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Abstract:

This paper reviews the benefits of ill-structuredlpems in second language learning. It also
highlights how to develop students’ communicatind ather learning skills through solving ill-
structured problems. Finally, the paper suggests #mpirical studies should be conducted to
provide better learning approaches through ill-sttured problem-solving. It also gives some
pedagogical implications for teachers
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Introduction

To cope with the current global challenges and awisma@f work places, students need not only a
bulk of knowledge. They need effective communicatskills and other learning skills such as
critical thinking skills, problem-solving skills. ie skills would enable them to apply the
knowledge they acquired into practice and bring uabmeaningful developments in the
professional world. The students would also learbridge the gap between theory and real-
world practice in many fields of their studies (T&©04). However, many students lack the
required skills because the traditional method$eathing do not encourage the promotion of
thought among students. For instance, from thereeqpee of teaching the English language in
Nigeria, it is observed that most of the teachipgraaches adopted by teachers and lecturers
encourage competition among the students. As thaltse many students end of memorising
concepts and ideas rather than acquiring the eakekills that would help them cope with
challenges in their learning and in the work plafter graduation. To develop students learning
skills, there is need to subject the students sduation where they would be compelled to use
the skills. For instance, Bligh (2000) suggestd thaenable students to think, they must be
placed in situations where they have to do so. &fbes, this paper proposes that engaging
students in solving ill-structured problems mayelep their communication and other required
skills, and prepare them for the challenges ofvilbek place. The use of ill-structured problem
might facilitate second language learning. The @sscof solving the ill-structured problem
might facilitate the students’ second languageniegr and enrich their critical thinking skills
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(Tan, 2000) and cognitive structure, as the probhesuld trigger the context for engagement,
curiosity, inquiry and quest to address real-wistiies (Tan, 2003).

The term ‘ill-structured problem’ is defined as @wen-ended problem encountered in everyday-
life which has multiple solutions paths (Jonass@€000). It allows students to make
interpretations based on their previous knowledye experiences because it is related to their
real-life situations (Savery & Duffy, 2001). Thesdéptions of the problem are not clearly
defined and the information needed to solve itascontained in the problem statement (Shin,
Jonassen, & McGee, 2003). Therefore, students t@mveok at many methods and integrate
several content domains before deciding on a pdaticolution (Jonassen, 2000). There may be
many alternative solutions to the problem basedtadents’ perceptions and interpretations of
the nature of the problem. To construct ill-struetlproblems that would engage and stimulate
the students’ interest, Gallagher and Gallaghe®418. 285) identify some characteristics of ill-
structured problems which teachers should focughde constructing ill-structured problems for
students. These include:

a) Problem must be defined and possibly redefined

b) Additional information is needed to solve thelgem

C) Focus on the nature of the problem
d) Many different solutions are possible
e) Higher motivation to solution

The use of the ill-structured problem in a learnémyironment is supported by the constructivist
theory which encourages interaction among leariera learning process. The instructional
implication of the cognitive constructivist classro is that students learn best by making
discoveries, reflecting on their own previous eigees and discussing them, rather than
blindly imitating the teacher or doing things bytedSchunk, 2012). Savery and Duffy (1995)
propose a constructivist framework which suppdrésili-structured problem:

a) Anchor all learning activities to a larger taskproblem

b) Support the learner in developing ownershigtieroverall problem or task

C) Design an authentic task

d) Design the task and the environment to reflaet complexity of the environment the

learner should be able to function in at the oflda&ning

e) Give a learner ownership of the process usee@velop a solution

www.ijee.org



I nter national Journal of English and EducationjiE
ISSN: 2278-4012, Volume:6, Issue:4, October 2017

f) Design the learner environment to support arallehge the learners’ thinking
0) Encourage testing ideas against alternatives/gnd alternate contexts
h) Provide an opportunity for, and support reflecton both the content learned and the

learning process.

Based on the constructivist theory, a curriculuogatent should be organised in such a way that
it provides the background knowledge which, in turalps learners to construct new knowledge
from the previous knowledge set (Aida Azlina, 201TMherefore, an ill-structured problem can
allow discovery learning to occur in a classrootrprbvides students with a cognitive structure
which serves as the background knowledge that hiegps to provide experiences. It also allows
them to construct new ideas or concepts that arertoktheir current knowledge.

The use of the ill-problem is also supported inglsage learning environment. For example,
according to the interactionist theories, the &l involved in solving the ill-structured
problems, such as negotiation and interaction ifatl second language learning (Sarem &
Shirzadi, 2014). It is also supported by Nunan’88d) definition of a task in a language
classroom. Nunan defines the task as “a piece a#sobom work which involves learners in
comprehending, manipulating, producing, or intérgctin the target language while their
attention is principally focused on meaning rattihem form” (p. 10). The task here resembles
the ill-structured problem because in solving iftlistured problem learners are encouraged to
discuss, interact, and propose possible solutionthe problems, through which they develop
their communication skills. This is also supportedBeglar and Hunt (2002) who assert that
meaningful communication among learners promotegudage learning.

Scholars have identified various steps which sttedshould follow while solving ill-structured
problems. For example, Voss and Post (1988) clatisiée major steps of solving ill-structured
problems: 1) problem representation, which deteesithe solutions to the problem; 2) solution,
in which students discuss how to eliminate the eaws the problems and implement solutions;
and 3) evaluation, which assess the impact of tthatisns on the situation. Tan (2000) also
identify other processes of solving ill-structugishown in Figure 1.
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Figure 1: Process for -structured problem solving (Tan, 2000 p.

Finally, to enable students to solve-structured problems effectively, Swartz, Costa, &8¢
Reagan, and Kallick (2008) propose a series of toqpress which assist the students’ thinki
process. Through answering the questions, studesigsdevelop thr critical thinking and lear|
to become better problesolvers:

1. What is the problem?

2. Why is there a probler

3. What are some possible solutio
4, What would result from these solutio
5 What solution is the best and wl

While solving ill-stuctured problems, students are given the oppoytdaitnteract and discu
the problem with classmates in order to proposel&iaolutions to the problems. Students
more likely to be motivated while solving the-structured problem (Jonassen, 2). The
problem creates cognitive conflict, which promothe students’ higher order thinking ski
such as critical thinking (Hme-Silver, 2004; Savery & Duffy, 2001). This is becaukey may
encounter the same problems as the ones encouleted xperts in the field. They may al:
develop their argumentative skills, as they araiired to consider alternative perspectives w
proposing solutions. They are also required to ipewevidence for their solution in order
convince their peers (Jossen, 2000). Students learn to practise justifyiregr solution in ¢
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logical way to persuade others that what they pseps correct or workable. They may also
develop their metacognitive skills, as the ill-stired problems require them to control and
regulate the selection and execution of a solufioycess (Shin & McGee, 2003). In the ill-

structured problem-solving processes, students a@mfheir metacognitive skills, such as

planning what to do, changing strategies, modifyprans, evaluating and re-evaluating of goals
in order to reach an optimal solution. This coudddehieved through metacognitive questioning
provided by tutors or peers during the problem4isgh\activities. Finally, they learn concepts,

ideas, techniques and how to apply domain knowl@dgemeaningful way instead of storing a
bunch of concepts in their memories (White & Frddssm, 1998).

[lI-structured Problem in L2 Learning

From the discussions so far, it is evident thastilictured problem can facilitate second
language learning. It could be used in teaching @nthe language skills: speaking, listening,
writing and reading or any aspect of language hiadrea of writing, for example, Flower and
Hayes (1981) identify three recursive elementthe)task environment, ii) the writer’s long-term
memory and iii) the writing process as shown inureg2.

TASK ENVIRONMENT
THE RHETORICAL TEXT
PROBELEM
Topic PRODUCED
Audience
Exigency S0 FAR
exigencv
THE WRITERS' WRITING PROCESS
LONG-TERM PLANNING TRANSLATING REVIEWING
MEMORY
Knowledge of topic, o) ORGANIZING EVALUATING
Audience and Writing E
s
g SETTING
58]
G}
v v v
‘ MONITOR |

Figure 2: Cognitive process model of writing (FloweHayes, 1981, p. 370)

Using ill-structured problem in writing instructiomay help students to easily relate the three
elements and develop their writing skills. For amste, the task environment is replaced by the
ill-structured problem which is constructed basadlee learners’ real-life situation and complex
in order to allow the students’ cognitive skillsdevelop. In the second element, writer’s long-
term memory, Flower and Hayes (1981) identified patential problems: a) finding the right
cue that would let the writers recall informatioseded for a particular writing task, and b)
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reorganising the information to fit the demandgshef rhetorical problem. To relate these issues
to ill-structured problems, writers may find it ga® retrieve information from the long-term
memory and to organise the information to fit treem@nds of the rhetorical problem. This is
because the ill-structured problems are structurbdsed on students’ previous
experiences/knowledge. They are also allowed tlalootate and help one another or to consult
other resources in retrieving the information.

As for the third element, writing process, thesituctured problem makes it easier and
interesting to the students. It provides a bettgpootunity for students to brainstorm and
generate multiple ideas to achieve their writinglg@s it is not straightforward but complex and
it leaves possibilities for disagreement or misustading which would stimulate discussions.
Students may find it easy to retrieve informatiooni their long-term memory as the ill-
structured problem is based on their real-life a&ittns of which they all have first-hand
experiences.

Conclusion and Recommendations

This paper highlights the benefits and some th&aletinderpinnings of using ill-structured
problem in learning environments. The paper alscufises some benefits of using ill-structured
problem in second language learning. The follovang some recommendations for teachers and
researchers:

. Researchers should conduct empirical studiesvestigate the effectiveness of using ill-
structured problem in acquiring communication atieeolearning skills

. Teachers should relate learning to the studerdal-lives situations and allow the
students to interact with peers in the learningess.
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