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Abstract
This research had as a goal to explore the effect of the Project-Based Learning 

(PBL) through differentiated instruction to improve, motivate and change 
students’ attitudes towards a second language learning. In order to achieve the 
stated goal, a quasi-experimental study with quantitative data gathering and 
analysis techniques was conducted. The students of the sample were 41 gifted 
North American students from Robinson School in Tampa, Florida. Twenty-
one of them composed the experimental group and twenty of them composed 
the control group. The independent variable of the study was the PBL and the 
independents were academic learning achievement, learning motivation and 
attitudes toward learning. The rst dependent variable was assessed by means 
of a knowledge test, the second and third with a survey composed by open, 
closed and Likert style questions. The knowledge test was applied before and 
after the intervention and the survey only after the intervention. The gathered 
information was analyzed with the support of a quantitative analysis software 
via the de nition of statistical signi cances of the results contrasting them with 
the theory. This process allowed the conclusion that the application of PBL 
through differentiated instruction enhanced the academic learning achievement 
(vocabulary, grammar, culture and lecture), increased intrinsic and extrinsic 
motivation for learning and improved attitudes towards learning.
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Resumen
La presente investigación tuvo como objetivo explorar el efecto del método 

de Aprendizaje Basado en Proyectos (ABP) mediante instrucción diferenciada 
para mejorar, motivar y cambiar las actitudes que los estudiantes tienen sobre el 
aprendizaje de una segunda lengua. Para la consecución de los logros trazados, 
se llevó a cabo un estudio cuasi-experimental con técnicas de recolección y 
análisis de la información de corte cuantitativo. La muestra seleccionada 
fue de 41 estudiantes anglosajones con altas capacidades intelectuales de la 
Escuela Robinson en Tampa, Florida, de los cuales, 21 conformaron el grupo 
experimental y 20 el grupo de control. La variable independiente del estudio 
fue el ABP y las dependientes fueron el logro académico en el aprendizaje, la 
motivación para aprender y las actitudes hacia el aprendizaje. La primera variable 
dependiente fue evaluada con un test de conocimiento, la segunda y tercera a 
través de un cuestionario con preguntas abiertas, cerradas y estilo Likert. El 
test de conocimiento fue aplicado antes y después de la intervención, mientras 
que, el cuestionario, después de la intervención. La información recolectada fue 
analizada con un software de análisis cuantitativo, mediante la de nición de 
signi cancias estad sticas en los resultados y, a su vez, contrastándolos con la 
teor a. Esto permitió concluir que la aplicación del ABP, mediante instrucción 
diferenciada, aumentó el logro académico en el aprendizaje de la L2, incrementó 
la motivación intr nseca y extr nseca por el aprendizaje y mejoró las actitudes 
hacia el aprendizaje. 

Palabras clave. Aprendizaje de una segunda lengua, aprendizaje basado 
en proyectos, estudiantes con altas capacidades intelectuales, motivación, 
percepción del aprendizaje y logro académico. 

Introduction

The critical need of effective programs in foreign languages is quite notable. 
More and more, learning a second language is of high preponderance 
and also the search for strategies which contribute to the effectiveness 
of teaching and learning processes, such as Project-Based Learning, a 
method focused in individual or group activities during a certain period 
of time, giving as a result a product, a presentation or an achievement. 
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It is worth mentioning that the application of Project-Based Learning, 
as a strategy to introduce active methodologies, has been studied by 
a great majority of investigators who show empirical evidence on its 
contribution to improve the conventional learning method, like Hashim 
& Din (2009), Kelly & Finlayson (2007), Gambhir (2007). In addition, it is 
certain that Project-Based Learning not only develops new competences, 
but also improves the persistence and strength of acquired knowledge 
(Ward & Lee, 2002), and its use has spread to the context of information 
and communication technologies through educational resources like 
WebQuest and other collaborative work tools (Poikela, 2006). 

In the same way, Project-Based Learning can be considered as a 
main learning strategy which requires the use of different abilities like 
research, collaboration, creativity, wording, presentation of the work in 
the classroom, preparation of videos, art or any other presentation form 
that promotes a nal product. 

With this kind of method, projects are designed so that students can 
research and analyze, linking themselves completely with real situations 
or situations of their environment. Because of this, sometimes, this method 
is referred to as learning based on research-learning in practice, as the 
learning process is an integral part of the knowledge and abilities that 
students acquire with the project. Given that the academic, motivational 
and perception effects of learning a second language were unknown 
in students, it was decided to apply PBL as a teaching model whose 
objective is to involve students in their own learning and continuous 
research, placing the student at its center through the elaboration of 
projects, as well as making the teacher a facilitator of knowledge instead 
of a simple transmitter.

Formulation of the problem

Is the Project-Based Learning method through differentiated instruction 
effective to improve learning? Does this affect the motivation degree of 
students and their attitudes towards learning a second language?

In order to answer the investigation questions formulated above, we 
need to answer rst the following questions
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Systematization of the problem

  How to improve learning of Spanish as a second language in 
students with high abilities through Project-Based Learning?

  How does Project-Based Learning affect the motivation of students 
when learning Spanish as a second language?

  Does Project-Based Learning change the perception of students 
towards learning Spanish?

In order to answer the research problem, as well as to the questions 
mentioned above, it is essential to formulate and execute the following 
general objective and speci c objectives, respectively.

General objective

To explore the effect of the Project-Based Learning (PBL) method through 
differentiated instruction in order to improve, motivate and change the 
students’ attitudes toward learning a second language.

Specific objectives

  To establish whether the Project-Based Learning strategy improves 
the learning of Spanish as a second language in students with high 
intellectual abilities.

  To identify whether motivation can be affected by the application 
of Project-Based Learning.

  To determine whether the students’ perception of Spanish learning 
can be affected by Project-Based Learning.

Project-Based Learning

The instructional method of Project-Based Learning, whose basis is a 
progressive philosophy which has roots in the constructivism, is not new 
at all. According to Sahin, Guven & Yurdatap (2011), this method has 
been mentioned since the 20th century and its main example was the 
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American psychologist and philosopher ohn Dewey, who was the rst 
to talk about active teaching methods and, in particular, about projects.  
According to these same authors, Dewey’s doctrine was active learning, 
suggesting that learning should be done by practice and by assimilating 
mandatory contents, not listening but doing. He defended that children 
should learn within an environment of training, experience and projects 
interpretation. As a professor at the Columbia University, he advocated 
for the instruction based on projects, but his idea was that the instruction 
should include four components  objectives, planning, execution and 
assessment.

In public schools, Project-Based Learning includes essays and 
assessments based on the same learning standards of the State, which 
applies to other instruction methods, that is  

Projects are speci cally designed to ensure that students meet the 
learning standards expected at a national level. The assessment is 
conducted as the students develop the project or at the end; teachers 
use to evaluate the student’s learning with a variety of methods, like 
learning demonstrations (oral presentations) or rubrics, conferences or 
tests. During the elaboration of the project, teachers continue to provide 
instruction in the course, as well as offering orientation and academic 
support to the students (The Glossary of Education Reform, 2013, p.86).

On the other hand, Roessingh and Chambers (2011) suggest that, in 
this learning, tasks or assignments of projects shall be sequenced, thus 
promoting a joint effort between teacher and student in order to achieve 
the solution or creation of a product.  In the same way, collaboration 
for learning shall be promoted as well, where the teacher and the 
students negotiate, build and validate knowledge, which will result in 
future learning (Garrison & Anderson, 2003). Nowadays, Bender (2012) 
also maintains that Project-Based Learning is the most effective way to 
involve students in the learning process, as they participate actively in 
the selection of many aspects of their tasks, assignments or essays, in 
addition to being motivated by real world problems related with their 
community and interests. This same author says that many other authors 
like Barrell (2010), Baron (2011), Cole & Wasburne-Mose (2010) and 
Larmer & Mergendoller (2010) recommend it as the best educational 
instructional practice. 
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Project-Based Learning (PBL) and differentiated instruction

According to Bender (2012), Project-Based Learning was not analyzed 
as a differentiated instruction model until 2008, mainly by Schlemmer & 
Schlemmer (2008).  The Schlemmers claim that Project-Based Learning 
is an obvious way of differentiated instruction because through projects, 
the most essential differentiation concepts are incorporated, so that they 
are associated with students to motivate them and improve their learning; 
besides, they can be used to differentiate the content, process or product, 
according to the interests and learning pro les. Likewise, both authors 
consider that through an active learning, knowledge and understanding 
can arise more easily, and that, aligned with the study program, allows 
students to take individual decisions within a real and signi cant context, 
even though nal products may vary. They af rm that, in order for a 
project to be successful, it must be based on eight important skills  

  Reading
  Writing
  Research
  Planning
  Problem solving
  Self-discipline
  Self-assessment
  Presentation

Project-Based Learning is a clear way of differentiated instruction as 
it involves, motivates and improves students’ learning; because when 
students work on a project, they assume a leadership role, accept 
responsibilities in their own learning, become active workers instead of 
passive observers, face real tasks that represent things in the real world, 
apply knowledge in a context that makes learning signi cant, strengthen 
their con dence in themselves and create unique nal products, among 
others (Schlemmer & Schlemmer, 2008). 

Authors like Belland, French and Ertmer (2009) consider Project-
Based Learning as a differentiated instruction method because it is an 
innovative way of instruction in which students select a question or a 
problem to solve and teachers t that project within the study program’s 
standards; and also because in the project assignment, students select 
many of the tasks to carry out, and this approach allows to choose the 
learning activities that are speci cally compatible with their learning 
styles and preferences. This encourages students to get involved and 
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join the project in an active way, as they not only choose the group 
participants but also the methods to solve or carry out the project. Given 
that students have a complete involvement in the project, they experience 
a high level of motivation to work diligently in their task. 

Project-Based Learning in children with high intellectual abilities

According to Stanley’s (2012) handbook for the 21st century classroom, 
Project-Based Learning offers many advantages for students with high 
intellectual abilities

  It allows students to select the project  when gifted students see that 
they have control over their work or project, they can get involved 
in it in a more active way (Bristow, 2013).

  Strengthen the students’ responsibility  Project-Based Learning 
allows students to be more independent and responsible for their 
learning.

  Establish priorities  during Project-Based Learning, the student 
decides which tasks need to be done and in what order. According 
to Stanley (2012), prioritization of tasks is also linked to the student’s 
choice and responsibility. A student with high intellectual abilities 
acts in a particular way regarding how and when things have to 
be done; and Project-Based Learning gives them control over the 
prioritization of tasks.

  It allows individualized time  given that students assume, to a large 
extent, the control of the decisions during the project process, they 
can work at their own pace. As for students with high intellectual 
abilities, some tasks are important and could be carried out in 
a meticulous and re exive way, while others could be quickly 
completed. 

  Strengthen the learning process  students tend to know how they 
prefer to learn, since each individual learns in a different way. Some 
students have a kinesthetic, visual or hearing learning style, among 
others.

  Natural environment  students consider the search for information 
as a natural fact for problem solving or for the creation of a product, 
and students with high intellectual abilities consider it in a more 
noticeable way. They could search for all the necessary information 
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inside or outside the school in order to carry out their task, as 
Project-Based Learning offers a real world approach.

  Preparation  Along with a self-paced time, students can enjoy the 
control they have regarding the amount of time needed. They can 
decide how much time they would spend to develop the most 
important aspects of the project, which is very positive for students 
with high intellectual abilities, as they can challenge themselves 
and carry out complex projects.

  Signi cant learning  If students are working on a eld of their 
interest, they can acquire skills to use them in the future, as the 
Project-Based Learning nature includes projects that come from the 
real world.

  Authentic assessment or assessment for learning  Students will 
be assessed with the authentic assessment approach, where the 
essence is to learn to know, learn to do, learn to share and learn 
to be. Since this teaching method is organized around authentic 
activities, the assessment needs to be similar. The main condition 
for an authentic assessment is the valuation of contextual learning 
(D az Barriga & Hernández, 2002).

  Collaborative learning through study programs  With Project-Based 
Learning, students can apply their knowledge from other courses 
to the context where the project is being carried out, learning and 
relating different subjects at the same time. 

Thanks to the Project-Based Learning, students with high intellectual 
abilities feel more motivated when they value what they are learning 
and when their tasks have a personal and real meaning (Ferrari & 
Mahalingham, 1998; Leontiev, 1978). In the same way, students are also 
more motivated when they think that the learning result is under their 
control (Bandura, 1997; Dweck, 1991).

Giftedness and talent (high intellectual abilities)

It is extremely dif cult to de ne giftedness, as the de nition varies from 
one author to another. Given that a single factor, like IQ, cannot explain 
by itself the high intellectual ability phenomenon, and that the research 
on these individuals has shown that they have a set of interrelated 
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features which are relatively well de ned, Renzulli proposed his three-
ring conception of giftedness (Renzulli, 1980), exposed in gure 1.

FIGURE 1. Three-ring conception

Source: Renzulli (1986)

Within Gardner’s perspective, a gifted or talented individual can 
be de ned as a being who is exceptionally competent in one or more 
intelligences (Sousa, 2009). Although, according to this same author, 
there is no extensive physical evidence in neuroscience to verify what 
Gardner says in his theory, studies show that, in fact, there is, since the 
brain uses different parts to carry out certain tasks; but on the contrary, 
there are many anecdotes and observations of studies that show that 
there are different levels and types of intelligences. 

In the same way, the Spanish confederation of high intellectual 
abilities (Confederación Española de Altas Capacidades Intelectuales, 
CONFINES) (2017), considers that the needs to be attended in order to 
respond to students with high abilities are

  Motivation to learn
  Creativity
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  Lack of synchrony
  Fast learning
  Early mental maturity 
  Hypersensitivity 
  Perfectionism
  Hyperactivity (mental)
  Categorical behavior (persistence in their decisions) 

Bearing in mind the above comments, we continue with our general 
view of the DMGT. As shown in Figure 2 hereunder, it is formed by 
ve components  gifts (G), talents (T), talent development process (D), 

intrapersonal catalyst (I), and environmental catalyst (E). The rst three 
represent the core of the DMGT; its interactions summarize the essence 
of the talent development conception from the DMGT; that is, the 
progressive transformation from gifts to talents. 

FIGURE 2. Gagné’s Differentiated Model of Giftedness and Talent 

Source: Gagné (2010)
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Methodology

In this study, we have used a quasi-experimental methodology using 
quantitative information gathering instruments applied to observable 
phenomena, experimentally controlled and statistically analyzed with an 
experimental and a control group.

Hypothesis

The hypothesis leading this research were the following

•  H1  The academic achievement in the content learning will be 
higher in students to whom Project-Based Learning method is 
applied, than in students using the traditional instruction method.

•  H2  The Project-Based Learning method generates learning 
motivation among students of a foreign language.

•  H3  The students’ perception of Spanish learning is affected by 
Project-Based Learning.

Variables

The variables that took part in this study were

  Independent variable  Project-Based Learning (PBL)
  Dependent variable 1  Academic achievement in the learning 
process 

  Dependent variable 2  Motivation to learn
  Dependent variable 3  Attitudes towards learning 

Sample

The study was applied to 41 Anglo-Saxon students from Robinson School 
in Tampa, Florida; 21 students composed the experimental group and 
the rest of students (20 students) formed the control group of the study. 
This investigation had a convenience sample of 41 students, 38  of the 
total number of students of the school. This was due to the fact that the 
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education administration randomly assigned this number of students to 
the researcher. The sample was composed by 13 men and 28 women 
who ranged between 14 and 15 years old. All students were categorized 
as children with high intellectual abilities and were attending the 1st 
level of Spanish as a second foreign language, in 90-minute periods, 
three times per week.  

Instruments

This study takes the quantitative approach for scienti c investigation, 
where information gathering instruments were selected and adapted in 
order to measure the variables contained in the research hypothesis that 
will afterwards converge in their triangulation. During the information 
triangulation, the data provided by a knowledge test were combined in 
order to measure variable #1. Those data were treated, on the one hand, 
through a statistical analysis using SPSS 23 software and, on the other 
hand, with a questionnaire with Likert type open and closed questions, 
in order to measure variables #2 and #3 and gather valuable information 
for the investigation. The validity and reliability of this questionnaire is 
based, not only in the experiment carried out by Lau (2009), who applied 
these questions in her research to measure the motivation and attitude of 
students. Lau built her questions based on the investigations of Cohen & 
Dornyei (2001), whose validity was also proven in another investigation 
of Tseng, Dornyei & Schmitt (2006), which intended to present auto-
ef cacy as a learning strategy.

Knowledge test

A multiple choice test was administered in order to measure knowledge. 
This test was designed by the publishing house McDougal Littell, and 
is included (to be used by teachers) inside a book series corresponding 
to the textbook ¡En Español 1!, which use is mandatory for all schools 
within the Hillsborough educational county, in Tampa, Florida, for the 
International Baccalaureate program. The test was administered before 
(pre-test) and after (post-test) the intervention with PBL.
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Questionnaire 

This questionnaire consisted of 16 questions distributed as follows

  (6) semi-open questions answered with “a lot/not much/nothing”, 
and answers to questions “how?” and “why?”. (Objective  nd out 
about the perception of Spanish learning and intrinsic motivation).

  (6) open questions, where the students were presented with 
different choices, as well as the option to offer more answers, as 
there was a choice to answer “others”. (Objective  nd out about the 
extrinsic motivation perception). 

  (4) completely open questions oriented to gather valuable 
information for this investigation.

As this questionnaire had different answer options, open, semi-open 
with “a lot/not much/nothing” answers, and multiple choice questions, 
these were analyzed separately and with a cross tabulation, classifying 
only the essential results obtained. To be able to analyze and show the 
obtained information in a clear way, we used a matrix where the answers 
to the questionnaire and the option selected were classi ed depending 
on the number of students who answered to the same option.  

Instruments validity

In order to avoid the instruments’ internal and external invalidity, the 
following aspects were considered

  Both groups of students to whom data gathering instruments were 
applied were acknowledged as students with high intellectual 
abilities and had Spanish as their foreign language.

  The groups were randomly selected by the secondary school for 
the researcher. From a total of 108 students, 41 were assigned to 
the study, thus avoiding to select the sample over a speci c feature.

  Students who were part of this investigation carried out the activities 
knowing that their grades were being taken into account. 

  Instruments were relatively short, thus avoiding distraction 
situations as well as tiredness, hunger or indifference. 

  Instruments were applied after nine weeks from the start of the 
academic year, thus avoiding  possible changes in number and 
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features of students, since at the beginning of the year there are 
many classes and schedule changes among students. 

  Instruments were applied with a minimum difference time of 90 
minutes on the same day, to both the control and the experimental 
group, trying to avoid unplanned effects.

  To avoid validity threats in the instruments’ performance by the 
administrators, we took into account aspects like  gender of 
the teacher, teaching ability, attitude, preconceptions, verbal or 
motivational stimuli. The person in charge to administrate the 
instruments in this investigation was the researcher herself for both 
groups; recognizing possible experimenter’s bias and handling high 
levels of professional ethics.

  In this investigation the pre-test and post-test to measure the 
learning achievement were applied with an interval of four weeks, 
so as to prevent the initial test from affecting the nal test. Likewise, 
students were not informed about the pre-test and post-test, so 
these were applied as part of a grade on the evaluation of the study 
program.

Procedures

First phase

During the rst phase, lesson plans were designed for both the 
experimental and the control group. In the rst group planning, the 
teacher investigated, gathered and selected a variety of projects related 
to the topics to be taught. In the second group, the planning was made 
based on the traditional methodology, as may be seen in table 1. For the 
experimental group, projects were designed according to the learning 
styles of the students, as well as to the contents that should be included 
in the foreign language Spanish 1 study program. A plan was made for 
every two periods of lessons, being each lesson of 90 minutes (this was 
due to the fact that students of the International Baccalaureate program 
only see their teacher three times per week). Every lesson included a 
grading guide to assess every project. In this same period, the researcher 
drafted and sent the permission letters for the study to parents and 
students. 
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Second phase

During the second phase, students of the experimental group answered the 
online VARK (visual, reading-writing, hearing, kinesthetic) questionnaire 
offered by the researcher, which provided information of the learning 
style of each student. Later, the pre-test was applied to both groups, in 
order to assess the knowledge variable. 

This test measured the contents that should be taught during the 
estimated time according to the study program speci ed by the county. 
Consequently, the rst lesson plan was applied, explaining the nature of 
the application of the Project-Based Learning (PBL) method, expectations, 
grading guides and presentations, and nally, the groups were formed 
according to their style and interests, those based on the data obtained 
from the previous questionnaire, that is, the PBL was applied once the 
learning styles of students were identi ed, since they were taken into 
account for the project assignment. At the same time, the traditional 
teaching method of Spanish was applied to the control group.

Third phase

During the third and last phase, the lesson plans proposed were nalized. 
At the end of this phase, the post-test was applied to both groups, which 
provided quantitative information regarding content learning between 
the two groups. In the same way, that same week the survey which 
measured the motivation and the effect that PBL would generate in the 
students’ learning perception towards the study of a second language, 
was conducted.

Finally, the corresponding tabulations, analysis and conclusions from 
the data gathered with the applied instruments, were made.

Results

Academic achievement variable 

When examining the relationship between the independent variable and 
the academic achievement, and according to the results shown by the 
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data gathering instrument to measure this variable in particular, and the 
pre-test and post-test, it was ascertained that the performance/learning 
of students from the experimental group was higher than that of students 
from the control group, this regarding the academic achievement. 
Therefore, and according to the results, we can af rm that Project-Based 
Learning affects the use and learning of contents among students with 
high intellectual abilities who are studying a second language, as well as 
the fact that PBL allows a higher knowledge retention.

As may be seen in graphic I and tables I and II, students were able 
to increase their academic performance in Spanish, as a consequence 
of the application of PBL. Therefore, the use of Project-Based Learning 
is more ef cient, satisfactory and has an impact on the knowledge 
categories assessed. This, in turn, con rms that the hypothesis previously 
formulated is true.

GRAPHIC I. Academic achievement variable
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TABLE I. Means, standard deviations and effect size of the punctuations of the global test for 

control and experimental groups

CONTROL GROUP EXPERIMENTAL GROUP

Pre-test Post-test Pre-test Post-test

Mean 1.75 3.65 1.57 4.14

Standard deviation. 1.33 1.27 1.21 1.11

Cohen’s d 1.46114 2.21346

Effect size 0.58991 0.74197

N (sample size) 20 20 21 21

TABLE II. Statistical significance analysis

t p-value df r (effect size) Standard error 
difference

N (sample 
size)

Control group 4.6189 0.0001 38 0.5996 0.411 20

Experimental group 7.1904 0.001 40 0.7508 0.358 21

Learning motivation variable

After nishing the application of PBL and once the gathered data from 

the questionnaire applied to students were analyzed, it was possible to 

af rm that PBL generated a higher motivation, both extrinsic and intrinsic, 

for Spanish learning among students of the experimental group. This was 

due to the fact that projects were diverse and different depending on 

their learning style, as well as because the product of those projects was 

of their choice and according to their intelligence. In addition, they were 

free, not only to choose their own group partners, but also to decide 

by themselves the process, the product and the way to present it in the 

classroom. 
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GRAPHIC II. Results comparison regarding the motivation to study Spanish before and after PBL 

In the same way, and according to the answers given by the experimental 
group, their motivation increased or was positively affected because, 
trough PBL, students were able to have some fun, since previously they 
thought that learning a foreign language was a boring task. Besides, they 
found learning a bit easier thanks to the projects. Consequently, they 
were motivated not only to elaborate the product, but also to help their 
partners if they had dif culties and to compete with other groups, as 
they were eager to show a better result than the other groups.  

Learning perception variable

Regarding the learning perception variable for a foreign language, 
the questionnaire showed that students from the experimental group 
improved their learning perception of it because they found, not only 
that the lessons were more interesting and fun, but also because they felt 
more con dent to carry out the projects, to ask their partners when in 
doubt and to guide other partners when they needed more help. Besides, 
they were also challenged to develop a new product, according to their 
own interests and learning styles. In addition, their answers showed a 
positive result in this variable, as students perceived that they could learn 
more easily the contents of the lessons because of the differentiated 
selection and the adjustment to their style, as well as because of the 



Revista de Educación, 380. April-Jun 2018, pp. 199-224
Received: 22-10-2016    Accepted: 17-11-2017

217

Landron, M. L., Agreda Montoro, M., Colmenero Ruiz, M.ª J. THE EFFECT OF PROJECT-BASED LEARNING IN GIFTED STUDENTS OF A SECOND LANGUAGE

freedom they had regarding the selection of the product, the workgroup 
and the way to present their nal product.  

Discussion

Project-Based Learning affects mainly in the use and content learning 
of students with high intellectual abilities who are studying a second 
language. Moreover, this method allows a higher knowledge retention; 
this was previously claimed by Stanford, Crowe & Flice (2010), who 
af rm that, through these effective and motivational strategies, students 
could show a learning and academic increase. In turn, this is widely 
documented in the investigations previously referred by Bender (2012), 
who mentioned that in the studies carried out by Scott (1994), Stepien & 
Gallagher (1993), Strobel & Van Barneveld (2008), Tassinari (1996) and 
Walker & Leary (2009), they af rm that the use of PBL had increased the 
achievement and learning of their students. 

In the same way, with Project-Based Learning students are free, not 
only to choose their own group partners, but also to decide by themselves 
the process, the product and the way to present it in the classroom. 
Therefore, and considering what Bender (2012) presented, all students 
can take advantage of an innovative and ef cient strategy that includes 
their knowledge of preference and their learning styles in the classroom 
–whose objective is to build knowledge.

In addition, students not only felt motivated to elaborate the product, 
but also to help their partners if they had dif culties and to compete with 
other groups as they were eager to show a better result than the other 
groups. This way, it can be stated, following the assumptions of Hmelo-
Silver (2004), that students with high intellectual abilities develop better 
cognoscitive, con dence and eagerness skills to carry out a complex task 
when they are motivated with interesting activities that challenge them 
moderately. 

The application of PBL in the eld of education and learning of 
second languages has been involved in a progressive development 
over the past few years. Several studies emphasize that it allows the 
development of linguistic-communicative competences, becoming a 
resource to integrate language and the contents from the study program, 
basic tasks within language didactics and the second language and 



Revista de Educación, 380. April-Jun 2018, pp. 199-224
Received: 22-10-2016    Accepted: 17-11-2017

218

Landron, M. L., Agreda Montoro, M., Colmenero Ruiz, M.ª J. THE EFFECT OF PROJECT-BASED LEARNING IN GIFTED STUDENTS OF A SECOND LANGUAGE

Spanish language contexts (Livingstone & Ferreira, 2009; Sáez, 2002); 
making the application of knowledge in the students’ real life feasible 
in a signi cant and comprehensive way (Tano, 2016). All of this is due 
to the fact that they provide the opportunity to nd a real context to 
manage to communicate in another language through learning tasks, 
generating interest among the students and overcoming the classroom 
limits (D az & Su én, 2016).

Finally, students perceive that they could learn more easily the 
contents of the lessons because of the differentiated selection and the 
adjustment to their style, as well as because of the freedom they had 
regarding the selection of the product, the workgroup and the way to 
present their nal product.  This result is corroborated by Tomlinson 
(2005) when establishing that students tend to participate more actively 
and study and develop their second language knowledge skills because 
they feel that they have a good perception on their learning as they have 
more control over it. 

Conclusions

This research allows to say that Project-based Learning (PBL) is a 
successful and promising strategy for teachers in Hillsborough county, 
Tampa, Florida.  That is because PBL allows the teacher to make teaching 
attractive and challenging through projects which students enjoy. Besides, 
the teacher gets the students actively involved and makes them work 
together to make their work more meaningful. The use of this strategy 
by teachers will successfully help in their teaching evaluations, as the 
crucial point in these evaluations is making the students be consistently 
proactive and involved in their learning, as well as designing and 
implementing activities to stimulate a high thinking level, and this could 
be proved through all the eld work. 

Regarding the students involved, PBL is a good strategy resulting not 
only in a knowledge-related achievements’ increase, as after completing 
the project –understood as “completing” the whole process of selection, 
planning, problem solving, etc.–, students understand in more depth the 
contents, which means that they would remember what they learn and 
retain it for a longer period of time –as opposed to what usually happens 
with traditional education. Therefore, the students learning the contents 
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through PBL are more likely to apply what they know and are able to 
create new situations, as it has been shown in this study. The students 
not only had to verify their knowledge while elaborating the product, but 
also when presenting it to the group, when creating a knowledge activity 
for the rest of the students and when taking the knowledge examination. 

Likewise, it might be concluded that PBL increases motivation among 
high intellectual ability students for foreign language learning through 
projects with differentiated instruction and learning styles, because 
PBL makes learning more attractive and challenging. Initially, students 
found it boring and tiresome to learn a foreign language. However, 
thanks to this strategy they have been active and got involved in the 
learning process. This could be attributed, mostly, to the freedom they 
had to choose their product, as they were designed according to multiple 
intelligences and learning styles. This resulted in fun, con dence and 
eagerness to complete the task. Consequently, the outcome was a 
positive change in their learning motivation. This point was corroborated 
in previous investigations such as Marzano & Pickering (2010). These 
authors demonstrated in their studies that offering options to students at 
all age levels, frequently increases their motivation, which was observed 
through the increase of their effort, task performance and eagerness to 
learn.

Regarding the perception, this investigation could only conclude that 
when students are involved in the whole instruction process they can 
choose what to do and with whom, what product to create, and solve 
all the inconveniences by themselves, that is to say, when they have the 
control, the perception of the lesson or the topic to be learned changes 
signi cantly, as everything they do attracts their attention and gets them 
involved.  

In the same way, this investigation also showed with certainty that, 
when using PBL, new skills are developed in this kind of students, such 
as

  Critical thinking. When carrying out this kind of projects, students’ 
critical thinking was developed regarding planning, execution, 
problem solving and nal product, which represents a positive 
point for the implementation of this type of instructional strategy.

  Creativity. In PBL, the lesson planning was supported by 
differentiated instruction, although a variety of products were 
offered, according to the students’ intelligences, the nal product 
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was unique and creative. That is, students will develop creativity 
skills to ful ll the project and present it to the group, which was 
also bene cial to prove the effectiveness of this strategy. In addition, 
the fact of asking the groups to elaborate a possible checking task 
for the rest of groups, allowed their creativity to ow, as they were 
asked not to repeat the activities. This encouraged them to nd new 
ways to measure knowledge.

  Self-learning and responsibility. Even though students had grading 
guides for the lesson plans, as well as parameters to carry out the 
projects, they had to implement self-learning and responsibility 
in order to be able to meet, not only the scheduled time for the 
projects, but also the way and structure in which they had to be 
done. The result was an increase on these two skills, which would 
be very bene cial for this kind of students as, due to the volume 
of work that they usually manage, they tend to postpone or deliver 
their tasks and projects late, after the scheduled date.

  Collaboration. With this type of strategy, collaborative skills among 
students were clearly increased, as they needed each other to carry 
out the project. The constant communication, the explanation from 
students who understood the topic to those who did not, the mutual 
help provided regarding technology, the elaboration of activities 
for the class, the practice, the distribution of responsibilities, the 
product review and much more, contributed to the positive and 
quick development of these skills when using PBL.

In addition to the above, another advantage of the use of this strategy 
resides in PBL power to act as a self-re exive tool. A review of relevant 
literature (Rogers, 2007), reveals that this kind of projects help students 
to develop a sense of con dence and interdependence. Students await 
opportunities to collaborate and these should be provided in order to 
share the achievements and dif culties with the others. 

Lastly, the results of this study plus the existing literature from 
other investigations presented in this thesis, provide a strong argument 
supporting that PBL is a strategy that, when used appropriately and 
learned by the teacher, can be an effective and motivational tool with 
positive results in a second language learning for students with high 
intellectual abilities. 
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