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History 

The importance of the experiences of the individual in the process of learning can 

be traced back to the beginning of formal education with the epistemological learning 

philosophies of Socrates, Confucius, John Locke, Sir Francis Bacon, and Jean Jacques 

Rousseau (Archer, 1964; Smith et. al., 2005; Henson, 2003; Polman, 1997). Socrates 

modeled inquiry and critical thinking for his students (Boss, 2011). The Chinese proverb, 

“Teach me and I forget; show me and I understand; involve me and I understand” is 

credited to Confucius (Smith, 2005, p. 4).   

      The idea that the mind is active and makes meaning from experiences is not new.  

Bacon introduced the scientific method as a means to use experience as a guide to solve 

problems, and Locke began speaking of experiential learning as the means to how the 

mind gains understanding. The learner-centered, experiential model grew in popularity 

throughout history. Rousseau produced his landmark book Emile based on the child-

centered, experiential philosophy. Later, Johann Pestalozzi and Frederick Froebel used 

the learning by doing approach as the basis for the first kindergarten (Henson, 2003). 

      The emergence of the progressive education movement in the United States began 

with Colonel Francis Parker in the late 1800s. Parker studied the learner-centered work of 

Pestalozzi and Froebel in Europe. His work with public schools in Massachusetts, Cook 

County, Illinois and later at the University of Chicago provided a counter philosophy to 

the traditional rote learning that was popular at the time (Windschitl, 2003; Henson, 

2003).



Type 1, where the purpose is to embody some idea or plan in external form, as      

building a boat, writing a letter, presenting a play; type 2, where the purpose is to 

enjoy some (esthetic) experience, as listening to a story, hearing a symphony, 

appreciating a picture; type 3, where the purpose is to straighten out some 

intellectual difficulty, to solve some problem, as to find out whether or not dew 

falls, to ascertain how New York out grew Philadelphia; type 4, where the 

purpose is to obtain some item or degree of skill or knowledge, as learning to 

write grade 14 on the Thorndike Scale, learning the irregular verbs in French. 

(Kilpatrick, 1918) 

      Kilpatrick (1918) advocated for the intrinsically purposed project to be the 

primary unit of study for schools. There is some speculation that Kilpatrick derived his 

project method from agricultural education (Alberty, 1927; Beckett, 2002; Waks, 1997).   



      The advantages of the project method, according to Roark (1925), who was a 

superintendent of schools in Montana during the emergence of the project method, 

include the “development of self-reliance, responsibility, inquiry, and research, while it 

promotes energy to an otherwise monotonous classroom” (p. 202-203). At the same time, 

the project method is difficult to institute due to the demand on teachers as well as the 

conservative attitudes of students, parents, and school boards (Roark, 1925). 

      W. W. Charters advanced a narrower and clear description of the project method.  

Charters, an educational researcher who was advised for his doctoral study by John 

Dewey, advocated for three conditions to be met in student projects: that the project was 

driven by a problem, that the project was carried through to completion, and that the 

project was conducted in a natural setting (Waks, 1997). 

      Educational philosopher Boyd Bode also criticized Kilpatrick’s project method as 

being insufficient because it failed to cover all the necessary aspects needed when 

considering all that students need to learn. While he valued the inclusion of projects as an 

essential element in a student’s school experience, Bode felt it was imperative to 

supplement the project experience with other modes of instruction (Waks, 1997).  

      Project-based learning, as it now is referred, emerged and waned throughout the 

twentieth century along with other student-centered reforms, never gaining a substantial 

foothold due to the complex nature of the pedagogy, the necessary classroom supports 

and resources, and acceptance from the public (Blumenfeld, 1991; Windschitl, 2003).  

Optimistic progressive reformers felt that their ideas and practices would work their way 

into schools simply because others would recognize their value and effectiveness. This 

naïve view proved to be completely false, underestimating the complex nature of putting 



ideas into practice.  Reformers failed to foresee the connection between adoption and 

local views on education, the powerful connection between textbook companies and the 

adoption of new curricula, and incentives for teachers to change practices. Even large-

scale government led initiatives such as flexible scheduling, team-teaching, and inquiry-

based, project oriented programs like PSCS physics, BSCC Biology, MACOS social 

science proved in the end to have very little impact in producing significant change 

(Fullan, 2009). 

      Further complicating efforts to reform educational practice were the major social 

issues of the time. The difficulty of challenging domestic power structures related to civil 

rights, prejudice with class and gender, and at the same time reacting to the fear and 

concern raised by the Cold War rivalries led to isolated gains at best with regard to 

reform (Fullan, 2009, Henson, 2003). 

     In the late 1960’s McMasters University in Canada reconstructed the curriculum 

of its medical school to take a project-based approach to training medical professionals 

instead of the traditional information oriented approach that most medical schools 

employ (Mergendoller, et. al., 2010, Thomas, 2000). Since this time, powered by reform 

initiatives such as the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation for Education, project-based 

learning has reemerged as an effective constructivist approach to learning at a time when 

it is recognized that the needs of students in the 21st century are far different than 

previous times (Ravitz, 2008; Rotherham and Willingham, 2009).   

      In 2006, the National Center on Education and the Economy published Rethinking 

and Redesigning Curriculum, Instruction, and Assessment: What Contemporary 

Research and Theory Suggest



      The U.S. Department of Education published A Blueprint for Reform in 2010 as a 

plan for the reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act. The report 

promotes five overall goals: college and career ready students, great teachers and leaders 

in every school, equity and opportunity for all students, raise the bar and reward 

excellence, promote innovation and continuous improvement (p. 6). STEM education, 

ensuring a well-rounded education and activities to strengthen a complete education are 

specifically mentioned as areas of emphasis (p. 28). This report was followed in 2012 by 

U.S. Education Reform and National Security, published by the Council on Foreign 

Relations. The Council’s Independent Task Force on Education Reform outlined 

recommendations including creating exams that simulate real-world applications of 

knowledge, and weaving creative thinking and problem-solving into all parts of the 

curriculum (p. 1). 

      Today’s students will be entering a workforce that will judge them on their 

abilities in the areas of collaboration, negotiation, planning and organization, applied 

skills that are emphasized in project-based learning (Bell, 2010). In 2006, Are They 

Ready for Work, an in-depth study conducted as a collaborative effort of The Conference 

Board, Corporate Voices for Working Families, the Partnership for 21st Century Skills, 



and the Society for Human Resources Management provided data on the perspectives of 

corporations with regard to the readiness of new entrants to the workforce. The survey 

collected responses from over 400 employers across the United States.  Results indicated 

that although employers felt that basic skills such as writing, math, and reading 

comprehension were important, they placed much greater value on applied skills such as 

collaboration, critical thinking-problem solving, and creativity-innovation (p. 9). In 2007, 

the Partnership for 21st Century Skills conducted another study titled Beyond the 3 R’s: 

Voter Attitude toward 21st Century Skills. Results in this study stated that 99% of 

respondents say that teaching students a wide range of skills including critical thinking 

and problem-solving, computer and technology skills, and communication and self-

direction is important to our nation’s future economic success (p. 1).   

     In 2010, the American Management Association, along with P21, an advocacy 

group that promotes 21st century readiness for every student, conducted a survey of 2, 

115 managers and executives from over 40 major corporations. Over 75% of the 

respondents indicated that critical thinking, communication skills, collaboration, and 

creativity will be more important in the next three to five years in business and industry.  

Those surveyed also indicated that the need for these applied skills is being driven by the 

pace of change, global competitiveness, how work is accomplished, and changing 

organizational structure (p. 4).   

      In addition, as global citizens, our young people face challenges that will require 

them to be problem solvers, critical and creative thinkers in complex situations.  Barell 

(2010) states, 

 



But what makes the 21st century special? What are the new and threatening 

problems we face, both domestic and foreign, that necessitate more attention to 

how we think and solve problems? In addition to the complexities of energy 

production and conservation, preserving the planet, and fighting terrorism, we 

face almost intractable situations when it comes to providing health care, ensuring 

equity within all of our educational and judicial systems, and figuring out how to 

preserve our financial markets after the worst economic meltdown since the Great 

Depression. (p. 177)  

     Project-based learning was also highlighted as a characteristic of learner-centered 

instruction in the Alliance for Excellent Education’s 2012 publication Culture Shift: 

Teaching in a Learner-Centered Environment Powered by Digital Learning. The 

Alliance of Excellent Education is a Washington D.C. based advocacy organization that 

encourages high school reform to ensure students are ready for college, work, and 

citizenship in the 21st century. The report states project-based learning is a way to prepare 

students for global economy by focusing on collaborating and applying knowledge to 

real-world situations (p. 7).    

      Embedded within the literature of 21st century skills advocacy groups are 

recommendations for a project-based approach to learning. In 2009, the partnership for 

21st Century Skills published Learning Environments: A 21st Century Skills 

Implementation Guide. This publication encourages schools to use flexible units of time 

that enable project-based work, interdisciplinary themes, and competency-based 

measures of student progress.  

 



Descriptions 

     Literature associated with project-based learning also demonstrates that many 

instructional approaches are considered to fall under the umbrella of project-based 

learning or are closely related. Among these approaches are problem-based learning, 

inquiry learning, discovery learning, learning by design and Science, Technology, 

Engineering, and Mathematics (STEM), and others referred to as authentic learning 

approaches (Thomas, 2000; Savery, 2006).   

      Many teachers incorporate projects into their instructional activities. However, 

there is a large distinction regarding project-based learning that separates it from simply 

having students complete projects. Traditional projects are done at the end of a lesson or 

unit, as a culminating activity to demonstrate what they had learned, often-emphasizing 

activities more than assessment. Project-based learning integrates process and product, 

utilizing formative assessment to provide guidance to the learners (Markham, 2011). 

      Literature on the subject of project-based learning has revealed different elements 

that are viewed as being necessary parts of the approach. Thomas (2000) provided five 

criteria to determine if an approach qualifies as project-based learning:  

projects as central not peripheral to the curriculum, projects are focused on 

questions or problems that drive students to encounter and struggle with the 

central concepts and principles of a discipline, projects involve students in a 

constructive investigation, projects are student driven to some significant degree, 

projects are realistic, not school-like. (p. 4)   

      Larmer and Mergendoller (2010) described their seven essentials to successfully 

implementing project-based learning. Engagement is driven by a need to know, which 



activates the initial motivation and makes it meaningful for the student; students create a 

driving question that is thought provoking and gives a sense of purpose for their 

investigation; students choose a variety of formats that fit their interest and to 

communicate their findings; the project facilitates communication, collaboration, and 

problem-solving using current technologies; the project promotes student inquiry and the 

development of new solutions to the problems; work is reviewed and edited by peers and 

the teacher to focus revisions; findings are presented in a public forum to stakeholders (p. 

35-37). 

      Barron et al. (1998) stated that there are four principles of design for project-based 

learning that ensure that students are “doing with understanding and not just for the sake 

of doing” (p. 273). These principles are utilizing learning appropriate goals in order to 

focus investigations on the findings and not simply on the activities; providing supports 

for both student and teacher learning; providing opportunities for reflection, self-

assessment, and revision; and establishing a social community within the classroom that 

encourages collaboration, peer review, and communication (p. 273-275). 

      Project-based learning is guided by principles that facilitate successful 

implementation. Because of its complex nature, the instructor must be a content area 

expert and have firm grasp on pedagogy, the design of the project activities must be 

learner-centered and flexible, a problem is used to focus and drive the learning, 

objectives are clear, learning activities are authentic and engaging, instructional activities 

are integrated, and the project promotes critical reflection and higher-order thinking 

(Roessingh & Chambers, 2011; Markham, 2011).  

 



      The project-based environment encourages students to engage in problem-solving 

and to also develop their reasoning skills. During the project they also work to accurately 

represent and communicate their ideas and explanations. This all occurs in context across 

subject disciplines (Wilhem, Sherrod, & Walters, 2008).   

     It is critical for students to share ideas throughout a project-based unit. This 

includes during and after the investigation, after the project solution has been planned, 

during the implementation and at the conclusion (Kolodner, 2003).      

           The recurring theme in the literature describing project-based learning is that 

utilization of project-based learning as an instructional approach engages students in real 

world problems in a culture that promotes collaboration and problem-solving and will 

result in meaningful learning experiences that prepare students for the workplace and the 

real world (Barron et al, 1998; David, 2008; D’Orio, 2012; Larmer and Mergendoller, 

2010; Markham, 2011; Thomas, 2000; Wolk, 1994).  
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Why did the school adopt PBL as an instructional approach?   
How often do you use PBL?   
Tell me about some of the innovative strategies that have resulted in your use of 
PBL. 
 

Describe how you were trained to start using project-based learning as a 
teaching tool. 
Looking back on the process, what worked well and what would you change 
based on what you know now? 
 

How have parents reacted to the use of project-based learning?   
Have you used any strategies to help them understand project-based learning? 
 



  

How has the use of project-based learning changed the way classroom instruction 
works now? 
Describe how you assess students now?   
What kinds of interesting products have they produced? 
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Conclusions 

1. Middle school teachers who use utilize project-based learning as an 

instructional approach perceive that it is effective in emphasizing creativity, 

collaboration, critical-thinking, and communication. 



2. Teachers and administrators perceive that project-based learning was 

implemented because of its power to motivate and engage students. 

Perceptions of Engagement of Students



3. The successful use of project-based learning is strongly influenced by 

professional development, principal and teacher leadership, and time for collaboration. 

Professional Development and School/District Leadership. 

4. Teachers and principals feel that it is best supported by organizational 

structures such as flexible scheduling, co-teaching, interdisciplinary themes, and service 

learning.



5. Because of its complex nature, teachers and principals will outline various 

obstacles and difficulties instituting project-based learning as an instructional approach.



6. Teachers and principals will share innovative practices utilizing project-based 

learning activities that serve to emphasize creativity, collaboration, critical-thinking and 

communication. 

7. Parents will reveal that they do not fully grasp the rationale of their school 

moving from a more didactic approach to teaching, an approach they more than likely 

experienced as a student, to a project-based approach. 



8. Parents will find value in the products that their children produce, but will 

also express frustration with the open-ended nature of project-based learning, and 

especially group work. 



9. Parents will report positively regarding their children’s motivation to engage 

in project-based learning. 

10. Parents will report positively regarding project-based learning’s emphasis 

on creativity, critical-thinking, collaboration, and communication. 
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Introduction 

What Does the Study Involve? 

What are the Risks?

What Benefits are there for Participating in the Study? 

Will My Identity be Confidential?  

What are Your Rights as a Research Participant? 



Who Should I Contact if I Have Questions? 

Consent 



Thank you for your participation.  I believe your input will be valuable to this research 
and help grow professional practice.  Confidentiality of responses is guaranteed.  Your 
name will not appear in the publication of this research.  I anticipate the time for this 
interview to take approximately 60-90 minutes. You may conclude this interview at any 
time.   
I would like to talk to you about your experiences with project-based learning.  I will ask 
you a few questions, but I would like to make our discussion as conversational as 
possible.  Do you have any questions before we begin? 

Are you familiar with project-based learning?   
Who first introduced the idea of using project-based learning to you? 
Why did the school adopt PBL as an instructional approach?   
When did the school begin using project-based learning as an instructional approach? 
How many and how often do your child’s teachers use PBL?   
Tell me about some of the innovative project-based learning lessons/units that your child 
has been involved. 

Describe how you were made aware of your school’s adoption of project-based learning?   
What strategies has the school used to educate you on how project-based learning is 
different from traditional instruction? 
Is there anything you would suggest to the school to enhance parent understanding of 
project-based learning? 

How have parents reacted to the use of project-based learning?  
What are the advantages/disadvantages of project-based learning?  



How has the use of project-based learning changed the way classroom instruction works 
now? 
Describe how student assessment has changed because of PBL?  
What kinds of interesting products has your child produced? 
How would you describe your support of project-based learning now? 
How would you react if your school decided to discontinue use of project-based 
learning? 



Thank you for your participation.  I believe your input will be valuable to this research 
and help grow professional practice.  Confidentiality of responses is guaranteed.  Your 
name will not appear in the publication of this research.  I anticipate the time for this 
interview to take approximately 60-90 minutes.  You may conclude this interview at any 
time. 
I would like to talk to you about your experiences with project-based learning.  I will ask 
you a few questions, but I would like to make our discussion as conversational as 
possible.  Do you have any questions before we begin? 

Who first initiated the idea of using project-based learning? 
How receptive were you to the idea of project-based learning when it was first 
introduced? 
How long has your school used project-based learning?   
Why did the school adopt PBL as an instructional approach? 
When did your school begin use of project-based learning?  
How many and how often do your teachers use PBL?   
Tell me about some of the innovative strategies that have resulted in your teacher’s use of 
PBL. 

Describe how you provided training to prepare your teachers to use project-based 
learning as a teaching tool. 
Looking back on the process, what would you change based on what you know now? 
What did you/the school do that was particularly important in the implementation of 
project-based learning? 



How have parents reacted to the use of project-based learning?   
Have you used any strategies to help them understand project-based learning? 

How has the use of project-based learning changed the way classroom instruction works 
now? 
Describe how student assessment has changed because of PBL?  
What kinds of interesting products have they produced? 
How would you describe your support of project-based learning now?  What would your 
reaction be if the school decided to discontinue use of project-based learning? 



Thank you for your participation.  I believe your input will be valuable to this research 
and help grow professional practice.  Confidentiality of responses is guaranteed.  Your 
name will not appear in the publication of this research.  I anticipate the time for this 
interview to take approximately  20 minutes, however, you may conclude the interview at 
any time. 
I would like to talk to you about your experiences with project-based learning.  I will ask 
you a few questions, but I would like to make our discussion as conversational as 
possible.  Do you have any questions before we begin? 

Are you familiar with project-based learning?   

How often do your teachers use PBL?   
Tell me about some of the innovative project-based learning lessons/units that you have 
experienced. 
How receptive were you to project-based learning when it was first explained to you? 

How did your teachers explain project-based learning to you?  
Is there anything you would suggest to your teachers to help you to understand project-
based learning? 

How have your parents reacted to the use of project-based learning?   

Do you like project-based learning?  Why or why not? 



Describe how you are graded differently with PBL lessons/units?   
What kinds of interesting products have you produced? 
? What would your reaction be if your school decided to discontinue using project-based 
learning? 



Thank you for your participation.  I believe your input will be valuable to this research 
and help grow professional practice.  Confidentiality of responses is guaranteed.  Your 
name will not appear in the publication of this research.  I anticipate the time for this 
interview to take approximately 60-90 minutes, however, you may conclude the interview 
at any time. 
I would like to talk to you about your experiences with project-based learning.  I will ask 
you a few questions, but I would like to make our discussion as conversational as 
possible.  Do you have any questions before we begin? 

Who first introduced the idea of using project-based learning and when? 
Why did the school adopt PBL as an instructional approach? 
How receptive were you to the adoption of project-based learning when it was first 
introduced?  
How long have you used project-based learning?   
How often do you use PBL?   
Tell me about some of the innovative strategies that have resulted in your use of PBL. 

Describe how you were trained to start using project-based learning as a teaching tool. 
Looking back on the implementation process, what would you change based on what you 
know now? 
What was particularly important that the school did in the implementation process? 
Was there anything that you did personally that impacted the implementation of project-
based learning? 

How have parents reacted to the use of project-based learning?   



Have you used any strategies to help them understand project-based learning? 

How has the use of project-based learning changed the way classroom instruction works 
now? 
What are the advantages/disadvantages of project-based learning? 
Describe how you assess students using project-based learning?  
What kinds of interesting products have they produced? 
How would you describe your support of project-based learning now?  What would your 
reaction be if the school decided to abandon it? 


		2014-09-03T10:14:24-0400
	ETD Program




