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Abstract: Problem-Based Learning (PBL) has been very effective since its inception. Its concept of 
"learning by doing" is consistent with the reform and development trend of English teaching. The 
application of the online learning platform further optimizes the learning resources of PBL and 
improves the effect of learners' exploratory learning. This paper takes a unit from the "Integrated 
English" course as an example to discuss the teaching design and practice of PBL on online learning 
platform; and it also proposes an effective way to implement the network-assisted PBL teaching mode 
through a comparison with the traditional teaching design.  

1 INTRODUCTION 

At present, China's higher education is in the process of reform and development, which is gradually 
transitioning from research-oriented to application-oriented. And cultivating students' practical ability 
has become the core in the construction of the application-oriented teaching system of universities. 
Problem-based learning (PBL) is a very effective teaching mode that emerges timely under this 
background. The "problem-based learning" on online learning platform conforms to the current trend 
of internetization, intellectualization and informatization of education. 

In the "13th Five-Year Plan" for the development of national education, “gradually cultivating 
students' ability of logical thinking and dialectical thinking”; “practicing the integration of knowledge 
and action”, and “taking practice as the part and parcel in deepening teaching reform" (planning 2017) 
[1] is listed as the crucial task of reform. And the colleges and universities, which aim to cultivate 
versatile talents with "the ability to acquire knowledge, to think independently, and to innovate" 
(Zhong Weihe, Peng Weiming, Wu Yan, Du Wen, 2007: 126) [2] have always been making efforts to 
explore the reform of training mode of talents. Taking constructivism as the theoretical foundation, 
paying attention to students' autonomous learning ability, and developing students' effective problem-
solving skills, the problem-based learning model will undoubtedly provide a significant attempt to 
improve the practical ability of English majors, cultivate their innovative thinking, and solve the 
chronic problem of their lacking critical thinking ability". 
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2 THEORETICAL BASIS OF TEACHING DESIGN BASED ON “PROBLEM-BASED 

LEARNING” ON ENGLISH ONLINE LEARNING PLATFORM 

Problem-based learning is a student-centered pedagogy which sets learning in complex and meaningful 
problem situations, allowing learners to solve real problems through cooperation, learn the scientific 
knowledge hidden behind the problems, acquire problem-solving skills, cultivate independent learning, 
and lifelong Learning competence (Barrows & Tamblyn, 1980) [3]. 

Constructivism theory provides systematic and scientific theoretical basis for the implementation 
of PBL. It emphasizes that knowledge is not innate, but the result of the interaction between the learner 
and the cognitive object (all things in the world, truth, etc.) in the process of learning (Piaget, 1973) 
[4] ; and that learning is the process by which learners construct new ideas and concepts based on their 
existing knowledge (Bruner, 1960) [5]. Meanwhile the learner is the dominance of the learning activity, 
and the teacher acts as a "scaffolding" in the process of the learner's construction of knowledge (Baker 
& Brown, 1984) [6]. Guided by the constructivist learning theory, PBL makes reasonable use of the 
four elements of "context", "collaboration", "conversation" and "meaning construction" in the learning 
environment (Vgotsky, 1978) [7], and fully embodies  the constructivist concept of "learning by 
solving problems". 

At present, the rise of educational informatization provides a new idea for the application of PBL 
in teaching practice. The online learning platform has become a powerful tool for learners to actively 
construct knowledge through in-depth information search for questions and answers in a highly 
interactive and resource-optimized learning environment. The studies in China have verified the online 
teaching and learning from the perspectives of teaching and learning mode (Sun Jieyuan, Tang Jianlan, 
2003) [8], teaching design (Sun Jieyuan, Tang Jianlan, 2003) [8], teacher's role (Tang Fenglin, Shen 
Jiliang, 2003) [9] and evaluation mode (Xie Youru, 2007) [10]. The application of the platform can 
further improve the effect of problem-based learning. Incorporated into the online learning platform, 
PBL will inject new vitality into the teaching reform, thus helping to break through the bottleneck 
confronting English education. 

3 TEACHING DESIGN BASED ON PROBLEM-BASED LEARNING ON ENGLISH 

ONLINE LEARNING PLATFORM 

The PBL teaching design in the online course should be based on the constructivist learning theory, 
and implement the concept of "learning by solving problems", and follow the principles of 
diversification of teaching modes, task-oriented teaching objectives and teaching content, and 
diversification of teaching steps and teaching methods (Zhu Jie, 2010) [11]. The traditional teaching 
concept maintains that teachers are dominant in class; whereas students can only passively accept the 
reproduction of knowledge from the teacher's cognition of the objective world. The "spoon-fed 
doctrines" overemphasize the result, which seriously limits students' autonomy and initiative, and 
hinders the development of students' critical thinking and creative thinking ability. The exploratory 
learning, embodied in the constructivist teaching concept, pays more attention to the learning process, 
which can maximize students' autonomy and creativity, and cultivate students' independent thinking 
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ability and critical thinking ability. The online learning platform can provide more realistic problem 
situations, enhance the interaction between learners and that between teachers and learners, enrich the 
ways to obtain answers to questions, hence create more favorable conditions for the implementation 
of PBL based on the constructivist teaching (learning) concept.  

This article takes the third unit － "Out of Step" of " from An Integrated English Book 2 (edited 
by He Zhaoxiong et al., Shanghai Foreign Language Education Press, 2013) as an example to discuss 
the teaching design of integrated English courses on online learning platform. In this text, the author 
vividly describes people's over-reliance on cars in daily life, and tries to explore the reasons behind it. 
The teaching of this unit adopts a combination of online and offline teaching, and PBL runs through 
the entire process of online teaching. 

3.1 Design of teaching objectives 

The teaching objective is the compass in the teaching design, which provides a clear direction for the 
arrangement and organization of teaching activities. Whether its design is scientific, effective, 
comprehensive and reasonable is directly related to the effect of teaching activities. Ten lesson plans 
collected by the author all focus on the intensive training of students’ language skills, for example, 
mastering the usage of key words such as “settle on, decimal, and habituate”;  distinguishing usage of 
past perfect and past perfect continuous; or getting familiarity with the text structure and writing 
techniques of expository texts. Only 3 of the 10 teaching plans focus on the cultivation of learning 
strategies, 2 of which include the cultivation of students' cooperative learning ability into the target 
range; 1 include the training target of guiding students to use multimedia resources to acquire 
knowledge and solve after-class problems. There is only one lesson plan involving the strengthening 
of cross-cultural awareness, the cultivation of cultural literacy, and the cultivation of critical and 
innovative thinking ability. Obviously, these teaching plans engage too much in the training of 
language skills, while ignoring the improvement of students’ humanistic literacy and thinking ability. 
Obviously, if teaching is solely focusing on the training of language skills, it won’t achieve good 
results.  

Compared with traditional offline courses that focus much more on language skills training and 
less on literacy ability, the teaching objectives of courses in the online platform are more diversified, 
which can better make up for the shortcomings of the former. Constructivist learning theory is 
committed to “giving full play to the initiative, enthusiasm and creativity of students, and ultimately 
achieving the purpose of enabling students to effectively realize the meaning construction of the 
current knowledge.” (Zhang Yi, Zhu Zhiting, 2002) [12]. This is consistent with the goal of China’s 
English education to train versatile talents. Therefore, in the process of developing online PBL, the 
teaching objectives of this unit are planned to be set as follows: 

1) Through online self-learning, students can first master the key vocabulary and grammar 
construction of this unit; then become familiar with and master the writing techniques of expository 
texts, and at last cultivate the basic skills in listening, speaking, reading, writing, and translation. 
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2) Through the completion of online reading exercises, students can understand the unique car 
culture of American people and make a contrastive study between American and Chinese people’s car 
culture in order to cultivate students' cross-cultural awareness. 

3) Through online debate, students can clarify the advantages and disadvantages of automobiles 
to modern life which cultivate students' critical thinking ability. 

4) Through the teamwork to produce "Car Free Day" trailer, both cooperative learning ability and 
environmental awareness of students are enhanced. 

The teaching objectives of this unit should by no means be limited to the training of low-level 
language skills such as memorizing words, analyzing and understanding long and difficult sentences, 
grasping the cohesion of articles and the structure of texts. Instead with the help of various search tools, 
multi-dimensional learning software and real-time social software, the teaching aims to cultivate 
learners' higher order thinking abilities such as, their problem-solving ability, creative and critical 
thinking ability, collaboration ability, cross culture literacy and civic awareness. 

3.2 Design of teaching content 

In traditional teaching, textbooks are the important carrier of knowledge. Besides, teaching content 
primarily involves solidified and static facts, concepts and data. The 10 lesson plans all list the 
intensive reading of the text, explanation of long and difficult sentences, analysis of writing techniques 
and rhetorical techniques, and comment on the phenomenon of Americans' over-reliance on 
automobiles as teaching content; 2 of them include extra-curricular supplementary reading in the 
teaching content.; Only 1 of them involves online reading activity. The teaching content is monotonous, 
rigid and lacking interactivity, which can neither arouse students' interest in learning nor meet the 
diverse needs of students' knowledge and skills. 

The teaching content of PBL breaks the limitations of time and space in traditional classroom 
teaching, and focuses on divergent and dynamic skills. The PBL carried out on online learning platform 
has the characteristics of infinite resources, openness, diversification and contextualization in the input 
of knowledge, which adds interest, flexibility, comprehensiveness and autonomy to the learning 
content. In the lectures of the unit — "Out of Step", in addition to the content of the textbook, students 
will also consult online language learning reference books during the process of online learning; read 
several excerpts from novels reflecting automobile culture; share their collections of related news 
reports, watch advertisements about automobile culture, film and television works and other videos on 
“Car Free Day”.  

3.3 Design of teaching steps 

The traditional English classroom teaching design is mostly designed by referring to the "five-step 
teaching method" of lead-in, comprehension, practice, consolidation and summary. The 10 teaching 
plans collected are all organized in accordance with these five steps to organize teaching activities. On 
the one hand, the "five-step teaching method" helps to arouse students' interest in learning, mobilize 
their' enthusiasm, and consolidate their language skills. On the other hand, its fixed teaching mode will 
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inevitably lead to students' burnout and rigid thinking mode in the long run. With the assistance of 
online learning platform abundant in updated information and functions, PBL can innovate the inherent 
mode of traditional offline teaching mode and inject new vitality into the organization of classroom 
activities. PBL always takes contextualized, open-ended, and unstructured questions as the learning 
axis of learners (Pastirik, 2006) [13], so the arrangement of teaching steps also targeted at the design 
of questions. 

Taking the teaching steps of "Out of Step" as an example, the lecture of unit begins with the first 
step of creating a context. The context created must be able to reasonably elicit and present problem 
patterns (Lin Fang, Cheng Lijuan, 2009) [14]. Consequently, the context of this unit is set as an 
investigation on the means of transportation of each learner in their daily life. And the online 
questionnaire is used to investigate whether the learner is overly dependent on private cars, the degree 
of dependence; and then the theme of this unit is led in — automobiles and modern life. The second 
step of setting questions plays a significant role in PBL teaching design. According to the teaching 
objectives of this unit, the existing knowledge level of learners and the problem context created, in this 
unit three types of problems are proposed, including language problems in the text, and the comparison 
and contrast on Chinese and American automobile cultures, as well as the production of a "Car-Free 
Day" trailer, which aims at improving students' humanistic quality. In the third step of problem solving, 
learners are required to use the powerful online search engine, as well as various online learning 
software and reference books, work out a solution to the problem with the help of the prompts and 
clues of teachers and resources on online learning platforms, and through a combination of individual 
and group work. In the fourth step of class report, learners will be able to fully display and share their 
learning outcomes in both online and offline class. Learners will work in groups to display the "Car 
Free Day" slogan and trailer, and introduce the concept of their design. In the final summary and 
feedback session, learners write a study reflection, summarize the gains in this unit from the aspects 
of language learning, cultural awareness and humanistic quality on the forum of the online learning 
platform. Their questions will also be encouraged and responded in time. 

3.4 Design of classroom organization 

The way of classroom organization is closely related to the effect of teaching tasks. In light of the 10 
teaching plans collected, their designers — teachers are still the disseminator of knowledge, and the 
teaching method adopted is chiefly “grammar translation method”. The explanation of vocabulary, 
grammar, long and difficult sentences and text structure account for a large proportion of teaching 
tasks. However, the tasks aimed at improving learners' humanistic quality and cultural awareness more 
often than not won’t be carried out until the lead-in and consolidation part of the lecture. There was no 
effective correlation between language knowledge tasks and cultural literacy tasks. The task is carried 
out in the form of question and answer between teachers and students and group discussion of students. 
Learners are only given limited right to autonomous learning. Only 2 lesson plans designed 
autonomous learning tasks in the language knowledge learning process; the remaining 8 lesson plans 
did not give students the space to complete the tasks independently until the consolidation step. In 
traditional classroom, the way of organizing classroom activity is monotonous. Furthermore the 
interaction between teachers and students, that between students, and that between students and 
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teaching content and teaching media are inactive, which greatly reduces the participation of learners 
in the learning process. 

In contrast the all-encompassing multimedia resources of the online learning platform and the 
contextualized and experiential teaching environment of PBL have greatly activated the classroom 
organization. In the PBL process of "Out of Step", teachers are no longer dominate the classroom 
activity, instead, they adopt heuristic and inquiry-based teaching methods to guide students to use 
online learning resources to complete their tasks independently, construct knowledge, and acquire 
skills. Tasks are more closely related to one other. The teaching tasks of language knowledge input are 
embedded in the tasks of texts, understanding car culture, and sharing the slogan of "Car Free Day", 
which run through the entire teaching activities. In the process of completing various tasks such as 
writing the flow chart of the text structure, participating in online forums, and making "Car-Free Day" 
trailer, learners can cultivate their civic awareness and broaden their global awareness while 
consolidating their language foundation. PBL adopts problem-solving-oriented way of organizing 
classroom activities. With the help of the diversified database of the online learning platform, learners 
can improve their problem-solving ability in the cycle of discovering problems, solving problems, and 
triggering new problems (Hou Jianjun, 2008) [15], so as to gain great autonomy in learning. 

4 CONCLUSION 

The online learning platform can maximize the merits of PBL, such as "learner-centeredness", 
"learning from solving real problems", "involving the students' own life experience", "cultivating 
students' autonomous learning ability and ultimately lifelong learning". Such learning mode breaks the 
limitations of time and space, enriches learning resources, promotes classroom interaction, and 
increases the interest and authenticity of learning tasks, so that learners can efficiently acquire 
strategies and methods to solve problems, and construct knowledge. In brief, the interactivity and 
pluralism of the network environment is a perfect fit for the autonomous and exploratory learning 
mode of PBL. 
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