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Abstract 

 The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore secondary charter school 

educators’ perceptions of the impact of Project-Based Learning (PBL) on student 

achievement, engagement, and equity.  The framework for this research study was based 

on Kilpatrick’s project method, Dewey’s constructivism theory, and Vygotsky’s theory of 

project-based and social learning.  The four purposes of this study were to better 

understand educators’ perceptions of the ways that PBL promotes student engagement, 

improves 21st century skills, encourages student equity, and fosters student achievement.   

A focus group of five participants (N = 5) generated the source of data.   A thematic 

analysis and coding system were performed to analyze and report patterns generated from 

the data.  Eight key themes emerged: encourages student participation, fosters student 

success, generates higher order thinking skills, develops transferrable skills, promotes 

academic attainment for all students, prepares students for career and college readiness, 

aligns with academic standards for effectiveness, supports vital professional development 

opportunities.  The results reinforce the positive impact that PBL has on student 

achievement, engagement, and equity. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

 Project-based learning (PBL) is not a new concept; however, PBL has regained 

new vigor and energy as educators seek instructional methods to provide deeper learning 

opportunities for students.  PBL is a teaching methodology that incorporates student-

centered projects into traditional learning environments by improving collaboration skills 

and by engaging students in the learning process (Berends, Boersma & Weggeman, 

2003).  Learning by doing has been a decades-long practice in many educational 

environments.  Through the utilization of PBL-related strategies, students drive their own 

learning through inquiry, as well as work collaboratively to research and create projects 

that reflect their knowledge and skills (Bell, 2010).  PBL in classroom applications 

replicates the type of learning and decision making which occurs daily in the world of 

work.  PBL is an instructional model that focuses on the involvement of students in the 

design, problem-solving and other investigative activities (Bell, 2010).  Students who 

participate in PBL-related activities work in teams over extended periods of time to 

create products and presentations of research (Bell, 2010). 

 School leaders seek methodologies such as PBL to boost student achievement and 

engagement.  PBL encourages students to demonstrate content mastery by working 

collaboratively with peers to solve problems through inquiry and research (Bell, 2010).  

The teacher takes on the role of facilitator and guides students to utilize individual skills 

within a standard curriculum framework.  PBL is not an extra-curricular activity, but is an 

instructional framework used to deliver curriculum (Bell, 2010).  Advocates of PBL 
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promote its benefits of improved student engagement while providing the 21st Century 

Skills to ensure success in the world of business.  

 According to Bell (2010), PBL demonstrates the potential as a method to generate 

motivation and engagement among students.  Bell (2010) noted that PBL should be a 

component of a comprehensive instructional program.  Project selection should be based 

on a question central to the curriculum topic.  Learning objectives and standards should 

be clearly identified and taught through the implementation of the project.  Project 

planning must include the logistics of the project, materials and technology needed, and 

any potential roadblocks and options to overcome them.  The role of the teacher 

transitions from the dispenser of information to the facilitator, mentor, and observer of 

the project.  The teacher must anticipate a certain level of chaos and varied levels of 

participation (Bell, 2010).    

Background 

 The Partnership for 21st Century Skills (P21, 2003) is an educational advocacy 

organization that developed learning and innovation skills that include critical thinking, 

problem-solving, communication, collaboration, and creativity, as core skills students 

need to be successful in today’s global work environment.  P21 is the leading 

organization that advocates for college and career readiness for every student (P21, 

2003).  The P21 organization partners with business, civic, and community groups to 

promote rigorous academic coursework using innovative approaches.  One such approach 

with the potential to foster creativity in critical-thinking and problem-solving is the 

application of PBL methodologies and practices.  PBL can allow students to collaborate 
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on authentic projects that have personal meaning and stimulate relevance and 

engagement.   

 Efforts have been made to understand how to increase academic student 

achievement in educational settings; one type of educational alternative institution is the 

charter school movement.  The charter school movement evolved out of the need to serve 

as an incubator for innovative educational pedagogy, such as PBL, that can be 

implemented within the public school system (Lattimer & Riordan, 2011).  The core 

values of the charter school system are to promote equity, foster personalization, and 

conduct inquiry to create authentic work opportunities (Lattimer & Riordan, 2011).  PBL 

can be the vessel through which hands-on and practical skills can be cultivated in 

students.  At many charter schools, students are expected to engage in critical thinking 

and be active participants in discussions and projects.  A PBL charter school focuses on 

using the best thinking and teaching methodologies to empower students to do their best.  

Charter schools that incorporate PBL into the curriculum enable students to build 

collaboration leadership skills (Lattimer & Riordan, 2011). 

 There are numerous reasons to incorporate PBL into traditional classroom 

environments.  According to Grant (2002), teacher instruction should not occur in 

isolation; students learn within the context of their surroundings.  Learning is primarily a 

social process which takes place within the context of culture, community, and past 

experiences.  Students use background knowledge to construct new knowledge and to 

create solutions to problems.  In addition, PBL places the focus of students and educators 

on the learning process rather than the repetition of facts.  The results are increased 

student engagement and higher levels of learning.  Grant (2002) cited barriers to 
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implementing PBL effectively, including the transformational and instructional abilities 

of the educator, the challenge of students working in groups, and the authentic 

assessment of students.  

 Another reason for the support of PBL is the changing environment of the work 

world.  According to Bell (2010), the Industrial Age required the ability to perform 

repetitive tasks in isolation from other workers.  The educational framework at that time 

reflected the industrial model by the focus of knowledge in separate content areas.  Now, 

education must change to meet the challenges of the 21st century.  Advocates of 

educational reform efforts tout PBL as a model to prepare students for life beyond high 

school.  With PBL, students learn to work collaboratively with peers through inquiry to 

create projects that are presented to an authentic audience (Bell, 2010).  Today’s students 

must acquire both the knowledge and skills to compete in a global workforce.  PBL 

engages the learner in content while providing the necessary tools to thrive in an 

emerging economy (Dole, Bloom, & Kowalske, 2016). 

 The benefits of PBL are significant when integrated into the school curriculum.  

Student engagement is increased as the result of pursuing interests within the context of 

the project.  There are opportunities for students to frame questions, use technology to 

solve problems, make decisions based on information, and be involved in the evaluation 

of the project (Bell, 2010).  Students can integrate academic skills with career and 

technical competencies needed to complete a project (Klem & Connell, 2004).  The 

understanding and application of skills is emphasized instead of covering a broad range 

of subject matter with no focus.  Project formulation is based on real-world problems 

which are relevant and interesting to students.  Students develop knowledge and skills in 
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the context of the work world at a level required by many business organizations.  

Comprehension skills are enhanced because students are empowered to direct their own 

learning.  PBL develops the collaborative skills necessary for lifelong learning (Klem & 

Connell, 2004). 

 PBL is a methodology that incorporates the following components (Thomas, 

2000): 

● The incorporation of projects that focus on content that is related to the 

curriculum.  These projects become the primary vehicle for content learning and 

assessment. 

● Driving questions are derived from the project and must be related to the content, 

and foster student engagement through the pursuit of solutions. 

● Projects ignite students in ways that require them to solve problems and create 

products such as presentations, reports, and models. 

● Projects are student-centered to the greatest extent possible.  Educators serve as 

facilitators and guides, but it is the students who define, select, and design their 

projects. 

● Projects are developed from real-world problems rather than on academic 

exercises and pursuits.  The projects represent authentic efforts in solving or 

investigating real-world dilemmas. (pp. 23-25)     

 Additionally, researchers have focused on identifying the specific instructional 

skills, expectations, and other attributes that contribute to the success of project-based 

instruction (Duncan & Tseng, 2010).  Essential elements include above average 

classroom management skills, content knowledge, setting clear learning objectives, the 
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ability to anticipate difficulties, support students as needed on an individual basis, and 

establish a high-performing culture to support positive interactions are vitally important.  

Much of the success of PBL is due in part to the implementation of research-based 

practices that good educators already possess and can transition with fidelity (Duncan & 

Tseng, 2010). 

 According to Pierrakos, Zilberberg, and Anderson (2010), PBL, through a 

progressive lens, can address historical and systemic barriers affecting underserved 

students.  With a focus on deeper learning and application, PBL can provide for student 

voice and choice in student learning and an authentic purpose and audience for student 

work.  Pierrakos (2010) stated that the PBL method allows students to have real-life 

practice when faced with solving projects with little or no structure.  Educators who 

embrace the PBL method can examine the connections between equity and design in their 

instructional practices and determine the skills needed to support colleagues in shaping a 

school that is both innovative and equitable.  PBL prepares students for the future and 

changes happening in the business world (Pierrakos et al., 2010).  

 The project-based methodology offers highly desirable benefits, yet 

implementation is difficult due to the traditional standards of many American classrooms 

(Grant, 2002).  PBL provides a realistic approach that encourages educators to 

incorporate successful and proven elements of PBL into classroom practice.  The 

refinement of PBL methodologies to develop the practical and perceived challenges of 

this teaching method continues with further research studies.  PBL requires instructional 

shifts in educational pedagogy and classroom practices.  Professional development 
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opportunities can assist in the transition from teacher-centered to student-centered 

learning environments. 

 Districts are beginning to encourage student-centered models of instruction such 

as PBL.  There are barriers which district and building administrators along with 

educators can overcome.  Research studies have revealed that educators have reservations 

about implementing PBL due to the changes of instructional strategies, materials and 

resources needed, and lack of time for preparation for planned instruction (Hertzog, 

2007).   

 Grant and Hill (2006) identified five factors that impact teacher implementation 

of PBL strategies: 

1. Recognition and acceptance of new roles and responsibilities. 

2. Comfort level in the learning environment. 

3. Tolerance for ambiguity and flexibility in management of the new learning 

style. 

4. Tolerance for ambiguity and flexibility in management of the new learning 

environment. 

5. Confidence in integrating technology. (pp. 3-4) 

 The conceptual beginnings of the charter school movement in Missouri launched 

in the 1970s (Wells, 2002).  The charter school movement has grown from a localized 

alternative to public school education into a viable educational reform strategy.  Through 

the years, charter schools have expanded to over 40 states (Quaid, 2009).  The K-12 

charter school included in this study is located in a large, urban, metropolitan city.  The 

school, of approximately 500 students, is rich in its diversity and delivers instruction and 
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services to students of different ethnicities and backgrounds (Missouri Department of 

Elementary and Secondary Education Dashboard, 2020). 

 Throughout the charter school’s 20-year history, the state assessment test scores 

for reading and math have been above average (see Table 1 below).   

Table 1 

End of Course Top 2 Assessment Levels 2018-2019 

Subject Semester 

   Advanced or      

Proficient      Total % 

English 2 Fall 26 44 59.10 

 Spring 1 11 9.10 

 Total 27 55 49.10 

Algebra 1 Fall 8 24 33.30 

 Spring 1 26 3.80 

 Total 9 50 18.00 

Adapted from End-of-Course Assessment Results, 2019, https://dese.mo.gov/school-data 

 However, test scores stagnated due to a focus on direct instruction and on specific 

math and reading competencies.  Direct instruction often restricts creativity and limits 

critical-thinking and problem-solving opportunities.  In addition, direct instruction limits 

the engagement and equity opportunities that can enable students to be successful in 

acquiring academic content (Saavedra & Opfer 2012).  As a business educator in an 

urban public high school transitioning to an urban public charter high school, the 

researcher realized the prospects to develop high-quality PBL opportunities were ever-

present.   
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Statement of the Problem 

 The integration of PBL into a traditional classroom instructional framework can 

be a daunting and difficult task.  Due to standardized testing, educators are more focused 

on district and state curriculum standards than on methods that encourage creative 

thinking and collaboration (Grant & Hill, 2006).  Such a lasered focus on standardized 

testing has created the conditions that Fullan and Langworthy (2013) noted when students 

in school will become increasingly bored and the adults increasingly frustrated.  

Conventional precepts dictate that the mission of an educated citizenry is to prepare 

students for the adult world by responding to the needs of every student; this mission can 

be best achieved through the implementation of PBL concepts and strategies (Hawley, 

Hall, & Pate, 2017).  In addition, academic skills and content knowledge show favorable 

increases through the implementation of the PBL model (Hawley et al., 2017).  When 

educators utilize PBL, students can retain more knowledge of the subject being taught 

while gaining employability skills that are sought after by businesses and organizations 

(Hawley et al., 2017).  

 Implementing PBL can be a complex and difficult task that requires a prominent 

change in the school’s climate and culture (Grant, 2002).  Educators have developed 

effective, student-centered classroom structures that integrate PBL techniques; however, 

more research is needed to discover effective PBL strategies for implementation across 

the entire charter school system.  This study can provide the student engagement 

processes to increase the stagnant math and reading standardized test scores. 

 Because educators have recognized PBL as a promising method for increasing 

student achievement, engagement, and equity, it is important to identify the benefits and 
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challenges associated with PBL (Olson, 2008).    The focus of this study was to identify 

educator perceptions to formulate PBL strategies that educators can utilize in their 

classrooms to promote authentic teacher instruction and student academic success.    As 

an international society, schools must prepare students for the 21st century workplace and 

equip students to become productive citizens (Kuhlthau et al., 2007).   

 The emphasis on traditional teaching and learning can often limit a student’s 

natural inclination toward active participation which can stagnate mind development. 

PBL is an optimal platform for nurturing students’ higher level cognitive skills as well as 

engaging meaningful learning (Kizkapan & Bektas, 2017).  Teacher-centered learning 

hinders the students’ mind development which eventually affects their academic 

performance (Nooriza & Effandi, 2015).  On the other hand, PBL can support student-

centered learning in terms of cognitive, meta-cognitive, and affective aspects (Wilkin, 

2017).   

 Project-based learning can be described as student-centered instruction that occurs 

over an extended period of time, during which students develop, plan, investigate, and 

produce a product, presentation, or performance that answers a real-world question or 

offers solutions to an authentic problem.  Minter (2011) proposed that the learner-

centered approach requires the teacher to assume the role of facilitator and the teacher-

centered approach requires a traditional instructional style (see Table 2 below). 
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Table 2 

Characteristics of Learner-Centered and Teacher-Centered Instruction 

Learner-centered instruction Teacher-centered instruction 

Focus is on both students and teacher Focus is on teacher 

Teacher models: students interact with each 

other 
Teacher talks: students listen 

Students determine driving questions Teacher determines driving questions 

Students evaluate own learning along with 

teacher 
Teacher only evaluates student learning 

Classroom is noisy and busy Classroom is basically quiet and 

controlled 

Adapted from “The Learning Theory Jungle”, by R. L. Minter, 2011, Journal of College 

Teaching and Learning. https://www.clutejournals.com/index.php/TLC/article/view/4278 

Purpose of the Study  

 The purpose of this qualitative study was to determine teacher perceptions of the 

impact of PBL on student academic achievement, engagement, and equity within an 

urban charter school environment.  Scarbrough and Swan (2006) stated that one of the 

chief reasons for organizing and completing projects in a collaborative effort is the need 

for learning and innovation.  This study identified educators’ perceptions of the strengths 

and weaknesses of PBL as a model of student-centered learning.  This qualitative study 

revealed the importance of skills to locate and evaluate information for innovative 

outcomes (Kuhlthau, Caspari, & Maniotes, 2007).  

Significance of the Study 

 This research study is intended to answer significant questions related to student 

achievement, engagement, and equity.  A unique factor of this research is its approach to 

the study of how PBL can benefit teacher instruction and student learning.  Another 

aspect of this research determined the design elements of PBL that are influential in 
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promoting student achievement, engagement, and equity.  With a renewed emphasis 

being placed on getting back to the basics and increasing pressure to streamline 

instruction and teach to specific standards, there is the idea that most effective instruction 

for these goals can also include instruction that fosters depth of learning and engages 

students.  Several researchers have indicated that PBL is beneficial, with positive 

outcomes including increases in the level of student engagement, increased interest in 

content, and a deeper depth of learning the transfer of skills to new situations (Hmelo-

Silver, Duncan, & Chinn, 2007; Thomas, 2000).   

 As discussed in chapter 2, there is a body of research (Thomas, 2010) that 

suggests PBL can positively affect student cognitive development through the hands-on 

application of reading, writing, and mathematical skills.  However, little research has 

been completed on the relationship of PBL to promote engagement and equity in teacher 

instruction and student learning.  This study and others with similar research design are 

important to the fundamental understanding of how PBL can impact academic 

achievement, engagement, and equity for all students.  This research study was an 

advocacy type of study that investigated PBL as a means to impact student achievement, 

engagement, and equity. 

 In addition, this research study will contribute to the understanding of how to 

create effective PBL experiences for educators and students. The charter school has been 

using PBL to some degree for the last 5 years; however, there was a need to improve the 

efficacy of this program and to increase the implementation of PBL among the teaching 

staff.   By identifying the factors that impact student achievement, engagement, and 

equity, practitioners can design more impactful experiences for students.   
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 This study is significant to the administration and board members of the charter 

school who visualize the school-wide implementation of PBL strategies.  However, there 

are numerous student-centered models from which effective implementation can be 

achieved.  Therefore, this study can be the impetus for determining if PBL is the 

instructional model that will best meet the needs of the student population by offering 

administrators and board members insight into teacher perceptions of its usefulness in 

promoting academic achievement, student engagements, and equity. 

Delimitations 

 The timeline for this qualitative research study spanned the period of one month.  

The participants from the charter high school were selected based on their consent to 

provide feedback for the research study and the district administrators who were seeking 

to implement student-centered professional development opportunities.  The interview 

questions focused solely on PBL and its impact on student achievement, engagement, and 

equity rather than on all pedagogical learning.  However, this delimitation enabled 

participants to discuss experiences relevant to the research questions that led to 

significant data for analysis.   

Assumptions 

 During the completion of this research study, the following assumptions were 

made: 

1. During the focus group discussion, assumptions of participants answering 

truthfully were made. 

2. During the focus group discussion, the assumptions of the participants were 

made that when answering questions there would be no fear of retribution. 
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Research Questions 

 A qualitative study design was appropriate to address the problem presented and 

to allow a detailed collection process using open-ended interview questions (Hagan, 

2000).  A qualitative study is an effective means to describe the features, contextual 

evidence, and processes of a phenomenon, such as PBL (Yin, 2009).  In this research 

study, the interview questions were derived from the following research questions: 

 RQ1. What are the perceptions of charter school secondary educators about the 

effect of PBL on student engagement? 

 RQ2. What are the perceptions of secondary charter school educators about the 

effect of PBL on the acquisition of 21st Century Skills? 

 RQ3. What are the perceptions of secondary charter school educators about the 

effect of PBL on student equity?  

 RQ4. What are the perceptions of secondary charter school educators about the 

effect of PBL on academic achievement?  

Definition of Terms 

 The following list of terms are essential to understanding this research study.  The 

terms are defined by the researcher(s) or as noted in the citations. 

 Authentic audience. Students who are engaged in project-based learning present 

their products to groups and the community other than their classmates and teacher 

(Larmer & Mergendoller, 2010).   

 Constructivist learning. Rooted in the works of Piaget, Dewey, and Vygotsky is 

this theory of learning (Dole et al., 2016).  Students engage in inquiry-based learning to 

solve problems to construct meaning in learning. 
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 Equity. At the Buck Institute for Education (BIE, 2016), the vision is that all 

students--no matter where they live or what their background--will have access to high 

quality PBL so they deepen their learning and achieve success in college, career, and life. 

 Facilitator. The teacher acts as a guide to promote student collaboration and 

learning (Grant & Hill, 2006). 

 Learner-centered instruction. This is the instructional method that requires the 

student to be active in the teaching and learning process (Felder & Brent, 2017). 

 Project-based Learning (PBL). This instructional methodology is guided by 

protocols when students learn content by engaging in real-world problems and presenting 

results of student work (Larmer, Mergendoller, & Ross, 2009). 

 Student achievement. For the purposes of this study, Trowler’s (2010) research 

described the definition of student achievement as scores on classroom assessments as 

well as state-mandated tests. 

 Student engagement. For the purposes of this study, Trowler’s (2010) research 

describes the definition of student engagement as the attentiveness and participation 

given to complete rigorous cognitive tasks. 

 Teacher-centered instruction. This methodology requires the teacher to be the 

focus of the learning process (Minter, 2011).  

Organization of the Study 

 Chapter 1 provided an introduction to the qualitative research study, including 

background information, the statement of the problem, definitions of key terms, and the 

purpose of the study.  Chapter 2 provides a comprehensive review of relevant research 

and perspectives related to project-based learning.  Chapter 3 provides details regarding 
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the research methodology guiding the research study.  Chapter 4 delineates the results of 

the study and a discussion of the findings related to the existing research.  The interview 

findings from the qualitative items are addressed.  Chapter 5 contains a discussion of the 

implications of the research for policy, practice, and future research.       
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Chapter 2 

Review of the Literature   

 This chapter provides a comprehensive review of literature that is relevant to this 

research study based on the impact and importance of a student-centered instructional 

methodology for secondary charter school students.  The initial section provides an 

overview of historical influences that define the framework for PBL.  Research that 

focuses on the impact of PBL on student achievement, engagement, and equity is 

explored. 

History of PBL 

 Historically, PBL can be documented in Greek literature.  Based on the writings 

of Aristotle and Socrates related to critical thinking, project-based learning focuses on the 

concept that education is life itself (Korkmaz & Kalayci, 2019).  Socrates imparted 

knowledge by not only lecture but also through active personal inquiry.  The Greek 

philosopher, Aristotle, advocated for a hands-on approach.  When the project-based 

learning method was initiated in 1912 by the J. J. Rousseau Institute in Geneva, the 

method was based on the progressivism teaching philosophy (Korkmaz & Kalayci, 

2019).  Progressivists believe that students can best learn through learning experiences 

that take individual differences into account (Wrigley, 1998).  The PBL methodology 

integrates an educational approach, whereby students develop practical solutions to solve 

real-world problems.   

 PBL is utilized to establish links between education and the job market and is 

considered to be an effective way to develop professional competencies (Thomas, 2000).  
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PBL gained its popularity in engineering, science, and technology careers and momentum 

has developed within elementary and secondary classrooms (Knoll, 1997). 

 Based on historical research, PBL originated in Europe and travelled to the United 

States (Knoll, 1997).  While the project-based method was refined in the United States, 

the method transitioned again to Europe (see Table 3 below).  When John Dewey was 

invited to Turkey in 1924, he witnessed project-based learning in action (Knoll, 1997).  

The Village Institutes of Turkey helped to establish Dewey’s educational philosophy of 

expanding learning from theoretical courses to practices solving real-life problems.  By 

1965, project-based learning entered an international expansion process (Knoll, 1997). 

Table 3 

Chronological Development of PBL   

 Phase 

 1st 2nd 3rd 4th 5th 

Years 1590-1765 1765-1880 1880-1915 1915-1965 1965-Present 

Development Start of 

project 

studies in 

architecture 

schools in 

Europe. 

PBL as a 

teaching 

strategy in 

the United 

States. 

General 

public 

education 

and 

vocational 

education 

integrate 

PBL. 

Redefinition 

of PBL 

method and 

its transition 

from US to 

Europe. 

Rediscovery of 

PBL and 

international 

expansion. 

Note. Adapted from The project method: Its vocational education origin and 

international development, by M. Knoll, 1997. 
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The Project Method, William Heard Kilpatrick, 1918 

 While mostly associated with adult education, PBL for school-age students is 

nothing new.  PBL can be described as student-centered instruction that occurs over an 

extended time period.  According to an historical survey of project learning of an early 

20th century description offered by William H. Kilpatrick (1918) referred to the Project 

Method as a hearty, purposeful act, generally a project or pursuit undertaken by the 

student has four distinct phases:  purposing, planning, executing, and judging.  Early 

career experiences inspired Kilpatrick’s perspective on the potential of student-centered 

projects in the classroom.  For Kilpatrick, projects connected student learning to 

interactions with social and physical environment that encouraged student engagement 

(Beyer, 1997).  By integrating activities of school and community with a goal of 

developing socially competent citizens, students are equipped to become contributing 

members of a democratic society (Pecore, 2009).  These ideas, often combined with the 

model for scientific inquiry, have contributed to a variety of student-centered methods 

such as problem-based, case-based, and experiential learning (Knoll, 1997; Prince & 

Felder, 2007; Thomas, 2000). 

 The Project Method links purpose with democracy.  Kilpatrick sought to clarify 

and defend the use of projects in education (Kilpatrick, 1918).  Kilpatrick’s Project 

Method was influenced by John Dewey’s writings.  Kilpatrick advocated for student-

initiated projects that utilize the laws of learning to intrinsically motivate the student to 

emerge with a high degree of skills and knowledge, view the school activity with 

confidence, and appreciate the value of school (Kilpatrick, 1918).  The Project Method's 

greatest strength was the potential for building moral character, with students acting in 
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pursuit of a rich variety of purposes, under the supervision of a skilled teacher to help 

guide students to make critical decisions (Kilpatrick, 1918). 

 Critics of Kilpatrick’s Project Method pointed out that his definition of the project 

was ambiguous and not a method (Knoll, 2010).  Kilpatrick broke from tradition by 

redefining the project as an independent constructive activity to a whole-hearted 

purposeful activity (Knoll, 2010).  Kilpatrick’s friend and colleague, John Dewey 

remarked that allowing the student to decide the learning process was impossible (Knoll, 

2010).  For Dewey, the notion was conflicting due to failing to realize that thinking was 

achieved through the leadership of the teacher to promote the student’s ability to think 

and not through providing the student with the freedom to self-direct (Knoll, 2010).  

Dewey, unlike Kilpatrick, did not view the teacher-led project as a means of suppression, 

(Knoll, 2010).   

 In the past few years, attention has focused on the advantages and disadvantages 

of the PBL instructional methodology.  Students have the opportunity to become active 

participants in the learning process by immersing themselves into complex and multi-

faceted real-life problems.  In addition, students become problem solvers, decision 

makers, and investigators (Wurdinger & Rudolph, 2009).   

 There are disadvantages associated with the implementation of PBL as identified 

by Ellis and Hafner (2008).  They reported that the planning, development, and execution 

of PBL instruction as difficult, time consuming, and challenging to evaluate the 

outcomes.  However, for every instructional strategy, there are advantages and 

disadvantages.  The challenges must be weighed against the benefits as a potential for 

success. 
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 PBL has a strong foundation in constructivism which is the way learners gain new 

knowledge.  In the constructivist’s mindset, the actively engaged learning is more 

successful (Neo & Neo, 2010).  The PBL methods of teaching and learning are based on 

the cognitive reasonings of theorists such as Dewey, Piaget, Papert, and Vygotsky 

(Jenson, 2008; Kearsley, 2010).  These theorists acknowledged that students construct 

their own understanding of practices and situations based on their unique experiences 

(Turner, 2009).  Instructional objectives should be written in experiential terms, which 

include identifying the types of learner problems addressed, the range of control learners 

would exercise in the educational setting, and how selected activities would shape the 

learners into well-rounded leaders (Andrade, 2009). 

 The American educator and philosopher, John Dewey (1938), promoted the 

constructivist approach to learning.  The history of the emergence of the PBL approach 

connects to the works of Dewey who was curious about the influence of the experiences 

on the process of gaining knowledge (Pecore, 2015).  Dewey theorized that students learn 

through being involved in real-world situations that allow them to gain experiences that 

are useful for the implementation in future circumstances (Roberts, 2003).  Dewey (1938) 

concluded that the culture of a classroom is determined by the teacher creating 

democratic experiences upon which the student draws a higher quality experience.  The 

theory of constructivism states that knowledge is actively constructed by the cognitive 

subject, and construction is realized through the interaction of new and old experiences.  

The teacher role should be that of a facilitator of student growth and be the lead in project 

development.  Constructivism suggests that learning is an active and constructive process 

within a social framework (Crotty, 1998).  Constructivism is the philosophical view that 
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knowledge is individually constructed, transmitted by interaction with the environment, 

and socially developed (Crotty, 1998).   

Dewey and Experiential Learning 

 Dewey (1938) supported experiential learning and was a proponent of project-

type learning (Peterson, 2008).  Dewey emphasized that students should have authentic 

learning experiences.  He believed that learners should emerge from active learning with 

new knowledge and skills that were more important and meaningful.  In addition, he 

stated that learning experience should occur in social classroom settings where students 

would be involved in handling and manipulating materials.  The potential result of this 

type of learning environment would be the accomplishment of common outcomes 

(Miller, 2010).     

 Individually constructing knowledge involves cognitive conflict as a stimulus or 

learning target.  Learners bring personal experiences with them into the classroom, which 

have a tremendous impact on their world view.  Therefore, constructivists reason that 

learning begins with the prior knowledge, feelings, and skills students bring with them 

into the academic environment (Schulte, 1998).  The learner is a knowledge constructor 

instead of a passive information receiver.  The constructivism learning theory implies 

some key learning components for PBL.  

 Constructivist principles require learners in PBL contexts to function as self-

motivated and self-directed individuals in their own learning experiences (Tam, 2000).  

Educators assist learners by assessing how students are constructing knowledge and by 

providing guidance through cognitive experiences (Schulte, 1998).   When the teacher 
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serves as the facilitator of learning, challenges arise that the student can transform into 

meaningful methods of learning to foster desired results (Grant, 2005). 

 The Project Method was reflective of Dewey’s position of blending the student 

with society.  While the project concept emerged with Dewey, PBL was addressed as a 

viable teaching method by Kilpatrick (1918).  However, Kilpatrick arguably succeeded 

where Dewey fell short of his aspiration.  Rather than using abstract terminology, 

Kilpatrick used concrete and exact terms such as “worthy-living, “purposeful acts, and 

“laws of learning” to identify the methodology (Schulte, 1998, 25-27).  

Piaget and Constructivism 

 Piaget (1952) based his concept of constructivism on the psychological 

development of the child.  Piaget believed that the teacher should provide a learning 

setting where students could experience spontaneous research where authentic 

opportunities challenged the students (Atherton, 2009; Gardner, 2008).  Piaget noted that 

there should be a degree of freedom so that the students are able to develop, understand, 

and construct meaning through personal experiences in the classroom.  He also noted that 

learning should take place within the boundaries of a collaborative group with peer 

interaction (Resta & Laferrière, 2007). 

 During the 1970s, project management emerged in various teaching programs.  In 

the early years, the broad definition and implementation of PBL presented some issues 

(Thomas, 2000).  In the United States, project management became accepted as one of 

the best teaching methods connected to career and technical education (Knoll, 1997).   

Through the application of the PBL methodology, students can become independent, 

motivated learners, who are able to apply their skills to real-world problems (Knoll, 
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1997).  Based on a summary of PBL research, there are findings of positive student 

learning outcomes in the areas of content knowledge, engagement and motivation, and 

critical-thinking and problem-solving skills (Thomas, 1998).  The student benefits of 

PBL include improved attendance, advanced self-reliance, enhanced attitudes toward 

learning, and opportunities for engaging culturally diverse learners (Thomas, 1998).  

Papert and Constructionism 

 Papert (1991) established a theory of learning and education known as 

constructionism.  He acknowledged that constructionism was based on two different 

mindsets of construction.  First, the traditional constructivist related to people that learn 

by actively constructing new knowledge and skills instead of by rote memorization.  

Secondly, constructionism pertained to student learning that was more effective if they 

were engaged in active learning which brings forth an outcome or artifact (Hmelo-Silver 

et. al., 2007). 

Vygotsky and the Social Context of Learning 

 Vygotsky, a prominent theorist, shared many of the same beliefs with Piaget; 

however, he placed more emphasis on the social context of learning.  Since PBL is a type 

of experiential learning method, students construct meaning from personal beliefs, 

values, and experiences (Hertzog, 2007; Prince & Felder, 2007).  According to 

Vygotsky’s (1978) theories, important roles were played by both the teacher and the 

student.  The teacher/facilitator role was defined as one that assisted students in the 

recognition of isolating or separating systematic concepts.  Coffey (2008) contended that 

through organized instruction, the student would experience development processes that 

would be developed and mastered. 
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 With Vygotsky’s (1978) constructivist theory, also known as social 

constructivism, the teacher is a more active participant in the instructional process.  

Social constructivism places an emphasis on the importance of culture and the social 

framework for the student to develop cognitive skills (Freshwater, 2009; Prince & Felder, 

2007).  Vygotsky theorized that students should not be forced outside of their proximal 

development, but to be encouraged to become independent learners (Freshwater, 2009; 

Prince & Felder, 2007). 

Implementation of the PBL Approach 

 PBL is a systematic teaching method that engages students in learning knowledge 

and skills through an extended inquiry process structured around complex, authentic 

questions and carefully designed products and tasks (Markham, Larmer, & Ravitz, 2003).  

Students devise strategies to collect and analyze data, integrate content knowledge, and 

create products and models of their own understanding (Papanikolaou & Boubouka, 

2010).  Although the PBL method is student-centered, the teacher should take the 

responsibility of facilitating and supervising the process (Pecore & Bohan, 2013).   

 Implementation of PBL can be challenging for educators who make a dramatic 

change from traditional instructional strategies (Pecore & Bohan, 2013).  Effective 

facilitation of and prior teaching experiences with PBL are important factors as 

authoritative classroom management, establishment of an inquiry classroom culture, and 

philosophical beliefs about teaching and learning that may contribute to the effectiveness 

of PBL (Pecore & Bohan, 2013).  Variations in the PBL process can be attributed to 

applications in different content areas, facilitation and guidance of students, and the 

understanding of the project-based learning approach.  Well-established practices and 
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entrenched beliefs can lead to struggles for educators, causing challenges when 

negotiating the tensions between students exploring their interest and covering state 

standards, respecting student responses, and providing accepted answers, and 

empowering student self-directed learning (Ladewski, Krajcik, & Harvey, 1994, pp. 498-

515). 

 The major components that drive the implementation of PBL instruction include: 

1. A real-world, interdisciplinary, embedded driving question. 

2. Student-driven inquiry and extensive investigation. 

3. Cooperative learning and meaningful collaboration between the teacher and 

students. 

4. Use of resources and technology to aid in the illustration of student ideas. 

5. Creation of a product, solution, or artifact that represents the students’ learned 

knowledge (Robinson, 2006). 

 Utilization of the PBL framework allows for mastery concepts using student 

application and scaffolding of knowledge while being provided with meaningful 

feedback from both the teacher and peers (Robinson, 2006).  During the learning process, 

evaluation is continuous, and students reflect on the decisions being made toward the end 

of a final product or artifact.  PBL allows students to become active learners who possess 

ownership of their learning (Robinson, 2006). 

 Based on his research about project-based learning, Thomas (2000) identified 

distinctive features of the methodology: 

● The use of projects that focus on content that is central to the curriculum.  These 

projects become the primary vehicle for content learning, and often, assessment. 
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● Projects are based on questions of importance or driving questions (Blumenfeld et 

al., 1991).  Driving questions must be related to the content and designed to foster 

student engagement and an active intellectual pursuit of solutions. 

● Projects are student-centered to the greatest extent possible.  Educators serve as 

facilitators; students define and carry out their projects. 

● The projects represent authentic efforts in solving or investigating real-world 

dilemmas. (Thomas, 2000, p. 27) 
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Table 4 

Project-based learning implementation stages  

Stages Process Design standards Teaching methodology 

1: Starting with 

question or topic 

The process is 

initiated with a 

question or problem 

that prompts student 

interest or is related 

to real-life. 

Challenging problem 

or question, authentic 

learning 

Design and plan, align 

to standards, scaffold 

student learning, engage 

and coach 

2: Plan and 

program 

Work plan and 

schedule are made for 

the project. Standards 

that should be 

checked are 

addressed. 

Student voice and 

choice 

Build the culture, 

manage activities, 

engage and coach 

3: Research Students conduct 

research about 

problem or topic. 

Through discussion, 

students can 

restructure the project 

as necessary. 

Sustained inquiry, 

critique, and revision 

Build the culture, 

manage activities, 

engage and coach 

4: Creating the 

assessment 

criteria 

Assessment criteria 

are determined by the 

teacher and the 

students. 

Student voice and 

choice 

Design and plan, align 

to standards, scaffold, 

engage and coach, 

assess student learning 

5: Outcome Problems and 

opportunities 

emerging from this 

stage serve as 

suggestions during 

the evaluation stage. 

Sustained inquiry, 

critique, and revision 

Manage activities, 

engage and coach 

6:  Preparing for 

presentation 

Students prepare 

reports for the project 

to be presented to a 

group or the 

community. 

Student voice and 

choice, public product 

Design and plan, align 

to standards, manage 

activities, engage and 

coach 

7: Evaluation and 

feedback 

Process is evaluated 

based on criteria 

determined by the 

teacher and students. 

Reflection, critique, 

and revision 

Assess student learning, 

engage and coach 

Adapted from Project-Based Learning by the Buck Institute for Education, 2015. 

https://devonshire.ccsd59.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/7/2016/03/8_Essential-Elements-of-

PBL.pdf 
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Setting the Stage for PBL 

 As with many instructional methodologies, PBL has a number of distinguishing 

characteristics.  ChanLin (2008) stated the importance of practical experience in learning 

as the major indicator in the PBL learning environment.  When setting the stage for PBL 

in the classroom, students have an opportunity to bring real-world practices and issues to 

life in the contextual framework of student learning.  David (2008) suggested that PBL 

was an ideal learning opportunity where the primary goal was to introduce real-world 

problems that would capture students’ interests and generate higher-order thinking as 

they searched for and applied new knowledge in a problem-solving context.  Kraft (2005) 

acknowledged that an effective PBL environment should allow for practical learning 

activities conducted in a risk-free environment that would encourage higher-order 

thinking skills.  This hands-on approach to learning would provide for a more in-depth 

understanding of the concepts while utilizing various modes of communication and 

giving students ownership of the resulted learning (Evertson, 2006; Kraft, 2005). 

 The success of a PBL classroom can be achieved when students are participating 

in an atmosphere where there is a feeling of mutual respect and safety in taking risks 

(Keith, Pritchard, & Roesch, 2006).  When PBL is incorporated into the learning setting, 

students are transported into real-world scenarios; they have a connection to the real-

world.  The use of real-world situations provides validity to student projects.  Studies 

have found that students score higher on standardized tests when they have been given 

the opportunity to apply their knowledge to authentic problems (Madaus, Russell, & 

Higgins, 2009).  Researchers have noted the significance of looking beyond standardized 

testing as the sole measure of student learning and balancing traditional tests with 
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assessments that would measure a range of students’ skills (Dede, 2009; D’Orio, 2009; 

McGrath, 2005) 

Effectiveness of PBL 

 A large volume of research on PBL spans from early childhood to graduate and 

adult education.  PBL offers students an interactive learning environment that focused on 

learning activities that are mid to long-term, interdisciplinary, student-centered, and 

integrated with real-world issues (Hossain, 2007).  Numerous studies investigated the 

effectiveness of PBL and the benefits which can be gained with the help of this approach; 

however, not many studies revealed the actual difficulties that many students and 

educators experienced with the implementation of PBL (Tally, 2015).  The difficulties in 

implementing PBL were related to distinguishing project-based learning from problem-

based learning, thus leading to the use of these approaches interchangeably and 

incorrectly (Tally, 2015).  Most research studies focused on the effectiveness of project-

based learning compared to traditional teaching methods.  In addition, several research 

studies have reported the effects of PBL on academic achievements and attitude changes 

(Mapes, 2009).  Planning and designing the project under key essential features may 

facilitate the achievement of the target goals in learning and developing 21st Century 

Skills along with various abilities including critical thinking skills (Smakova, 2020).  

According to research conducted by Ayaz and Söylemez (2014), the project-based 

learning method was more effective at the high school level and had the least effect at the 

university level based on academic achievement.  As related to various science 

disciplines, project-based learning was more effective in biology than in chemistry 

courses.   In the social sciences, project-based learning was proven more effective in 



31 

 

 

 

 

mathematics and foreign languages courses.  When analyzing project-based learning on 

the level of student engagement, the method has a positive effect on academic success 

and student attitude (Chen & Yang, 2019). 

 The expectations of today’s educational systems are to create a citizenry that 

possesses creativity, critical-thinking, and problem-solving skills.  PBL builds 

communication, cooperation, literacy, and technology skills, also known as 21st Century 

Skills (Partnership for 21st Century Learning, 2003).  Students develop skills for 

generating new ideas, cooperative social skills, and an increase in their self-awareness.   

The project-based learning approach can improve interpersonal skills, project 

management, and teamwork skills.  Analysis of project-based learning by Bell (2010) 

explained the importance of learning self-confidence, organizational and planning skills, 

and connecting to real-life through the utilization of project-based learning.  PBL 

professional learning experiences can provide the opportunities to gain these skills for 

both educators and students. 

Concerns Associated with PBL 

 However, there are negative issues associated with the effectiveness of this 

instructional methodology as identified by Ellis and Hafner (2008).  Ellis and Hafner 

(2008) reported that the planning, development, and execution of this type of instruction 

as difficult and time consuming.  The researchers also noted other negative issues 

associated with PBL included class misalignment, personality conflicts, and 

unpredictable process and results (Ellis & Hafner, 2008). 

 Mayer (2004) challenged the practicality of student-centered teaching.  His 

research concluded that such teaching methods are in direct conflict with cognition 



32 

 

 

 

 

research that demonstrates not only that learners in the beginning stages of knowledge 

acquisition do not attend to critical problem features or employ effective problem-solving 

strategies, and they should not necessarily be encouraged to do so.  Kirschner and Clark 

(2006) asserted that according to the ideals of constructivist, PBL may miss the mark by 

leaving too much discretion to novice learners.  Leaving students to self-direct can result 

in sustained misconceptions and multiple “restarts” that often result in frustration for 

students and educators.  In addition, adherence to a highly student-centered approach that 

does not promote strategic teacher intervention and guidance may prove inefficient 

and/or ineffective (Bransford, 2000; Kirschner & Clark, 2006).  Blumenfeld et al. (1991) 

described numerous classrooms where PBL activities were being conducted, but where 

project results did not live up to expectations because the students lost focus or channeled 

their inquiry efforts in unproductive directions.  The conclusion was that teacher 

involvement and guidance is needed for optimal learning. 

 However, PBL is often confused with other hands-on methods such as problem-

based learning.  Since a problem is a primary component of PBL, it is important to 

distinguish between the two concepts (Larmer, 2014).  Mettas and Constantiou (2008) 

compared project-learning to problem-learning and concluded that both strategies 

allowed students to learn through authentic and real-world scenarios.  Larmer (2014) 

stated that PBL and problem-based learning have few conceptual differences and 

problem-based learning can be considered a subset of project-based learning. 

 The beginning of the 21st century has produced much research in support of PBL 

(Beineke, 1998).  Proponents of PBL emphasize student gains such as improved thinking 

skills, enhanced cognitive abilities, and increased interest and engagement with the 
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content.  Also, students can become more independent learners and acquire life-long 

learning skills (Smith, 1995).  Researchers attribute the increased success of students 

participating in PBL to a constructivist framework of effectively activating prior 

knowledge, promoting meta-cognition through increased information processing, greater 

understanding and recall, and situating learning in a real-world context (Sonmez & Lee, 

2003). 

 The degree to which educators implement the essential features of PBL with 

fidelity often determines its success.  Strategies for tackling the challenges of PBL can 

include positive student-teacher relationships, facilitation through carefully monitoring, 

skillfully guiding student progress, collaboration by providing structure and 

accountability, and reflection through discussions that foster thinking about knowledge 

and skill acquisition (Pecore & Bohan, 2013).  The PBL approach can result in student 

development in terms of citizenship, critical-thinking, intelligent actions, and adaptability 

to new social conditions (Beineke, 1998).  

Academic Achievement of PBL Students 

 Research studies have shown that students learning through PBL had core content 

assessment scores that were higher than students who were instructed by traditional 

methods (Barshay, 2018).  When incorporating PBL into the curriculum, it is important to 

consider the significant role that students play in each PBL phase of planning, 

implementation, and assessment (Andrade, 2009).  In each phase, the teacher should 

maximize the students’ participation and involvement in order to develop their 

motivation and curiosity for learning.  When PBL is effectively utilized, research has 

shown that student engagement increases (Butler & Lumpe, 2008).  With PBL, students 
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work together collaboratively to investigate real-world problems and issues and create 

solutions based on the current available resources.  However, when students are forced to 

choose projects in which they have little or no interest, their engagement is lessened.  

Using PBL strategies in the classroom, students have the opportunities to: 

• Work together in small teams, 

• Work with and discover various learning styles and differences, 

• Have opportunities for interdisciplinary learning, 

• Obtain deeper knowledge of subject matter, 

• Gain critical-thinking and problem-solving skills, and 

• Manage and solve real-world issues and problems (Hossain, 2007) 

Student Engagement  

 The results of a survey conducted by California Exit Exam noted that the greatest 

limitation on teacher effectiveness was the lack of student engagement (Human 

Resources Research Organization, 2004).  Student engagement is a driving force that 

enables students to take action and pursue goals (Sasson, Yehuda, & Malkinson, 2018).  

Students who are engaged in their schoolwork display actions that provide a sense of 

inner satisfaction.  PBL is active and engaged learning that can produce motivated 

students (Zastavker, Ong, & Page, 2006).  As students participate in PBL activities, they 

gain a deeper understanding of the subjects they are learning.  Researchers have indicated 

that when students are engaged in learning, they retain knowledge more readily than 

through traditional classroom instruction (Lombardi, 2007; Lujan & DiCarlo, 2006; 

Prince, 2004).  Therefore, educators should institute techniques and teaching strategies 

that engage students and encourage them to take ownership in their learning goals. 
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 As an outcome of PBL, students acquire self-confidence and self-direction as they 

participate in collaborative activities.  The PBL approach provides a framework from 

which student engagement can exist.  Students identify a problem or question to analyze 

and generate a hypothesis.  Then, students work toward solutions through inquiry and 

research.  As a result of the PBL process, students discuss the problem or question and 

summarize their findings (ChanLin, 2008).  Barron and Darling-Hammond (2008) 

concluded that the practice of PBL instructional methods showed a greater impact on 

student performance. 

Student Equity and PBL 

 The concept of equity is ensuring that every student gets what they need in order 

to succeed in school (McKay, 2018).  A foundational belief of PBL is that all students, no 

matter the background, should have access to high-quality PBL to experience deeper 

learning and achieve success in career, college, and life (Lenz, 2016).  Well-designed 

PBL projects that draw upon local community challenges to be solved allow students to 

see themselves as agents of change (Lenz, 2016).  The PBL approach can be used as a 

tool to address educational inequities for students furthest from opportunities (Lenz, 

2016). 

 The use of scaffolding strategies in PBL can assist students who may struggle 

with building skills based on prior knowledge.  Scaffolding strategies enable the teacher 

to breakdown a project-based activity into smaller parts so that students can gain a better 

understanding of the concept (Clark & Graves, 2005).  Scaffolding strategies are valuable 

for the PBL student to accomplish successful project completion. 
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PBL in the Era of Distance Learning 

 In recent years, and especially during the unprecedented Covid-19 pandemic, 

distance learning has become vital to providing education to most student populations. 

The nationwide shutdown resulted in many educators transitioning from traditional 

teaching and learning to PBL to encourage student creativity and engagement (Modan, 

2020).  Distance learning has many different characteristics that distinguish it from other 

types of learning.  Research conducted by Keegan (1986) indicated the six leading traits 

of distance learning: 

1. The physical separation of teacher and student.  For example, remote learning 

versus face-to-face instruction. 

2. The direction of an educational leadership team in the planning, preparation, and 

implementation of curriculum and instruction including the distribution of 

technology. 

3. The use of instructional technology through different modes of electronic media. 

4. Delivery modes of two-way communication through prearranged web 

conferences. 

5. Students working independently with the assistance of prerecorded sessions, 

receiving assignments via email, and viewing lectures through cable or satellite. 

6. Educators involved in the delivery of course content with pre-defined objectives 

and outcomes. (p. 132) 

 Distance learning requires a certain amount of self-efficacy and self-motivation 

on behalf of the student in order to achieve academic success.  Academic self-efficacy 

refers to a student’s ability to perform a specific task at a designated level to attain a 
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certain goal (Bandura, 1997).  For instance, a high academic self-efficacy can provide 

students with additional opportunities for career choices while academic preparation 

offers different career opportunities because of a student’s future endeavors (Bandura, 

1997).  Students who are self-regulated learners are confident in their abilities and are 

more internally motivated (Zimmerman, Bandura, & Martinez-Pons, 1992). 

 As a result of the Covid-19 pandemic, instructors are transitioning to distance 

learning environments.  Motivating students while online can be difficult given content 

technology and internet challenges, isolation, and poor communication with instructors 

(Neto, 2015).  Therefore, interesting, and multi-faceted projects should be developed to 

give personal meaning and relevance to students. 

 According to Watson (2008), as digital opportunities grow, so will the educational 

challenges facing schools in our country and around the world.  Personalized learning 

options, which include PBL, are in significant demand as well as the demand for 

improved student learning and data-driven decision making.  By using digital learning as 

a delivery method for communication, collaboration, and content development, schools 

are less dependent on printed materials and traditional school schedules.  In addition, 

schools are more reliant on emerging technologies that will refine teaching and learning 

(Watson, 2008).  As many students return to school for face-to-face instruction, many 

educators express their interest to continue the implementation of PBL projects (Modan, 

2020).       

Summary 

 PBL is a methodology that is designed to align to specific standards with the goal 

to develop and strengthen cognitive, affective, and social skills.  PBL is a student-
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centered instructional strategy; however, PBL requires strong teacher presence and 

facilitation.  PBL provides the opportunity for students to learn skills and knowledge that 

can be applied and utilized in real-world settings and gain 21st century skills for the 

future.   

 Although Kilpatrick’s Project Method and its contemporary, PBL, often operate 

under broad interpretations, key features aligned to a constructivist framework are 

necessary components of a PBL pedagogy (Knoll, 2012).  A broader interpretation had 

led to the creation of similar learning approaches (i.e., Inquiry-Based Learning, Problem-

Based Learning), which adhere to the features of the constructivist PBL model but 

provide more specific learning features.  One of the issues of a broad interpretation is the 

challenge to which PBL is implemented with fidelity.   Currently, PBL continues to 

operate in mostly teacher-led, student-driven learning environments when fidelity can be 

inconsistent to the intended outcomes. 

 Thomas (2000) reported that a project should possess five criteria to be deemed 

project-based learning: Authenticity, Driving Question, Constructive Investigations, 

Autonomy, and Realism.  PBL requires sound planning to be implemented with fidelity.  

PBL provides effective learning practices such as collaboration among students where 

they are given the opportunity to accept a challenge, solve a problem, pose a solution, and 

demonstrate the knowledge standards.   
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Chapter 3 

Methodology 

 In this chapter, research and focus group questions, and data analysis are 

described for this qualitative research study.  Also, the details about the data collection 

techniques, and sampling procedures are discussed in this chapter.    The methods used to 

answer the research questions stated in Chapter 1 are described including the nuances 

associated with a qualitative study approach that targets the relationship between PBL 

and the teacher perceptions of student achievement, engagement, and equity.   

 This dissertation study is broadly defined as a qualitative study that investigated 

perceptions on the impact of implementing PBL in classroom instruction at a charter high 

school located in an urban area of a midwestern city.  This chapter presents the structure 

and organization of the research that was undertaken to investigate these perceptions.  

The methods and procedures by which the information was obtained, analyzed, and 

summarized are also presented in this chapter.  Hagan (2000) noted that qualitative 

research conceptions are stimulating ideas that augment understanding where information 

from the research is gathered, analyzed, and interpreted to present the findings in a 

manner based upon the researcher’s experiences within the study.  The goal when 

conducting a qualitative study is to amplify and generalize theories, not to count 

frequencies (Yin, 2003).  Qualitative research is most productive when epistemological 

assumptions are gained from the information and gathered within the construct of the 

participants’ natural setting (Thomas, 2003).  Extrapolating the participants’ perceptions, 

the researcher collected information relative to the impact of PBL on student 

achievement, engagement, and equity in the classroom. 



40 

 

 

 

 

Research Design 

 Qualitative methodology was used for this research study.  A qualitative 

methodology is a research approach which researchers utilize to plan their studies and 

investigate their facts.  A qualitative approach determines to understand a social situation, 

event, or interaction (Maxwell, 2004).  Since this research study was designed to 

understand the phenomenon of how secondary charter school educators perceive the 

impact of PBL on student achievement, engagement, and equity, the qualitative method 

was deemed as appropriate. 

 Utilizing a qualitative methodology for this research study was the best approach 

for answering the research questions and addressing the problem statement.  Qualitative 

research assists researchers in accessing the views and feelings of participants, fostering 

an understanding of meaning that people attribute to their experiences (Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2016).  Qualitative research required consideration by the researcher throughout 

the process to provide background information and knowledge for readers of the study.  

According to Hartwell (2011), qualitative research is used for exploring experiences and 

perspectives of participants. 

 In contrast to quantitative research, which dissects a phenomenon to examine its 

parts, qualitative research can reveal how all parts work together to form a whole.  Issacs 

(2014) stated that the findings of quantitative studies focus on numerical data while 

qualitative studies emphasize narrative results.  Therefore, a quantitative study was not 

appropriate for this research. 
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Setting 

 In the context of the larger philosophical issues regarding teacher instruction and 

student learning, the charter school setting provides an incubator for innovative 

opportunities to promote student achievement, engagement, and equity (Quaid, 2009).  

The charter school movement has a strong foundational structure, culture, and a 

pedagogy that emphasizes high expectations, parent involvement, and student abilities 

that reflect student interests (Quaid, 2009).  During the 2018-19 school year, the school 

leadership team developed a renewed interest in PBL to differentiate instruction for 

students at all levels of learning and to increase academic success of all students enrolled 

in the school. 

Sampling Procedures  

 The purpose of the study was to analyze and evaluate focus group questions to 

gather data on participants’ perceptions about PBL.  As stated by Bell (2010), the 

interview questions were written using the essential principles of PBL found in the 

review of literature.  The research questions were developed using the review of research 

related to PBL.   

 The source of data was in the form of a focus group.  The focus group provided 

participants the opportunity to allow multiple perspectives and maintain consistency 

when responding to interview questions.  The results of the focus group interviews 

improved the understanding of the experiences of educators in a secondary charter 

school.     
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Instrument 

 A focus group was conducted to gain an in-depth understanding of the impact of 

PBL on student achievement, engagement, equity.  The research questions were 

addressed through data collection appropriate for a qualitative study.  The researcher used 

open-ended questions to allow participants to provide detailed responses thoroughly in a 

descriptive manner.  The participants’ answers provided explicit details and established 

trustworthiness of the study.  The researcher sought to answer the following research and 

focus group questions through a focus group discussion via Zoom: 

 RQ1. What are the perceptions of secondary charter school educators about the 

effect of PBL on student engagement? 

 Focus Group Question 1: Describe your students’ level of engagement before 

PBL was implemented.  Describe your students’ level of engagement after PBL was 

implemented.  What is the evidence of the level of engagement?  

 RQ2. What are the perceptions of secondary charter school educators about the 

effect of PBL on the acquisition of 21st Century Skills? 

 Focus Group Question 2: Describe the impact that PBL can have on students’ 

acquisition of 21st Century Skills (i.e., critical-thinking, problem-solving and 

collaboration).  What is the evidence of the acquisition of 21st Century Skills?  

 RQ3. What are the perceptions of secondary charter school educators about the 

effect of PBL on student equity? 

 Focus Group Question 3: Describe the effect of a PBL learning environment on 

the equitable treatment of students.  What is the evidence of the equitable treatment of 

students? 
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 RQ4. What are the perceptions of secondary charter school educators about the 

effect of PBL on academic achievement? 

 Focus Group Question 4: Describe your observations of any differences in student 

academic achievement on tests while implementing PBL?  What is the evidence of 

student academic achievement?  

 The intent of this research study was to select a sample of five to seven educators 

from a charter high school who were under no commitment to share information and 

volunteered to participate in the study.  According to Yin (2014), this small sample size 

was sufficient for the study based upon the purposeful sampling concept.  This approach 

provided opportunities for faculty and staff from a variety of educational assignments to 

participate and ensure a broad view of the impact of PBL.  

 In this qualitative study, the research questions guided the study leading to the 

collection of data, analysis, interpretation, and concluding the research with the findings.  

The focus group questions invited participants to describe the perceived impact of PBL 

on teacher instruction and student learning.  A focus group script was developed to gain 

participant perceptions of the effectiveness and the application of the PBL model and the 

perceived outcomes of its utilization as it relates to promoting student engagement, 

equity, and academic skill acquisition.     

Data Collection Procedures 

 A letter of cooperation (see Appendix A) was signed and approved for the 

purpose of staff to participate in the study.  An invitation to participate (see Appendix B) 

was provided to the school to invite the school to be part of the study.  At the beginning 

of the study, participants were given an overview of the focus group discussion and a 
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consent form (see Appendix C).  The consent form, the purpose of the research, the data 

collection process, and the fact that participation can benefit the body of research 

pertaining to PBL were shared with participants.  As a result of the approval from the 

Baker University IRB Committee and the Charter School Advisory Board, the focus 

group research instrument was used to collect data.  As of March 2022, secondary 

educators were invited to participate in the research study.  Consent to participate in the 

research study was confirmed by an electronic agreement with each participant.     

Data Analysis and Synthesis  

 Qualitative analytic practices were used to interpret data collected through the 

focus group questions.  In order to analyze and synthesize the data collected for this 

study, the following phases of organization and analysis were performed: preparing the 

focus group data, coding the data, identifying patterns and themes, drawing analytic 

conclusions, and verifying findings.  The focus group discussion was stored in a 

computer-aided transcription software, Trint, that transcribed all the inputted information.  

Transcripts were distributed to focus group members to verify the accuracy of the data.  

The focus group transcript was analyzed and coded in the Dedoose software program. 

 To examine the research questions, data relating to this hypothesis were carefully 

read, categorized, and analyzed based on participants’ responses.  The participants’ 

responses were then divided into smaller segments, including paragraphs, sentences, and 

words related to the research questions.  Categories were refined a number of times to 

ensure the validity of the data.  Major findings were described from the research data.  

 The data collected from the focus group was documented from the original 

participant responses.  The participant responses were read thoroughly, and short notes 
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were composed that recorded initial impressions of focus group responses.  Content 

analysis techniques were used to code the data and to display the results.  Demographic 

and descriptive codes were utilized to denote the type of respondent and conceptual codes 

that organized the content into identifiable categories (Miles & Huberman, 1994).  The 

coding allowed for the identification of issues, patterns, and themes within the research 

data.  These findings were described in a narrative form and results were graphically 

displayed for presentation purposes.  The approach to drawing analytic conclusions from 

the data was to compare perceptions across demographic data.  These comparisons 

allowed for distinct contrasts between theory and practice; these conclusions were 

expressed as propositions for future research.  The research findings were verified by 

presenting drafts for comments to key administrative and faculty members.  The research 

findings and implications were presented to the faculty and staff during a professional 

development workshop. 

 For this study, the focus group discussion consisted of open-ended questions.  The 

data analysis required full consideration of the participants’ experiences and reflections.  

The results of the focus group discussion improved the understanding of secondary 

educators’ perceptions of PBL on student achievement, engagement, equity.  The focus 

group transcript was stored in a qualitative data analysis software program that organized 

all of the inputted information. 

 Since participants responded to interview questions in their own idioms and 

language, Dedoose was used to assist in the translation of various jargon.  A goal of using 

qualitative software is to establish the relationship between the source and the target texts 
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so that the responses reveal the same message within the number of constraints.  These 

constraints can include context, idioms, and writing conventions.  

Reliability and Trustworthiness 

 Guidelines and protocols were implemented to ensure ethical protection of the 

participants.  The procedures involved in conducting the research were clearly defined 

before requesting participation in the research study.  Participants were assured that 

identifying information would not be made available and that confidentiality would be 

enforced throughout the study.  The researcher was sensitive to the protection of the 

information from unauthorized observation and the notification of any unforeseen 

findings.  Creswell (2013) suggested that validation strategies and use of multiple and 

different methods will provide corroborating evidence. 

 The focus group responses from consenting participants were submitted to the 

researcher through online focus group responses.  When the focus group discussion was 

completed, data were collected and saved in a secured computer file.  Once the analysis 

of the data was concluded, all data were saved on a secured drive and will remain secured 

for period of five years.  At the end of five years, all research data will be deleted and 

permanently removed from the secured drive. 

Researcher’s Role 

 The researcher’s educational career began in 1989 as a business educator in an 

urban public high school.  Thirty-two years later, the passion for business education has 

never waned.  The researcher’s past educational endeavors include serving as a teacher 

leader, professional development coordinator, and curriculum specialist.  Throughout the 

researcher’s educational career, the goal has been to enable students to achieve their very 
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best.  The researcher’s professional and research interests are focused on student 

engagement and achievement as a result of student-centered learning.  As a contrast to 

quantitative research where the researcher is an objective observer, this qualitative study 

has allowed the researcher to be immersed in the study.   

 While conducting this study, the researcher served as a research instrument who 

collected and analyzed the data.  Rubin and Rubin (2005) argued that qualitative research 

is not simply learning about a topic, but also learning what is important to those being 

studied.  The objective of qualitative research was to capture and present the participants’ 

perceptions related to PBL and offer the findings upon finalization of the study. 

Limitations 

 Any biases that may exist during this research study have been limited by the 

protocols implemented during the interview process to ensure anonymity of results.  The 

interpretation of data was not hindered by cultural biases or differences.  Any internal 

threats to validity may have occurred if participants altered their views about PBL.  The 

researcher’s experiences and career aspirations have created a specified set of 

assumptions as they relate to project-based learning implementation.   

Summary 

 This chapter explained the research methods utilized for a qualitative case study 

including a description of the research design, sample, data collection and analysis 

processes.  Implementing the phenomenological approach through the utilization of a 

focus group allowed for extensive responses from open-ended questions.  In addition, the 

data collection provided for detailed descriptions and a deeper understanding of the 

perceptions related to the impact of PBL on student achievement, engagement, and equity 
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in an urban charter high school.  A coding process was defined as patterns were identified 

to aid in the organization and analysis of the data collection.  In Chapter 4, the research 

findings of the qualitative study are presented for future implications.  
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Chapter 4  

Results 

 Chapter 4 gives insights into educators’ perceptions of Project- 

based Learning (PBL) as related to the impact and value of this instructional 

methodology.  The purpose of this study was to analyze the impact of PBL on student 

achievement, engagement, and equity.  This study was conducted using a qualitative 

approach to research.  A focus group was conducted to detail educators’ perceptions of 

the value of PBL as well as the impact on student achievement, engagement, and equity.  

With the unexpected onset of the Covid-19 global pandemic, educators were navigating a 

shifting landscape with teaching and learning through in-person, virtual, and hybrid 

environments.  Conducting research through a focus group approach provided the most 

effective method to gather data for the study.   

 A focus group approach was taken to qualitatively evaluate educator responses in 

the form of interview questions was used.  Dedoose software was utilized to categorize 

the responses into themes and subthemes.   Focus group data were obtained from five 

educators who consented to participate in the research study.  The focus group was 

conducted on April 13, 2022, and lasted 53.45 minutes. 

 To determine the effects of PBL on student achievement, engagement, and equity, 

the perceptions of those involved in the educational process were examined.  The 

educator participants were certified administrators or general education teachers.   Also 

included in the demographic section of the interview questions was the collection of 

information to document the highest level of education completed.  The levels of 

education completed among the participants consisted of doctorate, specialist, master, 
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and bachelor degrees.  The gender identified by the participants in the study consisted of 

two males and three females.  The following sections address the qualitative results from 

the interview responses generated from the Research Questions 1 through 4. 

 The research study was guided by the following research questions:   

 RQ1. What are the perceptions of secondary charter school educators about the 

effect of PBL on student engagement? 

 RQ2. What are the perceptions of secondary charter school educators about the 

effect of PBL on the acquisition 21st Century Skills?   

 RQ3. What are the perceptions of secondary charter school educators about the 

effect of PBL on student equity? 

 RQ4. What are the perceptions of secondary charter school educators about the 

effect of PBL on academic achievement?   

 A limitation involved in this research study was determining the best method to 

gather research data during the Covid-19 pandemic.  During the time of the recruitment 

for in-person meetings, Covid-19 restrictions limited in-person contact to reduce the 

transmission of the virus.  Another limitation involved in this research study is sample 

size; a purposeful sampling was used to conduct the focus group.  The focus group was 

conducted via Zoom with five participants.  However, the focus group sampling size 

represented a faculty of 12 educators.    

Results of Qualitative Data Analysis 

 For this study, the analysis involved the use of thematic analysis process.  Braun 

and Clarke (2013) explained the six steps of the thematic analysis process: familiarization 

with the data, generating codes, identifying themes, reviewing themes, defining themes, 
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and producing the results.  The researcher became familiar with the data by reading and 

re-reading the data from the transcript several times.  One open-ended focus group 

question was asked for each research question.  Five educators composed the focus group 

to obtain data for the qualitative elements of this study.  Each educator who participated 

in the focus group was given an anonymous identifier.  

 Participant Profiles. Data in this study were gathered from five participants who 

were current and former charter school educators.  To protect the confidentiality of the 

participants, the actual names of the participants were not disclosed.  The researcher 

added participant profiles to include descriptions and perceptions of the participants.  

Notes were recorded during the focus group discussion and while listening to the audio 

recordings regarding the general impression.  These observations are as follows:  

1. Participant 1 had positive experience in teaching PBL to their students.  The 

participant builds strong relationships and empowers students with voice and 

choice when completing projects. 

2. Participant 2 did not elaborate on the answers to the questions.  The 

participant focused on the overall influence that PBL has on building 

knowledge and understanding of essential concepts. 

3. Participant 3 provided a unique perspective on how to educate students 

through PBL which encourages the construction of knowledge and 

strengthens their social development. 

4. Participant 4 was honest and passionate in their responses.  The participant 

focused on wanting to ensure that every student has the opportunity to be 
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involved in PBL.  The participant said they are dedicated to ensuring that each 

project was meaningful, collaborative, and meets state standards. 

5. Participant 5 was transparent and provided a unique perspective on PBL and 

leadership.  The participant emphasized the importance of having student-

centered activities and hands-on activities.  The participant stated that a 

challenge of PBL is the planning of the project, the evaluation of the project, 

and student participation. 

 Data Analysis Steps. Once the focus group discussion was completed, the entire 

audio was uploading into the Trint software.  The Zoom recording was transcribed and 

uploaded to the Dedoose software.  The researcher read and re-read the transcript several 

times to become familiar with the data.  The re-reading of the transcript gave the 

opportunity for reflection, understanding the participants’ experiences, and the early 

identification of codes.   

 The researcher began generating initial codes by forming categories using the 

research questions: student engagement, 21st Century Skills, student equity, and student 

achievement.  The codes were listed according to the number of times the participants 

mentioned each item which was indicated by the number in each code.  Coding deals 

with converting raw data into workable data by identifying similarities and differences in 

the data (Sutton & Austin, 2015). 

 The researcher searched for themes by combining the codes of each research 

question into a Word document and organized the codes inside clusters based on 

similarities and topic.  This task was completed to ensure the researcher could revise this 

process when necessary (see Figure 1 below).  The results are influential to produce an 
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understanding of the experience that educators describe when implementing PBL.  The 

result is often a deeper appreciation of social and emotional skills.   

Figure 1  

Dedoose Code and Theme Analysis 

  

 Theme 1:  PBL encourages student participation. Participants shared that after 

the implementation of PBL strategies, there was an observable increase in student 

engagement.  With traditional teacher-led instructional strategies, students are more 

observers rather than active participants.  Many students can thrive and excel with PBL. 

Participant 1 stated,  

Project-based learning, I would say it's much closer to 95 or 100 percent.  The 

students enjoy that and seem excited about it.  You gain a lot more discussion 

between students, I've found, and that's part of the evidence that I have is there are 

more people participating in our conversations.   

Participant 2 stated, 
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The project and the task that they have to complete versus maybe just 

conversations about completing a task in a non-PBL class.  And then probably the 

evidence would be the completed projects that they were working on versus just 

some problems or a worksheet or a paragraph, something like that.   

Participant 3 stated,  

But project-based learning extends across multiple disciplines.  And so, it's not 

necessarily just going to be mad facts.  And so, we can kind of implement science 

as well as social studies.  I mean, so we can kind of extend across various subjects 

to make sure that our students are learning.  And so that evidence that I will 

probably say would just being able to give students the platform to articulate what 

they were taught.   

 Theme 2: PBL fosters student success.  With PBL, students show more support 

for the work and the teacher transitions more ownership of the learning to the student.  

Students are more interested in the work and seemed to perform more than the teacher 

expectations in many instances.  Participants stated that the retention of content was 

higher because the students were able to make connections. 

Participant 4 stated,  

That is the fact that many students are not reading and performing on grade level.  

And so, for those students who are having difficulties with comprehension and 

understanding, the project-based instruction gave them the opportunity to be more 

fully engaged because of their shortcomings.  Those kids that we're losing. What 

do we do to get them more actively engaged in the learning process? And what 

systems do we have in place?  Project-based learning has proven to be one of 
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them.  The research shows that those kids that had problems with comprehension 

and understanding tend to do better if they worked in a group and it motivated 

them.   

Participant 5 stated,  

And when we do project-based learning activities, it kind of changes everything 

and they become almost the teachers.  And I'm only just the facilitator.  High 

levels of thinking to the things that I'm asking them to do, they have to learn other 

tasks that are not even as intentional, such as time management and how to 

prioritize different things because there's usually multiple steps that are involved 

inside of whatever it is that I'm asking them to do.  And so those are those are 

extra skills.  

 Theme 3: PBL generates higher order thinking skills.  When students feel like 

they have a stake in the outcome, they will naturally work with one another and seek 

answers with intuitive critical thinking.  Undoubtedly, this type of project-based 

methodology helps students develop all those skills, use their knowledge, and those who 

acquire through research to reach conclusions and through issuing their opinions.  Critical 

thinking and problem solving are the two biggest impacts of PBL. Students are better 

prepared for the post-secondary endeavors. 

Participant 1 stated,  

You'll also see the critical thinking skills when you give them a project and put 

students to work on solving a problem or researching a topic that they are 

completely unfamiliar with.  You know, they're doing the work and they're 
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sharing with one another that work as they do it.  So, it's something where it's a 

combined effort.   

Participant 2 stated,  

Create a product out of project-based learning, and that is definitely part of the 

21st Century Skills that you're making something.  It's not just, you know, you're 

writing answers on the test or you're answering questions on a worksheet. It's 

something that they connect to.   

Participant 2 also stated,  

Twenty-first Century Skills are learned or sharpened through project-based 

learning through the collaboration that's needed just to think through a project.  

The ability to solve problems, understand that you're working towards a shared 

goal and being able to compromise at times.  I think all of those are our key skills 

that are needed.   

Participant 3 stated,  

And I would just say the evidence from it is, is everyone playing their part in then 

some accountability in terms of what was able to be produced, was able to be 

presented to the class.  And so, it pretty much gives us the opportunity to know 

that unless they're going to work in an office or a cubicle, and this is kind of what 

the real world looks like in the sense of relying on a teammate or relying on their 

peer to produce work to produce that goal.  

 Theme 4: PBL develops transferrable skills.  There is belief that the best way 

to learn something is to teach it. Not only do students learn the material they also focus 

on having others understand the material. Students collaborate with partners and then 
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brainstorm and problem solve any obstacles they envision while teaching each other.  

PBL is immersive and gives participation points for students throughout multiple sectors 

of their lives.  Students use the skill sets gained through their coursework or experiences 

to transfer knowledge to other areas. 

Participant 4 stated,  

Student success itself, when you look at the number of students who are not 

successful with the traditional delivery of instruction, when you change the 

pattern for many of those students who are deficit in skills, they can become 

successful even though they may not be able to verbalize it or put it on paper.   

But they can do it because they're good with their hands.  And if there's a project 

involved, everybody has responsibility.  So, you're looking at critical thinking, 

collaboration, teamwork, all of those things are going to come in to place with 

project-based instruction.   

Participant 5 stated,  

The evidence, I would say, being that you're able to give another project an 

additional task and they're able to complete it without a lot from you because 

they've learned all these skills, they've learned all these different 21st Century 

Skills.  So, they're able to do all these things now on their own versus just the 

beginning.  There is a lot of questioning and asking for clarification.  But once 

they continue to do this, they start to kind of pick up on the patterns and 

understand how to work best with other people or how to find answers to things 

themselves, which is similar to what they would be asked to do in the workplace.  
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 Theme 5: PBL promotes academic attainment for all students.  With PBL, 

students can be better prepared for their post-secondary endeavors.  When teachers ask 

students to create or collaborate, they must pull several types of skill sets together to 

produce one piece of work.  The teacher is able to see the development of learning 

outcomes become easier for students as the year progresses because PBL becomes a 

natural way of operating. 

Participant 1 stated,  

Equity goes with project-based learning as it plays to an individual's skill set.  A 

good group will find people to do certain roles and those roles now align with 

what a kid's good at.  When the other participant talked about deficits, you know, 

not everybody is a great public speaker or not.  Everyone is very artistic and good 

at the creation of posters or, you know, presentations and things like that 

Participant 2 stated,  

Because it does allow for the participants or the members in that group to play to 

their strengths.  And even if it's an area that they may not be strong enough, they 

will learn from the exposure of what the others are doing. 

Participant 3 commented,  

They join a group, or they're assigned a group and they still don't participate, you 

know, they still rely on others to do all the work they or some of them. It's just 

some kids just have dominant personalities, and they take charge, and they don't 

necessarily rely on the group to complete the project.   

Participant 3 continued,  
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And so, where project-based learning kind of mitigates relying on the 

standardized assessment, and it allows kids to really demonstrate other means of 

knowledge.  And so, I believe like that the equity will come in from giving kids 

an opportunity to demonstrate be more. 

Participant 4 stated,  

Project-based learning does involve more than one student and those students are 

going to be grouped according to various achievement levels so that those 

students who have the most difficulty in class can be successful.  Everybody just 

can't do the pen and paper and rote remembering.  We've depended on that for so 

long, and it's not to the benefit of many students.  The educational system has 

some shortcomings in regard to who is successful and who is not.  

 Theme 6: PBL prepares students for career and college readiness.  This leads 

to a more egalitarian classroom where views are shared more openly, and thoughtful 

discussion of issues more readily takes place.  From the strongest academic student to the 

weakest academic student, they all came away from the project successful with teaching 

the younger students.  If everything is a multiple-choice test or an essay, those students 

who do well will always shine and others will not fare as well. 

Participant 4 commented,  

To be a part of a group once they get out into the workforce, they can take those 

skills with them in regard to critical thinking of working in teams, taking care of 

responsibility, individually being a self-starter…but all about making sure that our 

students are becoming more successful, and the traditional methods are not 

working for so many of our students that we have to try something new.  



60 

 

 

 

 

Participant 4 added,  

Project-based learning is one of those initiatives where you can actually see the 

results of what you're doing.  The kids can feel good about themselves and see 

some level of success, which may help them in the long run.  Well, we're dealing 

with 21st century and the demands of the jobs are asking for more.  And so, in 

order to prepare our kids for the workforce, we have to do more education.  

Right?  And we just can't hold on to what worked for us 50 and 60 years ago.  It 

doesn't work in the 21st century, so we have to step up to the times, even though it 

may take some more initiative and incentive on our part.  But, if we're going to be 

successful educators, if we're not a part of the solution, then we are part of the 

problem.  

Participant 5 stated,  

I'm sure there are groups of students and families out there that feel like it's not 

equitable because, you know, it's worth, I think, for some students.  And so, it 

depends on the teacher, depends on the assignment.  It depends on the task within 

that project.  The projects do require them to work with other people, and so that 

may not feel as equitable as the projects that they do that are on their own.   

 Theme 7: PBL aligns with academic standards for effectiveness.  The 

participants shared that they did see improvement on specific content if related to the 

project.  I have seen students with IEP's excel and do well on tests because of the 

opportunity for them to work through the material and understand it in real-world terms 

because of PBL.  Achievement scores are much higher when teachers are regularly 

implementing PBL. 
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Participant 1 stated,  

There is a whole lot of difference in testing a lot of times when I use PBL. You 

know what they're creating in their project.  And so, what I do see is, you know, 

you will still include questions on maybe a quarter final or something like that 

that would come from the unit that I would do a piece on.  And the students by 

and large showed success there.  It was something where they were still scoring 

higher on those questions, even though we didn't do a reading or a study guide 

where they would have gotten those questions initially.  I think incidentally, you 

know, again, the evidence that I see with acquisition is that, you know, the 

students are talking more about it, they're asking more questions.  

Participant 3 stated,  

PBL plays a part in the instruction because of achievement as a whole, primarily 

because teachers are now able to not necessarily assign a worksheet and say, hey, 

you need to do this. There is no dialog.  Teachers aren't equipped with the skills 

or equipped with the feedback to know where they need to pivot into teaching.  

So, project-based learning kind of gives the educators an opportunity to see 

specifically where those gaps are.   

Participant 4 stated,  

PBL provides an alternative assessment where we normally depend on 

regurgitation of information and facts. This leads to, I think, a broader 

understanding of whatever it is that's trying to be portrayed or taught.   

Participant 4 added,  
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How can you give a student a test that is written on a 10th grade level and they're 

writing and understanding on a seventh and eighth grade level?  They don't 

match.  And so those students are set up for failure from the beginning, especially 

if we just teach one way and we assess one way.  We had to come up with 

something different for those students who are struggling the most.  You have to 

balance that use of class time.  And when you have assessments that are tied to 

the things that you teach, that becomes even more crucial because suddenly 

you've got all these things you're supposed to teach in a given period of time. And 

I think that scares people away from PBL.  I think that, yeah, it's something where 

I've got to get this in.  And if I spend two weeks on this one, I could have spent 

three days on this.  It doesn't seem like a fair exchange to a lot of people.  I think 

again, that comes back to your professional development, you know, being 

intentional with it and, you know, teaching people how to maximize those gains 

with that time.  You know, how can you broaden the project?  So, it's covering 

maybe multiple things so that they're getting all the information they need in order 

to attack those tests while also, you know, doing it a PBL way that's going to 

make it more interesting and engaging for students.   

Participant 5 stated,  

A lot of that boils down to the training that's provided before it's even 

implemented to make sure that those projects are tied directly to standards and 

that the intentionality is there.  And so, with that, you would have the transference 

of skills from the project to more of a standards-based type of assessment.  It 

would be more clear.  But everybody has to be on the same page and doing the 
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same thing and speaking the same common language.  So, all that boils back 

down to that professional development that's given on all levels to everybody 

that's involved to make sure it's successful.  

 Theme 8:  PBL supports vital professional development opportunities.  

Participants stated that they observed teachers who have reported they see students stop 

and plan what they are going to do instead of just jumping into the task after the 

implementation of PBL.  Learning to create a plan to attack problems stems from the 

utilization of PBL.  Teachers can benefit from professional development opportunities to 

learn effective PBL instructional strategies.   

Participant 5 stated,  

We just did a really great art project, but there were no standards that we really 

touched on.  There were none.  So, I think that the thing that we could do that’s 

best to be intentional about what we're teaching to figure out what our end is 

before we start.  What are the objectives of this project before we start it versus 

just doing something?  So yeah, that's what I think we needed to change.  I think 

we just need more professional development over it.  More and more experts to 

teach teachers how to do it, what it should look like.  The grading of some of that 

can be obscure and people steer clear from it because it just seems like it's too 

much.  So, I just think of those things, the intentionality, more touch points as far 

as how to do it and then how to properly assess would be phenomenal. 

Participant 1 stated,  

You have to balance that use of class time.  And when you have assessments that 

are tied to the things that you teach, that becomes even more crucial because 
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suddenly you've got all these things you're supposed to teach in a given period of 

time.  And I think that scares people away from PBL.  I think that, yeah, it's 

something where I've got to get this in.  And if I spend two weeks on this one, I 

could have spent three days on this.  It doesn't seem like a fair exchange to a lot of 

people.  I think again, that comes back to your professional development, you 

know, being intentional with it and, you know, teaching people how to maximize 

those gains with that time.  You know, how can you broaden the project?  So, it's 

covering maybe multiple things so that they're getting all the information they 

need in order to attack those tests while also, you know, doing it a PBL way that's 

going to make it more interesting and engaging for students. 

Summary 

 The results-related information presented in this chapter provided data supporting 

the qualitative methodology for addressing the research questions for this study.  Chapter 

4 reported on the findings of this research based on the review and analysis of data 

collected by way of a focus discussion group.  The purpose of this qualitative study was 

to explore how charter school educators describe the impact of PBL on student 

achievement, engagement, and equity.  

 The focus group transcript was analyzed and coded to determine patterns and 

themes using Braun and Clarke (2013) steps of thematic data analysis.  Thematic data 

analysis for this study yielded major themes for each research question.   

 Chapter 4 outlined the thematic findings of the research study through the data 

analysis.  The data analysis revealed eight themes:  Theme 1:  PBL encourages student 

participation, Theme 2:  PBL fosters student success, Theme 3:  PBL generates higher 
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order thinking skills, Theme 4:  PBL develops transferrable skills, Theme 5:  PBL 

promotes academic attainment for all students, Theme 6:  PBL prepares students for 

career and college readiness, Theme 7:  PBL aligns with academic standards for 

effectiveness, and Theme 8:  PBL supports vital professional development opportunities. 

 Chapter 5 concludes with the restatement of the research topic, problem 

statement, and research questions.   Also, chapter 5 explains how the data results correlate 

to the information in the literature review and the framework for the study.  In addition, 

chapter 5 suggests recommendations for future research and implications from the 

evolution of this research study. 
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Chapter 5 

Interpretation and Recommendations  

 The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore how secondary charter school 

educators describe the impact of PBL on student achievement, engagement, and equity.  

This chapter includes a discussion of major findings as related to the literature study and 

implications for action.  In addition, this study offers recommendations for future 

research and concluding remarks.   

 This qualitative study revealed the importance of skills to locate and evaluate 

information for innovative outcomes (Kuhlthau, Caspari, & Maniotes, 2007).  

 RQ1. What are the perceptions of secondary charter school educators about the 

effect of PBL on student engagement? 

 RQ2. What are the perceptions of secondary charter school educators about the 

effect of PBL on the acquisition of 21st Century skills?   

 RQ3. What are the perceptions of secondary charter school educators about the 

effect of PBL on student equity? 

 RQ4. What are the perceptions of secondary charter school educators about the 

effect of PBL on academic achievement?   

Study Summary 

 The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore how secondary charter school 

educators describe the impact of PBL on student achievement, engagement, and equity.  

This chapter includes a discussion of major findings, as related to the literature review 

study that revealed within recent years, minimal research has been conducted within the 

education field related to theory and practice of PBL among secondary charter school 
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educators.  Henshon (2017) asserted that teaching methods of instruction must focus on 

providing students with a project-based, personalized education by enlightening their 

learning experiences so that they can be prepared for college and careers. 

 Overview of the problem. Implementing PBL can be a complex and difficult 

task that requires a prominent change in the school’s climate and culture (Grant, 2002).  

Educators have developed effective, student-centered classroom structures that integrate 

PBL techniques; however, more research is needed to discover effective PBL strategies 

for implementation across the entire charter school system.   

 Purpose statement and research questions. The purpose of this qualitative 

study was to determine teacher perceptions of the impact of PBL on student academic 

achievement, engagement, and equity within an urban charter school environment.  

Scarbrough and Swan (2006) stated that one of the chief reasons for organizing and 

completing projects in a collaborative effort is the need for learning and innovation.  This 

study identified educators’ perceptions of the strengths and weaknesses of PBL as a 

model of student-centered learning.   

 Review of the methodology. The framework of PBL may be unconventional as 

viewed by traditional teaching advocates.  However, the gap in the knowledge and 

implementation of PBL highlights the need for further research with different 

methodologies to explore educator perceptions of PBL on student-centered learning.  

This qualitative study involved five participants in a focus group via Zoom.  The 

participants shared their perceptions of PBL and its impact on student achievement, 

engagement, and equity.   
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 The utilization of a qualitative methodology was the best approach for exploring 

answers to the research questions and answering the problem statement.  With qualitative 

research, the researcher provides the necessary questions to glean the appropriate 

responses to generate data.  Through qualitative methodology, the researcher was able to 

study the perspectives of the participants and provide an understanding that was deeper in 

meaning than quantitative data could provide. 

 A focus group was created to glean a deeper understanding of the impact of 

educators’ perceptions on the impact of PBL on student achievement, engagement, and 

equity.  The research questions served as the impetus to develop interview and follow-up 

questions for the focus group participants to discuss.  The open-ended questions provided 

the participants an opportunity to share details of specific experiences.  The sample size 

of the focus group was five participants who effectively represented the school faculty of 

twelve staff members.  Purposeful sampling was utilized to determine the participants 

with the understanding that the number of participants would serve as a limited 

representation of the school faculty. 

 An email invitation to participate in the focus group was sent out to the entire 

school faculty.   A focus group protocol script was developed with guidelines and 

questions to be posed to the participants.  Before the start of the focus group, an 

electronic consent form was presented for voluntary agreement from each focus group 

participant.   

 Once the focus group was completed, the researcher utilized Trint, a computer-

aided transcription software to create a focus group transcript.  Next, the transcript was 

shared with each focus group participant to determine if they were any discrepancies.  
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Then, the researcher used Dedoose software to analyze and create codes generated from 

the transcript.  The codes were utilized to formulate themes based on the research 

questions. 

 Major findings. The study’s findings aided in recommending an analytical 

approach to extend comprehensive research in the field of PBL and student-learning 

methodologies.  Also, the findings highlighted the benefits and strengths of using PBL in 

the traditional classroom.  Finally, the results of these findings revealed an overall 

positive impact of PBL on student achievement, engagement, and equity. 

 Research question 1. The objective of research question one was to explore how 

educators describe the effect of PBL on student engagement.  The results from the focus 

group data generated two themes: PBL encourages student participation and fosters 

student success.  Participants shared how PBL generates student engagement and taking 

ownership in their own learning and mastering concepts.  The participants stated that 

students are more interested in the work and often produce more product than what was 

asked of them.  In addition, participants shared that as a result of increased student 

engagement, the retention of content was higher because students were able to make 

connections. 

 Research question 2. The objective of research question two was to explore how 

educators describe the effect of PBL on the acquisition of 21st Century Skills.  The results 

from the focus group data generated two themes: PBL generates higher-order thinking 

skills and PBL develops transferrable skills.  Participants expressed how PBL increased 

student confidence by building their communication and presentation skills.  Students not 

only learn the material, but they also gain a deeper understanding by demonstrating to 
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others.  Students were able to collaborate with partners and brainstorm any obstacles that 

may arise during the project.  Students were proud of their work and showed 

responsibility when working with others.  PBL builds higher-order thinking skills by 

acquiring knowledge through application and research to reach conclusions and issuing 

opinions.  PBL shapes critical thinking and problem-solving skills that enable students to 

be better prepared for college and career endeavors.  When students feel like they have a 

stake in the outcome, students will work with one another and seek answers with intuitive 

critical thinking. 

 Research question 3. The objective of research question three was to explore how 

educators describe the effect of PBL on student equity.  The results from the focus group 

data generated two themes: PBL promotes academic attainment for all students and 

prepares students for career and college readiness.  Participants agreed that everyone has 

strengths and weaknesses.  However, PBL allows for student strengths and weaknesses to 

be balanced to give choices and opportunities for diverse learners to demonstrate their 

talents as related to the content.  PBL gives all students a chance to show what they have 

learned and to be successful.  PBL leads to a more egalitarian classroom where views are 

shared more openly and thoughtfully through discussion of issues.  PBL offers the 

opportunity for equity because students can still succeed by showing a working 

knowledge of the content. 

 Research question 4. The objective of research question four was to explore how 

educators describe the effect of PBL on student achievement.  The results from the focus 

group data generated two themes: PBL aligns with academic standards for excellence and 

supports vital professional development opportunities.  Participants shared how PBL can 



71 

 

 

 

 

provide a marked improvement in the acquisition of knowledge and skills of content if 

related to a specified project.  Students gained knowledge and confidence in specific 

material and presenting their findings to others.  As a result of implementing PBL, 

students have improved writing skills and standardized test scores.  With PBL, students 

demonstrate intentionality planning for projects by creating a plan and tasks to solve 

problems.   

 However, professional development is needed for teachers to learn how to 

effectively use PBL in the classroom and how to align learning standards to project 

development.  Professional development can support the educator to design and facilitate 

a student-centered learning environment where students can pursue meaningful questions 

and create products that demonstrate outcomes.  In addition, professional development 

opportunities can provide educators with the resources to create authentic experiences for 

students. 

Findings Related to the Literature 

 The review of literature about PBL revealed gaps in the need to discover 

strategies to explore the connection between PBL as a generator of student achievement 

and as a conductor of student learning and development.  The review of literature 

explored the following the themes: project method theory, experiential learning, 

constructivism theory, and social learning theory.  Kilpatrick’s Project Method theory 

(1918) focused on the four distinct stages of PBL: purposing, planning, executing, and 

judging.  These stages of PBL implementation encouraged student engagement and 

motivation.   



72 

 

 

 

 

 Dewey’s constructivism theory (1938) promoted active learning and the teacher 

serving as the facilitator of student academic and social growth.   In addition, Dewey 

(1938) supported experiential learning whereby students can gain authentic learning 

experiences.  The focus group participants shared similar views about the benefits of 

experiential learning.  Experiential learning can enable students to gain higher-order 

thinking skills.  

 Piaget’s concept of constructivism (1952) was based on the psychological 

development of the child and construct meaning through personal experiences in the 

classroom.  The focus group participants discussed the importance of students being able 

to make connections between theory and application.  Students can develop a deeper 

understanding of content through the utilization of constructivism strategies. 

 Vygotsky’s social learning theory (1978) stated that people learn through thought 

and social interaction that promotes deeper understanding.  The focus group participants 

agreed social learning theory placed an emphasis on the importance of culture and the 

development of cognitive skills.  Although the existing research provided a sound 

foundation to explore the advantages and disadvantages of PBL; the gap in these studies 

revealed the need for further research using various methodologies to gain a deeper 

understanding of educator perceptions related to PBL.   

 Lenz (2016) stated that a foundational belief of PBL is that all students, no matter 

the background, should have access to high-quality PBL to experience deeper learning 

and achieve success in career, college, and life.  The focus group participants shared that 

the concept of equity as it relates to PBL is necessary to facilitate active learning 
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opportunities for all students.  However, educators must be equipped with instructional 

strategies to effectively incorporate PBL into their classrooms. 

 The qualitative design for this study provided analytical data from five educators 

by conducting a focus group via Zoom.  As a result of this qualitative study, eight themes 

emerged from the data to address the four research questions.  These eight themes 

expressed the interpretations of the participants’ explanations and understandings of PBL 

and its impact on student achievement, engagement, and equity.  The major findings 

were: PBL encourages student participation, PBL fosters student success, PBL generates 

higher order thinking skills, PBL develops transferrable skills, PBL promotes academic 

attainment for all students, PBL prepares students for career and college readiness, PBL 

aligns with academic standards for effectiveness, and PBL supports vital professional 

development opportunities.  The results were influential to produce a deeper 

comprehension of secondary charter school educators’ perceptions of PBL and its impact 

on student achievement, engagement, and equity. 

Conclusions 

 Secondary charter school educators acknowledge the benefits of implementing 

PBL to have an impact on student achievement, engagement, and equity.  The research 

questions responded to the problem statement which stated more information and 

implementation strategies are needed for PBL to be a viable teaching methodology for 

educators.  For research question one, secondary charter school educators indicated that 

PBL provided opportunities to build student engagement through the incorporation of 

real-world topics and problem-solving of significant issues.  For research question two, 

secondary charter school educators expressed that PBL helps students develop 
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collaboration and critical-thinking skills that are important for post-secondary endeavors.  

For research question three, secondary charter school educators shared that PBL offers 

achievement opportunities for all students.  Also, PBL can provide the framework to 

build cooperation, respect, and trust among students.  For research question four, 

secondary charter school educators stated that increased student achievement is possible 

with continued implementation of PBL strategies and professional development 

opportunities for educators. 

 Implications for action. The purpose of this qualitative study was to research 

secondary charter school educators’ perceptions of the impact of PBL on student 

achievement, engagement, and equity.  The results of this aligned with Vygotsky’s 

(1968) social learning and development theory through the utilization of a focus group 

discussion via Zoom.  The secondary charter school educators described through 

examples, feelings, and thoughts the different ways in which PBL strategies are 

integrated into 21st Century Skills and other academic and social skills introduced within 

school environments.  The results of this study confirmed that PBL serves as a viable 

platform for students to connect to who they are academically and socially within an 

educational context.  Also, the results of this study of secondary charter school educators 

expressed how PBL can foster interdisciplinary connections and real-world applications 

along with self-examining reflection.  The results of this study indicated that professional 

development related to PBL concepts and strategies is needed to further enhance the 

instructional effectiveness of educators and the learning achievements of students.  All 

participants’ responses were collected and used to provide additional insight into the 

phenomenon to understand secondary charter school educators’ perceptions of the impact 
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of PBL on student achievement, engagement, and equity.  The results are meaningful to 

produce a highly skilled field of educators who have a deeper understanding of PBL and 

student-centered learning when teaching in secondary charter schools. 

 As a result of this study, the researcher determined the following 

recommendations to secondary charter schools: 

 1. Secondary charter schools without an emphasis on PBL should consider the 

investigation into the process of providing professional development opportunities for its 

educators to implement a comprehensive PBL program. 

 2. Secondary charter schools without an emphasis on student-centered learning 

need to begin the process of providing professional development opportunities for its 

educators to implement a comprehensive student-centered learning environment. 

 While charter schools have historically served as incubators of innovative 

teaching and learning methodologies, this research study supports the continued 

implementation of PBL strategies to promote student achievement, engagement, and 

equity. 

 Recommendations for future research. This research added to the body of 

knowledge by providing the perspectives of secondary charter school educators.  Current 

research related to PBL methodologies are limited to the fundamental concepts of PBL; 

however, did not include the impact of PBL on student achievement, engagement, and 

equity.  The results of this study demonstrated that an opportunity exists for researchers 

to further examine the major findings revealed in this research and evaluate their 

relevance for continued research. 
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 Future research is needed to include more states other than the state of Missouri.  

In addition, a wider scope of schools (private, public, and parodical) and grade levels 

(primary, elementary, and middle) may yield different results.  Secondary charter school 

educators acknowledge the benefits of teaching PBL while incorporating 21st Century 

Skills.  As a benefit, secondary administrators and educators could apply the findings of 

this study in future practice.  The data collected through this study indicated the positive 

and supportive impact of PBL on student achievement, engagement, and equity.  The 

result of this qualitative study encourages charter schools who do not incorporate PBL 

strategies to begin the process of providing PBL-related educational and professional 

development opportunities.  Educators need the resources, supports, and tools to provide 

PBL experiences for all students.  There are few measures of PBL’s impact on student 

engagement and equity; however, research has established the positive impact of PBL on 

student achievement.   Future research studies related to the impact of PBL on gender and 

socio-economic factors would be significant to the enhancement of PBL. 

 Concluding remarks. In conclusion, the significance of this research is that it 

added to the body of knowledge about PBL and its impact on student achievement, 

engagement, and equity based on the perceptions of secondary charter school educators.  

The results of this study provided a specialized lens that only secondary charter school 

educators could provide.  This study reinforces the importance of creating a student-

centered learning environment that promotes achievement, engagement, and equity.  This 

study provided examples of what is currently being done with PBL and student-centered 

learning to promote student achievement, engagement, and equity.   
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December 7, 2020  

LETTER TO THE SUPERINTENDENT  

Superintendent 

Cc: Assistant Superintendent Cc: Human Resources 

Cc: Principal 

Allen Village High School  

RE: Permission to Conduct Research Study  

I am currently a Doctoral Candidate in the Educational Leadership program at Baker University. After 

being approved by the Allen Village School Administration to attend the High Tech High Fall 

Workshop in October 2019, I was inspired to conduct a study about the perceptions of Project-Based 

Learning as a viable instructional methodology. This research study will conduct interviews with 

secondary school educators regarding the impact of Project-Based Learning on student achievement, 

engagement, and equity.  

The purpose of this letter is to request permission to a focus group of five to seven educators at the 

high school. With your permission, the focus group will be conducted electronically via Zoom along 

with an email invitation to the prospective participants. The participants will remain anonymous at all 

times. No individuals will be identified in the research findings.  

This research study will be approved by the Institutional Review Board of Baker University. My 

dissertation advisers are Dr. Harold Frye (Harold.Frye@baker.edu) and Dr. Peg Waterman 

(Peg.Waterman@bakeru.edu). Upon approval of my request, please sign and return the consent form 

on the second page of this letter. The signed form can be returned to tredden@allenvillageschool.com 

or TerriLRedden@stu.bakeru.edu  

Sincerely,  

Terri L. Redden Business/CCE Coordinator Allen Village High School  

DocuSign Envelope ID: 105EB0F8-F5C7-41BA-BF9A-E385165D9854  

CONSENT FORM  

By signing and returning this form, I give Terri L. Redden, a doctoral candidate at Baker University, 

permission to conduct a research study in the Allen Village High School.  

I acknowledge that Terri L. Redden may conduct a focus group via Zoom with five to seven secondary 

educators.  

Approved By (Printed Name and Title): 
Phyllis Washington 

Superintendent 12/15/2020  
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Hello, 

 

This email is an invitation for you to participate in a research study to investigate the impact of 

Project-Based Learning (PBL) on student achievement, engagement, and equity.  Your 

participation will be to participate in a focus group via Zoom to gain your perspectives about 

PBL as a viable and effective instructional strategy.  I have received approval from the 

Leadership Team to conduct this research study. 

 

Your participation in this research study is voluntary and your responses are anonymous.  All 

personal information and interview responses will remain confidential.  Only the researcher 

and research analysts will view the individual interview responses.  Your input will help to 

inform research on teacher perceptions about the value of PBL and how schools can 

effectively implement this teaching methodology. 

 

Attached you will find a link to the electronic consent agreement and the focus group 

discussion script that should take approximately 45 minutes to complete.  You will have the 

opportunity to indicate your consent to participate before proceeding with the focus group 

interview. 

 

Thank you for your time and consideration. 

 

Terri L. Redden 

 

Doctoral Candidate, Educational Leadership, Baker (KS) University  

 

Business/CCE Coordinator 
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Appendix C: Electronic Consent Form 
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ELECTRONIC CONSENT:  

Terri L. Redden, Doctoral Candidate, Educational Leadership (Baker (KS) University) 

 Hello, I am conducting a research study about the impact of Project-Based 

Learning (PBL) on student achievement, engagement, and equity.  Before you agree to 

participate in this study, I would like to confirm that you have read and agree to this 

electronic consent form and that your participation in this focus group discussion is 

voluntary.   

 Confidentiality:  All information taken from the study will be coded to protect 

each participant’s name.  No names or other identifying information will be used when 

discussing or reporting data.  Once the data has been fully analyzed it will be destroyed.  

Your participation in this is entirely voluntary and you may refuse to complete this study 

at any point during the experiment or refuse to answer any questions with which you are 

uncomfortable.  Your responses are completely anonymous.  No personal identifying 

information or IP addresses will be collected.  Once audio recordings are coded and 

transcribed, they will be destroyed. 

 Please select your choice below.  You may print a copy of this electronic consent 

form for your records.  Checking "Yes" indicates that: You have read the entirety of this 

consent form: You voluntarily agree to participate in this focus group discussion; You are 

18 years of age or older; and You are employed as an educator for the 2021-22 school 

year. Please select one of the following indicating your choice to be in this research 

study. 

▪ Yes, I have read and agree to the consent form to participate in this research 

study. 
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▪ No, I do not consent to participate in this research study. 
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Appendix D: IRB Letter of Approval 
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Baker University Institutional Review Board  
  
  
April 11th, 2022  

  

Dear Terri Redden and Harold Frye,  

The Baker University IRB has reviewed your project application and approved this 

project under Expedited Status Review.  As described, the project complies with all the 

requirements and policies established by the University for protection of human subjects 

in research.  Unless renewed, approval lapses one year after approval date.  

  

Please be aware of the following:  

1. Any significant change in the research protocol as described should be reviewed 

by this Committee prior to altering the project.  

2. Notify the IRB about any new investigators not named in original application.    

3. When signed consent documents are required, the primary investigator must 

retain the signed consent documents of the research activity.  

4. If this is a funded project, keep a copy of this approval letter with your 

proposal/grant file.  

5. If the results of the research are used to prepare papers for publication or oral 

presentation at professional conferences, manuscripts or abstracts are requested 

for IRB as part of the project record.  

6. If this project is not completed within a year, you must renew IRB approval.  

  

If you have any questions, please contact me at npoell@bakeru.edu or 785.594.4582.  

  

Sincerely,  

  

  
  

Nathan Poell, MLS  

Chair, Baker University IRB   
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Baker University IRB Committee  

 Sara Crump, PhD  

 Nick Harris, MS  

 Christa Hughes, PhD  

 Susan Rogers, PhD  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



103 

 

 

 

 

Appendix E: Focus Group Protocol Script 
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Secondary Charter School Educators’ Perceptions of the Impact of Project-Based 

Learning on Student Achievement, Engagement, and Equity 

SCRIPT PROTOCOL FOR FOCUS GROUP SESSION 

Introductions: 

Introduction of moderator. Ask participants to introduce themselves and position 

and number of years in education. State the purpose of the focus group. 

Moderator:   

This focus group is conducted to collect information regarding the perceptions of 

the impact of project-based learning (PBL) on student achievement, engagement, and 

equity.  The purpose of this focus group is to obtain data on the insights and observations 

of PBL as a teaching methodology. 

Moderator: 

Thank you for agreeing to take part in this focus group via Zoom.  I appreciate 

your willingness to participate. Your input is needed and your honest feedback is 

appreciated to help gather actionable information to determine the impact of PBL on 

student learning. 

Here are a few guidelines and rules to facilitate our discussion: 

1. There are no right or wrong answers. Every person’s experiences and opinions are 

important. The expectation is to hear a wide range of opinions. Don’t disparage 

another participant’s remarks; one speaker at a time. 

2. The discussion will last approximately 45 minutes. Cell phones will need to be 

turned off.  Each participant will be given an opportunity to respond to each 

interview question in sequence during the conversation. 



105 

 

 

 

 

3. The focus group session will be recorded to capture everything you have to 

say.  No one will be identified by name in my research study; participants will be 

identified by number only.  When you respond, be sure to not mention any names; 

you will remain anonymous.  Audio recordings will be summarized and 

transcribed.  Summary detail can be provided once the study is complete. 

Are there any questions? 

Interview Questions: 

         Interview Question 1: Describe your students’ level of engagement before PBL 

was implemented.  Describe your students’ level of engagement after PBL was 

implemented.  What is the evidence of the level of engagement?         

          Interview Question 2: Describe the impact that PBL can have on students’ 

acquisition of 21st Century skills (i.e., critical-thinking, problem-solving and 

collaboration).  What is the evidence of the acquisition of 21st Century Skills?         

          Interview Question 3: Describe the effect of a PBL learning environment on the 

equitable treatment of students.  What is the evidence of the equitable treatment of 

students? 

          Interview Question 4: Describe your observations of any differences in student 

academic achievement on tests while implementing PBL?  What is the evidence of 

student academic achievement? 

Additional questions: 

 Interview Question 5:  What resources are needed to support your efforts to 

implement PBL? 
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 Interview Question 6:  What obstacles exist to prevent effective PBL from 

occurring during class? 

 Interview Question 7:  What suggestions do you have to improve the 

effectiveness of PBL? 

 Interview Question 8:  Are there any other comments you would like to make at 

this time? 

Helpful Probing Questions: 

 Can you talk about that more? 

 Help me understand what you mean? 

 Can you give an example? 

Moderator: This concludes our focus group discussion. Thank you for your 

participation. 
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Speaker 1 [00:00:03] Good evening, everyone.  My name is Miss Red in, and I'm 

conducting a focus group.  The topic is secondary charter school educators’ perceptions 

of the impact of project-based learning on student achievement, engagement, and equity. 

This focus group is conducted to collect information regarding the perceptions of the 

impact of project-based learning known as PBL on student achievement, engagement, 

and equity.  The purpose of this focus group is to obtain data on the insights and 

observations of PBL as a teaching methodology.  Thank you for taking. For agreeing to 

take part in this focus group via Zoom.  I appreciate your willingness to participate.  Your 

input is needed, and your honest feedback is appreciated to help gather actionable 

information to determine the impact of PBL on student learning.  Here are a few 

guidelines or rules to facilitate our discussion.  Number one, there are no right or wrong 

answers.  Every person's experiences and opinions are important.  The expectation is to 

hear a wide range of opinions.  Don't despair.  And though the participants remark one 

speaker at a time, the discussion will last approximately more or less forty-five minutes. 

Cell phones will need to be turned off unless you're on your phone via Zoom.  Each 

participant will be given an opportunity to respond to each interview question in 

sequence during the conversation.  The focus group session will be recorded to capture 

everything you have to say.  No one will be identified by name in my research.  Study 

participants will be identified by number only when you respond.  Be sure not to mention 

any names.  You will remain anonymous.  Audio recordings will be summarized and 

transcribed.  Summary Details can be provided once the study is complete.  Are there any 

questions?  No, thank you.  Let me review the consent form for documentation purposes. 

Electronic consent.  Hello, I am conducting a research study about the impact of project-
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based learning PBL on student achievement, engagement and equity.  Before you agree 

to participate in this study, I would like to confirm that you have read and agree to this 

electronic consent form and that your participation in this focus group discussion is 

voluntary confidentiality.  All information taken from this study will be coded to protect 

each participant's name.  No names or other identifying information will be used when 

discussing or reporting data.  Once the data has been fully analyzed, it will be destroyed. 

Your participation is entirely voluntary, and you may refuse to complete the study at any 

point during the experiment or refuse to answer any questions with which you are 

uncomfortable.  Your responses are completely anonymous.  No personal identifying 

information or IP addresses will be collected.  Once audio recordings are coded and 

transcribed, they will be destroyed.  Please select your choice below.  You may print a 

copy of this electronic consent form for your records.  Checking or saying yes indicates 

that you have read the entirety of this consent form.  You voluntarily agree to participate 

in this focus group, discussion your 18 years of age or older, and you are employed as a 

school educator for the 21-22 school year or otherwise invited as an educator.  Please 

select one of the following indicating your choice to be in this research study participant 

number one.  Do you agree?  

Speaker 3 [00:04:35] Yes, I agree.  

Speaker 1 [00:04:36] Thank you. Participant number two.  

Speaker 4 [00:04:40] Do you agree  

Speaker 2 [00:04:41] to? Yes, I agree.  

Speaker 1 [00:04:43] Thank you. And participant number three, do you agree?  
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Speaker 5 [00:04:47] Yes, I agree as well.  

Speaker 1 [00:04:49] Thank you.  Each and every one.  All right.  Interview question 

number one.  Participant number one, I want you to begin.  Here's the question. Oh, hold 

on just a moment. Let's see who we have.  

Speaker 2 [00:05:15] Hello.  

Speaker 1 [00:05:23] Okay.  Here is the question.  Describe your students’ level of 

engagement before project-based learning was implemented.  And describe your students 

level of engagement after project based learning was implemented.  What is the evidence 

of the level of engagement?  

Speaker 3 [00:05:51] So our students are pretty good about being engaged for the most 

part, I'd say most of the time, I feel confident that we're hitting 80 percent or better 

engagement on most activities that we're doing.  But where the project-based learning, I 

would say it's much closer to 95 or 100 percent.  The students enjoy that and seem 

excited about it.  You gain a lot more discussion between students, I've found, and that's 

part of the evidence that I have is there are more people participating in our 

conversations.  I also see more people offering slides on like Google Slides if they're 

bringing a presentation that way or, you know, some of the other materials.  And so that's 

my evidence for a higher level of engagement.  

Speaker 4 [00:06:51] Thank you.  Participant number two, I will read the question again. 

Describe your students’ level of engagement before project-based learning was 

implemented.  Describe your students’ level of engagement after project-based learning 

was implemented.  And what's the evidence?  Just tell me about the level of engagement 

with students.  
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Speaker 2 [00:07:21] Probably without fear before a project-based learning, the level of 

engagement will probably be anywhere from maybe 30 to 40 percent to maybe 50.  And 

sometimes it's hard to gauge because you can almost gauge maybe compliance for 

engagement at times, meaning that they seem to be paying attention and they're not 

having side conversations, et cetera, versus their engagement with one another and 

having those conversations about the standard, the project and the task that they have to 

complete versus maybe just conversations about completing a task in a non project-based 

learning class.  And then probably the evidence would be the completed projects that they 

were working on versus just some problems or a worksheet or a paragraph, something 

like that.  So ,the collaboration that it took to put the project-based learning together and 

then to cross curricular skills that were displayed would be the evidence.  

Speaker 4 [00:08:31] Thank you so much.  Okay.  Participant number three.  Here's the 

question again.  Describe your students’ level of engagement before project-based 

learning was implemented.  Describe your students’ level of engagement after project-

based learning was implemented.  What is the evidence of engagement?  

Speaker 5 [00:08:53] Okay.  I would say the question is kind of multi-layer for the most 

part.  I think engagement comes in a couple of different forms, but a lot of our students 

prior to project based learning, it would be that DOK level one type of response.  And so, 

it was a lot of kind of recall, it wasn't in depth.  They weren't required to have an in-depth 

understanding of the material.  And so, primarily the response is that we will see we're 

just kind of be maybe just regurgitating facts, so to speak.  It just kind of just a lot of 

short answers, but project-based learning.  It extends across multiple disciplines.  And so, 
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it's not necessarily just going to be mad facts.  And so, we can kind of implement science 

as well as social studies.  I mean, so we can kind of extend across various subjects to 

make sure that our students are learning.  And so that evidence that I will probably say 

would just being able to articulate give students the platform to articulate what they were 

taught and what they understand.  And so again, deviating from a worksheet where a 

student just kind of answers to questions and submits it, project-based learning gives 

them an opportunity to kind of explain and tell and describe the steps that they took to 

kind of solve the problem or answer the question.  

Speaker 4 [00:10:16] Thank you so much.  

Speaker 1 [00:10:18] Participant number four.  

Speaker 4 [00:10:20] I'm going to read the same question.  Describe your students’ level 

of engagement before project-based learning was implemented.  Describe your students’ 

level of engagement as their project-based learning was implemented.  What is the 

evidence of the level of engagement?    

Speaker 2 [00:10:42] A very major concern of mine, and that is the fact that many 

students are not reading and performing on grade level.  And so, for those students who 

are having difficulties with comprehension and understanding, the project-based 

instruction gave them the opportunity to be more fully engaged because of their 

shortcomings.  It also gave them more hands-on involvement in the processes that were 

taking place.  And so, they were able to retain the information because they had actually 

been engaged in putting it together, whether it was individually or within a group setting 

where you had different students responsible for different parts of a project.  And so, they 

tend to put a little pressure on each other to get their part done.  Mm-Hmm.  Very good. 



113 

 

 

 

 

Much better than that paper and pencil.  True, false, multiple choice.  It takes the 

guesswork out of the knowledge base that you want them to acquire.  

Speaker 4 [00:11:57] Mm hmm. Thank you very much.  Okay.  Participant number five. 

Let me read the question again.  Describe your students’ level of engagement before 

project-based learning was implemented.  Describe your students’ level of engagement 

after project-based learning was implemented.  And what is the evidence of the level of 

engagement?  

Speaker 4 [00:12:25] That's right.  I want you to go, I want you to go on based off that 

experience.  

Speaker 2 [00:12:31] Okay, so if that's the case, then prior to have I've taught English 

language arts for years and so that it can become a kind of boring, dull given type of 

activity because it's read, read chapters, read text, answer questions, reach out to answer 

questions.  And so, a lot of students find workarounds to that as far as using, you know, 

spark notes or anything else, and that connects to text and just get work done or they use 

their neighbors or their partners.  And so, you're never able to truly evaluate what they 

know versus what they don't know, or if they just got answers from, you know, some web 

page or maybe even, for that matter.  And when we do project-based learning activities, it 

kind of changes everything and they become almost the teachers.  And I'm only just the 

facilitator.  They're able to achieve high levels to the things that I'm asking them to do, 

they have to learn other tasks that are not even as intentional, such as time management 

and how to prioritize different things because there's usually multiple steps that are 

involved inside of whatever it is that I'm asking them to do.  And so those are those are 

extra skills that they're learning on top of whatever comprehension or skill-based things 
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that I'm asking them to do.  So, what I've seen in the classroom, it's just that they're kind 

of a little bit more.  They have a little bit more pride for whatever it is that they turn in 

because they've had a little bit more buy in to it.  But also the level of understanding that 

I'm able to get from them or able to see is much better.  It's higher and they're able to do 

more complex tasks.  And with the things that I'm asking them to do, and like I said 

again, they're kind of proud of it at the end because it's something that they've put a little 

bit more effort into showing outcomes. 

Speaker 4 [00:14:50] Thank you very much.  Okay, we're moving on to the next 

question.  I'm going to start with participant number one.  Here's the question.  Describe 

the impact of project-based learning that project-based learning can have on students’ 

acquisition of 21st Century Skills.  And those are critical-thinking, problem-solving and 

collaboration.  What is the evidence of the acquisition of the 21st Century Skills? 

Participant number one.  

Speaker 3 [00:15:24] I think that project-based learning does a lot in a small package. 

What you'll see is acquisition of lots of different skills, teamwork, and collaboration. 

You'll also see the critical thinking skills when you give them a project and put students 

to work on solving a problem or researching a topic that they are completely unfamiliar 

with.  You know, they're doing the work and they're sharing with one another that work 

as they do it.  So, it's something where it's a combined effort.  You know, you're gaining 

knowledge from your peers.  And I feel that with students, maybe that's a little more 

comfortable.  You know, it's not that you have the talking heads, it's just passing 

information over to you.  And if you're not really interested, you might point that in 

whereas you know, when the onus is on the student and on the group, you know they're 
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more willing to listen when it comes from somebody who's you know, their age like, then 

it's not a teacher that's 20 to 30 more years older than them sharing that information.  I 

think one of the big benefits is that, you know, they create a product out of project-based 

learning, and that is definitely part of the 21st Century Skills that you're making 

something.  It's not just, you know, you're writing answers on the test or you're answering 

questions on a worksheet.  It's something that they connect to.  Much better evidence for 

that is, you know, for me, incidental teaching social studies this year.  It's the 

conversations that I overhear because they're working on a project, you know, the things 

that they're asking each other.  There's a direct link.  It leads to a lot of discussion, which 

is, I think the heart of social studies is we're talking about tough issues and they're 

looking for solutions to problems, you know, not only in a historical context, but we can 

relate it to today.  What is it that we're learning from this event that happened before that? 

Now we can apply today and we can see why things are happening the way they are now, 

and what can we do to change that narrative for the future?  

Speaker 4 [00:17:48] Thank you.  Very good.  Participant number two, let me reread the 

question describe the impact that PBL has on students’ acquisition of 21st Century Skills, 

critical-thinking, problem-solving and collaboration.  What is the evidence of the 

acquisition of the 21st century skills?  Participant number two.  

Speaker 2 [00:18:15] I think a lot of the 21st century skills are learned or sharpened 

through project-based learning through the collaboration that's needed just to think 

through a project.  The ability to problem solve, understand that you're working towards a 

shared goal and being able to compromise at times.  I think all of those are our key skills 

that are needed.  When you start talking about 21st Century Skills because things change 
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so fast, we have to be adaptable, and you have to be able to quickly come up with 

solutions to possible challenges.  And those are skills that carry over.  So, it becomes 

quite important to really develop those skills so that you are ready for those challenges 

later on.  

Speaker 4 [00:19:16] Thank you very much.  Participant number three.  Here's the 

question again.  Describe the impact the PBL can have on students’ acquisition of 21st 

Century Skills, critical-thinking, problem-solving and collaboration.  What is the 

evidence of the acquisition of the 21st Century Skills?  

Speaker 5 [00:19:39] I believe participant one pretty much summed it up, but I'll just add 

a little bit that for the most part.  Project-based learning teaches collaboration that teaches 

students to work as a team to rely on others for a common goal, and so typically 

instruction is kind individualized, and so probably project-based learning gives kids 

opportunity to connect and collaborate with their peers.  And I would just say the 

evidence from it is everyone playing their part in then some accountability in terms of 

was able to be produced, was able to be presented to the class.  And so, it pretty much 

gives us the opportunity to know that unless they're going to work in an office or a 

cubicle, and this is kind of what the real world looks like in the sense of relying on a team 

mate or relying on their peer to produce a project work to produce that goal.  

Speaker 4 [00:20:39] Thank you so much.  Participant number four, I'll reread the 

question, describe the impact that project-based learning can have on students’ 

acquisition of 21st century skills, for example, critical-thinking, problem-solving, and 

collaboration. What is the evidence of the acquisition of the 21st century skills?  

Speaker 1 [00:21:01] Number four.  
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Speaker 2 [00:21:04] I think the student success itself when you look at the number of 

students who are not successful with the traditional delivery of instruction, when you 

change the pattern for many of those students who are deficit in skills, they can become 

successful even though they may not be able to verbalize it or put it on paper.  But they 

can do it because they're good with their hands.  And if there's a project involved, 

everybody has responsibility.  So, you're looking at critical thinking, collaboration, 

teamwork, all of those things are going to come into place with project-based instruction, 

which will be helpful for those young people once they get out into the real world and 

those skills will be necessary on the job.  

Speaker 4 [00:22:04] Okay, participant number five.  Same question.  Describe the 

impact the project-based learning can have on the acquisition of 21st century skills, 

critical-thinking, problem-solving, and collaboration.  What is the evidence of the 

acquisition of 21st century skills? 

Speaker 2 [00:22:24] Yeah, the only thing that I would add is that as you continue to do 

this, it's a lot less you have to do in the classroom.  The evidence, I would say, being that 

you're able to give another project an additional task and they're able to complete it 

without a lot from you because they've learned all these skills, they've learned all these 

different 21st century skills.  So, they're able to they're able to do all these things now on 

their own versus just the beginning.  There's a lot of questioning.  There's a lot of asking 

for clarification, type, things going on.  But once they continue to do this, they start to 

kind of pick up on the patterns and understand how to work best with other people or 

how to find answers to things themselves, which is similar to what they would be asked 

to do in the workplace.  You know, you get a little bit of help when you first get on a new 
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job, but after a while, people expect you to figure out a lot of things on your own.  So 

that's the evidence of what I'm able to see.  

Speaker 1 [00:23:37] Very good. Thank you so much.  

Speaker 4 [00:23:40] Okay, question number three.  Describe the effect of project-based 

learning environment on the equitable treatment of students.  What is the evidence of the 

equitable treatment of students?  Participant number one.  

Speaker 3 [00:24:01] I think that the big thing that I see as far as equity goes with 

project-based learning is it plays to an individual's skill set.  A good group will find 

people to do certain roles and those roles know align with what a kid's good at.  When the 

other participant talked about deficits, you know, not everybody is a great public speaker. 

Everyone is very artistic and good at the creation of posters or, you know, presentations 

and things like that.  And by giving, you know, giving that project to a group of people 

know they're able to find that they're able to find something that they can contribute and 

make it better for the whole because they're able to do that.  And when I see that, where I 

see that is higher levels of engagement, you have students that want to participate.  They 

want and do seem to acquire that information.  When you talk to students about it, it's not 

that we just did that one part.  It's, you know, that was the part they did.  That's what they 

learn.  The whole thing, you know, is the whole group holding it together.  

Speaker 4 [00:25:23] Mm-Hmm.  Thank you very much.  

Speaker 1 [00:25:26] Participant number two, I'll read the question. 
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Speaker 4 [00:25:28] Describe the effect a project-based learning environment on the 

equitable treatment of students.  What is the evidence of the equitable treatment of 

students?   

Speaker 2 [00:25:43] Okay, and maybe I just want to make sure I understand the 

question completely, could you explain equitable treatment?  In what sense?  

Speaker 4 [00:25:53] Focusing on providing student equity through the project-based 

learning experience where we may overlook it because of a student deficit.  Does that 

project-based learning help provide equity?  

Speaker 2 [00:26:20] Okay.  

Speaker 4 [00:26:20] In the learning process. 

Speaker 2 [00:26:22] Right?  Okay.  So, I would agree.  I would say that yes, it does, 

because it does allow for the participants or the members in that group to play to their 

strengths.  And even if it's an area that they may not be strong enough, they will learn 

from the exposure of what the others are doing.  So, it also provides a great learning 

environment to help shore up some of those deficits that they may not feel strong in, just 

by working in the group and being exposed to someone else working on an area of their 

weekend.  So, I do believe it does provide equitable treatment and also provides a lot 

more confidence to all the participants, regardless of what their role is, because they all 

had a hand in producing that final product and they all they will receive the whatever that 

prize is, whether it's a good grade, whether it was something they had to present, and then 

they received great reviews on it.  So, they all benefit from it regardless of what their 

role.  
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Speaker 4 [00:27:30] That's very good.  Thank you.  And I'm glad you asked for a 

clarification.  Thank you.  Okay, participant number three.  Same question.  Describe the 

effect of project-based learning environment on the equitable treatment of students?  

What is the evidence of the equitable treatment of students?  

Speaker 5 [00:27:52] I would say that it would kind of be mixed in terms of its benefits. 

I believe that there are instances where some students, you know, they join a group or 

they're assigned a group and they still don't participate, you know, they still rely on others 

to do all the work they or some of them.  It's just some kids just have dominant 

personalities and they take charge and they don't necessarily rely on the group to 

complete the project.  However, I do know that standardized tests have definitely been 

something that we kind of don't use that as one indicator to measure students' abilities. 

And so, we're project-based learning kind of mitigates relying on the standardized 

assessment, and it allows kids to really demonstrate other means of knowledge.  And so, I 

believe like that the equity will come in from giving kids an opportunity to demonstrate 

be a more.  They demonstrate their mastery of a skill outside of just one assessment.  And 

so, I believe in with the right teacher in the right environment, it can definitely be 

beneficial to kids.  

Speaker 4 [00:28:59] Very good. Thank you so much. OK, number four, here is the same 

question.  Describe the effect of PBL learning environment on the equitable treatment of 

students.  What is the evidence of the equitable treatment of students?   

Speaker 2 [00:29:18] Because of the fact that project-based learning does involve more 

than one student and those students are going to be grouped according to various 

achievement levels so that those students who have the most difficulty in class can be 
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successful.  Everybody just can't do the pen and paper and a rote remembering.  We've 

depended on that for so long, and it's not to the benefit of many students of the 

educational system has some shortcomings in regards to who is successful and who is 

not.  And so, when we do project-based learning, it gives those students who maybe 

wouldn't even normally participate the chance to participate and not be shy about it.  To 

be a part of a group once they get out into the workforce, they can take those skills with 

them in regard to critical thinking of working in teams, taking care of responsibility, 

individually being a self-starter.  So, it gives them a structure and a foundation for other 

things.  And I apologize.  I maybe said on Monday where that's all right.  That's all about 

making sure that our students are becoming more successful, and the traditional methods 

are not working for so many of our students that we have to try something new.  Project-

based learning is one of those initiatives where you can actually see the results of what 

you're doing.  The kids can feel good about themselves and see some level of success, 

which may help them in the long run.  You know, a lot of people don't want to do 

projects because of the time it takes, but at the same time, those projects are assuring that 

somebody in that class passes. That may not have in normal circumstances.  

Speaker 4 [00:31:35] Thank you very much.  All right.  Number five, I will read the 

question describe the extent of PBL learning environment.  Equitable treatment of 

students.  What is the evidence of the equitable treatment of students?  Number five.  

Speaker 2 [00:31:59] Oh, sorry about that. Oh, that's a struggle, I think.  I struggle, I 

think, a little bit with the wording, maybe, but I do know what you mean.  I think it 

depends; I'm sure there are group of students and families out there that feel like it's not 

equitable because, you know, it's worth, I think, for some student.  And so it depends on 
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the teacher, depends on the assignment.  It depends on the task within that project.  The 

projects do require them to work with other people, and so that may not feel as equitable 

as the projects that they do that are on their own.  So kind of struggle with that answer, to 

be honest.  I do.  I do see how.  Just finding a different way to do something is much 

equity as far as weight due to the same and as far as understanding whatever skill that 

you're working on.  And so, I do think that it provides another avenue to get there.  But I 

do struggle with the equity part, and I don't know why.  Maybe I don't know.  Maybe I'm 

thinking too hard about it, but I think it's valuable as what I'll say, and I do see where 

there are certain students that do better on projects, whether they're independent or 

collaborative than others. But I think that it maybe it depends on the task or depends on 

the group of students. Perhaps. OK, I'm just going to stop talking.  

Speaker 4 [00:33:47] No, that's valid.  That's very good.  Thank you.  Okay.  Let me go 

to the next question.  Participant number one, what are your observations of any 

differences in student academic achievement on test while implementing project-based 

learning?  What is the evidence of student academic achievement?  Number one. 

Speaker 3 [00:34:16] In the times that I've used PBL versus not use PBL, a whole lot of 

difference in testing a lot of times when I use PBL.  You know what they're creating in 

their project.  And so what I do see is, you know, you will still include questions on 

maybe a quarter final or something like that that would come from the unit that I would 

do a piece on.  And the students by and large showed success there.  It was something 

where they were still scoring higher on those questions, even though we didn't do a 

reading or a study guide where they would have gotten those questions initially.  I think 

incidentally, you know, again, the evidence that I see with acquisition is that the students 
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are talking more about it, they're asking more questions.  They're connecting.  We'll get to 

something later that relates back to something that we studied as part of that PBL.  And 

so the knowledge seems to stay with them.  And so for me, that's evidentiary, you know, 

more so than test scores.  

Speaker 4 [00:35:38] Okay, thank you.  Participant number two the same question.  

What are your observations of any differences in student academic achievement on tests 

while implementing project-based learning?  What is the evidence of student academic 

achievement?  Number two.  

Speaker 2 [00:36:01] So I think when you say test, it was kind of like what participant 

number one stated.  The completion of that project would serve as their summative for 

that year, that area.  So in that respect, I think more students were able to pass it because 

they understood and were able to apply and demonstrate that knowledge versus just 

having to be able to remember some definitions or regurgitate some lower level 

understandings.  And so a lot of kids don't test well, so on the standardized type test that 

the scores would not be as high versus project-based learning where they would complete 

the project or the test and be able to demonstrate how they understood to apply it.  

Speaker 4 [00:37:05] Yes.  That was the nature of the question to be asked.  Thank you 

very much.  Number two, that was the purpose of that question.  There are students who 

struggled on struggle on standardized tests and the project-based learning in and of itself. 

The final project is just another way to test the student’s skills.  So, thank you.  Okay, 

number three, I will read the question.  What are your observations of any differences in 

student academic achievement on tests while implementing project-based learning?  

What is the evidence of student academic achievement?  Number three.  
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Speaker 5 [00:37:53] So I guess my response will be to part, the very first thing is the 

student engagement.  You can visually see students be more, become more engaged 

doing project-based learning then than they were if they were just taking a simple 

assessment or just a simple worksheet.  And so that's the first part.   As I'm reflecting, I'm 

just thinking that project-based learning is beneficial.  I mean, this is beneficial to the 

teacher as much as it is the students.  And so, what I mean by that is teachers can actually 

assess and they can actually go around and determine where are the gaps?  What's not 

being understood?  What do I need to clarify to teach?  And so for me, that plays a part in 

the instruction because of achievement as a whole, primarily because teachers are now 

able to not necessarily assign a worksheet and say you need to do this.  There is no 

dialog.  Teachers aren't equipped with the skills to provide the feedback to know where 

they need to pivot into teaching.  So, project-based learning kind of gives the educators 

an opportunity to see specifically where those gaps are, and they can adjust and make 

those adjustments.  They can alter their instruction as they need to or on the fly.  

Speaker 4 [00:39:12] Thank you very much.   Number four, same question.  Let me read 

it again.  What are your observations of any differences in student academic achievement 

on tests while implementing project-based learning?  What is the evidence of student 

academic achievement?  

Speaker 2 [00:39:35] It provides an alternative assessment where we normally depend on 

regurgitation of information and facts.  This leads to, I think, a broader understanding of 

whatever it is that's trying to be portrayed.  For many students, I've said before they 

would not be successful if it were not for project-based assessments where they can do 

something, but they can't write it out.  They have an understanding of it, but they cannot 
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present their understanding in written form.  Or they may be confused about the wording 

on tests.  Especially for those students who are not on grade level.  How can you give a 

student a test is written on a 10th grade level and they're writing and understanding on a 

seventh and eighth grade level?  They don't match.  And so those students are set up for 

failure from the beginning, especially if we just we teach one way and we assess one 

way.  We had to come up with something different for those students who are struggling 

the most.  Those who have everything in place will be successful no matter what.  But on 

the other hand, that I want to say that 40 percent tend not to graduate.  They get left 

behind because nothing has changed for them in the classroom, teachers are doing things 

the same way that they did 25 to 30 years ago using those same old lesson plans.  Well, 

we're dealing with the 21st century and the demands of the jobs are asking for more.  And 

so in order to prepare our kids for the workforce, we have to do more education.  Right. 

And we just can't hold on to what worked for us 50 and 60 years ago.  It doesn't work in 

the 21st century, so we have to step up to the times, even though it may take some more 

initiative and incentive on our part.  But if we're going to be successful educators, if we're 

not a part of the solution, then we are part of the problem.  We don't want to do things 

different.  Our kids require different methods of teaching because they learn different. 

The issues that they are confronted with are much more compound than what we dealt 

with 50 and 60 years ago.  I'm aging myself.  I'm sorry.  

Speaker 4 [00:42:30] No, that's all right.  

Speaker 2 [00:42:32] But it is…it is different.  And we're all about seeing success in our 

students, and so if we're about the business of actually pushing and pulling because some 

kids we have to pull, we don't push with them.  And those are the most challenging 
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students, right?  And so, I think as an educator, that was my major focus. Those kids that 

we're losing.  What do we do to get them more actively engaged in the learning process? 

And what systems do we have in place?  Project-based learning has proven to be one of 

them.  The research shows that those kids that had problems with comprehension and 

understanding tend to do better if they worked in a group and it motivated them.   

Speaker 4 [00:43:32] Thank you so much.  Okay, number five, I'll read the question. 

What are your observations of any differences in student academic achievement on tests 

while implementing project-based learning?  What is the evidence of academic 

achievement?   

Speaker 2 [00:43:54] I agree with everything that's been said just as far as whether, 

depending on whether the test is is is in the safe.  If the test, if it's a test, it's also project-

based, or that the project-based learning assessment was the test.  I see great, great 

results.  If I give a test that is strictly, you know, old school, here are the 20 questions. 

Answer them, it can be a struggle.  I don't always see the transference sometimes.  And 

the one thing that frustrates me the most is I do have kids that will do great, and I know 

they've learned more.  And they can do exactly what I'm asking them to do on the project 

side.  But when they get the test, it's something that's similar to a state assessment or even 

a unit assessment that comes from the book, that transference isn't always there for some 

kids.  It's great for some kids.  And I think it goes back to everything.  Everyone said here 

is that sometimes it's not. I t's on grade level versus what they've been doing in classes 

that has been geared more towards them or more towards some finite skills that I know 

that they need to work on to get to the place where they can work on some of the higher-

level thinking skills or the higher skill sets that are asked in class.  So, I would in a 
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wonderful world, we'd move to a project-based style, traditional type of testing and 

everything that we do, you know, even graduating from high school and, you know, 

different types of things.  But it's when they still have to take the unit tests from the 

textbook.  It's like if the switch turns off for some of them and they can turn in 

remarkable things, you know, but I don't always get the same interest, the same 

enthusiasm to take that regular pencil paper test and that that I that they have for their 

projects.  And like I said, it doesn't matter if the projects independent or collaborative in 

nature, I can always get something better out of them.  Know the evidence, if I had to put 

them side by side, I would almost unfortunately say that probably 30 percent of my 

students transfer adequately, the things that I've learned and project-based learning to the 

paper pencil style of test.  So that's unfortunate, but it is the truth.  

Speaker 4 [00:46:44] That's the truth and that's a dilemma. Yes, thank you.  Hey, 

quickly, I want to do a quick follow up question with you all.  Just really quick.  And it's 

going to be out of order.  So just get ready.  Number five, I'm coming right back to you. 

What suggestions do you have to improve the effectiveness of project-based learning? 

Speaker 2 [00:47:14] I think that we have based on what I just said, I think we have to 

find a way to enter to find the best of both worlds and to interweave traditional learning 

and standards and tests taking an assessment into project-based learning.  I think some of 

it also is.  I think we have to figure out how to raise the level of what they're doing.  I'll 

make it quick, but I remember when I first started teaching, I thought we were doing this 

great project with pyramids when I was teaching elementary school, and then I take a step 

back and look back on that from 20 some years ago.  We just did a really great art 

project, but there were no standards that we really touched on.   So, I think that the thing 
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that we could do that's best is to be intentional about what we're teaching to figure out 

what our end is before we start.  What are the objectives of this of this project before we 

start it versus just doing something?  What are they going to learn and what are they 

supposed to be able to do, not just build a pyramid, but what are they supposed to come 

away with?  That would be just as valuable as and reading the entire unit over this 

chapter.  So, I think that's the part that people kind of me included can sometimes veer off 

into, and you end up spending two and three weeks on projects when you could have, you 

know, any take up a lot of class time.  And then it's still we still don't have the value of 

that project is at its highest point.  So, I think it's the intentionality I think is crucial and 

it's a lot of work to be intentional about.  What we're asking is graduating.  So yeah, that's 

what I think we needed to change.  I think we just need more professional development 

over it.  More experts to teach teachers how to do it, what it should look like.  It's had a 

great it, all that stuff, because even the grading of some of that can be obscure and people 

steer clear from it because it just seems like it's too much.  So, I just think of those things, 

the intentionality, more touch points as far as how to do it and then how to properly 

assess would be phenomenal.  

Speaker 4 [00:49:48] That is so good.  Participant number one.  What obstacles exist to 

prevent effective project-based learning from occurring during class?  Just walk away 

from what obstacles do you have?  

 

Speaker 3 [00:50:10] I think the biggest obstacle that I see is time.  You know, that's 

always big one, and I'm going to show off what participant have said.  You have to 

balance that use of class time.  And when you have assessments that are tied to the things 
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that you teach, that becomes even more crucial because suddenly you've got all these 

things you're supposed to teach in a given period of time.  And I think that scares people 

away from PBL.  I think that, yeah, it's something where I've got to get this in.  And if I 

spend two weeks on this one, I could have spent three days on this.  It doesn't seem like a 

fair exchange to a lot of people.  I think again, that comes back to your professional 

development, you know, being intentional with it and, you know, teaching people how to 

maximize those gains with that time.  You know, how can you broaden the project?   So, 

it's covering maybe multiple things so that they're getting all the information they need in 

order to attack those tests while also, you know, doing it a PBL way that's going to make 

it more interesting and engaging for students.  

Speaker 4 [00:51:22] Hmm. Thank you so much.  Real quick.  I just want to have 

participants two and four.  If you would like to share any other comments at this time 

about project-based learning at all.   

Speaker 2 [00:51:43] Well, I think that one of the key things that we had to keep in mind 

when we're doing those project-based assessments is that we're also looking at the 

standards that those students are going to be tested over once the standardized tests are 

giving in the spring of the year.  

Speaker 2 [00:52:10] Very important.  Crucially important, very important is that are 

going to be tested over are covered.  Yes.  You know, you cannot handle a standardized 

test if you haven't been taught the material that's on it.  Mm hmm.  So, to make sure that 

you're not just doing projects to assure that those students who have deficiencies will 

pass, but also that the standards that they would have to meet.  On those standardized 

tests that will come up that that they are where they need to be.  
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Speaker 4 [00:52:44] Hmm. Thank you. And any additional closing comments.  

Speaker 2 [00:52:50] Now I think I mean, everybody else has hit upon it, I think, and a 

lot of that boils down to the training that's provided before it's even implemented to make 

sure that those projects are tied directly to standards and that the intentionality is there. 

And so, with that, you would have the transference of skills from the project to more of a 

standards-based type of assessment.  It would be more clear.  But everybody has to be on 

the same page and doing the same thing and speaking the same common language.  So, 

all that boils back down to that professional development that's given on all levels to 

everybody that's involved to make sure it's successful.  

Speaker 1 [00:53:35] Thank you so much for all your input.  I appreciate you all.  I'm 

going to close out our focus group for this evening.  Thank you.  And I'll follow up with 

each one of you soon.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


