which students share assignments, discuss ideas, and give 
feedback to one another. Peer learning is promoted, and communication skills are 
developed through this cooperative process. The fourth crucial component in Thomas' 
paradigm is reflection. Students are urged to reflect on their educational journey, 
accomplishments, and problem-solving strategies. Students who reflect are better able to 
internalize what they have learned and modify their approach as necessary. The final is a 
connection to the actual world. The tasks and results of the project should be applicable 
outside of the classroom, i.e., have real-world applications. Real-world connections help 
students recognize the significance of their work in real-world situations and enhance 
the authenticity of the learning process. 

Thomas (2000) emphasizes that many so-called “projects” implemented in schools fail 
to meet these criteria, often resulting in superficial tasks that lack inquiry or do not 
engage students in significant learning processes. His framework highlights that rigorous 
project work must involve sustained cognitive engagement, purposeful design, and 
opportunities for students to construct knowledge. This theoretical foundation 
establishes PBL as a form of deep learning rooted in inquiry, not as a decorative or 
recreational activity frequently mislabeled as “projects.” Thus, Thomas’s 
conceptualization provides the foundational basis for distinguishing authentic PBL from 
traditional project assignments and underscores the necessity of planning, meaningful 
problems, and student-centered processes. 

Blumenfeld et al. (1991): Cognitive and Motivational Foundations of PBL 

Blumenfeld et al. (1991) offer a complementary perspective by explaining how PBL 
supports students’ cognitive and motivational development. They contend that projects 
allow learners to engage in meaningful tasks that foster intrinsic motivation, sustained 
engagement, and deeper processing of content. According to their framework, PBL 
creates opportunities for students to integrate prior knowledge, engage in extended 
reasoning, and participate in collaborative problem solving. 
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Figure 2. Cognitive and Motivational Foundations of PBL (Blumenfeld et al. 1991) 

The first of Blumenfeld's Theory's main ideas is authentic tasks. Blumenfeld highlights 
that PBL involves students working on projects that apply to their everyday lives and the 
real world. Usually complicated, these jobs call for the use of knowledge and abilities to 
complete. Writing research papers, giving presentations, and taking part in conversations 
on current events are examples of duties that English language learners must complete. 
Consequently, one of the fundamental tenets of PBL is that it enhances students' intrinsic 
motivation and involvement. Students are more likely to be engaged and motivated to 
study and utilize the language when given tasks that they find personally important and 
demanding. PBL increases students' motivation to communicate in English by giving 
them real-world opportunities to use the language in contexts that are meaningful to 
them.  

The next phase is collaborative learning, which is encouraged by PBL and involves 
students working together to create a final product in addition to studying the material. 
This collaborative element is essential to language learning because it allows students to 
practice social communication skills, which improve their written and spoken English 
fluency.  In the final step, which deals with higher-order thinking, Blumenfeld proposes 
that PBL promotes students' use of higher-order thinking skills such as analysis, 
synthesis, evaluation, and problem-solving. This translates to students learning English 
by requiring them to consider how to effectively express their ideas in the language, 
which gradually enhances their language skills. 

A central argument by Blumenfeld et al. (1991) is that motivation plays a critical role in 
determining the quality of students’ engagement in project tasks. When students 
perceive tasks as meaningful, challenging, and relevant, they are more likely to sustain 
effort, participate actively, and regulate their learning processes. The authors also 
highlight that project work allows students to develop important cognitive skills, such as 
formulating questions, developing theories, analyzing information, and constructing 
explanations. Moreover, Blumenfeld et al. (1991) argue that PBL enhances learning 
when students are supported through scaffolds that structure inquiry, clarify goals, and 
guide collaboration. Without such scaffolds, learners may experience cognitive 
overload, fragmented understanding, or limited engagement. Their framework 
emphasizes that successful PBL requires balancing autonomy with instructional support, 

e-ISSN : 2985 - 7023​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ 210 



International Conference on  
Language, Linguistics, Literature and Education  
(ICLLLE) 2025​ Volume 5, November 2025 

 
ensuring that students remain motivated and cognitively engaged throughout the project 
cycle. Through this lens, PBL is understood not only as a task structure but as a learning 
environment that promotes motivation, collaboration, deeper comprehension, and 
strategic thinking, core components essential for language learning contexts. 

Larmer, Mergendoller & Boss (2015): The Gold Standard PBL Model 

Larmer, Mergendoller, and Boss (2015) provide a more recent and structured 
conceptualization of PBL through the Gold Standard PBL model. This framework 
refines earlier definitions of PBL by identifying seven essential design elements 
necessary for high-quality project implementation: 

 

 

Figure 3. The Gold Standard PBL Model (Larmer, Mergendoller & Boss 2015) 

PBL begins with a challenging problem or driving question that acts as the central focus 
of the project. The question should be open-ended, thought-provoking, and aligned with 
learning goals to encourage curiosity and deep engagement.  Next, Students engage in a 
process of sustained inquiry that involves ongoing questioning, researching, and revising 
ideas. Learning is not limited to a single activity but develops through cycles of 
exploration and investigation. Then, Projects are authentic when they relate to 
real-world contexts, address genuine problems, and involve meaningful audiences. 
Authenticity connects classroom learning to students’ lives and communities.  

Learners are given opportunities to make decisions about their projects, from selecting 
topics to determining methods of presentation. This autonomy enhances motivation and 
ownership of learning. Both students and teachers regularly reflect on what they are 
learning, how they are learning, and why it matters. Last, Reflection promotes 
self-awareness and metacognition.  Students use feedback from peers, teachers, or 
external experts to improve their work. Effective feedback should be “kind, specific, and 
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helpful. PBL concludes with students creating and presenting a product to an authentic 
audience, which enhances accountability and pride in their work. Larmer et al. (2015) 
argue that these elements collectively ensure that PBL results in rigorous academic 
learning and meaningful student engagement. The inclusion of public product 
distinguishes the Gold Standard model by emphasizing accountability, audience 
awareness, and purpose, all of which elevate students’ motivation and sense of 
ownership. The emphasis on reflection and critique–revision cycles also highlights the 
iterative nature of learning, ensuring students refine their ideas and develop 
metacognitive skills. 

The Gold Standard framework integrates the cognitive emphasis of Blumenfeld et al. 
(1991) and the structural clarity outlined by Thomas (2000), providing a comprehensive 
guide for designing and evaluating PBL experiences. Larmer et al. (2015) address 
common issues in PBL implementation, such as unclear project goals, insufficient 
inquiry, and lack of authentic tasks, offering a more systematic structure for achieving 
high-quality project work. This model has become widely referenced in contemporary 
discussions of PBL because it translates core theoretical principles into practical design 
guidelines that educators can apply directly in classroom contexts, including in English 
Language Teaching. 

Synthesis of PBL Theoretical Perspectives 

Taken together, the frameworks proposed by Thomas (2000), Blumenfeld et al. (1991), 
and Larmer et al. (2015) provide a coherent conceptual foundation for understanding 
PBL as a rigorous, inquiry-driven, and student-centered pedagogy. Thomas (2000) 
establishes the structural criteria that distinguish authentic PBL; Blumenfeld et al. 
(1991) explain the cognitive and motivational processes that support engagement and 
learning during projects; and Larmer et al. (2015) integrate these insights into a clear, 
comprehensive design model through the Gold Standard PBL framework. 

The convergence of these perspectives highlights several shared principles: 

 

Figure 4. Synthesis of PBL Theoretical Perspectives (Thomas (2000), Blumenfeld et al. 
(1991), and Larmer et al. (2015) 
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This synthesis justifies PBL as a robust framework for English Language Teaching, 
where communicative, contextual, and learner-centered practices are essential for 
developing real-world language skills. These theoretical foundations form the basis for 
the discussion in the next section, which examines the implications, challenges, and 
conceptual opportunities of applying PBL in ELT. 

Discussion 

The integration of Project-Based Learning (PBL) into English Language Teaching (ELT) 
reflects a growing shift toward more learner-centered, inquiry-driven pedagogies. 
Drawing from the theoretical perspectives of Thomas (2000), Blumenfeld et al. (1991), 
and Larmer, Mergendoller, and Boss (2015), this discussion analyzes the conceptual 
contributions of PBL to ELT, the challenges that commonly emerge in its 
implementation, and the implications for designing more effective language-learning 
experiences. 

Conceptual Contributions of PBL to ELT 

Thomas’s (2000) framework positions PBL as a rigorous instructional approach 
grounded in meaningful problems, autonomy, and constructive investigation. In ELT, 
these attributes align closely with communicative language learning principles, where 
language is acquired through purposeful use rather than isolated drills. The centrality of 
a driving question (Thomas, 2000) encourages students to use English as a functional 
tool for inquiry, explanation, and problem solving, making language learning more 
authentic and contextually embedded. Similarly, the motivational and cognitive 
perspective offered by Blumenfeld et al. (1991) highlights how PBL supports deeper 
language engagement. Their emphasis on meaningful tasks, sustained effort, and 
collaborative inquiry aligns with the needs of language learners who must negotiate 
meaning, co-construct ideas, and reflect on their communicative strategies. The 
opportunity to participate in extended reasoning and idea refinement (Blumenfeld et al., 
1991) promotes the development of cognitive–linguistic skills such as argumentation, 
interpretation, and explanation. 

Larmer, Mergendoller, and Boss’s (2015) Gold Standard PBL model further strengthens 
these contributions by offering a systematic structure for designing effective project 
experiences. Elements such as authenticity, student voice and choice, critique and 
revision, and the creation of a public product (Larmer et al., 2015) directly support ELT 
objectives by promoting purposeful communication, reflective language use, and 
audience-oriented performance. In particular, the emphasis on public products provides 
meaningful motivation for learners to refine their English skills and present ideas to real 
audiences, mirroring communicative tasks in real-world contexts. Collectively, these 
theoretical perspectives illustrate that PBL is not merely compatible with ELT but can 
significantly enhance it by integrating language learning with authentic inquiry, 
collaboration, and purposeful communication. 
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Challenges in Conceptualizing and Implementing PBL in ELT 

Despite its conceptual strengths, several challenges arise when PBL is introduced into 
ELT contexts, many of which relate directly to the theoretical insights of Thomas 
(2000), Blumenfeld et al. (1991), and Larmer et al. (2015). First, Thomas (2000) notes 
that many classroom “projects” fall short of genuine PBL because they lack inquiry, 
student autonomy, or a meaningful driving question. In ELT, this often manifests as 
product-focused tasks that emphasize creativity but fail to promote language 
development or sustained investigation. Without careful planning, PBL risks being 
reduced to superficial project assignments. 

Second, Blumenfeld et al. (1991) emphasize that cognitive overload, weak scaffolding, 
and limited student motivation can hinder the success of project work. In ELT 
classrooms, these issues may be intensified by learners’ varying proficiency levels. 
Students may struggle to conduct research, formulate questions, or collaborate 
meaningfully in English without adequate linguistic support. Furthermore, teachers may 
face difficulty maintaining motivation across long project cycles, particularly when 
learners encounter complex texts or communicative challenges. 

Third, Larmer et al. (2015) highlight the need for structured inquiry, iterative critique, 
and authentic audience elements that may be difficult to achieve consistently in school 
settings. The absence of systematic reflection or revision cycles, for example, can limit 
language development by reducing opportunities for learners to refine grammar, 
vocabulary, and discourse strategies. Classroom constraints such as limited time, large 
class sizes, or rigid assessment systems may also prevent teachers from fully 
implementing all seven Gold Standard elements. 

These challenges suggest that although PBL offers significant conceptual benefits for 
ELT, its successful application requires careful adaptation, sustained guidance, and 
institutional support. 

Implications for ELT Practice 

Given the theoretical perspectives synthesized in this paper, several implications emerge 
for strengthening PBL-oriented ELT practices. First, teachers must design projects that 
reflect the essential features identified by Thomas (2000), ensuring that tasks are 
inquiry-driven and intellectually challenging rather than decorative or product-oriented. 
This requires clear driving questions that anchor language-learning goals and encourage 
students to use English for meaningful exploration. 

Second, consistent with Blumenfeld et al. (1991), teachers need to provide scaffolding 
that balances student autonomy with structured support. Strategies may include guiding 
questions, language frames, collaborative roles, and mini-lessons that equip learners 
with the linguistic tools necessary to engage in research, negotiation, and reflection. 
Motivational support is equally crucial, as sustained engagement depends on students 
perceiving project tasks as relevant and purposeful. 
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Third, following Larmer et al. (2015), ELT practitioners should consider implementing 
critique revision cycles and public presentations to foster accountability, authentic 
communication, and metacognitive awareness. Public products such as exhibitions, 
digital posters, portfolios, or community-oriented campaigns offer opportunities for 
learners to use English in ways that mirror real-world communicative tasks. 

Overall, these implications demonstrate that effective PBL in ELT requires the 
thoughtful alignment of theory, pedagogy, and classroom realities. When grounded in 
strong theoretical principles and supported by intentional instructional design, PBL has 
the potential to transform language learning into a dynamic, inquiry-driven experience 
that fosters communicative competence and learner agency. 

Conclusion 

Project-Based Learning (PBL) offers a theoretically robust and pedagogically 
compelling approach to English Language Teaching (ELT). Drawing upon Thomas’s 
(2000) conceptualization of authentic, inquiry-driven projects, the motivational and 
cognitive foundations described by Blumenfeld et al. (1991), and the systematic design 
principles embedded in Larmer, Mergendoller, and Boss’s (2015) Gold Standard PBL 
model, this paper synthesizes how PBL can enrich classroom practice by positioning 
learners as active investigators and communicators. The review demonstrates that PBL 
provides meaningful opportunities for learners to use English in purposeful, real-world 
contexts, enabling them to develop not only linguistic competence but also critical 
thinking, autonomy, and collaboration. However, the implementation of PBL remains 
challenging, particularly when teachers struggle to design rigorous driving questions, 
sustain inquiry, or provide adequate linguistic scaffolding. Classroom constraints, 
including limited time, inconsistent curricular support, and varying student proficiency 
levels, can prevent PBL from being implemented in its complete form, as highlighted 
across the theoretical frameworks. 

Despite these challenges, the synthesis reaffirms that PBL holds significant pedagogical 
promise for ELT when grounded in strong theoretical foundations and supported by 
intentional instructional planning. The convergence of Thomas’s emphasis on 
meaningful inquiry, Blumenfeld et al.’s focus on motivation and cognitive engagement, 
and Larmer et al.’s structured design elements suggests that PBL is most effective when 
conceptual rigor and practical implementation are closely aligned. 

This conceptual paper contributes to the ongoing discourse on ELT innovation by 
offering a theory-driven analysis that clarifies the essential features, strengths, and 
limitations of PBL. Future research may extend this discussion by examining how these 
theoretical principles can be adapted across diverse institutional contexts and by 
exploring strategies to better support teachers in implementing PBL consistently and 
effectively. Ultimately, the insights presented here reinforce the transformative potential 
of PBL as a learner-centered, inquiry-oriented approach that aligns with contemporary 
educational priorities and the communicative demands of global English use. 

By synthesizing the theoretical perspectives of Thomas (2000), Blumenfeld et al. 
(1991), and Larmer et al. (2015), this paper positions PBL as a multidimensional 
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pedagogical model that integrates inquiry-based structure, cognitive–motivational 
support, and systematic design principles. This synthesis contributes to ELT scholarship 
by elucidating the theoretical foundations that justify the use of PBL in language 
classrooms and by identifying key conceptual challenges along with their instructional 
implications. The analysis underscores the importance of understanding PBL not simply 
as a task or activity structure but as a theory-informed pedagogical framework that 
connects learner-centered inquiry with meaningful, purposeful language use. 
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