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ABSTRACT

This paper aims to reflect on and discuss the implications of practice-based
acquisition of written communication and critical thinking skills with the
foundation program students at Sultan Qaboos University (SQU) in Oman.
Pedagogy implemented to enrich students’ learning experiences and
encourage them to exert more effort into learning is explored in relation to
teaching, curricular practice, students’ profile and contexts of learning. The
discussion of the community-based projects implemented with the foundation
program students indicate the importance of designing and implementing
practice-based teaching and learning activities that will shape the educational
development of Omani students as individuals and skilled professionals.

Keywords: practice-based learning, skill development, community-
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INTRODUCTION

The educational concept of practice-based education refers to tertiary education that prepares
students not only “for their practice occupations” but also for “the work, roles, identities and
worlds they will inhabit in these occupations™ [1, p.13]. According to Higgs (2013), practice-
based education equips students with knowledge and skills “to become contributing members
of society as well as members of their professional, disciplinary or occupational community”
[2, p.3]. Experiential, situated and workplace learning as well as social learning theory and
learning in communities of practice are the most influential and valuable theories for
practice-based education [1, p.13], which is, “by definition, entwined with practice, being the
purpose, context and medium for such education” [2, p.4].

Practice-based education pedagogy and related theories are rooted in reflexivity, participation
and dialogue and are aimed at developing skills, capabilities and behaviors that will make it
possible for the students “to contribute to local communities and society as responsible
citizens and professionals” [3, p.2]. Nowadays, these theories already belong to the higher
education mainstream in Oman and have produced research on curriculum and practice. This
research is especially concerned with English language acquisition and development of
critical thinking skills also referred to as skills of responsible thinking [4,5] via a range of
classroom, community-based, classroom and virtual independent learning activities and tasks
[6,7,8]. Moreover, there is a growing commitment to a more sufficient examination and
contextualization of such pedagogy in English language education due to an increasingly
important role that English plays in Oman’s rapidly developing economy and its growing job
market to enhance human resource performance and acquisition of knowledge, experiences
and technical skills [7]. As a consequence, in the higher education context many English
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language teachers now realize the importance of personalizing and individualizing students’
learning experiences, adapting materials to integrated language skills’ teaching and making
critical thinking skills central, that is facilitating students’ English language learning outside
the classroom. However, the English language curriculum in many higher education
institutions in Oman still consists - for the most part- of commercial textbooks that were not
designed to cater to these needs and follow basic principles and beliefs of practice-based
education that can have a major influence on English language teaching in Oman in the
context of globalization and skills for the 21% century development.

This paper seeks to gain a better understanding of how project work can be used as one of the
key strategies of practice-based education pedagogy for enriching students’ learning
experience, encouraging them to exert more effort into learning and enhancing their written
communication and critical thinking skills in a particular context of the English foundation
program at Sultan Qaboos University in Oman. The study focuses on examining the teaching
context of the foundation program, students’ profile and project work informed by practice-
based education pedagogy that meets students’ academic and personal needs. This focus is
rooted in previous research conducted by the scholars in Oman who raised their concerns
about students’ low written communication and critical thinking skills that hinder their future
academic and personal success [6. 9, 10]. It also coincides with the general mission and the
fundamental purpose of education: “to ensure that all students benefit from learning in ways
that allow them to participate fully in public, community and economic life” [11, p.9].

CONTEXT

Research indicates that “every level of learning must lead to the next level progressively and
successively and the transition from the basic entry level to undergraduate courses to the
intermediate level must be as smooth and easy as possible” [12, p.103). The foundation
program at Sultan Qaboos University is one of the most important stages for providing such
smooth transition from secondary to tertiary education and assisting students’ adjustment to
the university life. It is aimed at developing literacy, numeracy, computing and learning
skills, allowing students a pathway into tertiary education and preparing them for their future
academic studies and employability.

The foundation program at Sultan Qaboos University was designed in line with Oman
academic standards in the form of learning outcomes for English, mathematics, information
technology and study skills. The goal of the English language foundation program is to
prepare students for their active participation in higher education studies and to develop their
four main language skills: listening, reading, speaking and writing. The English foundation
program at Sultan Qaboos University is a structured program of the English language courses
offered by its Language Centre at six proficiency levels. The development of these courses
and their smooth running demands a lot of effort to meet the needs of the students who were
mainly educated in the government schools, where the language of instruction for all the
courses was Arabic. Many of the students had limited contacts with English in real life
situations and foreign teachers from diverse cultural backgrounds prior to university, except
those who were educated in Muscat area with some exposure to English media and
opportunities to communicate in English. These students quite often resort to using Arabic in
oral conversations. For many of them, English speaking or writing practice is “fairly
redundant” [13] as they have insufficient opportunity outside the classroom to practice what
English they have learned in class and contact with English in real-life situations. They are
often at a loss for English words both in speaking and writing, and encounter difficulties in
conveying their thoughts and feelings in English. In addition, many of them face challenges
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with workload, new and unfamiliar ways of interactions, need to deal with new knowledge,
organize and present it. To support students and make learning motivating and more
interesting, the English language foundation program courses are based on communicative
student centered approach and combine the best in current methodology in language learning
pedagogy with in-house materials. They involve traditional and virtual learning environment
on Moodle platform and occur via classroom, flexible, independent and community-based
learning where students are given various activities and tasks. These tasks are devised to help
foundation program students become more inclusive partners in the process of developing
their linguistic capabilities, study and generic skills. For example, they involve students’
learning of how to express themselves for dealing with everyday personal situations and
academic events, speak, write, read, talk and think in English, work independently and
establish control over the direction of their study.

Writing is considered a crucial component of the English language foundation program. As a
consequence, the English language foundation program curriculum emphasizes the
enhancement of the writing skills and subskills of the students, including drafting, revising
and editing of their own writing. It also focuses at familiarizing students with grammar
structures pertinent to their writing tasks and helping students fulfil the prescribed tasks in
writing by activating their passive grammar knowledge. According to the Foundation
Program Curricula (2013), to teach students various writing skills and forms of writing and
meet the requirements of different academic writing tasks a combination of approaches and
techniques is implemented, e.g. a model-based approach [14, p.2]. At the lower levels of the
foundation program, the writing component of the English courses focuses on informal
writing on general topics and on extension for other language skills and sub skills, e.g., focus
on the product, errors’ correction, etc. At the higher levels the focus is on writing for
academic purposes. This includes familiarizing students with morphological and syntactical
structures relevant to their writing tasks, assisting them in activating their passive grammar
knowledge to complete the tasks given by the teacher and engaging students with contexts of
their future specializations and academic requirements. Students at both lower and higher
levels are offered a variety of traditional and online writing resources and activities that
mostly complement each other “to develop students’ sense of curiosity and interest in
language” [14, p.11]. Students at all proficiency levels are also provided with in-house
writing materials and commercial books or integrated skills series, on-line writing materials,
sample writing tests and exercises on Moodle learning platform. Moreover, they have access
to the university’s Writing Centre and Tutorial Centre, where they can get support from
teachers and peer tutors. However, research indicates, that foundation program students’
difficulty in writing is still one of the major barriers to their learning [9]. As reported in Al-
Seyabi & Tuzlukova (2014), these students face multiple challenges in writing especially
those which are concerned with implying critical thinking skills when writing [9].

Critical thinking skills is one of the learning outcomes expected of students at both low and
high proficiency levels. It is clearly stated in the Foundation program curricula (2013) under
a broad “Skills” category to convey to students exactly what is to be accomplished in terms of
providing evidence for knowledge, comprehension, application, analysis, evaluation and
creativity. In line with Elder and Paul (1994) and Vaughn (2005), critical thinking can be
interpreted as skillful and responsible thinking transferrable to any subject, content, or
problem. Such thinking refers to the process of constructing meaning “in which individuals
assess a situation or evaluate data” [15, p.930]. In addition to an attitude of being disposed to
consider in a thoughtful way, critical thinking involves knowledge of the methods of logical
inquiry and reasoning, and some skill in applying these methods [15].
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Students’ English language learning at Sultan Qaboos University’s foundation program can
be described as a dynamic process responsive to current developments in language pedagogy,
methodology and innovative computer-based modes of content delivery that tend to focus on
individual learners’ needs [16]. Moreover, students have opportunities to live and study in a
multicultural socio-cultural and academic environment where people of diverse cultures and
nationalities are increasingly being asked to communicate and work together. Thus, learning
outside the familiar and practice-based learning being global trends in English language
teaching and learning acquire new local perspectives and tendencies in Oman both for the
students and for the teachers. This is, for example, reflected in educational methodologies and
activities for students, as well as in basic strategies for teaching materials that contribute to
English language learning.

The foundation program students need a lot of support and guidance on how to consider new
ways of learning writing and critical thinking skills. In their attempts to align the writing
component with critical thinking skills and to make learning more realistic, teachers at the
Language Centre focus on practice-based education pedagogy and ground their teaching on
educational concepts that start from the presupposition that “social learning is a creative
achievement which involves a degree of personal investment; it can only be achieved by
active participation” [17, p.870). They also pilot a wide range of “innovative and creative
teaching approaches, methods, and methodologies that can have “positive and direct
implications for influencing change” [7, p.20), which include, for example, in-class and out-
of-class community-based projects that support students’ consistent practice and development
of their linguistic, generic and cognitive skills and “abilities to construct ideas into their
thinking” [18, p.36]. These projects are embedded in foundation program students’ academic
and personal needs, cultural values, interdisciplinary knowledge, functional and situational
contexts, specific language program, course and future major of the students.

STUDY

This study aimed at identifying how foundation program students respond to pedagogical
approaches currently implemented to enrich their learning experiences, enhance their skill
development and encourage them to exert more effort into learning. It employed a
monolingual questionnaire in English. One hundred eighty-five students who take foundation
program English for Humanities courses participated in the study, among which 156 (84%)
were female students and 29 (16%) male students. Both groups of students were between 19
and 22 years old. The future majors of these students were History, Sociology and Social
Work, Geography, Arabic, Library and Information Science.

According to the students, most of them (131 students: 70%) favor good teachers in their
language courses. They believe that teachers can help them improve their skills. This view is
shared by 25 male students (86%) and 106 female students (65%). In particular, they favor
teachers who have a sound knowledge of Arabic (82 students: 44% with 15 male students
(51%) and 67 female students (43%). They also appreciate that they have good textbooks and
in-house materials (72 students: 38%, including 20 male students (68%) and 52 female
students (33%). However, the majority of the students believe that they need something more
beyond the book. These needs include but are not limited to materials and activities related to
their majors, technology based language learning and practice-based learning (ranging from
68% to 92%). For example, according to one of the students, “organization of educational
trips might make learning practices more challenging as it will bridge the classroom with the
real communication situations”. According to another student, such trips can “enhance
speaking practice that is needed” and create situations that “elicit opinions and ideas”. The
third student mentioned that educational trips help “challenge their thinking”, and “overcome
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the framework of the textbook”. The examination of the students’ opinions reveals their
positive response to the course and course materials, however, the challenge for the teachers
was to proceed with selecting and designing projects of academic and general interest to the
students that would motivate them to learn English and that would be beneficial to them in
the future from social and academic points of view.

DISCUSSION: FOCUS ON CONTEXTUALIZING PRACTICE-BASED LEARNING

The focus on language learner’s developmental orientations and learning environment have
always been prerequisites in theories of effective language learning [19]. However, in
practice, there have always been limitations and contextual constraints to adjusting the
language learning process to the needs of the students and the community [20]. In line with
practice-based education pedagogy and constructivist tradition in language learning [21], the
in-class and out-of-class community based projects for the English language courses at the
foundation program were initially designed and implemented as interactive and collaborative
language enhancement activities. These activities saw the four skills of language — listening,
speaking, reading, and writing — as parts of a structurally integrated whole [22, p.212]. One
example of an in-class project involves a two-week long interview-based project which
comprises two parts: a speaking and a writing part. It can be described as a face-to-face
interaction with someone with a job at university/in Muscat, the capital of the Sultanate of
Oman/at home in English followed by a written report. In the project the students are
requested to obtain information from people about their life and job, take notes, fill in forms
and compile a written report. The project was designed not only to improve students’
knowledge of basic vocabulary and grammar but also to teach them to appreciate diversity
and equality among people, encourage them to develop a sense of the importance of
individual worth and enhance their critical thinking skills, e.g. asking questions, through
project tasks and activities. Embedded in students’ social and cultural contexts and their
individual interests, the project involved them in such activities as greeting people,
responding to greetings, self-introduction, saying farewells, asking questions, interacting with
people of different jobs, taking notes when people are talking, presenting clearly the
information in completed forms and writing reports. However, the people interviewed were
mostly family members. Sometimes students interviewed relatives who were probably not at
work. This would require less effort on the students’ part and helped them in overcoming
communicative barriers when interviewing people, they didn’t know at all. But unfortunately
this did not increase confidence in the way that interviewing someone else would. When
people at work were interviewed their limited number of jobs included teachers, doctors,
shopkeepers, engineers, police/ army officers, etc. probably due to the fact that the students
were mostly from villages and had not been exposed to many people outside their immediate
environment. According to students and teachers in the program, in spite of some challenges
(e.g. students’ shyness, lack of confidence, lack of vocabulary for expressing themselves
properly, lack of knowledge in the language, difficulties with listening and speaking in a
normal situation (often at a loss for words, often resort to using their native tongue),
misinterpretation of the responses of the interviewees, poor ability in taking notes, immature
written reports that did not often go beyond basic facts about the person interviewed), such
projects make language learning motivating and enjoyable and create a positive attitude both
to students’ learning experience and to understanding that a foreign language should not be
learned just for the sake of the language itself. Additionally, students’ confidence in using the
language boosts when they realize that it is all right to ask for something to be repeated and
when they get something right and can understand people, and there is a dialogue. Moreover,
the opportunity to try out what they know through using the language in real-life situations
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becomes an important factor for motivating students and for their understanding of the
relevance of learning the language better.

A visit to The Wave (Al Mouj), a property development in Muscat, is an example of the out-
of-class community-based project that provided the students with opportunities to interact
with members of Muscat’s local and foreign communities and have meaningful and
motivated exposure to English in use outside the classroom. The project was also aimed at
effectively engaging students in writing and speaking (e.g. asking and answering questions;
interviewing, telling other people about their university and college, writing a report, etc.)
while enhancing their critical thinking skills and reducing the distance between the students
and the language being learned [23]. It gave students the chance to meet and interact in
English with the Wave staff (engineers, construction managers, re-sale managers, etc.) that
include Omanis and non-Omanis integrating “community settings with meaningful learning”
... that is “age-appropriate to the skills of the students” [24]. As well as that students were
provided with language learning experiences related to the topics in the core-book and in the
in-house teaching materials. They were also assisted in better understanding of the value of
English as an achievable challenge. The benefits of the project included embedding learning
into real situations; putting what students learn in class into a context; practicing the
language; increasing confidence in using the language; bringing the students closer together
as a team and seeing their teacher in a situation outside the classroom where she/he talks to/
deals with other people. Later this project was further developed as a multi-skill practice-
based learning activity, which involved critical thinking and problem-solving skills’ learning
components embedded in the social and cultural lives of the students [25, p.101]. For
example, students were asked to accomplish meaningful tasks and activities [26, p.6] that
challenge critical thinking skills, elicit students’ opinions and ideas and encourage them to
construct a response, create a product, or demonstrate the application of knowledge in both
classroom and out-of-classroom settings thus integrating socio-culturally sensitive and
contextually responsive interdisciplinary teaching methodology into project work. To
exemplify, the students’ projects based on the visit to The Wave (Al Mouj) construction site
included constructing questions which the students came up with themselves and which they
asked during the visit; collecting data and information through interviews; note-taking and
documenting responses; writing reports and a thank you letter if relevant among others. All
these activities integrated well into the course, fulfilled its objectives and learning outcomes
thus facilitating students’ vocabulary and knowledge extension, and development of their
skills in a meaningful context. In addition, the students’ awareness of the different cultures
prevalent in the workplace outside the university was heightened. They were able to ask
questions in English and could hear excellent examples of other Omanis’ English, with
explanations in Arabic when needed. Moreover, students learnt why and how to take an
active approach to the learning task at hand, as well as about the importance of being
independent learners willing to take risks and communicate in the target language at all costs
[27].

As for the assessment, each project earned the students 5% of their total grade for the course.
Though only worth this small amount, the projects gave the students the opportunity to learn
more about their own culture and other cultures. They also provided the students with the
chance to discuss a number of things that are relevant to modern life in Oman. Therefore, the
students had the opportunity to explore, read, listen, speak and write about what they saw.
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CONCLUSION

Practice-based education pedagogy can equip language teachers with the ways they “frame
and enact their teaching and curricula practices” to enrich their learning experiences” [2, p.4].
One of the ways is students’ in-class and out-of-class community based project work that
helps students enhance language skills, gain critical awareness, form opinions, express their
positions and views, thus contributing to their future self-realization as professionals and
citizens of Oman. Project work also encourages and motivates students. However, their
motivation increases when the projects’ guidelines, tasks and materials (real life texts,
assignments and exercises) conform to students’ everyday life, personal and academic needs,
are clear to them and provide a clear and understandable entry into the ideas of the projects. It
also boosts if projects emphasize problem-solving assignments and incorporate the “learning
with others” learning strategy which includes different forms of cooperative learning and
team work in order to focus students’ attention, enhance their responsibility for developing
their language and generic skills and involve them in analyzing and reflecting on other
students’ answers. Projects can also be helpful for enhancing students’ progress and
providing them with more learning support and more linguistic, social and cultural models
when learning outside the familiar. Other principles of practice-based language acquisition
through projects, i.e. basic beliefs, theories or rules that have a major influence on the way
the projects are designed and implemented, include personalizing and individualizing project
work, addressing each student needs, finding examples from students’ own experience and
culture, matching project materials with educational environment and content of learning and
making study, critical thinking and problem-solving skills in addition to linguistic abilities
central to project work and materials. This can be a perspective of renewed commitment to
teaching language and critical thinking skills in line with the foundation program English
language courses in order to broaden students’ horizons, enhance and foster their chances for
success and achievement in both tertiary education and potentially in the job market.
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