
 

 

 

ABSTRACT 

JERNIGAN, DANA JACKSON. A Mixed-Methods Study of the Perceptions of Teachers 

Regarding Training for Project-Based Learning. (Under the direction of Dr. Bonnie C. 

Fusarelli and Dr. Michael E. Ward). 

 

Preparing students for the 21st century is the goal of educators and school leaders. 

Proponents of student-centered methodologies often support the implementation of 

innovations like project-based learning to prepare students. Elements of PBL have been 

around for nearly a century, yet this type of pedagogy is not pervasively used. This study 

sought to identify how teachers perceived core principles associated with project-based 

learning before formal training and after a year of implementation. The study revealed that 

teacher participants uniformly agreed with belief statements that are consistent with the 

tenets of project-based learning. This was true in both administrations of the survey. While 

there were differences in mean scores between the administrations of the survey, only one 

belief had a post-mean that was significantly different from the pre-mean after a year of 

implementation. Demographic data showed that previous training in project-based learning 

had a modest statistically significant relationship with the way teachers perceived 

implementation. Through a qualitative lens, I found that teachers focused on five factors that 

hinder or support the facilitation of project-based learning. They also reported the need for 

administrator and collegial support. The participants provided their perspectives on the 

impact of PBL on student motivation, engagement, achievement and how those perceived 

impacts affected their confidence and self-efficacy. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

Chapter Introduction 

On October 25th 2005, Senator Barak Obama delivered a speech at the Center for American 

Progress where he proclaimed “we are failing too many of our children. We're sending them 

out into a 21st century economy by sending them through the doors of 20th century schools” 

(Obama, n.p.). Proponents of educational reform have championed student-centered teaching 

methodologies, like Project-Based Learning (PBL), as a model for ensuring students are 

prepared for post-secondary life (Bell, 2010; Fullan & Langworthy, 2013; Rogers, Cross, 

Gresalfi, Truath-Nare, & Buck, 2010). In an effort to boost student achievement and the 

acquisition of requisite contemporary skills, many school leaders propose changes to 

traditional instruction (Barron & Darling-Hammon, 2008). One popular approach is project-

based learning. In PBL classrooms, students demonstrate mastery of content standards by 

working collaboratively with peers through sustained inquiry to create projects often 

presented to an authentic audience (Bell, 2010, Barron & Darling-Hammond, 2008). The 

teacher takes the role of the facilitator, as opposed to directly leading instruction, and the unit 

“builds on students’ individual strengths” within the standardized curriculum framework 

(Harada, Kirio, & Yamamoto, 2008, p. 157). PBL is not a “supplementary activity” that 

teachers utilize to augment regular instruction but rather an instructional framework for the 

delivery of curriculum (Bell, 2010, p. 39). Proponents of this type of pedagogy believe it 

engages the learner in content while providing the necessary skills to thrive in a 

contemporary economy (Bell, 2010; Dole, Bloom, & Kowalske, 2016; Rogers et al., 2010). 

 Constructivist theories that are the foundation of project-based learning are not new. 

Project centered models of instruction have been accepted in American education circles 



 

 2 

since early in the 20th century when psychologist John Dewey advocated social learning and 

the idea that the teacher “facilitates the students’ experience with the content based on 

student readiness” (Roberts, 2003, p. 2). In 1918 William Heard Kilpatrick published an 

article that “set off a wide-ranging discussion on project work in education” (Heitmann, 

1996, p. 121). Learning theories that undergird project-based learning have been around a 

century, and corporations like The Buck Institute for Education’s mission is to “help teachers 

prepare students for successful lives” by providing professional development on PBL (About 

BIE). However, many school districts have had little or no success implementing project-

based learning (Dole et al., 2016). 

Improving student achievement is a perennial goal of district, state, and federal 

leaders. To increase achievement, students need to be motivated and engaged in learning 

(Klem & Connell, 2004; Bradford, Mowder, & Bohte, 2016). Bell 2010 asserts that project-

based learning shows promise as a means to augment motivation and engagement among 

students. This study focused on one district’s training of a teacher cohort in the PBL 

methodology. This research identified supports and barriers to implementation and examine 

the perceived impact of PBL on student motivation, engagement, and achievement in the 

classroom. Finally, this study identified whether the implantation of PBL increases teachers’ 

sense of self-efficacy.  

Problem Statement 

In an era of increased and high-stakes accountability and standardized testing, 

teachers have become more focused on district and state curriculum standards that prepare 

students for summative tests and less focused on the art of implementing pedagogy that 

encourages creative thinking or collaboration (Grant & Hill, 2006; Dole et al., 2016). This 
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focus on testing has created conditions that prompted Fullan and Langwothy (2013) to opine 

that “unless a new pedagogy emerges, the students in school will become increasingly bored 

and the adults increasingly frustrated” (p. iv).  

 Jones (2007) describes student-centered classrooms as places where the teacher 

works alongside students as a facilitator of learning rather than as a direct instructor.  

“[Teachers] consider the needs of students, as a group and as individuals, and encourage 

[students] to participate in the learning process all the time” (p. 2). Fullan and Langworthy 

(2013) suggest that the student-centered classroom requires “teachers to be designers of 

knowledge-based products...this creative responsibility distinguishes new pedagogies from 

the primary roles of teacher as delivering the content knowledge” (n.p.).  

Minter (2011) delineates the difference between the two pedagogical styles in 

Learner-Centered (LCI) Vs. Teacher-Centered (TCI) Instruction: A Classroom Management 

Perspective. The author proposes that the learner-centered approach requires teacher to 

assume a transformational leadership style, and the teacher-centered approach requires 

teachers to adopt a transactional leadership style (Minter, 2011). Table 1.1 lists the 

characteristics of each pedagogical style.  

Table 1.1: Characteristics of Learner-centered and Teacher-centered Instruction 

Learner-Centered Instruction Teacher-Centered Instruction 

Focus is on both students and instructor 

 

Focus is on instructor 

Instructor models; students interact with 

instructor and other students 

 

Instructor talks; students listen 

Students answer each other’s questions 

using instructor as an information source 

 

Instructor answers students’ questions 

Students have some choice of topics Instructor chooses topics 
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Table 1.1 (Continued) 

Learner-Centered Instruction Teacher-Centered Instruction 

Students evaluate their own learning along 

with instructor evaluations 

 

Instructor only evaluates student learning 

Classroom is noisy and busy 

 

Classroom is basically quiet and controlled 

Note. Reprinted from “Characters of Learner-centered and Teacher-centered Instruction.” by 

M. Minter, 2011, American Journal of Business Education, 4, p. 55. Copyright 2011 by The 

Clute Institute. 

 

 Many districts are beginning to promote student-centered models of instruction, but 

there are many barriers with which district leaders, administrator and teachers have to 

contend. Grant (2002) cites three barriers with which teachers grapple in order to implement 

project-based learning successfully. He first discusses how the roles of both the teacher and 

the student need to change. He also posits that PBL “forces the discussion of breadth versus 

depth to resurface” causing teachers to rethink the use of class time allowing students to 

work collaboratively for extended periods of time. (Grant, 2002, n.p.). Another challenge 

Grant (2002) identifies is that working collaboratively may be a challenge for students who 

have not had prior experience in working in groups. Finally, he discusses how teachers have 

to transform the methods that they employ to assess students “as multiple-choice and true-

false tests may be inappropriate to judge the quality of learning that has occurred” (Grant, 

2002, n.p.). 

An additional barrier that district leaders need to surmount in the implementation of 

PBL is ensuring that the training teachers receive in project-based learning transfers 

successfully to the classroom. In Transforming Pedagogy: Changing Perspectives from 

Teacher-Centered to Learner Centered, authors Dole, Bloom, and Kowalske (2016) assert 

that “it is difficult for teachers to transfer what they learn in …professional development to 
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the classroom because of teachers’ preconceptions about teaching and learning” (n.p.).  

Likewise, Grier, Blumenfield, Marx, Krajick, Fishman, Soloway and Chambers (2007) 

contend that “for teachers using instructional methods based on recitation and direct 

instruction, inquiry teaching challenges them to develop new content knowledge, 

pedagogical techniques, approaches to assessment and classroom management” (p. 922). 

Research supports that it is important for districts to provide sustained professional 

development for the successful implementation of initiatives such as project-based learning. 

In a national sample of teachers, Garet, Porter, Desimone, Birman, and Yoon (2001) report 

that “sustained and intensive professional development is more likely to have an impact, as 

reported by teachers, than is shorter professional development” (p. 935). 

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

student-centered pedagogy:  

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 

environment  

4. Confidence in integrating technology  

5. Integration of new pedagogy with realities beyond the classroom (p. 3-4). 

Grant and Hill (2006) further expand the last factor to highlight the important role that school 

and district administrators play in teacher success.  

 It should be acknowledged that not all expert commentators and researchers are 

convinced of the merits of contemporary student-centered models of learning. Herold (2017) 

notes that the RAND Corporation has studied personalized learning but has not published 
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any conclusive results. RAND Corporation senior scientist John F. Pane, in an interview 

conducted by Education Week, asserted that “the evidence to date is not sufficient to draw 

clear conclusions about personalized learning’s effectiveness or how well it will transfer to 

other schools” (Herold, 2017a, n.p.). Critics argue that barriers such as how technology is 

integrated into lessons, time for teachers to plan more individualized lessons and proper 

training of teachers are all concerns related to moving towards student-centered models 

(Davis & Loweus, 2017; Flanigan, 2017; Herold, 2017a). 

Purpose of the Study 

 The purpose of this study was to examine how one rural district implements project-

based learning. As the demand from local business leaders and community members 

intensified for students to graduate high school with the ability to think critically and 

collaborate with peers to solve problems, the district upon which this study focused was 

responding by implementing project-based learning to teach these skills along with content. 

Utilizing project-based learning as a teaching methodology is a shift from traditional teaching 

practices. This study identified how teachers perceive the impact and value of the student-

centered instructional model before professional training and after a year of implementation.  

 The research assessed the degree to which the perceptions of teachers regarding the 

impact and value of core practices of project-based learning were related to school socio-

economic conditions, teacher years of experience, the content or grade level the teacher 

implemented PBL units, or if the teacher received prior training in the PBL methodology. 

Adult learning theory suggests that adult learners bring an abundance of experiences, prior 

knowledge, and beliefs with them to a learning environment that can influence what they 

learn (Fogarty & Pete, 2017). 
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 Likewise, this study identified collegial and administrative supports that assisted 

trained teachers in the implementation of PBL; the study further addressed how the lack of 

those supports impacted implementation. The Concerns-Based Adoption Model (CBAM), 

developed in 1973, “is a conceptual framework that describes, explains, and predicts 

probable behaviors throughout the change process…” (George, Hall, & Stiegelbauer, 2013, 

p. 5). Using tenets of this framework, researchers can identify supports or lack of supports 

that can assist district leaders in ensuring that implementation of an initiative is a success. My 

research employed this framework as a source to guide construction of the interview 

questions.  

 This study addressed teachers’ perceptions of the impact and value of PBL as it 

relates to student motivation, engagement, and achievement. Previous research focused on 

the results of student-centered instruction as it relates to increasing motivation and 

engagement in the classroom setting. Filippatou and Kaldi (2010) found that students find the 

methodology “more motivational in comparison to traditional teaching methods” (p. 23). 

Likewise, studies have been completed to illustrate how implementing project-based learning 

impacts achievement on standardized tests; the results of these studies vary. 

 Finally, this study sought to find if utilizing project-based learning impacts teacher 

confidence and self-efficacy in the early stages of PBL implementation. Page, Pedergraft and 

Wilson (2014) summarize Bandura’s Social Learning Theory by stating that a person’s belief 

about how well they can do his job is related to “previous experiences, training and 

environment” (p. 32). This study connects the adult learners’ experiences with professional 

training to their experiences in the facilitation of project-based learning in the classroom to 

identify how implementing the methodology impacted teacher self-efficacy.  
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 Studies that highlight teacher and student experiences in implementing project-based 

learning have been published. There are innovative districts that implement PBL as part of 

district improvement initiatives yet few have been researched and published. This study adds 

to the body of research on project-based learning by specifically examining how teachers in 

rural districts perceive the impact and value of core practices necessary to implement the 

instructional model before formal training and if their beliefs change after they undergo 

implementation. The study also gleaned how teachers view the impact of this methodology in 

their classrooms and whether their self-efficacy and confidence as a teacher is impacted by 

implementing PBL.  

Research Questions 

 This inquiry into the perspectives of teachers regarding the impact and value of 

project-based learning (PBL) was guided by the following research questions. 

1. What are the perceptions of teachers regarding the impact and value of teaching 

practices that are core to project-based learning before formal PBL training and 

after formal training? 

2. Are the perceptions of teachers regarding the impact and value of teaching 

practices that are core to project-based learning related to: 

a. Grade level 

b. Content taught 

c. Teachers years of experience 

d. School socioeconomic status 

e. Previous training in PBL 
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3. What are the perceptions of teachers regarding the impact and value of project-

based learning as they implement PBL? 

a. Which factors facilitate implementation? 

b. Which factors inhibit implementation? 

c. How do administrator and peer supports impact implementation? 

d. What impacts occur upon the motivation of students? 

e. What impacts occur upon the engagement of students? 

f. What impacts occur upon the achievement of students?  

4. Do perceived impacts on student motivation, engagement, and achievement 

impact teacher confidence and sense of self efficacy as teachers shift to a student-

centered model of instruction? 

Definition of Terms 

 Following is a list of terms essential to understanding this research. The terms are 

defined by the researcher or as noted in the citations.  

1. Andragogy: This well-known theory of adult learning was developed by 

Malcolm Knowles. The theory posits that adults are self-directed learners and 

teachers are facilitators of learning (Reischmann, 2004).  

2. Authentic Audience: Students who are engaged in project-based learning present 

their products to people other than their classmates and teacher. This can be done 

face-to-face or using technology (Larmer & Mergendoller, 2010). 

3. Concerns-Based Adoption Model: This model, published in 1973, was designed 

as a diagnostic tool to “assess where individual members of an organization are in 

relation to the adoption of the change” (Goerge, Hall, & Stigelbauer, 2013, p. 5)  
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4. Constructivist Learning: This theory of learning is rooted in the works of 

Piaget, Dewey and Vygotsky. Students engage in inquiry based learning to 

answer questions and solve problems as they construct meaning in learning (Dole, 

Bloom & Kowalske, 2016). 

5. Facilitator: This term is used to describe the role the teacher assumes in the 

classroom. The teacher no longer directs the learning and when content is released 

but acts as guide for students placing emphasis on teaching collaboration skills in 

addition to content (Grant & Hill, 2006).  

6. Instructional Methodology: Merriam-Webster defines methodology as a body of 

rules and procedures that guide a discipline. For this paper, the term instructional 

methodology was used to illustrate the type of instructional delivery model that is 

being used. It is synonymous with pedagogy.  

7. Learner-Centered: Learner-centered teaching requires the student to be the 

active in the learning process and not a passive recipient of information. “Lerner-

centered approaches include active, cooperative/team-based, inquire-based, 

project-based, and problem-based learning” (Felder & Brent, 2017, n.p.) 

8. Pedagogy: Merriam-Webster defines pedagogy as art, science or profession of 

teaching. For this paper, I defined pedagogy as the teaching of public school aged 

students.  

9. Personalized Learning: This instructional methodology is guided by procedures 

where teachers identify students’ individual needs and adjust “their instruction, 

assessment and even content to individual students” (Marzano, Norford, Finn, 

Finn III, Mestaz, & Selleck, 2017, p. 2).  



 

 11 

10. Project-Based Learning (PBL): This instructional methodology is guided by 

procedures where students learn content by engaging in in-depth inquiry 

regarding relevant, real-world problems and challenges culminating in a 

presentation of work (Larmer, Mergendoller, & Ross 2009, p. 4). 

11. Project Libraries: These online databases house various projects teachers have 

access to use or adapt in their classrooms (Larmer & Mergendoller, 2010) 

12. Self-Efficacy: Bandura (1994) defines self-efficacy as “people’s beliefs about 

their capabilities to produce designated levels of performance” (n.p). 

13. Student Achievement: This term is operationalized for purposes of this study as 

student scores on classroom assessments as well as state mandated assessments.  

14. Student Engagement: This term was defined as more than attendance and 

participation but also “feelings and sense making” (Trowler, 2010, p. 5). Students 

enjoy their pursuits and engage in more rigorous cognitive tasks to complete 

tasks.  

15. Student Motivation: Merriam Webster defines motive as the need or desire to 

act. For this study, student motivation denoted a student’s need or desire to 

complete tasks. 

16. Teacher-Centered Instruction: Teacher-centered instruction requires the teacher 

to be the focus of the learning process. The teacher selects the content and 

delivers the content to student. The teacher uses assessments to evaluate student 

learning (Minter, 2011). 

17. Teacher Self-Efficacy: This term denotes teachers’ beliefs about their capacity 

and impact with respect to “teaching particular subjects to certain students in 
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specific settings” (Goddard, Hoy, & Hoy, 2000, p. 482). This study focused 

specifically on how the teacher’s efficacy is impacted by implementing PBL 

units. 

18. Traditional Classroom Setting: This term is defined as students paying attention 

to the teacher and working on assignments as instructed (Marzano et al., 2017). 

Justification 

 This proposed study was responsive to the deficits in existing research on K- 12 

teachers’ perceptions and beliefs regarding the impact of project-based learning. The limited, 

and sometimes conflicting, body of research on PBL, while suggesting that its impact is 

largely positive, leaves open the question of whether or not the innovation is worthwhile. 

Cooper (2014) supports the need for more research on this topic, stating that “too little 

attention has focused on the teacher” (p. 14). This study contributed to the expansion of the 

body of knowledge and to help further clarify the impact of project-based learning in public 

schools by focusing specifically on how teachers view the innovation. This study gathered 

teacher perceptions about PBL, particularly following implementation. 

 Implementing PBL within a classroom is an arduous task that requires a change in 

mindset, classroom structures and culture (Dole, Bloom & Kowalske, 2016; Grant, 2002). 

There are innovative teachers who have implemented effective, student-centered classroom 

practices that employ PBL techniques; however, more research is needed to reveal effective 

practices for successful large-scale implementation by district leaders.  

This study was also responsive to concerns about the relationship of instructional 

practice to stagnant test scores in one rural district in eastern North Carolina. To combat this 

trend, the district is planning to implement student-centered instructional models like project-
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based learning to spark an increase in standardized test scores. This district is referred to by a 

pseudonym, the Crawley County Schools. Figure 1.1 shows how test scores in the district 

have plateaued since 2014, the year that the state modified its standard course of study via 

the adoption of the Common Core State Standards. 

 

Figure 1.1: Crawley County Schools State End-of-Year Assessment Results—

Performance Composite 

  

This study is significant for policymakers and district and school leaders who are 

interested in implementing PBL. Leaders who focus on school improvement initiatives 

relating to instructional strategies can use this research to inform district and school 

improvement plans that are created with a focus on increasing test scores. There are a 

plethora of student-centered instructional models that a district or school may choose to 

implement, and the results of this study can help leaders decide if project-based learning is a 

model that will meet the needs of their students.  
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Future researchers can use this study as the goal to help prepare students for the 

future and for changing careers intensifies. The findings from this study give 

recommendations for additional inquiry. Other researchers can continue to explore factors 

that make project-based learning implementation successful and, specifically, how the 

teacher views the pedagogical method and its impact on the students and teacher confidence 

and self-efficacy.  

Organization of Study 

 Chapter 1 provides an overview of the study, including background information, the 

problem of practice this study addresses, the purpose and justification of the study, 

definitions of key terms and an overview of the approach. Chapter 2 opens with a section on 

the background for the study and the contemporary policy context in which the study is 

occurring. The chapter provides a comprehensive review of relevant research and 

professional perspectives regarding project-based learning. This chapter also includes a 

theoretical framework for the study. Chapter 3 provides details regarding the research 

methodology guiding the study. 

            Chapters 4 outlines the results of this study as well as a discussion of the findings 

within the context of existing research. Findings include results from the research questions, 

and also descriptive statistics for the research variables and the items addressing 

demographics. Findings from the qualitative constructed-response items were addressed. 

Chapter 5 discusses implications of the research for policy, practice and future research. 
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Summary 

Preparing students to be successful in college, in a career, or in life is a central goal of 

public education. Ensuring that as many students as possible graduate on grade level is an 

emphasis in school accountability models; however, some would argue that in an era of 

accountability a propensity to “teach to the test” is one reason that schools are failing. In 

order for students to be prepared for life beyond K-12, instructional practices that 

successfully motivate and engage students are needed. Student-centered learning purports to 

do just this and project-based learning is a methodology that districts may choose to achieve 

such aims. PBL proponents assert that this methodology is effective in creating student-

centered learning environments and research supports these claims. However, advocates also 

contend that adequate professional development is necessary for its successful 

implementation. This study analyzed teachers’ perceptions and attitudes towards project-

based learning before formal training. It further explored whether, the implementation of 

PBL increases student motivation and achievement, thereby increasing teacher self-efficacy.  
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Chapter Introduction 

Chapter 2 provides a comprehensive review of literature that is relevant to this study 

of teachers’ perceptions of the impact and value of a student-centered instructional model, 

project-based learning, before and after professional training. The initial section reviews 

influential legislation and policies that led to one district’s implementation of project-based 

learning and addresses the contemporary policy context in which the study occurs. Seminal 

theories on adult learning are explained as a basis for the research study. Project-based 

learning (PBL) is defined, the importance of professional development is reviewed, and the 

challenges of implementing this instructional methodology are discussed. Research that 

highlights how PBL impacts student motivation, engagement and achievement and teacher 

self-efficacy are explored.  

Background and Policy Context 

This section reviews a brief history of constructivists’ instructional models. It 

provides a historical backdrop regarding legislative policies that impact pedagogy, especially 

student-centered models like project-based learning. This section also provides a brief 

examination of the current policy climate in which the study is occurring.   

Background 

Modern proponents of educational reform posit that traditional instructional methods 

should no longer mirror the industrial age when “standardization, compliance, conformity, 

compartmentalization, bureaucratic organization and one-way communications” were the 

goal of K-12 education (Jones, 2016, p. 2). As society progresses into the information age, 

the charge is to move from teacher-directed instructional models to student-centered models 
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like project-based learning. However, this idea is not new. In 1938, John Dewey published 

Experience in Education where he urged the country to move from traditional teaching 

practices that promote “learning from texts and teachers [to models that promote] learning 

through experience” (p. 19). This book by Dewey was published after his work with the 

progressive schools’ movement where he extensively writes on the impact experience has on 

learning. Dewey’s focus on experiential learning is at the core of Project-based learning 

(Harris, 2014). PBL units are designed for students to complete authentic tasks that mirror 

real-world experiences.  

Project-based learning is rooted in curriculum standards as well as problem solving 

real world issues (Larmer, Mergendoller, & Boss, 2015 & Greer, 2016). PBL seeks to make 

the content relevant to students’ lives through authentic engagement in the content that is 

integrated throughout multiple content areas as opposed to content that is taught in silos. In 

their comparative study of John Dewey and Howard Gardner, Dr. Elena Leshkovska and Dr. 

Suzana Spasva posit that Dewey proposed learning that is conceptual and multi-disciplinary 

as opposed to traditional methods “where subjects are taught independently of each other in 

strictly defined time frames” (2016, p. 59). The authors also highlight that Dewey views 

teachers as facilitators who craft individual learning experiences based on student need and 

development.  

Lev Vygotsky is often cited in the literature defining student-centered models like 

project-based learning (Grant, 2002; Grant, 2011; Harris, 2014; Jones, 2016; Dole, Bloom, & 

Kowalske, 2016). Like Dewey, Vygotsky is noted for supporting “authentic activities or 

those activities that involve applying learned knowledge and skills in the completion of a 

real-world task” (Dolittle, 1997, p. 85). In Vygotsky’s theory of the Zone of Proximal 
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Development, students should be presented with material in a manner that will push a student 

to attempt more rigorous tasks with peer or adult support (Harris, 2014). In his book, Thought 

and Language, Vygotsky states “the discrepancy between a child’s actual mental age and the 

level he reaches in solving problems with assistance indicates the zone of proximal 

development” (p.188). In project-based learning, students work collaboratively alongside 

their teacher and peers to solve relevant issues. This authentic experience creates a “greater 

understanding of a topic, deeper learning, higher-level reading, and increased motivation to 

learn” (Bell, 2010, p. 39). Although PBL is proposed by some to be an innovative teaching 

practice, components of this methodology have been around for nearly a century. This leads 

one to question why PBL and other student-centered instructional models are not widespread. 

It is arguable that policy developments over recent decades have produced 

educational environments that do not facilitate student-centered approaches to learning. In 

2002, President George W. Bush signed the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) into law 

(Editorial Projects in Education Research Center, 2015). This reauthorization of the 

Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) of 1965 outlined academic achievement 

expectations for all students regardless of race, sex, socioeconomic status, or disability. Title 

I of ESEA was revised in 2002 to read “The purpose…is to ensure all children have a fair, 

equal, and significant opportunity to obtain a high-quality education and reach, at minimum, 

proficiency on challenging State…assessments” [20 U.S.C. §6301]. As a result, states were 

required to develop testing programs and issue report cards informing the public about how 

individual subgroups performed on state-mandated tests. Sanctions were also imposed on 

schools that did not make Annual Yearly Progress (AYP) for two or three years in a row 

(Schoen & Fusarelli, 2008). 



 

 19 

In their article “Innovation, NCLB, and the Fear Factor: The Challenge of Leading 

21st-Century Schools in an Era of Accountability,” authors Schoen and Fusarelli (2008) 

delineated the differences in the high-stakes testing legislation and the 21st Century Schools 

Movement. The authors noted that instructional methods associated with NCLB are “often 

used to drill students and monitor mastery. Little creativity or project-based learning is done 

because of time constraints imposed by pacing…” (Schoen & Fusarelli, 2008, p. 188). 

Likewise, in a study conducted with superintendents, elementary and middle school 

principals, and K-12 teachers from South Carolina on the effects of NCLP respondents 

perceived that, because of NCLB-related stress and pressure to increase achievement on state 

assessments, teachers focused on improving test scores by teaching to the test (Knight, 2009; 

Schoen & Fussarelli, 2008). 

 The debate continues regarding whether accountability policies are providing the 

desired effects of preparing students to thrive in the 21st century. According to the 

Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) report Key Findings 

from PISA 2015 for the United States, “the United States ranked 19th in science, 20th in 

reading and 31st in mathematics out of 35 OECD countries” (OECD Publishing, 2016, p. 18). 

A summary of the report states that in the United States “there has been no significant change 

in science and reading performance since” the test was last administered in 2009 (OECD 

Publishing, 2016, p. 7).  One of the pedagogical approaches the report suggests to strengthen 

contemporary learning for sciences is project-based learning. The report states that PBL 

“engages students in focused problem solving in order to stimulate deep reflective 

understanding of the process and purpose of problem solving, rather than just following 

specific pre-decided steps” (OECD Publishing, 2016, p. 7). One could surmise that this type 
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of instruction may be suited for other content areas as well. Twenty years ago, the American 

Physiological Association released a series of publications that encouraged education 

reformers to support instruction that promoted student engagement and problem solving 

(Schoen & Fusarelli, 2008). In a study of a public Montessori school, researchers found that 

faithful implementation of student-centered practices that are core to the Montessori model 

began to erode as a result of pressures to do well on standardized tests. Block (2015) states 

“high-stakes assessments influenced curriculum, and teachers began to teach to the test” (p. 

51).   

 Efforts to expand emphasis on student-centered approaches to learning have come 

from governmental, professional, and non-profit organizations. In 2009, President Barack 

Obama signed into law the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act. From this legislation 

came Race to the Top, an initiative that offered competitive grants to districts that focus on 

improving teaching and learning through personalization of learning (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2009).  North Carolina State Superintendent June St. Clair Atkinson stated “Not 

only did Race to the top allow us to implement new standards, new assessments, 

strengthened support for teachers and students, but we also were able to create a statewide 

digital toolkit—Home Base—for all public schools” (District Reform Support Network, 

2016a). According to the North Carolina’s Home Base website, this resource is “a 

comprehensive suite of tools that provides management of student data, educator evaluation, 

professional development of educators, and access to learning resources” aligned with the 

state’s standard course of study. These tools purport to promote the state’s four pillars of 

personalized learning found on the dpi.nc.gov website: 
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 A learner profile that documents and stimulates self-reflection on strengths, 

weaknesses, preferences, and goals. 

 An individualized learning path that encourages a student to set and manage 

personal academic goals. 

 A competency-based progression that focuses on the ability to demonstrate 

mastery of a topic, rather than seat time. 

 A flexible and structured learning environment that supports individual goals.  

 In another 2016 report from the District Reform Support Network titled Transforming 

the Culture of Teaching and Learning: Four Race to the Top—District Grantees’ 

Implementation of Personalized Learning, contributors overviewed the personalized learning 

plans for four districts. Iredell-Statesville School District in North Carolina used grant money 

to purchase technology to implement a blended learning plan purchasing laptops and 

protective book bags for middle and high school students. Miami-Dade School District in 

Florida used grant money to implement iPrep Math centers in middle schools to teach 

conceptual math. New Haven School District in California used the money to adopt an 

inquiry-based student centered model of instruction. Finally, Warren Township School 

District in Indiana used its grant funds to focus on increased student engagement and 

collaboration and access to technology. Contributors report that each district reported a shift 

in teacher mindsets from teacher-directed to student-centered (District Reform Support 

Network, 2016b). The shifts in mindsets are aligned with constructivist models like project-

based learning.  

 Non-profit organizations also support shifts in educational practice that support 

methodologies such as project-based learning. Recently, the Bill & Melinda Gates 
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Foundation and the Chan Zuckerberg Initiative are together awarding $12 million in funds to 

organizations that are supporting personalized learning initiatives like project-based learning 

(Herold, 2017b).  Former Florida Governor Jeb Bush launched the Foundation for Excellence 

in Education in 2008 and personalized learning local and state support is one of the ways this 

non-profit seeks to ensure students are ready for life after high school. In the organizations 

paper titled Communicating Personalized Learning to Families and Stakeholders: 

Terminology, Tools and Tips for Success authors Karla Phillips and Amy Jenkins help school 

leaders articulate tenets of personalized learning, like student voice and choice, that are 

requisite for schools to implement PBLs. The authors posit that this shift in K-12 education 

models in the following quote. 

It is not about buying software or devices; it is not a prepackaged plan or a scripted 

program. It is not something that will start and stop. Instead, it reflects progress, 

growing out of what we are discovering about human learning, about how to integrate 

new tools that become available and about new knowledge and types of skills our 

children will need to be successful in the modern world. (Phillips & Jenkins, 2018, p. 

5) 

Contemporary Policy Context 

 This section reviews how the Every Student Succeeds Act reinforces the need for 

states to develop policies that support personalized learning constructs that support 

methodologies like project-based learning. This section also reviewed the current state and 

local policy climates in which this study occurred.  

 As stated previously, the Every Student Succeeds Act replaced the No Child Left 

Behind Act, which was the 2015 reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education 
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Act. This reauthorization allows states provisions to be innovative to increase student 

outcomes. Two of the six provisions allow states to use percentages of Title I funding for 

grants that support personalized learning. This act also gives state and local policymakers 

recommendations to implement A-F accountability models, interventions, innovations and 

student funding models to increase student outcomes (ExcelinEd, 2017).  

 North Carolina’s general statute §115C-12(9)c1 requires the Department of Public 

Instruction (NCDPI) to award and report performance grades “on a scale of zero to 100 and 

corresponding performance letter grade of A, B, C, D, or F earned by each school” 

(Elementary and Secondary Education, 2016).  An accountability brief issued by NCDPI 

explains that eighty percent of a school’s performance grade is based on achievement scores 

standardized test. Twenty percent of a school’s performance grade is based on students’ 

academic growth as measured by Education Value-Added Assessment System (EVAAS). 

School letter grades are reported to the public once per year and is based on a 15-point scale: 

 A: 85-100 

 B: 70 – 84 

 C: 55-69 

 D: 40-54 

 F: Less than 40 (North Carolina Department of Public Instruction, 2016). 

 NCDPI staff also use this data to identify low-performing schools and districts. Additional 

sanctions are placed on schools and/or districts that are identified as low performing. With 

achievement scores counting four times more than growth, this legislation creates a high 

stakes testing environment in North Carolina schools even with the flexibility ESSA gives to 

reduce high stakes testing (Hui, 2017). 
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 Crawly County School system also has policies that place heavy emphasis on end of 

course exams. School board policy 3400 states that “NC Final Exams, Career and Technical 

state exams, teacher made final exams, or an End-of-Course tests…will count 20% of the 

final mark for each course and the nine weeks grades will count the reaming 80%.”  This 

type of grading policy encourages teacher direct instruction that champions memorization of 

facts, commonly referred to as “skill-and-drill” type test preparation (Morgan, 2016). This is 

counterintuitive to the implementation of student-centered instructional models like project-

based learning (David, 2008).   

 In an interview, the Crawly County Schools deputy superintendent described how the 

district state assessment scores have not changed much in the past three years. When asked 

about plans to address this issue, he stated: 

An initial assessment of the instruction in Johnston County Public Schools illustrated 

a glaring need for student engagement, an approach that yielded more critical 

thinking and pedagogy that utilized relevance. Project-based learning allows teachers 

to accomplish the three identified weaknesses in the instruction of our district. 

Students are more engaged when they are actually solving a 'real world' problem, and 

they are obviously thinking critically in this process. (personal communication, 2017) 

He concluded that the district plans to identify a cohort of early adopters to be trained in 

project-based learning to address identified weaknesses in instruction across grade levels. 

When asked about implementing student-centered learning models in a high-stakes 

accountability era, he stated he did not believe student-centered instruction and 

accountability have to be separate. He believes as students become more engaged in learning, 

assessment scores will improve. For the shift in teaching practices to be implemented 
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successfully, the deputy superintendent did state that the district would need to provide 

professional development and support to teachers (personnel communication, 2017).  

 North Carolina general statute §115C-296 requires all teachers receive a minimum of 

eight renewal credits every five years. To achieve this, teacher should engage in professional 

learning opportunities that are aligned to the plans of the superintendent as outlined in 

§115C-307. According to the district website, the superintendent’s vision for Crawly County 

Schools is “compassionate and competent school innovators will engage each student in 

relevant and personalized learning experiences in preparation for careers, college, and life.” 

Project-based learning professional development is one initiative the district was 

implementing to achieve the vision. Teachers who participated in Crawley County PBL 

professional development received renewal credits to maintain licensure in North Carolina 

and were trained in pedagogical practices that supported the superintendent’s vision. The 

purpose of this study was to glean those teachers’ perspectives before and after formal 

training. 

 The district spent one year on the first phase of the superintendent’s instructional 

initiative. The first phase of this initiative focused on providing principals and central office 

personnel with professional development on personalized learning models like project-based 

learning. Principals and central office staff received leadership and pedagogical training. The 

second phase focused on teacher training to begin implementing personalized learning 

practices in the classroom. Although this study was not shared with district leaders, it may 

provide school districts with information regarding the potential merit of implementing 

project-based learning.  
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Theoretical Framework  

Creswell (2014) defines phenomenological research as “research [that] describes the 

lived experiences of individuals about a phenomenon as described by participants” (p. 14). 

This mixed-methods case study analyzed how teachers’ perceptions and attitudes towards 

project-based learning evolved from the onset of formal training to implementation in the 

classroom. Malcolm Shepherd Knowles’ theory of adult learners, John Dewey’s theory of 

active learning, and Albert Bandura’s theory of self-efficacy serve as a theoretical framework 

for this study.  

The study incorporated Knowles’ (1973) view of an adult learner, which posits “that 

as an individual matures, his need and capacity to be self-directing, to utilize his experiences 

in learning, to identify his own readiness to learn, and to organize his learning around life 

problems, increases” (p. 43). His theory proposes that adults desire to be active in learning 

and “to be made aware of the reason why” the learning is needed or beneficial to their 

professional or personal lives (McGrath, 2009, p. 99). Knowles’ theory supports the 

assumption that a teacher’s beliefs about his or her role as a teacher “can have a significant 

impact on how PBL is designed and implemented” in the classroom (Rogers, Cross, Gresalfi, 

Trauth-Nare, & Buck, 2009, p. 894).  

Knowles, Swanson, and Holton (2015) discuss six core principles of adult learning in 

their book, The Adult Learner: The Definitive Classic in Adult Education and Human 

Resource Development. The six principles are:  

1. Learner’s need to know 

2. Self-concept of the learner 

3. Prior experience of the learner 
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4. Readiness to learn 

5. Orientation to learning 

6. Motivation to learn 

The authors suggest that these principles are central and work “best in practice 

when...adapted to fit the uniqueness of the learners…” (Knowles, Swanson, & Holton, 2015, 

p. 5).  These constructs are important to this study as it seeks to identify teachers’ perceptions 

before and after professional training in the implementation of project-based learning.  

 Knowles’ principles are supported by Dole, Bloom, and Kowalske (2016) who state 

in their article Transforming Pedagogy: Changing Perspectives from Teacher-Centered to 

Learning Centered “professional development is often more theoretical and abstract” (n.p.). 

The authors argue that for teachers to make a shift in teaching practice, they need learning 

opportunities that “allow for their own personal creation of knowledge, meaning, and theory 

through experience” (Dole, Bloom & Kowalske n.p.). Individual and situational differences 

impacted the success of teachers implementing project-based learning.  

 The theory that students need to be engaged in learning for it to be effective is not 

new. This theory dates back to the work of John Dewey who wrote “Learning is active” 

(Dewey & Archambault, 1964, p. 343). Dewey asserted that students find learning 

“immediately enjoyable” when they are active in the learning process and not just passive 

recipients of knowledge as is the case in teacher-centered models (Dewey, 1938, p. 27). 

Student-centered instructional models are founded in constructivist theories that posit that 

actively engaging in learning will impact student achievement. In their study of the 

implementation of PBL in high school Advanced Placement (AP) courses, Parker, Lo, Yeo, 

Valencia, Nguyen, Abbott, Nolen, Bransford and Vye (2013) hypothesized that PBL 
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provided a framework for instruction that would increase engagement and yield higher scores 

on AP tests. These scores were compared to those by students who received traditional 

instruction.  The researchers found that students in the PBL classes also scored higher on the 

Complex Scenario Test (CST), which measures how well students can apply knowledge 

gained in the course “to formulate a plan for intelligent political action on a controversial 

issue that is currently in the news” (Parker et. al., 2013, p. 1438). Utilizing a student-centered 

framework, students were engaged in relevant, real-world problems that required 

collaboration and the creation of authentic productions. In his article PBL with a Purpose 

author Dennis Pierce covered two school districts that are incorporating project-based 

learning. Both school systems reported that “students are more actively engaged and are 

spending more time on assignments, which is leading to deeper learning” (n.p.)  

 This study also incorporated Bandura’s social cognitive theory. One of the goals of 

professional development is to increase participant self-efficacy. Bandura (1994) defines 

self-efficacy as “people’s beliefs about their capabilities to produce designated levels of 

performance” (n.p). School districts across the nation invest in professional development 

with the goal to strengthen teacher effectiveness and increase student achievement. Sharp, 

Brandt, Tuft, and Jay (2016) assert that “teachers with high self-efficacy are willing to spend 

more time, effort, and perseverance for the success of their students” (p. 2432).  

The conceptual framework for this study arose from three assumptions that in turn 

arose from the theories outlined in this section. These theories are clearly connected. For 

teachers to embrace a pedagogical shift like project-based, learning they need to understand 

the need for a pedagogical shift. Secondly, teachers need to experience the implementation of 

PBL within the classroom and identify factors that inhibit or facilitate the successful 
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implementation of PBL. Both of these are supported by Knowles theory of adult learning.  

Next, the induction of a student-centered method of instruction will increase student 

motivation, engagement, and achievement as supported by the Dewey’s theory of active 

learning. Finally, increased student engagement and achievement will increase a teacher’s 

sense of self efficacy in the classroom as supported by Bandura’s theory of self-efficacy. The 

theoretical concept map is profiled in Figure 2.1. 

 
Figure 2.1: Theoretical Concept Map. This figure illustrates the three-pronged  

approach used in this study.  

 

Pertinent Research and Professional Perspectives 

In an era of test-based accountability, many school districts are searching for school 

reform models that ensure that students receive high quality instruction and the social 

supports needed to prepare them for college, career, and life after graduation. Project-based 

learning (PBL) is a teaching methodology that some posit equip students with “a repertoire of 

skills they can use” to navigate life successfully in the twenty-first century (Bell, 2010, p. 43; 
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Larmer & Mergendoller, 2010). The following sections address the body of knowledge 

related to key study constructs. 

Definition of Project-Based Learning 

 Project-based learning is considered a student-centered instructional model (Kaput, 

2018). Student-centered instruction means the teacher is the facilitator and the student must 

be active in the learning process including “assigning open-ended problems …requiring 

critical or creative thinking that cannot be solved by following text examples” (Froyd & 

Simpson, 2010, n.p.). This model of instruction shifts from traditional teacher-centered 

models and capitalizes on “students’ unique needs, interests, and aspirations, and designed 

with their ideas and voices at the table” (Kaput, 2018, p. 10).  

 Through sustained inquiry and problem solving, students are active, not passive, 

participants in learning.  Students demonstrate mastery of standards through the creation of a 

product for an authentic and appropriate audience (Bell, 2010). “Project-based learning offers 

promise as an instructional method that affords authentic learning tasks grounded in the 

personal interests of learners” (Grant, 2011, p. 38).  Project-based learning is not “a 

supplementary activity to support learning” such as a traditional project added to regular 

instruction (Bell, 2010, p. 39).   

A project-based learning unit begins with a driving question or problem that students 

investigate (Larmer, Mergendoller, & Boss, 2015; Bell, 2010).  Bell (2010) discusses two 

important phases within a PBL unit. The author suggests that through careful planning, 

students develop the procedures and materials needed to complete their research and decide 

how the information they have learned will be displayed for an authentic audience. Leading 

proponents of PBL often cite instructional strategies such as ensuring the content is relevant, 
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including student inquiry and collaborative problem solving as essential elements to a PBL 

(Grant, 2002; Thomas, 2000). Lamar and Mergendollar (2015) outline eight essential 

elements to project-based learning. The eight elements are:  

1. Key Knowledge Understanding  

2. Success Skills 

3. Challenging Problem or Question 

4. Sustained Inquiry 

5. Public Product 

6. Student Voice and Choice 

7. Authenticity 

8. Reflection 

The goal of this framework is for students to use critical thinking skills to engage in inquiry 

based lessons to acquire knowledge and demonstrate mastery of content (Condliffe, et al., 

2017).  

Teaching Practices Core to Project-Based Learning 

 A review of the literature on project-based learning reveals the following core 

practices as core to developing successful PBL units. Project based learning is rooted in the 

constructivist approach to learning and therefore is categorized as a student-centered model 

of learning (Tamim & Grant, 2013).  

 Student-centered delivery model. In traditional classrooms teachers are typically in 

full control of when and how content is delivered to students. “Project-based learning 

requires a shift in roles for the teacher and learners away from didactic instruction” (Grant, 

2011, p. 39). In their study of teachers implementing PBL, Rogers, Cross, Trauth-Nare and 
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Buck (2010) stated that “a PBL approach requires a teacher to shift [his/her] orientation from 

of a provider of information …to one of facilitator of problem solving” (p. 897). Dole, 

Bloom, and Kowalske (2016) reported that teachers in their study who implemented PBL 

“specifically expressed how they learned to let go of control and become facilitators in the 

classroom” (n.p.). Cervantes, Hemmer and Kouzekanani (2015) contend that “the current 

educational system remains designed for standardization,” and even with technological 

advances, school reform efforts continue to give teachers control of learning, including when 

and how students access content. Ball and Cohen (1999) also posit that to shift to student-

centered learning “would require that teachers move far beyond their own personal and 

educational experience” (p. 10). As was noted in Chapter 1, Grant and Hill (2006) discuss 

factors that teachers may consider when implementing student-centered methodologies like 

PBL. The first of the factors noted in Grant and Hill (2006) is that teachers understand the 

transition of their role in the classroom.  

 This also changes the environment in the classroom. Miller (2014) suggests that 

students need to be manage their own learning and actively participate in collaboration for 

project-based learning to be successful. He suggests a variety of tools like “learning logs and 

team contracts” to manage this type of learning.  

  Sustained inquiry. A key construct of project-based learning is sustained inquiry.  

Whether teacher generated or student developed, students are “guided through research under 

the teacher’s supervision” (Bell, 2010, p. 39). Larmer and Mergendoller (2015) posit that 

inquiry in a project-based learning environment “should take place over an extended period 

of time” (p. 2). Geier et. al (2008) concluded in their study of test outcomes in Detroit Public 

Schools that “project –based inquiry science curricula leads to demonstrably higher student 
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achievement on state-wide assessments” (p. 925). This is one of the features that differentiate 

PBL units from traditional research projects.  

 Not all researchers agree that project-based learning is the best instructional strategy 

in all curriculums. For example, Kirschner, Sweller and Clark (2006) argue that 

constructivist models that allow “unguided instruction” often force teachers to provide direct 

instruction as a scaffold.  

 Relevance. Project-based learning allows teachers to integrate several subjects and 

not teach content in isolation (Dole, Bloom, & Kowalske, 2016). In their study of teachers 

implementing project-based learning, Tamim and Grant (2013) highlight collaboration and 

integration as a student-centered approach that teachers adopt when implementing PBL units. 

This integration also allows for relevant connections to the world.  In their study of 7th and 8th 

grade students who utilized project-based learning, Cervantes, Hemmer and Kouzekanani 

(2015) explore how student engaged in real-world problem solving score higher than their 

peers. Bell (2010) suggests that this connection to “meaningful, real-world” applications is 

what sustains high levels of motivation in PBL classrooms (p. 42). 

 Critical thinking and problem-solving. Project-based learning requires students to 

not only memorize of facts but utilize problem-solving and  critical thinking skills (Larmer & 

Mergendoller, 2010). Larmer, Mergendooller, and Boss (2015) posit that “the fundamental 

ability to think critically, solve problems, work with others and manage oneself and one’s 

own work are crucial stepping stones to future success” (p. 2). Tamim and Grant (2013) 

noted that critical thinking was a skill teachers reported that their students acquired following 

the implementation of project-based learning. Likewise, Cervantes, Hemmer and 

Kouzekanani (2015) tout programs like project-based learning because these instructional 
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models promote critical thinking. Bartscher, Gould, and Nutter (1995) found that project-

based learning increased student motivation by reporting a higher percentage of homework 

completion as well as an increase in classroom participation.  

 Collaboration.  The Buck Institute describes collaboration as students taking shared 

responsibility for working in collaborative groups, the ability to problem solve and prioritize 

task as well as working well with others and respecting diversity (Larmar, Ross, & 

Mergendoller (2009). Berghoff, Seybold, Sever, Blackwell, and Smiley (2010) cite in their 

study of the implementation of project-based learning that teachers reported that 

“collaboration is essential to successful PBL implementation” (p. 16). Many teachers utilize 

inquiry based models like PBL to help students learn work collaboratively (Grier, et.al, 

2008). Although, it may prove challenging for some students, working in collaborative 

groups allows students opportunities to practice needed communication skills, such as active 

listening, to complete a project (Bell, 2010). Teachers have to assist students in acquiring 

skills like “positive interdependence [and] individual accountability for collaboration to be 

successful” (Ertmer & Simons, 2006, p. 43). Tamim and Grant (2013) note that working in 

collaboratively also teaches students conflict management skills.  

 Voice and choice. Student voice and choice in learning is a central tenet of PBL 

(Bell, 2010). This allows students to make relevant connections to their learning. When 

students see learning as relevant they are more engaged and thus a higher retention rate 

(Dole, Bloom, & Kowalske, 2016). In PBL environments, students are encouraged to make 

“choices about how they work and what they create” (Larmer & Mergendoller, 2011, n.p.). 

Ball (2016) argues “that project-based learning…situates student voice and experience at the 

center of the curriculum” (p. 1). Her article outlines the impact that this instructional 



 

 35 

methodology has in shifting to student-centered models that enable students to acquire skills 

needed to solve real-world problems.  

 Reflection. The final practice core to project-based learning is reflection. Project-

based learning is an iterative process, allowing students the opportunity for daily reflection 

on goals they have set and time to reflect on their contributions to the group at the end of a 

unit (Bell, 2010). Students are also encouraged to give peer feedback as well as feedback; 

this in addition to from the teacher better enables them to process learning (Larmer & 

Mergendoller, 2011). Tamim and Grant (2013) also noted that teachers who were not official 

trained in the implementation of project-based learning still assessed a variety of skills and 

allowed for reflection as an integral part of the learning process.  

Professional Development 

Bradley-Levine, et. al. (2010) report that “teachers recognize the need for 

professional development opportunities and the support structures that allow teachers to 

participate in these” (p. 17). As stated in Chapter 1, there is a challenge for teachers to 

transfer what they learn regarding project-based learning from professional development to 

the classroom (Dole, Bloom, and Kowalske, 2016). Tenets of adult learning should be 

considered to combat this challenge for districts implementing project-based learning.  

 Learning is self-directed. Merriam (2001) discusses assumptions underlying the 

theory of andragogy, or theory of adult learning. This theory posits that an adult learner is 

one who “has an independent self-concept and who can direct his or her own learning” (p. 5). 

The author further discusses how, according to Knowles’ theory, “as adults mature they 

become more independent and self-directing” (p. 5). Fogarty and Pete (2017) expand on this 

idea, stating that adult learners “schedule learning into busy calendars, and they do their own 
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diagnosing and prescribing about what learning opportunities they need and what they will 

embrace” (p. 26).  

 Experience of learner. Adult learners bring with them a diverse set of experiences 

and abilities and they wish to relate these to their learning (Fogarty and Pete, 2017). 

Teachers’ beliefs about student learning must change for project-based learning to be 

successful. Rogers, Cross, Gresalfi, Truath-Nare, and Buck (2011) reported that “for the 

implementation of PBL to be successful, teachers had to reconceptualize their approach to 

teaching and learning” (p. 911). The authors posit that some of the teachers’ “resistance or 

openness to modifying their orientations were perhaps a result of their many and varied past 

professional experiences” (Rogers et al., 2011, p. 911).  

 Problems with professional development. As well as reviewing tenets of adult 

learning, those who seek to implement educational reform should think of the approach to 

implement professional development. Ball and Cohen (1999) posit that a “comprehensive 

perspective on the relations between professional development and the improvement of 

teaching and learning” is needed in field where professional development “has been 

superficial and fragmented” (p. 5) 

 Readiness of learner. Relevance and practicality of learning are important to adult 

learners. Fogarty and Pete (2017) posit that adults “are eager to learn skills, concepts, and 

attitudes that are obviously and directly related to their work, families or themselves” (p. 26).  

However, Ravitz (2003) reports that the implementation of models such as project-based 

learning may prove more difficult as “enthused teachers may report a belief that is consistent 

with constructivist learning theories presented in a workshop, but find this belief less tenable 

or more difficult to put into practice in their actual classrooms” (n.p.). 
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 Usefulness of learning. Because adult learners want to relate their experiences to 

their lives and wish to learn skills, concepts and attitudes that are closely connected, adult 

learners “want an immediacy of application and are poised to use the new learning in real-

problem centered ways” (Fogarty & Pete, 2017, p. 27). Adult learners want their learning to 

be applicable to them whether it be to their job, family or to better themselves directly 

(Fogarty & Pete, 2017). 

Implementation of Project-Based Learning 

 Once a district or school decides to adopt project-based learning as an instructional 

methodology, plans for implementation are needed. A review of the literature illustrates 

conditions that are advantageous, as well as those that are unfavorable, when educators 

implement project-based learning units.   

 School traits. Lamar and Mergendoller (2011) list five attributes of schools where all 

teachers are successfully implementing PBL. 

 Common values, definitions and assumptions 

 Project libraries 

 Professional development and coaching 

 Supportive school policies and practices 

 Administrative and instructional leadership 

For PBL to be implemented effectively, leaders should commit to implementing school 

practices and policies, such as time for teachers to collaborate and plan, as well as providing 

resources such as facilities, access to technology, and project libraries. Leaders also have to 

ensure staff members share common beliefs around instructional practices that are core to 
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PBL while promoting buy-in for the instructional model from teachers, parents and the 

broader community (Larmer & Mergendoller, 2010). 

 Grade level. Habok and Nagy (2016) conducted a study of teachers’ perceptions of 

various teaching methodologies including project-based learning. They surveyed 

approximately 100 teachers who taught in elementary and secondary grades. Their study 

suggests that although all grade levels reported using project-based learning, it was not the 

most favored instructional pedagogy at any level. Secondary teachers responded using PBL 

less frequently than primary grade teachers.  

 Content taught. Although in the extant research does not reveal studies that highlight 

specific content areas achieving more success with the implementation of project-based 

learning, many professional perspectives posit that PBL lends itself to content integration 

(Bell, 2010; Cervantes, Hemmer, Kouzekanani, 2015). Several studies highlight the use of 

PBL in Science and Science, Technology, Engineering and Math (STEM) courses (Grier, et. 

al, 2008; Mong, 2013; Robinson, Dailey, Hughes, Cotabish, 2014). The use of PBL is also 

readily recognized in STEM and Science, Technology, Engineering, Arts, and Math 

(STEAM) initiatives because of the focus on integrating curriculum to actively engage 

students in hands on learning (El-Deghaidy & Mansour, 2015; Zollman, 2012).  

 Teachers’ years of experience. Habok and Nagy (2016) also analyzed teaching years 

of experience in response to frequently used teaching methods, one being project-based 

learning. In this study, beginning teachers are identified as those who have taught less than 

ten years, experienced teachers as those who have taught between eleven and twenty years 

and expert teachers who have taught more than twenty years. Their findings reveal all three 

groups reported using demonstration and work-based learning the most frequently. The 
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researchers did highlight that “expert teachers to not use lecture at all, whereas [twelve 

percent] of beginners do” (Habok & Nagy, 2016, p. 8). One could surmise from this study 

that teachers with more years of experience have greater success implementing student-

centered models like project-based learning; however, Klassen and Chiu’s (2010) study on 

teacher self-efficacy showed “an increase in instructional strategies self-efficacy up to about 

23 years of experience and then falling” (p. 747).  

 School socioeconomic status. In his article Poor Teaching for Poor Kids, author 

Alfie Kohn describes how the accountability movement to the close the achievement gap for 

poor and minority students is flawed. He posits that “the pressures of high-stakes testing 

lead[s] to a more systematic use of low-level, drill-and-skill teaching, often in the context of 

packaged programs…” (p. 252). Researcher Ted Kesler was able to corroborate Kohn’s 

sentiment in his study of test prep in two urban high-needs fourth-grade classrooms. Kesler 

found that both teachers in his study devoted more than five weeks to a test prep unit. The 

focus on test prep prohibited unit integration (Kesler, 2013).  

 Previous training in project-based learning. As stated by Rogers et. al (2011) the 

openness of a teacher to the professional learning may be influenced by previous professional 

experiences. Researchers Ravitz, Hixson, English, and Mergendoller completed a study in 

2012 that compared the perceptions of teachers implementing PBL who received sustained 

professional development with teachers implementing PBL with teachers who did not. They 

concluded that teachers who participated in the extended professional development 

opportunity described assisting other teachers as they implemented project-based learning.  

This finding would suggest that the teachers that were offering support to others were 

engaged in the initiative. Although this topic is not documented in the extant literature, it is 
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probable that a teacher with prior training in project-based learning may have better success 

in implementing this student-centered model based on prior experiences.  

Factors that Inhibit and Facilitate Implementation 

 Fullan, 2015 identified three components to consider when implementing a new 

program or policy. 

1. The possible use of new or revised material (instructional resources such as 

curriculum materials, standards or technologies) 

2. The possible use of new teaching approaches (i.e., new pedagogies, epically learning 

partnerships with students) 

3. The possible alteration of beliefs (e.g., pedagogical assumptions and theories 

underlying particular new polices or programs (Fullan, 2015, p. 28). 

 Tamim and Grant (2013) state that some of the challenges teacher face when 

implementing project-based learning “are the conflict it brings to the deep-seated beliefs of 

teachers in their approach to teaching and the degree of balance needed between student 

control and teacher control” (p. 74). The authors asserted that sustained professional 

development and adequate access to resources are required for teachers to implement PBL 

units successfully (Tamim & Grant, 2013). Grant and Hill (2006) contend that some teachers 

may feel “less personally satisfied” as their role shifts to that of a “collaborator” rather than a 

“director” of learning (p. 5).  

 Another challenge to consider is the student’s perceptions of school. Grant (2011) 

posits that one challenge with which teachers contend is helping students shift from grading 

and assessment practices of transitional instruction. Grant describes the necessity of teachers 
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helping students reconcile the external motivator of achieving good grades with the more 

formative nature of project-based learning units.   

 There are several factors that make the implementation of PBL challenging at the 

district level as well. Dole, Bloom, and Kowalske (2016) cite that district expectations such 

as pacing guides and standardize test scores as obstacles to surmount when implementing 

PBL. Schwalm and Tylek (2012) identified three challenges after two years of implementing 

PBL in the Philadelphia Out-of-School Time (OST) network. According to the Pennsylvania 

Public Health Website, the OST program serves students in after-school and summer 

programs (Out-of-School Time). The challenges in this location included tension between 

PBL and other academic goals; lack of staff training and buy-in; and, inconsistent 

implementation of PBL in a diverse OST network.  

 To address the tension between PBL and other academic goals, the authors suggest 

incorporating PBL into other activities. Grant and Hill (2006) also offer this as a way to 

mitigate the challenge of implementing a student-centered methodology in a traditional 

classroom. Using a team approach, teachers can work together “within grade levels to 

accomplish multiple curricular objectives within a larger project” (Grant & Hill, 2006, p. 12). 

 Lack of staff training and buy-in is a key element in such a reform effort. “Successful 

PBL requires the effective participation of an engaged staff” (Schwalm & Tylek, 2012, p. 6). 

Ravitz, Hixson, English and Mergendoller report that their study of a statewide initiative 

supports that “teacher professional engagement is a key predictor of teaching reforms” (p. 6). 

Support from peer groups and administration is important to alleviate external pressures for 

teachers implementing student-centered learning (Grant & Hill, 2006).  
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 Ensuring uniform implementation of PBL in a diverse district requires problem-

solving. Authors Schwalm and Tylek suggest districts implement a pilot program initially so 

support efforts can be maximized. The authors also suggest setting “clear expectations” to 

“minimize confusion” (Schwalm & Tylek, 2012, p. 7).  Research on project-based learning 

has shown that this methodology increases student motivation, engagement, and 

achievement. 

Administrative and Peer Supports 

 Researchers have found that supportive school conditions are necessary to 

implementation of innovations (Fullan, 2015, Lam, Cheng, & Choy, 2010). Cervantes, 

Hemmer and Kouzekanani (2015) cited leadership as a key determinant of whether project-

based learning initiatives are successful. They argue that building and central level leaders 

should consider how they provide “flexibility in areas such as hiring practices, budget, 

curriculum, policies, programs, facilities and school operations to support PBL” (p. 64). 

Huberman, Duffy, Mason, Zeiser, & O’Day (2016) concluded in their study on school 

features that support deeper learning that the “leaders can influence beliefs through the 

approach to hiring and socializing new staff, by providing professional learning 

opportunities, and by creating a culture of trust and collaboration” (p. 4). Their study also 

suggests that high levels of peer collaboration and professional learning communities are 

school features essential for implementation. Likewise, Ravitz (2010) posits in his study that 

without “supportive school leadership and structures,” it would not be “reasonable to expect 

teachers to learn about and use” project-based learning (p. 294). Mong (2013) discusses how 

peer support is an important component of successful professional development when 
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implementing problem-based learning. His research found that many valued time to 

collaborate with peers while creating PBL units.  

Impacts of Project-Based Learning 

 Project-based learning has been touted by some to have positive effects on student 

motivation, engagement and achievement. While these merits are still debated, many 

researchers support PBL as a methodology used to improve various student outcomes.  

 Impacts to student engagement and motivation. Larmer and Mergendoller (2011) 

state that “the opportunity to make choices, and to express their learning in their own voice, 

also helps to increase students’ educational engagement” (n.p.). As students become more 

engaged they become more motivated to learn. Several studies on project-based learning 

report that this instructional delivery model increases students’ motivation to learning. 

“Students exhibit increased motivation by planning their learning and organizing their own 

research in solving real-world problems” (Dole, Bloom, & Kowalske, 2016, n.p.). The 

increased motivation will compel students to access and “read more challenging material to 

glean information they seek” (Bell, 2010, p. 41). Tamim and Grant (2013) also report that 

teachers perceived that PBL “motivated their students, kept them engaged, and gave them a 

sense of ownership” (p. 83). Grant (2011) reported in his study of students’ perspectives that 

was “persistence, or the motivation and drive to follow a task through to the end, also seemed 

to contribute to [students] internal influences” (p. 47).  In their study of teachers using PBL 

with elementary and middle school students, Dole, Bloom, and Doss (2017) sought to 

examine the impact of inquiry-based teaching. Their study supports findings that project-

based learning increases student motivation and engagement. 
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 Impacts to student achievement. At the core of most instructional initiatives is the 

desire to raise student achievement. In their study of how teachers perceived the impact of 

project-based learning in their classrooms, Tamim and Grant (2013) reported that “teachers 

found their students learned more, became more informed, and got a better understanding of 

the topic” (p. 82). Bell (2010) states that students in PBL classrooms outscore their peers on 

standardized assessments.  

 Cervantes, Hemmer, Kouzekanani (2015) conducted a study in a middle school in a 

South Texas school district. Their study demonstrated that student participation in project-

Based Learning positively impacted reading and math scores on the State of Texas 

Assessments of Academic Readiness (STAAR).  Thomas (2000) cites various studies that 

document the impact of PBL on student achievement. These studies are outlined in Table 2.1. 

In addition to boosting student motivation, engagement, and achievement, Bell (2010) 

suggests that PBL impacts student learning relative to responsibility, independence and 

discipline (p. 40).  

 

Table 2.1: Review of Research in Expeditionary Learning Schools 

 

Place Methods Results 

Dubuque, Iowa (3 

elementary schools) 

Schools were compared to 

the district average of the 

Iowa Test of Basic skills 

Two schools moved from 

“well below average” to the 

district average in two years. 

The third school moved 

from “well below average to 

“well above the district 

average.”  After four years 

of implementation, students 

from the three schools were 

“above the district average 

in almost every area.”  
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Table 2.1 (Continued) 

 

Place Methods Results 

Boston, Massachussets (8th 

grade students) 

School rank in comparison 

to other schools in the 

district on the Stanford 9 

Open Ended Reading 

Assessment  

EL school exhibited second 

highest scores in district. 

Another elementary school 

ranked 11th in mathematics 

and 17th in reading out of 76 

elementary schools despite 

serving a population of 59% 

Hispanic and 27% African 

American students.  

Portland, Maine (middle 

school)  

Increases on the Main 

Educational Assessment 

battery 

 

An EL middle school 

showed improvement in all 

six curriculum areas 

assessed. Scores were three 

to ten times larger than that 

of the state as a whole.  

Note. Adapted from A Review of the Research on Project-based Learning. By J.W. Thomas, 

2000. The Autodesk Foundation. Retrieved from 

http://www.bobpearlman.org/BestPractices/PBL_Research.pdf.  

 

Teacher Confidence and Self-Efficacy  

 Adult learners’ “sense of self greatly enhances the meaningfulness of their learning, 

the effectiveness of the learning situation, and their sense of accomplishment” (Fogarty & 

Pete, 2017, p. 28). For this study, the term self-efficacy has been operationalized as a 

teacher’s belief that they can implement project-based learning and increase student 

engagement, motivation and achievement. Mojavezi and Tamiz (2012) found a “positive 

correlation between teacher self-efficacy and students’ motivation” as well as a significant 

difference in achievement of students in groups whose teachers had higher levels of efficacy” 

(p. 488).  

Mohamadi and Asadzadeh (2012) posit that “teachers construct their self-efficacy 

beliefs through the interpretation and integration of information from…four sources” (p. 

428).  
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The four sources are “mastery experiences, vicarious experiences, verbal or social 

persuasion, and emotional/physiological states” (Mohamadi & Asadzadeh, 2012, p. 428). 

Bandura (1997) describes these in detail. Bandura explains that mastery experiences “are the 

most influential source of efficacy” and that “successes build a robust belief in one’s personal 

efficacy. Failures undermine it…” (p. 80). Vicarious experiences enable a people to 

“appraise their capabilities in relation to the attainment of others” “p. 86). When given a task 

to master, people who are given verbal or social persuasion “are likely to mobilize greater 

effort and sustain it” (p. 101). Finally, the fourth source requires a person to “enhance 

physical status, reduces stress levels and negative proclivities” to build self-efficacy (p. 106).  

 Professional learning adds to a teacher’s sense of self efficacy. Several studies 

support that self-efficacy is linked to student outcomes (Caprara, Barbearanelli, Steca, & 

Malone, 2006). Klassen and Chiu (2010) concluded that self-efficacy was linked to job 

satisfaction, and “teachers with high levels of self-efficacy for classroom management and 

instructional strategies reported higher levels of job satisfaction” (p. 749). The authors posit 

that professional development that targets instructional skills may enhance teacher self-

efficacy.   

 According to Flores (2015) a teacher’s self-confidence is related to how much he/she 

is willing to attempt to utilize innovative teaching methodologies. Her study of preservice 

teachers revealed that ongoing support through a field-based course increased their teaching 

self-efficacy. The author indicates that this type of course and support should be provided 

during teacher preparation (Flores, 2015). Likewise, implementation of a new methodology 

like project-based learning requires special attention to field work; coaching/support should 

be monitored to ensure that teacher confidence or self-efficacy does not wane.  



 

 47 

Summary 

Project-based learning in rooted in the constructivist theories of philosophers like 

John Dewey. His theories call for students to be active in learning and not passive 

participants as is seen in traditional teacher-centered classrooms. This chapter discussed the 

history and policy context that led to one district’s implementation of project-Based 

Learning. Theories regarding adult learning were reviewed as they are crucial to consider 

when making the shift from traditional instructional strategies to project-based strategies. The 

changing roles of students and teachers as they implement PBL were explored along with 

challenges that districts may face with this type of initiative.  Most studies highlighted an 

increase in student motivation, engagement, and achievement. The research also supports that 

when teachers experience success they are more likely to continue to implement innovative 

teaching practices such as project-based learning.  
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 

 

Chapter Introduction 

 This mix-methods case study analyzed how teachers in a rural district in eastern 

North Carolina perceived the impact and value of implementing project-based learning 

(PBL). This study focused on teachers from elementary, middle, and high school who 

received formal PBL training from the district prior to implementation. Perceived collegial 

and administrative barriers and supports during implementation as well as the perceived 

impacts on students and on teacher self-efficacy when implementing a student-centered 

instructional model like PBL were examined after a year of implementation. The research 

design, questions, participation sampling and research procedures are explained in the 

following sections.    

Research Design 

A mixed-methods case study design was selected for this research. A survey 

instrument was used to collect data. The results from the quantitative analysis were explored 

in greater detail through qualitative methods. Qualitative research is designed so that the 

researcher “collects and interprets data, making the research as much a part of the research 

process as the participants and the data they provide” (Corbin & Strauss, 2015, p. 4). Case 

studies allow researchers to conduct “an in-depth analysis of a case, often a program, event, 

activity, process, or one or more individuals” (Creswell, 2014, p. 14). The utilization of this 

“method implicitly assumes a richness of data because a case study is intended to examine a 

phenomenon in its real-life context” (Yin, 1997, p. 70). A multiple case approach was used to 

obtain a system-wide view of how teachers perceived the need for a pedagogical shift prior to 
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and after formal training, the impact of collegial and administrative supports, the impact of 

PBL on students, and the impact to teacher confidence and self-efficacy.   

Using a Likert scale in the survey instrument, I posed items that assessed participants’ 

perceptions and used the data to report descriptive and correlational variables from 

participants.  Afterwards, the qualitative approach allowed me to provide rich, thick 

descriptions and identify and analyze common themes on a topic that has a limited research 

base. While there have been studies on the implementation of project-based learning, this 

study allowed me to gain teacher perspectives on instructional beliefs and practices before 

formal training in project-based learning and a year after formal training in project-based 

learning. In addition, this study was designed to identify factors that facilitate and inhibit 

implementation as well as teacher perspectives on student motivation, student engagement, 

student achievement, and teacher self-efficacy. A mix methods design was used because this 

study is interested in “understanding how [teachers] interpret their experiences, how they 

construct their worlds and what meaning they attribute to their experiences” as they are 

trained and implement project-based learning and if there are any similarities or differences 

based on grade level, content area, years of teaching experience, school socio-economic 

status or previous training in PBL (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 6). This study was designed 

to collect and analyze date by using a survey and an interview protocol to provide intensive 

description and analysis of the teachers’ perceptions.  

Modification of Research Protocol 

 The original proposal for this study included a focus group protocol. The plan was to 

bring together a group of teachers who participated in the formal training and implemented 

project-based learning to discuss a) factors that they believed facilitated or hindered 
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implementation, b) perceived impacts to student motivation, c) student engagement and 

achievement, and d) perceived impacts to teacher efficacy and self-confidence. I attempted to 

convene the focus group at a central location. When there was not sufficient response to the 

invitation, I rescheduled the focus group for a new date and included an incentive for 

participation. For a second time, the invitation to participate in the focus group did not 

produce adequate participation. I conferenced with my dissertation co-chairs and decided to 

remove the focus group from the research protocol. We concluded that the end of the school 

year probably played a role in low participation. The original plan to conduct interviews with 

individual teachers was implemented and provided participant responses that provided rich 

data; these data enabled me to answer the related research questions. 

Research Questions 

 In an effort to investigate teacher perceptions of implementing project-based learning 

among elementary, middle and high school teachers, four research questions were explored. 

These questions were addressed through a variety of analysis techniques as displayed in 

Table 3.1. 

Table 3.1: Research Questions and Data Sources 

Research Question Data Source 

1. What are the perceptions of teachers regarding the impact and 

value of teaching practices that are core to project-based learning 

before formal PBL training and after formal PBL training? 

Survey 

2. Are the perceptions of teachers regarding the impact and value of 

teaching practices that are core to project-based learning related to:  

a. Grade level 

b. Content taught 

c. Teachers years of experience 

d. School socioeconomic status 

e. Previous training in PBL 

Survey 
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Table 3.1: (Continued) 

Research Question Data Source 

3. What are the perceptions of teachers regarding the impact and 

value of project-based learning as they implement PBL?  

a. Which factors facilitate implementation? 

b. Which factors inhibit implementation? 

c. How do administrator and peer supports impact implementation? 

d. What impacts occur upon the motivation of students? 

e. What impacts occur upon the engagement of students? 

What impacts occur upon the achievement of students? 

2 open-ended 

survey items 

Interview 

 

4. Do perceived impacts on student motivation, engagement, and 

achievement impact teacher confidence and sense of self efficacy as 

they shift to a student-centered model of instruction?  

Interview 

 

Context 

 This study took place in a large school district in eastern North Carolina. The district 

serves over 30,000 students who are 76.09% White, 15.365% African American, 6.4% 

Hispanic, and 1.9% Other. The percentage of students receiving free and reduced price lunch 

is 46.18%. This district employs over 3,500 teachers, teacher assistants and administrators 

that are 91% White, 6% African American, 2% Hispanic, and 15% Other. The district’s 

population has nearly doubled over the past two decades (District Snapshot, 2017).  As this 

school system continues to grow, study achievement data has become stagnant, and since, 

according to Creswell (2014) the idea behind qualitative research is to “purposefully select 

participants or sites…that will help me understand the problem and the research question,” 

(p. 189), this site was selected because one of the district’s initiatives to combat stagnant test 

scores is implementing project-based learning 

 After assisting with professional development plan to schedule formalized training in 

project-based learning to a group of teachers throughout the district, I requested a meeting 

with the Crawley County Schools’ superintendent. During this meeting, I explained my 
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research interests and research protocols. I reviewed with the superintendent why I felt this 

study would be worthwhile and the utility that it would provide to others implementing 

student-centered initiatives. After reviewing the study objectives, he gave me permission to 

conduct this study in the district (Appendix A).  

Participants 

Purposive sampling was used for this study. Participants were identified as a result of 

having volunteered for the professional development that was the subject of investigation. 

Their selection, which was consistent with the convenience criteria of Gall, Gall, and Borg 

(2007), suited the purpose of this particular study. The district allowed teachers to apply for 

formal project-based learning training, and around 100 teachers were selected to participate 

in the formal training by district employees. During the beginning of the professional 

development session, participants were given an overview of the study and a consent form 

(Appendix B). The form detailed the purpose of the research, the data collection process, 

perceived risks, and the fact that there were no benefits for participating other than adding to 

the body of research on project-based learning. Participants in Survey 1 were not asked to 

sign a statement. Instead, agreeing to a related question on the anonymous survey through 

Qualtrics signified consent. All electronic data for the first administration of the survey were 

processed and stored on my password-protected computer.  

 All teachers who participated in the first survey did so voluntarily and they 

represented all grade levels in the district. Table 3.2 below shows the various grade spans 

represented and percent of teachers who worked in disadvantaged schools.   
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Table 3.2: Teacher Demographics Survey 1: Grade Span and Disadvantaged Status 

Grade Span # of Teachers % of Teachers working at a 

Title I School 

Elementary School 63 65% 

Middle School 20 35% 

High School  16 0% 

Other 4 0% 

 

After a year of implementation, the original 100 participants were emailed an 

invitation to participate in Survey 2 (Appendix C). The purpose of this second administration 

of the survey was to glean if teacher beliefs regarding project-based learning changed after a 

year of implementation. Attached to the email was a document outlining consent (Appendix 

B). This form detailed the purpose of the research, the data collection process, perceived 

risks, and the fact that there were no benefits for participating other than adding to the body 

of research on project-based learning. Participants in Survey 2 were not asked to sign a 

statement. Instead, agreeing to a related question on the anonymous survey through Qualtrics 

signified consent. All electronic data for the second administration of the survey were 

processed and stored on my password-protected computer.  

All teachers who participated in the second survey did so voluntarily and they 

represented all grade levels in the district. Table 3.3 below shows the various grade spans 

represented and percent of teachers who worked in disadvantaged schools. 
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Table 3.3: Teacher Demographics Survey 2: Grade Span and Disadvantaged Status 

Grade Span # of Teachers % of Teachers working at a 

Title I School 

Elementary School 14 19% 

Middle School 9 16%4 

High School  7 0% 

Other 1 0% 

 

After a year of implementation, the original 100 participants were emailed an 

invitation to participate in an interview (Appendix D). Participants were chosen to be 

representative of the grade level ratios of the initial survey participants. Therefore, one high 

school participant was chosen, one middle school participant was chosen, and three 

elementary school participants were chosen. Three of the five participants worked in 

disadvantaged schools. Interviews were scheduled at a time and place convenient for the 

interviewee. All participants were asked to sign a statement (Appendix E) acknowledging 

that they had been informed of the purpose of the research, the data collection process, 

perceived risks, and the fact that there were no benefits for participating other than adding to 

the body of research on project-based learning. Participants were not asked to provide their 

names on any study materials. They agreed to be recorded and acknowledged that recordings 

would be transcribed. Once recordings were transcribed all audio recordings were destroyed.  

Study participants were able to report how and why they decided to attend formal 

training on project-based learning, and what collegial and administrative supports assisted or 

impeded implementation. Participants reported commonalities and differences in 

implementation of PBL across grade levels and how they perceived the impact of PBL on 
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student motivation, engagement, and achievement. Participants further reported the impact of 

the implementation of project-based learning upon their confidence and self-efficacy. 

Instrumentation 

“Surveys are designed to provide a ‘snapshot’ of how things are at a specific time 

(Kelley, Clark, Brown, & Sitzia, 2003, p. 261). To this end, this study utilized a researcher-

designed survey entitled Perspectives Regarding Instructional Beliefs and Practices Central 

to the Implementation of Project-Based Learning (Appendix F) to gather data on 

participants’ instructional beliefs prior to formal training and a year after the formal training. 

The items for this survey were developed using core principles of project-based learning 

found in the review of the literature (Grant, 201, Bell, 2010, Larmer & Mergendoller, 2015, 

Dole, Bloom, & Kowalske, 2013, & Larmer, Ross, & Mergendoller 2009). The survey also 

included demographic identifiers. This was done to enable me to ascertain if beliefs 

regarding the core principles needed to implement project-based learning were related to 

grade span, content taught, years of teaching experience, if the teacher worked in a Title I 

school, or if the teacher had prior training in PBL.  

Thirteen belief statements were developed using tenets of project-based learning 

highlighted in the research. The items were formatted with a Likert-type scale. Candidates 

rated the degree to which they agreed with the belief statements about teaching practices on 

an ordinal scale in which the following response options were available: SD= Strongly 

Disagree; D = Disagree; A = Agree; SA = Strongly Agree. Two additional constructed 

response items invited participates to expand on the reason they attended professional 

training on project-based learning and their perceived impact to implementing project-based 

learning in their classroom. The items for the survey were developed using tenets of student-
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centered instruction and were reviewed by experts who included a former state 

superintendent, a former district administrator with expertise in the delivery of professional 

development and curriculum and instruction. 

An interview protocol was implemented (Appendix G). A total of five individual 

interviews were conducted with teachers from various backgrounds and schools. Individual 

interviews “provide an opportunity for detailed investigation of people’s personal 

perspectives, for in-depth understanding of the personal context within which the research 

phenomena are located, and for very detailed subject coverage” (Ritchie & Lewis, 2003 p. 

36). Participants in individual interviews represented each grade span in the county. Three 

participants were from low wealth schools. The interview protocol included standardized 

instructions, an opening question, seven probing questions and a concluding question. The 

instrument was reviewed by a panel of experts including a former state superintendent, three 

experts in qualitative protocols, and one expert with a background in professional 

development and curriculum and instruction. These individuals were recruited on the basis of 

their expertise with student-centered approaches to teaching and learning, and their expertise 

with adult learning and professional development. I made appropriate adjustments to the 

instruments in response to this feedback. Table 3.4 shows how the interview questions from 

the protocol align with Research Question 3 and Research Question 4.  

Table 3.4: Matrix of Research Questions and Participant Interview Questions 

Research Question Interview Questions 

RQ3 – What are the 

perceptions of teachers 

regarding the impact and value 

of project-based learning as 

they implement PBL? 

1. Describe your journey with Project-Based Learning 

since formal training. What factors have supported or 

hindered your efforts? 

2. Have your colleagues supported you as you 

implemented PBL Units? If so, how? If not, what 

supports would you have liked? 
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Table 3.4: (Continued) 

 

Data Collection 

 With the approval of district and the North Carolina State University Institutional 

Review Board, I used the two instruments to collect data over the course of twelve months. 

Table 3.5 outlines the sequence of data collection activities, the numbers of participants, and 

the method of data collection.  

 

 

Research Question Interview Questions 

RQ3 – What are the 

perceptions of teachers 

regarding the impact and value 

of project-based learning as 

they implement PBL? 

3. Describe your journey with Project-Based Learning 

since formal training. What factors have supported or 

hindered your efforts? 

4. Have your colleagues supported you as you 

implemented PBL Units? If so, how? If not, what 

supports would you have liked? 

5. Likewise, has your administration been supportive of 

this shift in instruction? If so, how? If not, what 

supports would you have liked? 

6. Have you noticed a change in your students since 

implementing PBL? 

7. Have you noticed any changes to student motivation 

in your classroom after implementing PBL? 

8. From your experience, do you perceive that students 

are more engaged in learning through the PBL 

methodology, or would you say engagement is about 

the same or less? How can you tell? 

9. Have you noticed any difference in student 

achievement on tests/quizzes in your class while 

implementing PBL? 

RQ4 – Do perceived impacts 

on student motivation, 

engagement, and achievement 

impact teacher confidence and 

sense of self efficacy as 

teachers shift to a student-

centered model of instruction? 

1. Describe the impact to you, as a teacher, of 

incorporating project-based learning units in your 

classroom this year. 

2. What has been the impact of implementing project-

based learning units on your confidence in your skills 

and your effectiveness as a teacher? 

3. Will you continue using project-based learning units? 
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Table 3.5: Data Collection and Timeline 

Data Collection Timeline  

Month Before or after 

formal training 

 

Potential Participants Data collection 

method 

June  Before 100 teachers 

participating 

 

Survey 

 

June After 31 teachers 

participating 

 

Survey 

June After 5 Teachers Individual 

Interviews 

 

The survey, which was given twice throughout the study, was administered online 

through Qualtrics. Participants received a letter in person on the first day of formal training 

that invited their participation in the first administration of the survey. The invitation to 

participate in the second administration of the survey a year later occurred through an email 

outlining the purpose of the study and noting that participation was voluntary for the second 

administration of the survey.  

Participants were not asked to provide their names on any study materials. All survey 

data records were collected anonymously through the online platform, and all electronic data 

were processed and stored on my password-protected computer. In each instance, agreeing to 

continue was the first question on the survey; clicking yes in response to this item signified 

consent. For those who clicked no as their response, the survey immediately ended. Each of 

the teachers who received the survey were asked to answer fifteen questions and informed 

that the survey should require no longer than fifteen minutes. Participants were informed that 

all responses would be kept confidential and that there were minimal risks and no benefits for 
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participating in the survey. Participants were informed that they could choose to stop 

participation at any time. 

I developed and implemented a protocol for the interviews with teacher participants 

entitled Interview Protocol (Appendix G). A total of five individual participants were 

selected and all had attend formal training on project-based learning the previous June. 

Participants in individual interviews represented each grade span in the county. Three were 

from low wealth schools. The interviews were conducted at a location convenient for the 

interviewee. To obtain interviewees, I sent an email (Appendix D) to participants from the 

initial training inviting them to voluntarily participate in an interview. Each participant who 

agreed to an interview received a letter outlining the purpose of the study and noting that 

participation was voluntary. They signed the informed consent document (Appendix E) 

before proceeding with the interview. Participants were informed that they would be asked 

nine questions, the interview would take no more than twenty minutes, and that the interview 

could be recorded and transcribed. Participants were also informed and that there were very 

minimal risks and no benefits for participating in the survey, and that they could choose to 

stop participation at any time. All responses were kept confidential and recordings were 

destroyed once the study was completed. 

Data Analysis 

 Quantitative and qualitative analytic practices were used to interpret data collected 

through the two surveys and the interview. Descriptive statistics were used to report 

participants’ demographics and their ratings of the belief statements for each of the two 

administrations of the survey. This analysis was used to illustrate the beliefs of participants 

with each administration of the survey. Differential statistics were used to compare results 
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from the first administration of the survey to the second administration. Correlational 

statistics were used to identify relationships among these belief statements and the 

demographic sets that include participant grade levels, content area, teaching experience, 

school socio-economic status, and prior training in the PBL methodology prior to 

implementation and a year following implementation. For the constructed-response items, I 

read and reread the interview transcripts to identify emergent codes. I subsequently combined 

these qualitative responses with interview responses in order to answer related research 

questions.  

 Interview results were analyzed through coding and the identification of emergent 

themes. Recordings from the interviews were transcribed and saved as rich text documents 

and uploaded into Atlas.ti coding software. I reviewed the documents multiple times to gain a 

more in-depth understanding of the data. The transcripts were then coded using emergent 

coding. Codes were grouped by themes so that the findings could be described (Creswell, 

2013.). Participant quotations were used to illustrate the descriptions of these themes.   

Trustworthiness 

 Protocols were used for the survey and interviews. The interviews were recorded. 

Also, rich thick description was used. Robert Stake posits that “a description is rich if it 

provides abundant, interconnected details” (as cited in Creswell, 2013, p. 252). Two sets of 

data were analyzed and compared to corroborate findings. 

Delimitations 

 The participants in this study were limited to teachers from one district. The 

participants from the district were selected because they were participating in formal training. 

Although I am not in a supervisory role relative to the individuals in the study, I do work in 
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the district; this may have caused some interview participants to be less candid when 

providing information for the survey or during individual interviews.   

Assumptions 

During the completion of this study, I made the following assumptions.  

1. During the survey, I assumed that participants would understand the items and that  

they would answer truthfully.  

2. I assumed that participants would answer without fear of retribution for their 

responses. 

3. I assumed that the survey sample was representative of the perspectives of the district 

population.  

Subjectivity Statement 

I started my educational career in 2007 as a high school English teacher. I have 

served as a lead teacher, an assistant principal, a professional development director, a 

secondary education director, and at the conclusion of this study, I was serving as a principal 

in my district. My journey to this current role was spurred by one goal: success for all 

students. In each role in which I have served, it has been my goal to remove barriers to 

student learning. I n the course of this research, I was pursuing a doctoral degree to continue 

my own professional development as I continued to grow as a school leader.  

My professional and research interests are centered on improving instruction and 

providing supports for struggling learners. As a teacher and as a building administrator, I was 

afforded the opportunity to implement project-based learning in four classrooms in a 

secondary setting. I have worked with a wonderful administrative team to problem solve 
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barriers found when implementing a student-centered model. This experience has given me a 

foundational knowledge of project-based learning.  

I understand that my experiences and career goals gave me a certain set of 

assumptions when it comes to project-based learning implementation, particularly at the 

secondary level. As Creswell (2013) suggests, I used validation strategies and triangulated 

“multiple and different sources, methods…and theories to provide corroborating evidence” 

(p. 251).  As a qualitative researcher, I acknowledge that I am aware of my own biases, and I 

implemented a protocol to conduct interviews and collect multiple sources of data to ensure 

that findings are valid. 

Summary 

This mixed-methods study reviewed teachers’ perceptions of the impact and value of 

implementing project-based learning in a rural eastern North Carolina. A mixed- methods 

case study design was selected for this research as the study is bound by time and geography. 

A qualitative study allowed for rich, thick description and the analysis of descriptive statistics 

helped generalize the results to districts with similar characteristics. Purposive sampling was 

used because participants came from the group of 100 teachers who are selected for the 

training. Research questions were answered using survey data and interview data.  
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CHAPTER 4: RESULTS 

Chapter Introduction 

Chapter 4 provides the results from the study of teacher perceptions and beliefs about 

project-based learning (PBL) before formal training and a year after implementation in the 

classroom. The following sections address the results from the quantitative elements of the 

study that are included in Research Questions 1 and 2. This is followed by the results for the 

qualitative elements of the student that are included in Research Questions 3 and 4.  

The purpose of this study was to examine how Crawley County Schools, a rural 

district in Eastern North Carolina implemented project-based learning and to assess how 

teachers perceive the impact and value of this teaching methodology before and after 

professional training as well as during implementation. I carried out the study through a 

mixed-methods approach. The study was three pronged containing a survey issued before 

formal training on project-based learning, a survey issued a year after implementation of 

project-based learning in the classroom, and five interviews of participants to further detail 

teachers’ perceptions of the value of project-based learning as well as the impacts to student 

motivation, engagement, achievement and teacher self-efficacy. This chapter outlines the 

results of each prong of the study.  

Results for Quantitative Elements of the Study 

To support the quantitative elements of the study, I created and administered a survey 

to teachers who attended professional development on project-based learning before they 

undertook initial formalized training. The survey is located in Appendix F. I administered the 

survey again to these same participants one year after implementation of project-based 

learning units in a classroom setting.   
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Demographic Data Results 

The survey collected demographic information such as the current grade level, the 

content area, and years of experience from the teacher. The survey also collected responses 

regarding teachers’ previous formalized training in project-based learning and asked if 

teachers worked in a school with a highly-disadvantaged population. The purpose of 

collecting this information was to assess whether perceptions of teachers had any significant 

correlation with these demographic items.  

Of the 100 participants who were completing formalized project-based learning 

training for Crawley County School District that was the focus of this study, 72 responded to 

the initial beliefs survey prior to participating in formalized training. Of those 72, 36 (50%) 

identified themselves as working in an elementary school, 17 (24%) identified themselves as 

working in a middle school, 15 (21%) identified themselves as working in a high school, and 

four (5%) selected Other. Participants also identified the content areas in which they taught. 

Table 4.1 shows the breakdown of these content areas among participants.  

Table 4.1: Teacher Content Area, Survey 1 

 

 

Content Area Number of Teachers Percent of Group 

Math 

Science 

English Language Arts 

 

Social Studies 

 

Electives 

 

Elementary 

7 

15 

9 

6 

4 

27 

9.72% 

20.83% 

12.5% 

8.33% 

 

5.56% 

 

37.50% 
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Table 4.1: (Continued) 

 

The largest group of participants was composed of elementary school teachers. The second 

largest group was composed of teachers who taught science courses.  

Participants also indicated their years of teaching experience. Thirty-one teachers had 

been teaching nine or fewer years. Thirty teachers had been teaching between 10 and 19 

years and 11 teachers have been teaching 20-plus years. These data are profiled in Figure 1.  

 

Figure 4.1: Years of Teaching Experience Survey among Participants, Survey 1 

Finally, 25 (34.72%) teachers reported that they worked in a Title I school, while 41 

(56.94%) reported they did not work in a Title I school. Six (8.33%) participants indicated 

they were unsure. Of the 72 participants, eight (11.43%) stated they had received formalized 

0-9 years
43%

10-19 years
42%

20 + years
15%

YEARS OF TEACHING EXPERIENCE

Content Area Number of Teachers Percent of Group 

Other 4 5.56% 

Totals 72 100.00% 
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training in project-based learning prior to the survey. The initial survey was given before the 

start of training on the day that training began at a central location and took approximately 15 

minutes to complete. 

After one year of implementation of PBL, participants were sent the same survey 

again to see if any significant changes had occurred in beliefs regarding project-based 

learning. Of the 100 participants who were completing formalized PBL training for the rural 

district when the initial survey was conducted the previous June, 34 participants responded to 

the second administration of the beliefs survey. Three of these surveys were not completed, 

so they were discarded. Of the 31 remaining participants, 14 (45.16%) identified themselves 

as working in an elementary school, nine (29.03%) identified themselves as working in a 

middle school, 7 (22.55%) identified themselves as working in a high school and one 

(3.23%) selected Other. Participants also identified content areas. Table 4.2 shows the 

breakdown of these content areas among participants.  

Table 4.2: Teacher Content Area, Survey 2 

Content Area Number of Teachers Percent of Group 

Math 

Science 

English Language Arts 

 

Social Studies 

 

Electives 

 

Elementary 

 

Other 

 

Totals 

3 

5 

2 

 

6 

1 

12 

2 

31 

9.68% 

16.13% 

6.45% 

19.35% 

 

3.23% 

 

38.71% 

 

6.45% 

 

100.00% 
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The largest group of participants was composed of those from elementary schools, followed 

by teachers who teach social studies and science courses.  

 Participants also indicated their years of teaching experience. Six teachers had been 

teaching nine or fewer years. Seventeen teachers had been teaching between 10 and 19 years 

and eight teachers had been teaching 20-plus years. This is outlined in Figure 2. 

 

Figure 4.2: Years of Teaching Experience among Participants, Survey 2 

Finally, twelve teachers (38.71%) denoted they worked in a Title-I school, eighteen 

(58.06%) reported they did not work in a disadvantaged school. One participant (3.23%) 

denoted he/she was unsure. All participants had participated in formalized training of project-

based learning at this time and this statement was not rated in the second survey.  

A non-statistical comparison of participant demographics shows the percentages of 

teacher participants, broken out by demographic characteristics, were reasonably similar in 

both surveys. Some exceptions occurred, however.  Notable differences in demographic sets 

between the two survey groups were social studies teachers more than doubled their 

0-9 years
19%

10-19 years
55%

20 + years
26%

YEARS OF TEACHING EXPERIENCE
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percentage of the group in Survey 2 while the percentage of teachers with 0-9 years of 

experience decreased by half in Survey 2. Table 4.3 illustrates the comparison of participant 

groups.  

Table 4.3: Survey Participant Groups  

 

Survey Data Results 

Using a Likert scale, the survey collected data on teachers’ perceptions of the value 

and impact of core practices of project-based learning. Thirteen belief statements were rated 

utilizing the rating descriptors of Strongly Disagree (SD), Disagree (D), Agree (A), or 

Strongly Agree (SA).  I assigned numeric values to these responses as follows: SD = 1, D = 

Demographic Set Percent Survey 1 Percent Survey 2 

Grade Span 

 Elementary 

 Middle  

 High School 

 Other 

 

Content Taught 

 Elective Courses 

 Elementary Courses 

 English Language Arts 

 Math 

 Other 

 Science 

 Social Studies 

 

Years of Experience 

 0-9 years 

 10-19 years 

 20 + years 

 

Socioeconomic Status  

 Title I School 

 Non-Title I School 

 Unsure 

 

50.00 

24.00 

21.00 

5.00 

 

 

5.56 

37.50 

12.50 

9.72 

5.56 

20.83 

8.33 

 

 

 

43.00 

42.00 

15.00 

 

 

34.72 

56.94 

8.33 

 

45.16 

29.03 

22.55 

3.23 

 

 

3.23 

38.71 

6.45 

9.60 

6.45 

16.13 

19.35 

 

 

 

19.00 

55.00 

26.00 

 

 

38.71 

58.06 

3.23 
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2, A = 3, and SA = 4. The responses from the survey items were analyzed using quantitative 

descriptive statistics. To determine the central tendency of each statement, the mean was 

calculated and a t-test run to see if there was any statistical difference of teachers’ beliefs 

after one year of implementation. This enabled me to determine whether changes occurred in 

teachers’ perceptions of the value and impact of project-based learning after one year of 

implementation. 

Research Question 1. Research Question 1 was stated as follows: What are the 

perceptions of teachers regarding the impact and value of teaching practices that are core to 

project-based learning before formal PBL training, and after one year of classroom 

implementation of PBL units? The survey gave participants 13 statements about beliefs 

associated with student-centered learning and PBL to rate. Teacher participants rated their 

level of agreement with these statements on a scale with point values from 1-4 as follows: 

Strongly Disagree=1; Disagree=2; Agree=3; Strongly Agree=4. The mid-point of such a 

scale is 2.5. 

Mean scores of the ratings of participants for each belief statement in both survey 1 

and survey 2 were calculated. The difference of the means was calculated to show growth or 

lack of growth following a year of implementation. The standard deviation for each belief 

statement was calculated for both Survey1 and Survey 2 and is represented in parenthesis. 

Finally, I used a two-sample t-test that assumes unequal variances to identify any statistical 

difference between responses after a year of implementation for each belief statement. This 

test was selected because although the participants were the same for each submission of the 

survey, the number of participants varied and respondents were anonymous. Table 4.4 

illustrates the responses for the belief survey prior to professional development on the 
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implementation of project-based learning and again one year after implementing project-

based learning.  

Table 4.4: Instructional Beliefs and Practices 

 

Belief Statement  Survey 1 

Mean Score 

Survey 2 

Mean Score 

Difference 

1. Students should learn to think critically, 

work collaboratively, and problem-solve in 

my classroom. 

 

2. I can teach critical thinking, 

communication, collaboration, creativity 

and problem solving in addition to the 

content I teach. 

 

3. I am comfortable transitioning my 

traditional curriculum units into PBL units 

where, through sustained inquiry, students 

will take more than a few days to complete 

a project. 

 

4. I believe that my colleagues and 

administration will support me as I 

implement PBL units in my classroom. 

 

5. I believe that student reflection is important 

to learning, and I incorporate time for 

reflection regularly in my instruction. 

 

6. I believe that formal feedback to students 

from teachers, students, and others is 

essential and necessary for students to 

develop quality projects. 

 

7. I believe that interdisciplinary units are 

more relevant to students than units in 

which disciplines are taught in isolation. 

 

8. I am comfortable with students working in 

small groups on different things 

simultaneously. 

3.70 

(0.55) 

 

 

3.37 

(0.57) 

 

 

 

3.04 

(0.69) 

 

 

 

 

 

3.53 

(0.58) 

 

 

3.36 

(0.59) 

 

 

3.45 

(0.58) 

 

 

 

3.30 

(0.69) 

 

 

3.49 

(0.61) 

3.90 

(0.3) 

 

 

3.58 

(0.5) 

 

 

 

3.00 

(0.73) 

 

 

 

 

 

3.3 

(0.79) 

 

 

3.39 

(0.5) 

 

 

3.61 

(0.5) 

 

 

 

3.52 

(0.57) 

 

 

3.65 

(0.55) 

0.2* 

{0.02} 

 

 

0.21 

{0.07} 

 

 

 

-0.04 

{0.78} 

 

 

 

 

 

-0.23 

{0.16} 

 

 

0.03 

{0.79} 

 

 

0.16 

{0.15} 

 

 

 

0.22 

{0.1} 

 

 

0.16 

{0.2} 
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Table 4.4: (Continued) 

Note: standard deviation in parenthesis; p-value in braces. 

*p < 0.05 

 

The first survey indicated that participants largely agreed with each of the first twelve 

statements regarding belief statements associated with project-based learning. Participants 

agreed the least with item 13. The belief students should learn to think critically, work 

collaboratively and problem solve had the highest mean score among the 13 statements.   

After one year of implementation, participants were given the instructional beliefs 

and practices survey a second time. As was noted previously, there was some attrition among 

participants between the first and second administrations of the survey. The purpose of the 

Belief Statement  Survey 1 

Mean Score 

Survey 2 

Mean Score 

Difference 

9. I believe that PBL is an instructional 

delivery model that incorporates effective 

instructional practices and not a fad. 

 

10. I believe that students should have voice 

and choice in their learning and not solely 

depend on me for the direction of their 

learning. 

 

11. I believe instruction should be student-

centered and not teacher-directed. 

 

12. I am comfortable with a noisy classroom if 

the noise is an integral part of the learning 

process. 

 

13. It is the role of the teacher to decide the 

pacing of content in the classroom. 

 

Total Scale Mean 

 

3.33 

(0.61) 

 

 

 

3.40 

(0.65) 

 

 

3.34 

(0.68) 

 

 

3.35 

(0.59) 

 

2.84 

(0.26) 

 

3.35 

(0.21) 

 

3.26 

(0.68) 

 

 

 

3.45 

(0.57) 

 

 

3.23 

(0.62) 

 

 

3.52 

(0.51) 

 

2.94 

(0.2) 

 

3.41 

(0.27) 

 

 

-0.07 

{0.62} 

 

 

 

0.05 

{0.69} 

 

 

-0.12 

{0.4} 

 

 

0.17 

{0.15} 

 

0.10 

{0.49} 

 

0.06 

{0.5} 
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second administration was to see if implementation of PBL in the classroom made a 

difference in teacher beliefs about the innovation.  

The second survey indicated that participants largely agreed with each of the 13 

statements. The mean of the last statement (It is the role of teacher in determining the pacing 

of the content in the classroom) increased to 2.94 from 2.84 after a year of implementation. 

The belief that students should learn to think critically, work collaboratively and problem 

solve continued to have the highest mean score out of all 13 statements.  

Only one element showed a statistically significant change from the first survey to the 

completion of the second survey. That was also statement 1: Students should learn to think 

critically, work collaboratively, and problem-solve in my classroom. It increased from a 3.7 

to a 3.9 mean score after a year of implementation and had a p-value of 0.02. Critical 

thinking, problem solving and working collaboratively are core tenants of project-based 

learning. 

Research Question 2. Research Question 2 was stated as follows: Are the 

perceptions of teachers regarding the impact and value of teaching practices that are core to 

project-based learning related to: grade level, content taught, teachers years of experiences, 

school socioeconomic status or previous training in PBL? To assess this, survey answers 

were disaggregated by demographic set and a mean score was calculated for each 

demographic item. This process was undertaken for both the original survey administration 

(Survey 1) and the follow-up administration (Survey 2). An overall mean score was then 

calculated to represent the demographic set. These means are presented in Table 4.5 for both 

surveys. 
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Table 4.5: Teacher Beliefs by Demographics  

*p < 0.05 

 

The tested set of demographics did not seem to impact perceptions and beliefs of 

teachers implementing project-based learning. The means for almost all demographic 

elements showed very little difference after a year of implementation. However, the change 

Demographic Set Mean Scores 

Survey 1 

Means Scores 

Survey 2 

P-Value 

Demographic Item 1: Grade Span 

 Elementary 

 Middle  

 High School 

 Other 

 

Demographic Item 2 Content  

 Elective Courses 

 Elementary Courses 

 English Language Arts 

 Math 

 Other 

 Science 

 Social Studies 

 

Demographic Item 3: Experience 

 0-9 years 

 10-19 years 

 20 + years 

 

Demographic Item 4: SES  

 Title I School 

 Non-Title I School 

 Unsure 

 

Demographic Item 5: Previous 

Training in PBL 

 Yes 

 No 

 

3.40 

3.34 

3.37 

3.01 

 

 

3.73 

3.40 

3.40 

3.33 

3.01 

3.18 

3.49 

 

 

 

3.34 

3.34 

3.29 

 

 

3.31 

3.36 

3.32 

 

 

 

3.11 

3.36 

 

3.45 

3.32 

3.55 

2.69 

 

 

2.92 

3.43 

3.46 

3.33 

3.15 

3.34 

3.62 

 

 

 

3.51 

3.34 

3.29 

 

 

3.35 

3.50 

2.80 

 

 

  

3.41 

3.48 

 

0.20 

0.32 

0.08 

*0.04 

 

 

1.00 

0.37 

0.35 

0.49 

0.28 

0.09 

0.14 

 

 

 

0.08 

0.44 

0.33 

 

 

0.35 

0.13 

*0.00 

 

 

 

*0.01 

0.46 
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in face value of the mean ratings for one item is worth noting. Teachers teaching elective 

courses reported almost a point drop in mean after a year of implementation.  

Three of the p-values for the demographic set were less than 0.05. T-test results show 

that participants who identified themselves in the “other” teaching content category did show 

a statistically significant change in their perceptions regarding the impact and value of 

instructional practices that are central for the implementation of project-based learning after a 

year of implementation. These participants were instructional coaches or other central office 

curriculum support staff. Those who identified themselves as “unsure” of working in a Title I 

school also had a statistically significant change after one year of implementation as did 

teachers who reported that they had previously been trained in project-based learning.  

Results for Qualitative Elements of the Study 

I asked two open-ended questions on the survey, and I interviewed five teachers in 

order to obtain data needed for the qualitative elements of this study. The responses from the 

survey were read and entered into Atlas.ti to capture codes. I captured quotes from a code 

family created from survey questions. From this process, I was able to identify emergent 

themes and topics. 

Each teacher who participated in the interview was assigned a pseudonym, in the 

form of a capital letter, for the purpose of data analysis and reporting. Teacher A was a high 

school teacher with fifteen years of experience in education and seven were in the current 

school. Teacher B was a middle school teacher at a Title I school with nine years of 

experience in education and all at the same school. Teacher C was an elementary school 

teacher with 12 years of experience in education of which six were in the current school. 

Teacher D was an elementary school teacher at a Title I school who had nine years of 
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experience in education and four in the current school. Teacher E was an elementary school 

teacher who had 14 years of experience in education and two were in the current school. 

Each teacher was interviewed individually at his/her respective school. All five teachers 

worked in the same district. 

To carry out the interviews, I developed a structured interview protocol (Appendix 

G). Data were collected from the five teachers during audio-recorded interviews. During each 

face-to-face interview, each teacher first signed the consent document (Appendix E) 

indicating his/her willingness to participate in the study and interview. Afterwards, the 

individuals responded to the pre-developed, constructed-response questions. This provided 

me with deep and rich insights about the implementation of project-based learning. Teachers 

answered nine questions regarding the supports provided by colleagues and administration 

while implementing project-based learning, any noteworthy changes in students’ motivation, 

engagement or academic achievement while implementing project-based learning, and 

finally, benefits derived from the implementation of project-based learning. These interview 

questions, along with the research questions for which they provide data, are organized in the 

matrix below. 

Table 4.6: Matrix of Research Questions and Participant Interview Questions 

 

 

Research Question Interview Questions 

RQ3 – What are the 

perceptions of teachers 

regarding the impact and value 

of project-based learning as 

they implement PBL? 

1. Describe your journey with Project-Based Learning 

since formal training. What factors have supported or 

hindered your efforts? 

2. Have your colleagues supported you as you 

implemented PBL Units? If so, how? If not, what 

supports would you have liked? 
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Table 4.6: (Continued) 

 

Once the interviews were completed, recordings were transcribed in preparation for the 

process of identifying common themes or patterns. I read and re-read transcripts utilizing 

Atlas.ti to capture codes. I captured quotes from a code family created from research 

questions. From this process, I was able to identify emergent themes and topics. 

I analyzed these themes and topics in order to determine if teachers believed in the 

value and impact of project-based learning following formalized training and a year of 

implementation. These data allowed me to see factors that aided and factors that hindered 

teachers in moving towards this type of methodology. These data further allowed me to 

capture how teachers perceived the degree of value that project-based learning brought to 

Research Question Interview Questions 

RQ3 – What are the 

perceptions of teachers 

regarding the impact and value 

of project-based learning as 

they implement PBL 

3. Likewise, has your administration been supportive of 

this shift in instruction? If so, how? If not, what 

supports would you have liked? 

4. Have you noticed a change in your students since 

implementing PBL? 

5. Have you noticed any changes to student motivation 

in your classroom after implementing PBL? 

6. From your experience, do you perceive that students 

are more engaged in learning through the PBL 

methodology, or would you say engagement is about 

the same or less? How can you tell? 

7. Have you noticed any difference in student 

achievement on tests/quizzes in your class while 

implementing PBL? 
 

RQ4 – Do perceived impacts 

on student motivation, 

engagement, and achievement 

impact teacher confidence and 

sense of self efficacy as 

teachers shift to a student-

centered model of instruction? 

8. Describe the impact to you, as a teacher, of 

incorporating project-based learning units in your 

classroom this year.  

9. What has been the impact of implementing project-

based learning units on your confidence in your skills 

and your effectiveness as a teacher? 

10. Will you continue using project-based learning units? 
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student motivation, engagement and achievement. The analysis also provided insights into 

how this style of teaching impacted teacher perceptions of their confidence and self-efficacy 

in their craft.  

Research Question 3 

Research Question 3 was stated as follows: What are the perceptions of teachers 

regarding the impact and value of project-based learning as they implement PBL? Data to aid 

me in answering this research question were derived from both the survey and the interviews 

of teacher participants. I asked survey participants two open-ended questions. The first 

question asked why the teachers had participated in the project-based learning professional 

development. The second question addressed their perspectives regarding the perceived 

impact of their training upon their students. I used emergent coding to see what themes came 

from the open-ended responses.  

Why participate in formal training. When survey participants were asked why they 

decided to participate in formal training, those in the first administration of the survey 

predominately indicated they were participating in the training out of a desire to “learn and 

grow as a professional.” Another predominate theme was captured in responses that indicated 

that teachers participated because they were asked by their administrators to do so because 

this training was a school or district initiative. A few teachers indicated that they hoped this 

was a way to engage or motivate students. One teacher commented that she hoped “this will 

help our test scores.” 

In the second administration of the survey, which occurred a year after the first, the 

predominate theme concerning why teachers had participated in PBL training was their 

desire to enhance the classroom experience for students. Teachers explanations for why they 
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had participated in the training included the following: “to enhance my classroom instruction 

and deepen the real work learning of my students,” and “I thought that it would be a great 

tool for incorporating real world situations into the classroom.” This theme was followed in 

prevalence by the teachers’ assertion of their desire to learn and grow professionally. Several 

participants reported a desire to learn that was illustrated well in the statement from the 

teacher who wrote, “I wanted to learn about how I could engage my students in authentic, 

critical thinking, relevant learning experiences.” Finally, the theme that administrators had 

asked or required the teachers to participate emerged.  

Impact to students. When asked what perceived impact this professional 

development would have on their students, the strongest theme among participants in the first 

administration of the survey was that they believed that the training would increase 

engagement and make learning enjoyable. Several respondents used the words fun or 

enjoyable, as illustrated in these quotes. “I think it will make the classroom more fun and 

invigorating for the students,” and “I feel that PBL will impact both my students and I 

positively and provide a different way of teaching/learning that is enjoyable for all of us.” 

Another theme that emerged from the analysis of responses to this question was the 

belief that students and teachers would grow as a result of the implementation of project-

based learning. Several participants also indicated that PBL would increase student 

ownership of learning and promote collaboration, problem solving and critical thinking. 

“Students will be more engaged, have more ownership of their results, knowledge will be 

greater because of the trial and error process…,” wrote one teacher. Three participants 

indicated they were unsure of the impact.  
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In the second administration of the survey, the overwhelming theme that emerged 

was the belief among participants that the implementation of PBL would make students more 

active and engaged in learning. This theme was illustrated in statements like “Students are 

more engaged and have more buy-in and creativity with PBL,” and “My students are more 

engaged. They are learning how to think critically, problem solve, and collaborate in small 

groups.” One participant responded that he/she perceived that implementing project-based 

learning increased skill gaps in his/her students.  

As was noted earlier, in addition to the two open-ended survey questions, I completed 

five interviews that included questions that provided data for Research Question 3. I asked 

participants seven related questions, analyzed their responses, and the results are reported 

below. The content is organized under 7 sub-subheadings consistent with the 7 interview 

items associated with Research Question 3 (Table 6). 

Factors that supported or hindered the implementation of PBL.  Following the 

interviews with the five teachers, I determined that 5 elements emerged as factors that 

supported or hindered the implementation of project-based learning. Prior experience, time to 

plan and implement, professional training and coaching, making projects relevant, and 

flexibility emerged as the dominant factors needed for successful implementation of PBL.  

 Prior training or utilization of student-centered tenets incorporated in project-based 

learning supported implementation efforts. Teacher A and Teacher D reported that the formal 

training they attended reinforced instructional practices they were currently using in the 

classroom, thus aiding the implementation of PBL units. Teachers A and D were the only 

interviewees who reported that they consistently use PBL projects in their classrooms. 

Teacher D had previously been trained by the Buck Institute, and Teacher A self-reported 
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that she used projects often in her teaching prior to formal training and the training just 

helped her in planning and implementing PBL units. She stated, “I kind of taught in a PBL 

style [even though] I never called it PBL...I totally get this, and it works in my classroom 

already.” These teachers reported having success with implementing units and Teacher A 

implemented two big PBL projects and two mini projects each semester. Teacher D stated 

she incorporated PBL daily in her classroom stating, “Time is what you make it. With PBL, 

it is so easy to incorporate in your daily lessons. I don’t have a specific PBL time because 

PBL is every day.” Although Teacher D spoke about time not being a factor that hindered the 

implementation of project-based learning, three of the five teachers interviewed did state it 

was a factor.  

 Time emerged as a factor that could hinder or support implementation of PBL units. 

High quality project-based units take time to plan and time to implement successfully. 

Interviewees discussed 2 ways time impacted the successful implementation of project-based 

learning. Teacher A reported that unforeseen events like hurricanes that closed schools were 

barriers in implementing PBL. Teaching in a high school and dealing with the time 

constraints of a semester-based school calendar make it difficult to implement PBL. She 

stated, “with World History we do 10,000 years of content in 17 weeks with a week for 

review, and I can’t spend as much time on PBL.”  Teacher C reported, “the difficulties [in 

implementing PBL] lie in the fact that we do not have the time to sit down and totally rewrite 

curriculum and the units.” She reported the one PBL activity her team implemented that was 

successful was largely attributed to the fact that her team had two days to plan during the 

summer and two days during the school year to work on the one project. She stated, “I mean, 

can you imagine four full days to plan a two-week project is how long it takes?” Teacher E 
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also stated time to plan was a major factor and support from a team was critical to 

implementing PBL.  

 Formal coaching emerged as a factor that supported implementation of project-based 

learning units.  Along with time that was granted to these cohort teachers during the summer 

to receive professional development and time to plan units, formal coaching was also 

provided one or two times during the year. Teacher B reported she “worked with [her] team 

to make the project a little bit better…the coach came in a couple of times and helped making 

our first PBL go very well.” Teacher C reported, “Of course the training was helpful. It kind 

of gave us the outline… to make sure we were at least having some of those pieces in the 

project as best as we thought we could for the first time.” Teacher E expanded on the training 

and coaching. She stated, with the training, she “gained new perspective and information 

about what PBL is and how to best implement it… [as well as] how to coach and support 

teachers as they implement it in their classrooms.” She specifically cited the formal training 

and coaching supports as factors supported the implementation of PBL.  

 Making units relevant to students emerged as a theme regarding factors that help to 

ensure that PBL is successful. Interviewees discussed how kids were more engaged in their 

learning when they could make a direct connection to actual occurrences in their lives and 

the lives of others. Teacher A stated, “letting kids choose their topics …helped.” She also 

stated letting kids choose modern topics that relate to her content and choosing mediums to 

showcase their work made a difference in her classroom. She stated, “I know [students] don’t 

get excited about scantrons or online testing, but they will remember a podcast [they 

created].” Teacher B felt student buy-in was absolutely crucial to the success of PBL. She 

stated that her first PBL unit was much more successful than her second. She noted she 



 

 82 

completed her second unit towards the, “end of the year and the students were starting to 

check out.” Teacher C described how her kids really enjoyed their first PBL unit as the 

teachers taught a story they could connect to the Iditarod race, which they could follow as 

they read the story. She stated students, “could connect the race with what we were doing.” 

Finally, Teacher E stated that her kindergarten and first grade teachers struggled the most 

with implementing PBL because they struggled to make it relevant and struggled with 

“scaling it down so that the tasks are developmentally appropriate for the children.”   

 Finally, flexibility emerged as a factor that inhibited or supported the implementation 

of project-based learning. Teachers A, D, and E implemented more than 2 PBL units 

following formal training. Both opined that flexibility in selecting content aided their efforts. 

Teacher D stated she is “able to choose what subjects [she] wanted to incorporate.” She 

asserted this was a big part of why she was successful implementing PBL. Similarly, Teacher 

A discussed how she gives students a variety of topics to work on to cover her World History 

curriculum. She stated that she has “high school freshmen tying the ‘Me Too’ movement to 

the suffragists movement…We have students working on the opioid crises and we relate that 

the opium explosion in China…and the English exploiting the country during the reign of 

Queen Victoria.” Teacher E discussed how her team of teachers began with one thematic 

project-based unit on equity and how the students were so engaged in the unit that “one PBL 

lead into another…” She stated that several “different standards have been addressed” 

because her teachers have the flexibility to instruct using PBL units. 

 Teacher C would have liked more flexibility in the implementation of PBL. She 

stated that students “have to be able to pass an EOG, so I feel like I have to have reading 

groups and to me those elements [hinder] trying to do a project in the classroom.”  
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Collegial support. During the interviews, descriptions of two types of collegial 

support emerged—school level support and grade level support. School level support is 

defined as materials, resources, and encouragement provided by administrators and teachers 

from other grade levels or content areas. Grade level support is defined as planning units and 

encouragement provided by teachers on grade level teams who have common planning times. 

Teacher A and Teacher E discussed how their schools had embraced teachers from the 

cohorts who were implementing units by volunteering to participate as authentic audience 

members at the end of units. Teacher A stated teachers in her school seemed very supportive 

of her as she implemented project-based learning units and that they were always willing to 

assist her by providing an audience when students gave presentations. However, none of the 

teachers in her professional learning community (PLC) used this type of pedagogy. She 

stated, “one…does more gamification type lessons.”  Teacher E also indicated that her 

invitation to teachers to be part of the culminating events at the end of a PBL unit allowed 

teachers who did not participate to formal training to be exposed to PBL.   

 Teachers B, C, and D asserted that grade level support was important, but often 

lacking, in the implementation of project-based learning. Teacher B explained her current 

grade-level team did not have “a lot of buy-in.” She cited teacher turnover as one reason. 

Since formal training, “there have been three different teachers in [one of her grade-level] 

positions and none of them are on board with PBL.” Behaviors from her other team mate she 

quotes have been beneficial to the implementation were sharing thoughts about the PBL unit 

and implementing the unit “where the other teachers will go into their rooms and do 

something completely different.” She also believes the teachers on her team did not have a 
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strong science background; thus, much of the work for the project-based learning units was 

placed on her.  

 Teacher C shared similar experiences with limited collegial support but expanded her 

comments to include test scores. She stated teachers who “think certain ways naturally” are 

more prone to plan and continue implementing projects; however, she stated that teachers 

with good test scores “don’t do projects in their classroom.” The team did not continue 

regularly planning units after the first year of implementation.  

 Teacher D worked on a 3-teacher team and described her team mates as very 

supportive. She discussed how the team worked together to differentiate units for higher-

level learners and lower-level learners. She also stated because of prior training in project-

based learning, she could plan units easily and with little effort. She stated the willingness of 

her colleagues to “sit down and talk a unit out is really what makes our units better.”  

Administrative support. All teachers interviewed indicated that their administrators 

were supportive. Every interviewee indicated that their administrators encouraged them to 

attend the formal training and implement project-based learning units in their classroom.  

However, among the interviews, only two specific examples of administrative support were 

provided.  Teachers B, D, and E stated their administrators helped them acquire resources. 

Teacher B stated her administrators “participate on student panels…and they help get 

resources that we need.” Teacher D stated if she went to her administrator and asked him, “he 

would be more than willing to move around things to get us the items we need.” Teacher E 

also stated if she or her team “have asked or wanted to go to training, [her administrator] has 

made that happen.”  
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 All of the teachers whom I interviewed believed their administrators supported their 

implementation of project-based learning by simply encouraging teachers to try to implement 

the innovation. Teacher C qualified this observation somewhat by noting that she felt her 

administrator was sending “mixed messages.” She described how her administrator had 

encouraged her team members to participate in formal PBL, training but also noted that 

during their team meetings she had them review test scores, discussed test prep. Teacher C 

summed up by saying “it is kinda two different worlds.”  She described later in the interview 

a conversation with her principal and team in which she was assigned 2 conflicting tasks. She 

stated “in an ideal situation, PBL would just be the way we teach everything…holistically 

and integrated.”  

Impact upon students. When I asked if the interviewees had observed any changes 

in students, the overwhelming response was positive. Teachers indicated how they noticed 

student behaviors changing during the implementation of units. Teacher B described how her 

students enjoyed the “hands-on” aspects of the PBL unit by the end, but they struggled with 

this inquiry-based model at the beginning. She ascribed these difficulties to the fact that 

students have never been asked to learn this way and students were “more whiney” when not 

“given the answers and being told this is the wrong way and this is the right way.”  

Other participants were more positive about the impact of PBL implementation upon 

their students. Teacher A discussed how students “get more involved in the information” and 

that she observed that they have a better understanding of the content they are learning. 

Teacher C stated students “love it…there is just no question.” She noted they loved seeing 

the teachers work and teach together. Teacher D discussed how implementing project-based 

learning units brings excitement in the classroom and she discussed how other teachers and 
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principals would ask her what she was doing in her classroom that was different. She 

believed that the excitement came from “projects—it is not me sitting down and lecturing. It 

is the projects and interactions and collaborations” among students. Finally, Teacher E 

echoed the positive reflections on the effects of PBL among students. She discussed the 

positive impact that project-based learning units have on student behavior. She discussed 

how implementing a unit in a room where there were several students with behavior 

problems had helped. She stated that students “feel like they have a responsibility to the team 

they are working with to complete their projects.” She credits the improvement in behavior 

and quality of work to this sense of responsibility.  

Impact upon student motivation. Teachers were asked if they observed any impact 

to student motivation from implementing project-based learning units. Student motivation 

was defined by a student’s eagerness or willingness to complete tasks without teacher 

redirection. Four out of the five teachers interviewed shared student motivation to complete 

work increased when they were implementing project-based learning units.  

Teachers A, and D perceived a noticeable increase in student motivation and 

attributed the increase to the fact that project-based learning is a “hands on” pedagogical 

approach to learning. Teacher A stated that PBL gives students “buy-in.” She discussed how 

project-based learning moves a student from compliance to active learning as it helps them to 

“see why we are learning” the content. Likewise, Teacher D asserted that students are 

invested in project-based learning units because they are not “sitting down and reading 

passages every day or completing EOG prep.” Teacher E noted relating content to “real 

world situations” increased student motivation. Teacher C stated the students were highly 

motivated, but she noticed “advanced learners had trouble with [PBL] because it wasn’t cut 
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and dried.” She observed the open-ended nature of this approach to instruction proved to be a 

struggle for some; however, she believed that, overall, her students enjoyed the unit.  

Teacher B was less positive about the impact of PBL upon student motivation. She 

expressed that she did not observe an increase in student motivation. She perceived that her 

students performed better when “more teacher instruction was given.” Like Teacher C, she 

discussed that her students had difficulty transitioning to a student-centered approach and 

that she and her students preferred teacher-centered approaches to learning.   

Impact upon student engagement. Overall, teachers reported an increase in student 

engagement while implementing project-based learning units. Teachers in this study 

interpreted engagement as enjoyment, excitement, and active participation in learning.  

Teachers A, C, D, and E noted students were more engaged when teachers 

implemented project-based learning. Teacher A did acknowledge some students struggle 

with project-based learning; however, she stated as she tweaked her projects over time, she 

found she was “getting more student engagement” in learning. She also opined that her 

constant monitoring and “guidance” helped students adapt to project-based learning. Teacher 

C stated her students would ask “when are we doing PBL today.” She noted that her team 

was frequently asked this same question by students because they implemented their unit at 

the end of the day after completing other assignments. She said that listening to student 

conversations with one another was evidence of their “excitement” in completing their unit.  

Teacher B noted students seemed to be more engaged during the implementation of the PBL 

unit because learning was more hands-on, but she also stated that a teacher could implement 

hands-on projects in a class without implementing PBL. Like Teacher C, Teacher D 

observed, when completing “EOG prep, [students] are groaning and unhappy” and she found 
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that students showed more enthusiasm when completing activities within their project-based 

learning unit. She stated also the engagement came from the opportunity to “collaborate” 

with peers. Teacher E also attributed increased levels of engagement to the real-world 

connections that made learning through projects “personal” for her fourth and fifth grade 

students.  

Impact upon student achievement. Regarding the impact of project-based learning 

on student achievement, there was no consistent theme that emerged among the five teachers 

interviewed. Teacher A said that she would prefer that students create “portfolios or 

something where you have to actively show what you know” versus a test where you “read 

and decipher” a question. She further stated that she taught honors classes in which the kids 

were already predicted to score high on standardized assessments. Teacher B stated her end 

of grade scores were lower the year that she implemented PBL units than in prior years, but 

she added she did not know if this pattern of performance was directly linked to the 

implementation of two PBL units. She stated that she also perceived an increase in 

inappropriate student behavior and large class sizes as other factors that potentially could 

have impacted her scores. Teacher C stated she had only implemented one PBL unit and 

could not directly relate that experience to the reason her students’ growth in reading was 

higher than in prior years. Teacher D credits implementing projects as the explanation for 

why her “EOG scores were the highest out of eight classes.” She attributes this performance 

to high levels of engagement. Finally, Teacher E stated, even though she was not looking at 

her data, she did perceive that students had made growth and, like Teacher D, she stated that 

this growth “relates back to the level of engagement and investment” the students have in 

project-based learning.  
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 In summary, Research Question 3 was an examination of how teacher interview 

participants in the study described the impact of their implementation of project-based 

learning one year after formal PBL training. An analysis of their responses to seven interview 

questions enabled me to discern themes in their perspectives about factors that supported and 

hindered project-based learning, as well as how they perceived collegial and administrative 

support while implementing PBL units. Their perceptions regarding the impact of project-

based learning on student motivation, student engagement, and student achievement were 

also analyzed.  

Research Question 4 

Research Question 4 was stated as follows: Do perceived impacts on student 

motivation, engagement, and achievement impact teacher confidence and sense of self 

efficacy as teachers shift to a student-centered model of instruction? I asked participants 

three questions, analyzed their responses, and the results are reported below. The content is 

organized under two sub-subheadings, which align to the interview questions (Table 6). 

While analyzing responses from the first two interview questions I found responses were 

redundant. Because of that, I synthesized and combined the responses for the first two 

questions under the sub-subheading labeled “Impact on teacher confidence and self-

efficacy.” The second sub-subheading comes from the third interview question associated 

with Research Question 4 (Table 6). 

Impact on teacher confidence and self-efficacy.  Following the interviews with five 

teachers, I determined that implementing project-based units increased teacher perceptions of 

confidence and sense of self-efficacy in three of the five teachers interviewed. For purposes 

of this study, teacher confidence and self-efficacy were defined as the belief that 
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implementing PBL made the teacher better at his/her craft and increased student engagement, 

motivation, and achievement respectively. Teacher A, D, and E reported an increase in 

confidence and self-efficacy. Teacher C stated she is unsure if implementing PBL units 

increased her confidence and self-efficacy, and Teacher B believed implementing PBL units 

made her less confident as a teacher.  

A number of the responses to the related interview questions illuminated the beliefs 

of the teachers who were positive about the impact of PBL on their confidence and sense of 

self-efficacy. Teacher A stated implementing project-based units “stretched” her as a teacher 

and that students “appreciate” the hard work that it takes to develop units. She noted former 

students continue to come back to see her and ask what projects her current students are 

completing. She stated she feels that as a teacher she is “getting better” in her craft by using 

PBL units. Teacher D opined that her “confidence is through the roof” as a result of 

instructing through the use of project-based learning units. She stated she has been so 

successful that she has been afforded the opportunity to speak with “teachers across the 

United States” on implementing project-based learning units, as well as the opportunity to be 

featured in a book on how to successfully implement PBL units.  Teacher E expressed 

implementing project-based learning units had “been transformational.” She stated teachers 

on her team have discussed how they “have realized that kids can do so much more than 

expected.” She noted how rewarding it was for teachers on her team to witness “what the 

kids are capable of producing” as a result of implementing PBL units. 

Teacher C voiced uncertainty, saying that she was unsure if implementing PBL 

impacted her confidence or sense of efficacy. She stated, “I want to [incorporate PBL units] 

but I just do not know if I can be successful doing it all year.” This teacher claimed she felt 
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“like I still have to pull reading groups every day, teach test-taking strategies, and I still have 

to do vocabulary and those other pieces.” These were elements of instruction that she opined 

did not lend itself to project-based learning units.  

Teacher B stated although participating in formal project-based learning training has 

helped her “let go of some [elements] of teacher driven instruction,” she does not believe it 

has increased her confidence or sense of self efficacy. She noted the training exposed her of 

another style of teaching but that students “do not want to learn” using a student-centered 

approach.  

Plans for continued use of project-based learning units.  After discussing elements 

that support and hinder the implementation of project-based learning and following the 

discussion of impacts to teacher confidence and sense of self-efficacy, I asked the teacher 

participants whether they intended to continue the use of project-based learning units. Four of 

the five teachers interviewed, Teachers A, C, D, and E, claimed with certainty they would 

continue utilizing this student-centered pedagogical approach. The remaining participant, 

Teacher B, stated that she was unsure as to whether she would continue with this innovation.  

Teacher A stated that PBL “is an excellent way to teach,” but she noted she did not 

believe it was for all teachers. She went on to explain her belief that teachers have to be 

willing to put in the extra planning time to make units successful. She stated that a session 

within a PBL unit “is not just a class, it is an experience.”  Teacher C stated that she and her 

team would continue to utilize the PBL units that they had created through formal training 

and they had decided “to plan another” unit. Her next task was to try and find “the time to do 

it.” Teacher D proclaimed she would implement project-based learning units “forever.” 

When asked to explain further, she stated student-centered approaches were “the way of the 
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future,” as these models promote “critical thinking.” Teacher D expressed these were the 

skills students needed in the future to be successful, but she worried that teachers in North 

Carolina would not buy in because of an emphasis on test scores.  

Teacher E avowed that she is invested in project-based learning. She also noted her 

school was becoming an International Baccalaureate (IB) school. The creation of units that 

center around “inquiry” is part of the process of becoming an IB school. She stated that 

teachers in her school who have had formal training in PBL have the methodology “ingrained 

in them” and those who have not had the formal training are beginning to “dabble” with the 

PBL approach. 

As was noted in the introduction to this subsection, Teacher B stated she is unsure of 

continuing to employ project-based learning in her classroom. At the time of the interview, 

she was weighing whether or not she would try to implement another PBL unit with a new 

group of students. She continued to express doubts about the impact of PBL on students’ 

performance; she said again she was not sure if utilizing project-based learning could be the 

sole reason that her end-of-year test scores declined. She stated that if her scores, which 

“have been high” in the past, drop again, she “probably will not do project-based learning.”  

Summary 

The results of this mixed-methods study revealed how teachers in one rural district 

perceived the impact of implementing project-based learning. The study focused on four 

research questions; data through which to answer these questions was acquired through a 

teacher survey and teacher interviews. The survey involved a pre-post design. I first used the 

instrument to assess how teachers perceived the impact and value of this teaching 
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methodology before formal training in PBL occurred. I administered the survey again after a 

year of implementation of PBL by the original participants.  

Overall, results from the survey indicated that teachers responded positively 

regarding central elements needed to implement project-based learning. The survey results 

also disclosed that the belief that students should learn to think critically, problem solve and 

work collaboratively had increased statistically significantly after a year of PBL 

implementation. Teacher ratings of other survey statements that described beliefs about 

tenets of PBL for many demographic sub sets did not change significantly from the pre- to 

post-administration of the survey. However, participants that selected the content area 

“other” participants who were unsure if they were working in a Title I school, and 

participants who had been previously trained in project-based learning did show a 

statistically significant change from the pre-to the post-administration. Analysis of the survey 

results also indicated that teacher demographics may be related to teacher beliefs regarding 

the core practices of project-based learning.  

Five teachers who participated in formal training and then implemented project-based 

learning units were interviewed for this study. One participant was from a high school, one 

participant was from a middle school, and three participants worked in elementary schools. 

Of the five teachers interviewed, three worked at Title I schools. Participants were asked 10 

questions regarding their perceptions of the impact and value of project-based learning and 

how the implementation of PBL units impacted their confidence and sense of self-efficacy. 

Results from these teacher interviews outlined factors that inhibit and facilitate the 

implementation of project-based learning. The analyses of these qualitative data also aided 

me in determining if utilizing project-based learning increased teacher confidence and 
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teacher self-efficacy. Three out of the five teachers interviewed saw positive impacts from 

implementing project-based learning units. One teacher was unsure about the impacts of PBL 

and one teacher indicated that she was not likely to continue using project-based learning 

units in her classroom.  
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION 

Chapter Introduction 

Chapter 5 provides a discussion of the findings have been detailed in Chapter 4. The 

conclusions I have drawn from the study are addressed. I have also articulated the 

implications of these findings for policymakers and practitioners. I conclude with the 

limitations of the study and with recommendations for future research.  

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to examine how Crawley County Schools, a rural 

district in Eastern North Carolina, implemented a project-based learning initiative; I explored 

teachers’ perceptions of the impact and value of this teaching methodology before and after 

professional training and during implementation. The study further examined whether 

teacher perceptions regarding the impact and value of core practices of project-based learning 

are related to school socio-economic conditions, teacher years of experience, the content or 

grade level in which the teacher works, and prior training of teachers in project-based 

learning design. The study also examined factors that hinder and facilitate the 

implementation of project-based learning, as well as the perceived impact of PBL on student 

motivation, engagement, achievement, teacher confidence, and teacher self-efficacy.  

Project-based learning is a student-centered instructional model that positions the 

teacher as a facilitator and students as active participants in learning. To carry out this study, 

I surveyed teachers about their beliefs regarding core practices central to project-based 

learning before they received professional training. In order to ascertain if there had been a 

shift in these beliefs after implementing the model in the classroom setting, I surveyed 

participants again regarding their beliefs about these practices one year later.  
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I assessed the demographic data of teachers and employed correlational statistics to 

determine if their beliefs about PBL and their demographics were related. To explore teacher 

perspectives about Project-Based Learning in greater depth, I interviewed five teacher 

participants who attended professional training and implemented PBL units in their 

classrooms. The interview protocol enabled me to assess their perspectives on how 

administrative and collegial supports hindered or facilitated the implementation of project-

based learning. I also assessed participant perspectives regarding the impact of their 

instruction on student motivation, student engagement, and student achievement while 

utilizing this student-centered instructional model.  Finally, I assessed how teachers 

perceived the experience to impact their confidence and sense of efficacy as teachers.  

Summary of Findings 

Findings from the responses to the two surveys were analyzed. To gain deeper 

insights into teacher perspectives about the implementation of project-based learning, I 

analyzed the emergent themes from an examination of responses to two open-ended 

questions on the surveys and responses to prompts during five teacher interviews. The study 

used the four research questions listed below. 

1. What are the perceptions of teachers regarding the impact and value of teaching 

practices that are core to project-based learning before formal PBL training and 

one-year implementation of PBL? 

2. Are the perceptions of teachers regarding the impact and value of teaching 

practices that are core to project-based learning related to: 

a. Grade level 

b. Content taught 
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c. Teachers years of experience 

d. School socioeconomic status 

e. Previous training in PBL 

3. What are the perceptions of teachers regarding the impact and value of project- 

based learning as they implement PBL? 

a. Which factors facilitate implementation? 

b. Which factors inhibit implementation? 

c. What impacts occur upon the motivation of students? 

d. What impacts occur upon the engagement of students? 

e. What impacts occur upon the achievement of students? 

4. Do perceived impacts on student motivation, engagement, and achievement 

impact teacher confidence and sense of self efficacy as teachers shift to a student-

centered model of instruction? 

Research Question 1 addressed the perceptions of the value and impact of core 

practices of project-based learning before formal training and one year following 

implementation of project-based learning units. A survey protocol that included 13 belief 

statements was used in each of these two administrations to gather data for this research 

question. A quantitative analysis revealed that teachers overall agreed with the core practices 

central to project-based learning before formal training and a year after implementation. 

Further analysis of the data revealed the belief students should learn to think critically, work 

collaboratively and problem solve had the highest mean score in both administrations of the 

survey. The belief it is the role of the teacher to decide the pacing of content in the classroom 

had the lowest mean score in both administrations of the survey. Additional analysis of the 
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data revealed means for only one belief statement had a statistically significant change from 

the first survey to the second survey: the belief that students should learn to think critically, 

work collaboratively, and problem solve in the classroom. It is important to note there was 

some attrition of participants between the administration of the two surveys.  

Research Question 2 addressed the issue of whether teacher perceptions regarding the 

impact and value of project-based learning were related to their demographic characteristics. 

The survey protocol asked participants to identify the grade levels they taught, the content 

they taught, their years of teaching experience, the socioeconomic status of the schools they 

served, and previous training in project-based learning in which they had participated. 

Responses to the survey protocol were disaggregated by demographic subset and an analysis 

of mean scores was completed for each administration of the survey. Correlational analysis 

revealed three demographic subsets had a statistically significant change. Those subsets were 

participants who identified themselves as “other” in response to the teaching content item; 

this meant they were instructional coaches or central office staff. The other two subsets were 

participants who were “unsure” if their school was a Title I school, and participants who had 

previously been trained in project-based learning.  

Research Question 3 examined five teachers’ perceptions regarding the impact and 

value of PBL as they implemented the units in their classrooms. I addressed this research 

question by using open-ended items on the survey and an interview protocol to dig deeper 

into teacher perspectives and beliefs. I analyzed the two open-ended survey questions to see 

how participants perceived the need for the professional development and the impact to 

students before formal training and again after a year of implementation. Seven items in the 

interview protocol were also used to gather data for this research question.  
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The open-ended items on the survey asked teachers why they participated in formal 

training and what they perceived to be the impacts of implementing project-based learning. 

Survey 1 results revealed teachers initially signed up for the training to learn and grow as a 

professional and implementing PBL would make learning fun and enjoyable. Survey 2 

results revealed enhancing the classroom experience and making learning more active and 

students more engaged were the major themes of participant responses. With regard to the 

interview responses, a qualitative analysis revealed five factors that supported or hindered the 

implementation of project-based learning. Teachers perceived prior training in student-

centered models, time for planning, formal coaching, relevant units, and flexibility were all 

factors that supported successful implementation of project-based learning units. Likewise, 

support from colleagues and administrators was noted as necessary for the implementation of 

PBL. The lack of support or resources, such as time to plan, were described as factors that 

hindered the implementation of project-based learning.  Analysis of the interviews revealed 

teachers perceived two different types of collegial support needed to implement project-

based learning. Teachers perceived school level and grade level support was needed to 

successfully implement project-based learning units. School level support emerged as 

materials, resources, and encouragement from administrators and other staff in the building. 

Grade level support was articulated as teachers collectively planning and encouraging one 

another through the implementation process. The absence of school and the absence of grade 

level support were identified as elements that hindered project-based learning.  

Finally, four out of five teachers noted implementing project-based learning 

positively impacted student motivation and engagement. An analysis of the interview 
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responses did not produce a consistent theme regarding whether implementing project-based 

learning had a positive or negative impact on student achievement.  

Research Question 4 assessed whether the perceived impacts to student motivation, 

engagement, and achievement had an impact on teacher confidence and sense of self-

efficacy. This question was also addressed utilizing the interview protocol that also provided 

data for Research Question 3. An analysis of teacher responses revealed three of the five 

teachers believed their confidence and self-efficacy had increased. One teacher was unsure of 

how implementing the PBL units had impacted her and one teacher did not perceive 

implementation of project-based learning increased her confidence and sense of efficacy 

from the implementation of project-based learning.  

Discussion of the Study Findings 

Project-based learning is a student-centered instructional model that requires a change 

in mindset, classroom structures, and culture (Grant, 2002; Dole, Bloom, & Kowalske, 

2016). Proponents of educational reform assert instructional models should move from 

traditional methods to student-centered models such as project-based learning.  However, it is 

arguable that policy developments regarding standardized testing like the No Child Left 

Behind Act (NCLB) promote instructional methods that are “often used to drill students and 

monitor mastery” (Schoen & Fusarelli, 2008, p. 188). Accountability policies place pressures 

on schools and districts to perform well on standardized assessments. This study sought to 

identify how teachers perceived this shift in instructional delivery and to capture their 

perspectives about the impact on student motivation, engagement, and achievement as well 

as the impact on teacher confidence and self-efficacy.  
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Discussion of Quantitative Findings 

The quantitative portion of this study found teacher beliefs regarding core practices 

that are necessary to implement PBL were positive prior to formal training. The belief the 

teacher must shift and act as a facilitator is the first item Grant and Hill (2006) identified as a 

factor that impacted the shift to student-centered instructional models. Teachers in the current 

study were largely positive in their ratings of survey statements that asserted interdisciplinary 

units are more relevant, and that PBL allows teachers to integrate several subjects and not 

teach content in isolation. This comports with research by Dole, Bloom, and Kowalske 

(2016) in which teachers shared project-based learning had allowed them to “integrate many 

subject areas, skills, and concepts throughout the projects” (n.p.). 

Teachers in the present study also largely agreed with the statement students should 

work collaboratively in the classroom. Instructional models such as PBL help students learn 

to work collaboratively (Grier, et.al, 2008). The need to have voice in learning, as well as the 

student’s ability to reflect and receive feedback on learning, also received positive responses 

on the survey prior to formal training. In PBL environments, students are encouraged to 

make “choices about how they work and what they create” (Larmer & Mergendoller, 2011, 

n.p.). In my study, the belief students should learn to think critically, work collaboratively, 

and problem solve in the classroom received the highest score. Larmer, Mergendooller, and 

Boss (2015) posit “the fundamental ability to think critically, solve problems, work with 

others and manage oneself and one’s own work are crucial stepping stones to future success” 

(p. 2). The lowest score for a belief statement in the initial survey was for the statement it is 

the role of the teacher to decide the pacing of content in the classroom. Many proponents of 
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PBL often assert relevant content, along with student inquiry and collaborative problem 

solving, are essential elements to a PBL unit (Grant, 2002; Thomas, 2000). 

Several factors are worth consideration as one reflects upon the results of the first 

implementation of this study’s survey. The first survey was administered to 100 participants 

who voluntarily signed up for the professional development in project-based learning. This 

may account for why the results surrounding beliefs core for the implementation of project-

based learning are uniformly positive. It is also widely agreed critical thinking and problem 

solving are higher order thinking skills needed by students in order to be successful in the 

future (Cervantes, Hemmer, & Kouzekanani, 2015; Larmer & Mergendoller, 2010; Larmer, 

Mergendoller, & Boss, 2015; Tamim & Grant, 2013). The prevalence of this perspective may 

also have been a factor in the positive ratings on the first survey. The statement regarding 

content and pacing, while having a mean rating of 2.8 on the scale of 1-4, may have received 

the lowest score because the statement can be interpreted in different ways. Some may have 

interpreted it as meaning the teacher does not have control of the pacing of content, since 

many districts and schools utilize pacing guides or programs to ensure the full body of 

content is adequately covered during the school year. It may also have been interpreted that 

sustained student inquiry, rather than the teacher’s timing, drives the pace of content.  

The second survey yielded very little change in results regarding the beliefs of 

teachers around core principles needed to implement project-based learning. The belief 

students should learn to think critically, work collaboratively, and problem solve in the 

classroom remained the highest score, and the belief it was the role of the teacher to decide 

the pacing of content in the classroom remained the lowest scoring statement.  
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From the first to the second administration of the survey, the ratings for all but four 

belief statements in the survey rose, though with the exception of one, these changes were 

not statistically significant. The mean rating of the belief statement the teacher was 

comfortable transitioning traditional units into PBL units that would take more than a few 

days to complete had a slight drop in mean score, although the difference was not statistically 

significant. The belief colleagues and administration would support the teacher during the 

implementation of PBL units dropped from a mean score of 3.53 to 3.3. Again, although not 

statistically different in the study, it is important to note Cervantes, Hemmer and 

Kouzekanani (2015) cited leadership as a key to the successful implementation of project-

based learning initiatives. Lam, Cheng and Choy (2010) hypothesized school support 

indirectly impacted teacher attitude for future persistence and teacher motivation. The mean 

rating for the belief statement PBL is not a fad dropped, although the change was not 

statistically significant. Similarly, the mean rating for the belief statement instruction should 

be student-centered dropped, although the change was not statistically significant.  

The belief statement that students should learn to think critically, work 

collaboratively, and problem solve in the classroom not only received the highest mean rating 

in the initial survey; it was the only statement whose rating increased significantly from the 

first administration of the survey to the second administration. In their case study of teachers 

implementing project-based learning, Tamim and Grant (2013) noted critical thinking was a 

skill teachers reported their students acquired following the implementation of project-based 

learning.  

This study sought to add to the body of research that addresses whether teacher 

demographics are related to beliefs about the implementation of project-based learning. Items 
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regarding grade level taught, content taught, teacher years of experience, the school 

socioeconomic status, and whether the teacher had previous training in project-based learning 

were included in both administrations of the survey. These tested set of demographics 

showed three demographic subsets did yield statistically significant differences between 

teacher demographics and beliefs regarding core principles needed to implement project-

based learning.  

In their study of teachers’ perceptions of various teaching methodologies, including 

project-based learning, Habok and Nagy (2016) found all grade levels reported using PBL, 

although it was not the most favored instructional pedagogy at any level. They also reported 

that secondary teachers responded to using PBL less frequently than primary grade teachers. 

Participation in the professional development opportunity that was the focus of the current 

study was voluntary. 50 percent of respondents in the first survey of this study were from 

elementary schools, 24 percent were from middle schools, and 21 percent were from high 

schools. Just over 45 percent of the respondents on the second survey were from elementary 

schools, 29.03 percent were from middle school and 22.55 percent were from high school. It 

seems to support that elementary teachers are more likely to adopt project-based learning. 

The extant research does not give much information on whether project-based 

learning lends itself more readily to one content area than others. My research may offer a 

few limited insights. Keeping in mind once more that participation in the current study was 

voluntary, I found, similar to Habok and Nagy (2016), that teaching concentration ratios 

among participants were highest in elementary during both submissions of the survey, with 

37.5% of respondents teaching elementary content in Survey 1 and 38.7% of respondents 

teaching elementary content in Survey 2. Participants who reported teaching science courses 
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were the second largest content group who participated in Survey 1, making up 20.83% and 

were the third largest reporting content group in Survey 2, with 13% of respondents 

indicating they taught sciences. The second largest reported group in Survey 2 was 

participants who indicated they taught social studies. This group made up 19.35% of 

respondents in Survey 2, whereas this content group only made up 8.33% of the sample on 

the first survey. 

Research does suggest PBL facilitates integration of content and several studies 

highlight the use of PBL in science and STEM (science, technology, engineering and math) 

courses (Grier, et. al, 2008; Mong, 2013; Robinson, Dailey, Hughes, & Cotabish, 2014). This 

may help to explain why science was the second highest reported content group in Survey 1 

and the third highest reported content group in Survey 2. The integration of content may also 

be why teachers of elementary had a higher response rate than those in secondary schools, as 

most elementary teachers teach (and arguably integrate more extensively) multiple subjects, 

while most secondary teachers teach single subjects.  

This study did find participants who marked themselves as “other” (instructional 

coaches or central office support staff) on the teaching content item showed a statistically 

significant change from the first survey to the second. This may have been because they 

experienced the implementation of project-based learning in a support role and not as the 

actual teacher in this classroom.  

Existing literature does not provide much information on whether teachers’ years of 

experience have an impact on their readiness or willingness to implement project-based 

learning units. This study did not offer any additional insights into the topic. The mean scores 
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for teacher beliefs from this study had very little range and no statistically significant 

correlational value with beliefs associated with project-based learning.  

Authors such as Alfie Kohn (2002) have published articles supporting the notion that 

legislated policies focusing on standardized testing and closing the achievement gap for poor 

and minority students may indirectly breed a more systematic use of pedagogical approaches, 

often in commercially packaged frameworks, concentrating instruction at the lower end of 

scales such as Bloom’s taxonomy. These types of approaches inhibit integration across 

content and the implementation of project-based learning units.  

This study did find a statistical correlation between teacher ratings on the survey 

belief statements and the instances where teachers checked they were unsure if their school 

was a Title I school. This may be because some participants may have been central office 

staff and supported multiple schools and not just Title I schools. Otherwise, the 

socioeconomic status of the schools in which the teachers taught while implementing PBL 

units did have a statistically significant correlation. Perhaps more research on whether the 

school was low-performing would provide more insight into this demographic component.  

Finally, research suggests that openness of a teacher to professional learning 

opportunities may be influenced by previous professional experiences (Rogers et al. 2011). 

This part of the study did illuminate teachers who had been previously trained in project-

based learning showed a statistically significant change in beliefs after a year of 

implementation. Fogarty and Pete (2017) posit previous experience, knowledge, and beliefs 

can influence what one learns during professional development. It seems logical that such 

factors would, in turn, influence how one would perceive implementation of such 

professional learning. Page, Pendergraft, & Wilson (2014) summarized Albert Bandura’s 
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Social Learning Theory, stating “previous experiences, training and environment” can 

influence the degree to which a person believes that she/he can do the job (p. 32). 

The second survey was administered at the end of the school year following formal 

training and implementation of project-based learning. Although respondents were 

representative of the initial group of participants as outlined in Chapter 4, only 31 

participants completed the survey. This needs to be considered when one ponders the 

implications of the change in mean scores between the two administrations of the survey.  

Discussion of Qualitative Findings 

The qualitative portion of this study sought deeper and richer insights into teacher 

perceptions about factors that aided and hindered implementation of project-based learning. 

Among other queries, the qualitative elements of the study assessed the importance of 

collegial and administrative supports, as well as the questions of whether the implementation 

of project-based learning had an impact on student motivation, engagement, or achievement. 

The study also sought to identify the impacts of implementing a student-centered 

instructional model on teacher confidence and self-efficacy.  

Data were derived from participant responses to two open-ended survey questions 

and from the responses of five teachers in a researcher-designed interview protocol. The first 

open-ended survey question asked participants why they were participating in the 

professional development opportunity. In the first survey, the most predominate theme that 

emerged from participants is they had a desire to learn and grow professionally. This is 

supported by andragogy, or adult learning theory. Knowles (1973) describes in his theory 

that adults direct their own leaning. This theme was followed by that of participants reporting 

they were asked by administrators to participate in the professional development. Huberman, 
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Duffy, Mason, Zester and O’Day (2016) found “leaders can influence beliefs…by providing 

professional learning opportunities” (p. 4). The final significant theme was the desire of 

teacher participants to increase student outcomes such as engagement, motivation, and 

achievement. Student-centered instructional models promote this type of delivery will 

increase engagement, motivation, and achievement (Dewey, 1938; Parker et al., 2013; Pierce, 

2018).  

In the second survey, the themes shifted. The predominate themes in the second 

admission of the survey were participants a) chose to participate in the professional 

development to enhance the classroom experience, b) were prompted by the desire to grow 

professionally, and c) were asked by administrators to pursue the PBL training. One could 

posit the greater prevalence of interest in enhancing the classroom experience is because of 

the noted increase in student engagement and motivation reported in this study as well as 

other studies (Bell, 2010; Dole, Bloom, & Kowalske, 2016; Larmer & Mergendoller, 2011).  

The second open-ended question asked participants to describe their perceived 

impacts upon students as a result of participating in PBL training. The predominate theme in 

the first survey, which occurred prior to the first year of implementation, was the belief 

among participants they would be able to increase engagement and joy in learning, followed 

by a sense that they would be able to enhance student ownership and engagement. This 

supports John Dewey’s work where he posits learning is “immediately enjoyable” when 

students are active in experiential learning (Dewey, 1938, p. 27). 

The second administration of the survey showed teachers predominantly perceived 

implementing project-based learning made students more active and engaged in learning. 
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Felder and Brent (2017) describe that the student-centered models “include active, 

cooperative/team-based, inquire-based, project-based, and problem-based learning” (n.p.). 

In responding to the interview questions, three out of five participants reported 

positive experiences with implementing project-based learning; however, another teacher 

was uncertain about continuing to utilize the instructional model. The remaining teacher 

participant reported she would probably not continue using project-based learning as a mode 

of instructional delivery.  

This study revealed several elements that hinder or support the implementation of 

project-based learning. Consistent with survey findings that disclosed a statistical correlation 

between teacher beliefs related to project-based learning and prior training in project-based 

learning, prior training emerged in the interviews as an element that supported 

implementation. The two teachers who had previous professional development in student-

centered methods implemented more PBL units than those who had not. Tamim and Grant 

(2013) assert sustained professional development and adequate access to resources are 

required for teachers to successfully implement PBL units.  

Time was another factor teachers described as impacting the implementation of PBL. 

Teachers in this study consistently asserted time, including the time needed to plan project-

based units and the time needed to implement project-based learning units, was a factor that, 

depending on its availability, hindered or supported facilitation. Time for teachers to 

collaborate and plan is a resource Larmer and Mergendoller (2010) cite as a necessity if PBL 

is to be implemented effectively. The teacher in this study who was unsure of how she felt 

about continuing to implement PBL recounted that her team had four full days to plan a two-
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week project, but teachers do not routinely have the time to do that level of planning. Mong 

(2013) highlighted teachers valued time to collaborate with peers while creating PBL units. 

Formal coaching emerged as a factor supporting the implementation of project-based 

learning. Lamar and Mergendoller (2011) list professional development and coaching as one 

of the five attributes of schools where teachers are successfully implementing project-based 

learning units. The teachers interviewed in my study discussed how the support from the 

coaching visits aided the implementation of their PBL units.  

Making units relevant to students emerged as an element that supported or hindered 

the implementation. Teachers in this study reported kids were more engaged and bought into 

the lesson when using project-based learning rather than more traditional instructional 

methods. Utilizing project-based learning to make content relevant creates a “greater 

understanding of a topic, deeper learning, higher-level reading, and increased motivation to 

learn” (Bell, 2010, p. 39). When students see learning as relevant, they are more engaged and 

more likely to retain what they have learned (Dole, Bloom, & Kowalske, 2016). 

Flexibility emerged as a factor that inhibited or supported the implementation of 

project-based learning. Teachers who felt free to integrate content standards and have 

flexibility in how they were expected to teach reported more success with project-based 

learning. Dole, Bloom, and Kowalske (2016) note district expectations such as pacing guides 

and standardized test scores may serve as obstacles that have to be surmounted when teachers 

are implementing PBL. Lam, Cheng, and Choy found in their 2010 study that schools who 

were supportive of a teacher’s “autonomy” were more likely to experience successful 

implementation of project-based learning (p. 493).  
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Cervantes, Hemmer, and Kouzekanani (2015) cited leadership as a key to the 

successful implementation of project-based learning initiatives. They posit leaders should 

consider how they provide “flexibility in areas such as hiring practices, budget, curriculum, 

policies, programs, facilities, and school operations to support PBL” (p. 64).   

Collegial and administrative support seemed to play a pivotal role in the success of 

implementation in the current study, especially with teachers who had not received prior 

training in project-based learning. Teachers in this study who reported they would continue 

to use PBL cited strong collegial support from their teammates and the school. The teacher 

who indicated she probably will not continue implementing project-based learning units 

reported she did not have consistent support from her grade level team. Mong (2013) 

discusses how peer support is an important component of successful professional 

development when a school or district implements PBL. Lam, Cheng, and Choy (2010) 

found strong statistical correlations between successful implementation of project-based 

learning and indicators that teachers felt supported. Teachers in this study all indicated their 

administrators were supportive and encouraged them to attend the professional training to 

implement project-based learning. Providing resources and participating as authentic 

audience members for project presentations were cited as examples of such support. One 

teacher, however, reported her administrator was “sending mixed messages” by focusing 

heavily on standardized test scores. This teacher was unsure if she would continue utilizing 

project-based learning.  

 The study also illuminated the fact that even though teachers may largely agree with 

the core principles of project-based learning, this does not mean they will readily implement 

this methodology in their classrooms. Individual interviews showed that teachers perceived 
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additional factors hinder or assist in facilitating project-based learning. Such factors included 

prior experience in project-based learning, time to plan and implement units, professional 

training and coaching, making projects relevant to students, and flexibility of curriculum as 

the dominant factors needed for successful implementation of PBL. 

This study sought to ascertain whether project-based learning had any impact on 

student motivation, engagement, and achievement. During the interviews, teachers were 

asked about their perceptions regarding such impact and the responses regarding motivation 

and engagement were largely positive. Four of the five participants discussed positive 

impacts such as students being more involved in learning, demonstrating increased 

excitement, and exhibiting positive behavior. Although teachers reported they perceived an 

increase in student motivation, two teachers discussed the struggles their students had as they 

shifted to a student-centered learning method. Grant (2011) observed one of the challenges to 

implementing project-based learning was helping the students shift from traditional grading 

and assessment practices. Overall interview participants reported they noticed an increase in 

student engagement in learning; however, one teacher believed this level of engagement 

could also be achieved through a traditional project. Tamim and Grant (2013) found teachers 

perceived PBL “motivated their students, kept them engaged, and gave them a sense of 

ownership” (p. 83). Although studies like that of Cervantes, Hemmer, and Kouzekanani 

(2015) showed students who participated in project-based learning made gains on state 

assessments, no clear connection was found during this study between project-based learning 

and student achievement. This may be due to a small sample size and the fact only two of 

teachers who were interviewed had implemented multiple projects. The other three had only 

implemented one or two projects. 
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When participants were asked if they perceived any impact of implementing project-

based learning on their confidence or sense of self-efficacy as a teacher, three of the five 

participants reported increases in these personal attributes. While studies like that of Bilgin, 

Karakuyo, and Ay (2015) show implementing project-based learning increases the student’s 

sense of self-efficacy, little is in the extant research relating teacher self-confidence and 

efficacy with the implementation of project-based learning. Three of the five teachers 

reported they would continue using project-based learning. Klassen and Chiu (2010) found 

professional development targeting instructional skills increases teacher efficacy.  Flores 

(2015) concluded in her study ongoing support was needed to increase self-efficacy.  

Limitations of the Study 

The findings of this study are limited to the perceptions of the participants who 

participated in formalized training in project-based learning in one rural school district in 

eastern North Carolina. The generalizability of the study results is likely limited to the 

participants who participated in this formalized training and perhaps other teachers who go 

through a similar training experience.  

The survey sample size was limited to 100 participants who volunteered for 

professional development in project-based learning. These 100 teachers participated in the 

initial survey; however, only 31 participants completed the second survey. If the sample size 

had been larger, particularly in the second administration of the survey, additional findings of 

significance might have occurred. Time of year may have been a factor in the reduced level 

of participation in the second administration of the survey. 

The interviews were conducted after a year of implementation. Ongoing dialogue 

with teachers implementing the initiative may provide more detailed elements that support or 
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hinder the implementation of project-based learning. Also, only five teachers were 

interviewed out of 100 who attended the professional training and were implementing PBL 

units. A larger sample size may have gleaned more in-depth findings.  

Implications of the Study for Policy and Practice 

As society continues to move into the information age, the need for education to 

transform to prepare students for a rapidly changing world has become a pivotal goal of 

modern proponents of educational reform. The shift to student-centered models of instruction 

is not new and can be traced back to John Dewey and Lev Vygotsky, who both championed 

experiential learning. Dewey urged schools to implement teaching practices that involve 

“learning through experience” (Dewey, 1938, p. 19). Although components of student-

driven, experiential methodologies have been around for nearly a century, this type of 

instruction is not utilized pervasively in K-12 education. Accountability legislation, focus on 

testing, lack of professional development, and lack of pertinent resources limit its expansion.  

Following the authorization of the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB), states were 

charged to develop testing programs that issue report cards informing the public how 

subgroups in individual schools were performing. North Carolina law still requires the school 

systems to report a school performance grade that is based on student achievement on 

standardized tests. This model weights 80% of a school’s performance grade based on the 

proportion of students scoring at or above proficiency and only 20% of the school’s 

performance grade on student achievement growth. This inevitably creates a culture where 

teachers focus on improving test scores (Knight, 2009; Schoen & Fusarelli, 2008). 

The findings of this study showed although teachers believed in the core principles 

needed to implement project-based learning, pressures to perform well on end of grade 
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testing is a pressure teachers contend with. Both teachers who are unsure about continuing to 

use project-based learning alluded to testing and the need to prepare students for end of grade 

tests. Policymakers and practitioners should consider the impact accountability policies 

focused exclusively on standardized tests may have upon pedagogy.  

This study’s findings suggest ongoing professional development is needed for 

teachers to successfully make the shift from traditional instructional models to student-

centered models. Research suggests teachers who are engaged in professional learning about 

instructional strategies improve their confidence and sense of self-efficacy (Klassen & Chiu, 

2010). Lamar and Mergendoller (2011) cite professional development and coaching as one of 

five attributes needed for teachers to successfully implement project-based learning.  North 

Carolina general statute requires all licensed teachers receive renewal credits by engaging in 

professional learning. The two teachers in this study who implemented project-based learning 

units regularly had previous training and exposure to student-centered learning models. 

Policymakers and practitioners should consider how professional development efforts can 

sustain implementation of new instructional practices and that continued support is needed 

for teachers to shift from traditional instructional models to student-centered models.   

Finally, policymakers and practitioners should consider the pivotal role of leadership 

when implementing project-based learning initiatives. District and school leaders need a clear 

goal for project-based learning implementation and resources should align with and support 

that goal. Schwalm and Tylek (2012) suggested confusion will arise without clear 

expectations when educators are implementing project-based learning.  In this study, 

participants had to grapple with seemingly two different leadership goals. On the one hand, 

administrators and district leaders encouraged project-based learning. On the other hand, 
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leaders appeared to be pressuring teachers to complete test preparation and other drills to 

prepare students for standardized testing. District leaders need to consider the ways that 

adopting curricula that include pacing guides may conflict with student-centered approaches. 

Studies suggest that teachers may feel inordinately pressured to comply with expectations of 

pacing guides and may believe that they do not have the flexibility to fully implement the 

provisions of student-centered initiatives like project-based learning (Dole, Bloom, & 

Kowalske (2016); Schoen & Fusarelli, 2008).  

The time to plan for the shift was cited as a factor that inhibited implementation, as 

was support from colleagues; leaders have significant influence over scheduling and making 

time available. Cervantes, Hemmer, and Kouzekanani (2015) cited leadership as a key to the 

successful implementation of project-based learning initiatives. They argue building and 

central level leaders should consider how they provide “flexibility in areas such as hiring 

practices, budget, curriculum, policies, programs, facilities, and school operations to support 

PBL” (p. 64).  

Policymakers and practitioners need clear goals and expectations when shifting 

toward the implementation of project-based learning.  

Recommendations for Further Research 

Shifting from a traditional instructional model to a student-centered model can be an 

arduous task. There seem to be several factors that can facilitate and inhibit this shift. It 

seems even when teachers overwhelmingly agreed with core principles needed to make the 

shift, there are still barriers to successfully implementing project-based learning in traditional 

schools.  
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Future research can be done to see how teachers grapple with the transition to project-

based learning by gathering data more often during the implementation and not waiting a 

year to implement such data gathering. More concrete examples of barriers, as well as 

concrete examples of factors that support the implementation, may be gleaned during the 

implementation. Response rates may be higher if such research methods are employed, and 

this would help to secure a stronger sample size. Also, future researchers could study how the 

ongoing coaching aids in the successful implementation of project-based learning units.  

To address the limitation of the of the constraints on survey respondents in rating 

beliefs that appeared on the survey created by the researcher, the instrument, if employed by 

future researchers, should include additional belief statements or an open-ended question for 

respondents to express additional beliefs regarding core principles for implementing project-

based learning. To address other limitations of the study, the sample size can be increased to 

include more teachers and the geographical area for inclusion in the study can be expanded. 

Subsequent research should be expanded to include building and central level administrator 

perspectives on the belief statements and the implementation of project-based learning in 

their schools.  

Summary 

Preparing students for the 21st century is the goal of educators and school leaders. 

Educational proponents support the implementation of student-centered methodologies such 

as project-based learning to prepare students. Elements of PBL have been around for nearly a 

century, yet this type of pedagogy is not pervasively used. This study sought to identify how 

teachers perceived core principles associated with project-based learning before formal 

training and after a year of implementation. The study revealed teacher participants 
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uniformly agreed with belief statements that are consistent with the tenets of project-based 

learning. This was true in both administrations of the survey. While there were differences in 

mean scores between the administrations of the survey, only one belief had post-means that 

was significantly different from the pre-mean after a year of implementation. Demographic 

data showed previous training in project-based learning had a modest statistically significant 

relationship with the way teachers perceived implementation. Through a qualitative lens, I 

found teachers focused on five factors that hinder or support the facilitation of project-based 

learning. They also reported the need for administrator and collegial support. The participants 

provided their perspectives on the impact of PBL on student motivation, engagement, 

achievement, and how those perceived impacts affected their confidence and self-efficacy.  
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Appendix A 

 

LETTER TO THE SUPERINTENDENT 

 

June 17, 2018 

Superintendent 

Crawley County Public Schools 

 

RE: Permission to Conduct Research Study 

 

Dear Superintendent: 

 

I am currently enrolled in the Educational Administration and Supervision doctoral program 

at North Carolina State University. Last June, a study approved by the district was conducted 

to gather data regarding teacher attitudes regarding practices that are core to the teaching 

methodology known as project-based learning prior to professional development. This study 

will continue the work of the study to gather data from teachers after implementation of 

project-based learning units this past school year. This research study will survey teachers 

again, using the same survey instrument to identify if teacher attitudes have changed after a 

year of implementation. In addition, this study will comprise of two focus groups to further 

seek to identify teacher perceptions regarding what factors facilitate and inhibit 

implementation and how administrator and peer supports impact implementation. Current 

and potential impacts to student motivation, engagement and achievement, and if those 

impacts to student motivation, engagement, and achievement impact teacher confidence and 

sense of self-efficacy will also be explored.  

The purpose of this letter is to request permission to distribute surveys online and reach out 

to potential focus group participants in your school district. With your approval, I will send 

the survey electronically as well as send an email invitation to prospective interview 

participants. All survey responses will remain anonymous at all times and participants will 

use a pseudonym. No teachers, principals, or schools will be identified anywhere in the 

research findings.  

 

Please feel free to contact me if you have any questions or concerns at (919) 207-7257 or 

djjacks2@ncsu.edu. This study has been approved by the Institutional Review Board of 

North Carolina State University. My dissertation co-chairs are Dr. Bonnie Fusarelli and Dr. 

Mike Ward. They can be contacted at bcjohns2@ncsu.edu and meward@ncsu.edu, 

respectively.  

 

If you agree to my request, please sign and return the form on the second page of this 

document. The signed form can be emailed back to me at djjacks2@ncsu.edu 

 

Sincerely, 

 

 

 

Dana J Jernigan 
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Consent Form 

 

By signing and returning this form, I give Dana Jernigan, a doctoral candidate at North 

Carolina State University, permission to conduct a research study in the Crawley County 

Public School District. I acknowledge that Dana Jernigan may send an electronic survey and 

conduct two focus groups during the months of June 2018 - August 2018. 

 

 

Approved by: 

 

 

 

 

   

Signature: 

Date: 
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Appendix B 

 
North Carolina State University  

INFORMED CONSENT FORM for RESEARCH 

Survey Participant 

 

Title: A Mixed-Methods Study of the Perceptions of Teachers Regarding Training for Project-Based Learning 

 

Principal Investigator:  Dana Jernigan                  Faculty Sponsor: Dr. Bonnie Fusarelli;  

                                                                                                                                    Dr. Mike Ward 

 

 

 

You are being asked to take part in a research study to investigate perceptions regarding the impact and 

value of Project-Based Learning (PBL). The knowledge gained from this study may assist teachers and others 

by increasing the understanding of how teachers perceive PBL and how they perceive that districts can 

effectively implement this methodology. Your participation in this study is voluntary. You have the right to be a 

part of this study, to choose not to participate or to stop participating at any time without penalty. You are not 

guaranteed any personal benefits from being in a study. Research studies also may pose risks to those who 

participate. In this consent form you will find specific details about the research in which you are being asked to 

participate. If you do not understand something in this form it is your right to ask the researcher for clarification 

or more information. A copy of this consent form will be provided to you. If at any time you have questions 

about your participation, do not hesitate to contact the researcher named above.  

If you agree to participate in this study, you will be asked to complete a 15 question survey about your 

perceptions regarding the PBL methodology after being formally trained in the practices and techniques 

associated with PBL. The time required for completing the survey is approximately 15 minutes. You can choose 

to not answer any questions you do not want to answer and/or you can stop answering the survey at any time.  

Although there are no foreseeable risks given the safeguards to protect your identity, there is a very 

remote possibility that the combination of responses to items that ask for you to select the grade level and 

content you teach; years of experience; school’s socioeconomic status; and previous training in PBL would 

make it possible to identify you. I will; therefore, report results only in aggregate and not report any descriptive 

data in a combination that would allow such identification. The information you give on the open-ended 

response questions might be included in a final report in the form of a quotation.  There is no direct benefit to 

you; however, your participation in this study will contribute to an understanding of how teachers perceive the 
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impact or value of PBL and how districts can effectively implement this teaching methodology. Your 

participation in this study is confidential. You will NOT be asked to write your name on any study materials; no 

one will be able to match your identity to the answers that you provide. All data records will be collected 

anonymously through a Qualtrics online survey.  Electronic data will be processed and stored on a password-

protected computer that is owned by the researcher. Published results from this study will not include individual 

responses that can be used to identify participants.  

If you have questions at any time about the study or the procedures, you may contact researcher, Dana 

Jernigan, at djjacks2@ncsu.edu, or (919) 207-7257. If you believe that you have not been treated according to 

the descriptions in this form, or that your rights as a participant in research have been violated during the course 

of this project, you may contact Deb Paxton, Regulatory Compliance Administrator at dapaxton@ncsu.edu or 

by phone at 1-919-515-4514. 

 
Consent to Participate  

 

I have read and understand the above information.  I have received a copy of this form.  I agree to participate in 

this study with the understanding that I may choose not to participate or to stop participating at any time without 

penalty or loss of benefits to which I am otherwise entitled. Completion of the survey instrument signifies my 

consent to participate. 
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Appendix C 

 

Greetings, 
  
This email is an invitation for you to participate in a research study to investigate 
perceptions regarding the impact and value of project-based learning. Last June, you had 
the opportunity to complete a survey regarding attitudes and practices that are core to 
project-based learning. This new survey is to gain your perceptions about project-based 
learning after a year of implementation. 
  
Your participation in this study is voluntary. Below are two links. The first is to an informed 
consent letter detailing the study for your records. The second is a link to a 15 -
question survey that should take approximately 15 minutes to complete. Once you are at 
the survey site, you will have an opportunity to signify your consent to participate before 
proceeding to answer the survey items. 
  
Remember, all responses are anonymous. Neither I nor anyone else will be able to associate 
your responses with you as an individual. Your input will help inform the research on how 
teachers perceive the value of project-based learning, and how districts can effectively 
implement this teaching methodology. 
  
Thanks so much for your time, 
 
Dana 
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Appendix D 

 

Greetings, 
  
This email is an invitation for you to participate in a research study to investigate 
perceptions regarding the impact and value of project-based learning. You have had the 
opportunity to complete two online surveys regarding beliefs and core teaching practices 
associated with project-based learning. If you are willing, I would like to invite you to 
participate in an interview to discuss factors that facilitate and inhibit implementation of 
project-based learning, as well as the impact of project-based learning on motivation, 
engagement, and achievement of students. This conversation will also focus on how the 
implementation of project-based learning has affected your sense of efficacy as a 
practitioner. Your participation in this study is voluntary. 
  
If you choose to participate, please respond to this email and indicate your willingness to do 
so. I have linked the informed consent document below for you to review. This document 
provides additional details about the study. You will be asked to sign the consent form on 
the day of the interview. I am more than willing to meet at a date, time, and location that 
are convenient for you. Please note that the interview should last approximately one hour.   
  
Your input will help inform the research on how teachers perceive the value of project-
based learning and issues that districts should address as they implement this teaching 
methodology. 
  
  
Thanks so much for your time, 
 
Dana 
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Appendix E 

 
North Carolina State University  

INFORMED CONSENT FORM for RESEARCH 

Interview Participant 

 

 

Title: A Mixed-Methods Study of the Perceptions of Teachers Regarding Training for Project-Based Learning 

 

Principal Investigator:  Dana Jernigan                  Faculty Sponsor: Dr. Bonnie Fusarelli;  

                                                                                                                                    Dr. Mike Ward 

 

 

 

You are being asked to take part in a research study to investigate perceptions regarding the impact and 

value of Project-Based Learning (PBL). The knowledge gained from this study may assist teachers and others 

by increasing the understanding of how teachers perceive PBL and how they perceive that districts can 

effectively implement this methodology. Your participation in this study is voluntary. You have the right to be a 

part of this study, to choose not to participate or to stop participating at any time without penalty. You are not 

guaranteed any personal benefits from being in a study. Research studies also may pose risks to those who 

participate. In this consent form you will find specific details about the research in which you are being asked to 

participate. If you do not understand something in this form it is your right to ask the researcher for clarification 

or more information. A copy of this consent form will be provided to you. If at any time you have questions 

about your participation, do not hesitate to contact the researcher named above.  

If you agree to participate in this study, you will be asked participate in an interview at a location of 

your choice. Nine questions will be asked; these questions will address the implementation of project-based 

learning and the impact of project-based learning on student motivation, engagement, achievement and teacher 

confidence and sense of self-efficacy. The interview will be audio recorded. You can choose to not answer any 

questions you do not want to answer and/or you can stop participating in the interview at any time.  

Although there are no foreseeable risks given the safeguards to protect your identity, there is a very 

remote possibility that some of your answers may make it possible to identify you. I will; therefore, ask that you 

not identify your school during the interview.  Your responses may be included in a final report in the form of a 

quotation, but you will not be identified.  There is no direct benefit to you; however, your participation in this 

study will contribute to an understanding of how teachers perceive the impact or value of PBL and how districts 
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can effectively implement this teaching methodology. Your participation in this study is confidential. You will 

NOT be asked to write your name on any study materials. The interview will be recorded on an electronic 

device owned by the researcher and recordings will be destroyed once the research is complete.  Published 

results from this study will not include any information that can be used to identify participants.  

If you have questions at any time about the study or the procedures, you may contact researcher, Dana 

Jernigan, at djjacks2@ncsu.edu, or (919) 207-7257. If you believe that you have not been treated according to 

the descriptions in this form, or that your rights as a participant in research have been violated during the course 

of this project, you may contact the NCSU IRB office at irb-director@ncsu.edu or by phone at 1-919-515-4514. 

 
Consent to Participate  

 

I have read and understand the above information.  I have received a copy of this form.  I agree to participate in 

this study with the understanding that I may choose not to participate or that I may stop participating at any time 

without penalty or loss of benefits to which I am otherwise entitled.  

 

 

Name: _______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Date: ________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Appendix F 

 

Perspectives Regarding Instructional Beliefs and Practices Central to the Implementation of 

Project-Based Learning. 

Demographic Items: 

  

1. Please identify your current grade level. 

a. Elementary School Teacher 

b. Middle School Teacher 

c. High School Teacher 

d. Other: _________________ 

2. Please identify your content area. 

a. Math 

b. Science 

c. English/Language Arts 

d. Social Studies 

e. Elementary Education 

f. Exceptional Children 

g. Elective 

h. Other:____________ 

3. Pease select your years of teaching experience. 

a. 0-5 years 

b. 6-10 years 

c. 11-15 

d. 16-20 

e. 21-25 

f. 25 + years 

4. Do you currently work in a school with a high disadvantaged population (Title I 

School)? 

a. Yes 

b. No 

5. Have you been previously trained in project-based learning 

a. Yes 

b. No 
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SD = Strongly Disagree     D = Disagree     A = Agree     SA = Strongly Agree 

Perspectives Regarding Instructional Beliefs and 

Practices 

SD D A SA 

1. Students should learn to think critically, work 

collaboratively and problem-solve in my classroom.  

    

2. I can teach critical thinking, communication, 

collaboration, creativity and problem solving in addition to 

the content I teach.   

    

3. I am comfortable transitioning my traditional curriculum 

units into PBL units where, through sustained inquiry, 

students will take more than a few days to complete a 

project. 

    

4. I believe that my colleagues and administration will 

support me as I implement PBL units in my classroom.  

    

5. I believe that student reflection is important to learning, 

and I incorporate time for reflection regularly in my 

instruction.   

    

6. I believe that formal feedback to student from teachers, 

students, and others is essential and necessary for students to 

develop quality products.  

    

 7. I believe that interdisciplinary units are more relevant to 

students than units in which disciplines are taught in 

isolation.  

    

8. I am comfortable with students working in small groups 

on different things simultaneously.  

    

9. I believe that PBL is an instructional delivery model that 

incorporates effective instructional practices and not a fad.  

    

10. I believe that students should have voice and choice in 

their learning and not solely depend on me for the direction 

of their learning.  

    

11. I believe instruction should be student-centered and not 

teacher-directed.  

    

12. I am comfortable with a noisy classroom if the noise is 

an integral part of the learning process. 
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13. It is the role of the teacher to decide the pacing of 

content in a classroom.  

    

 

Open Ended: Please use the space provided to respond to the following questions. 

 

 14. Why did you decide to participate in professional development for project-based 

learning?  

 

15. How do you believe project-based learning will impact you and your students? 
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Appendix G 

Interview Protocol 

I: Interviewer 

P-Participant 1 

Time of Interview: 

Date: 

 

I: Good morning, as we discussed before, I am in the process of conducting research on the 

implementation of project-based learning. This interview was designed to discuss the factors 

that facilitate and inhibit implementation as well as the perceived impacts to students and 

teachers. Before we begin the discussion, I would like to confirm that you have read and 

signed the informed consent form, that you understand that your participation in this study is 

entirely voluntary, that you may refuse to answer any questions your identity will not be 

disclosed, and you may withdraw at any time. Also, this interview will last 20 minutes.  

 

I: Do you agree to be recorded at this time for the purpose of being able to transcribe this 

discussion for my notes only? 

 

I: Are there any questions before we proceed?  

 

Introductory: 

I: Describe your journey with Project Based Learning since formal training. What factors 

have supported or hindered your efforts?  

 

I: Have your colleagues supported you as you implemented PBL units? If so, how? If not, 

what supports would you have liked? 

 

I: Likewise, has your administration been supportive of this shift in instruction? If so, how? 

If not, what supports would you have liked? 

 

I: How have you noticed a change in your students since implementing PBL? 

 

I: Have you noticed any changes to student motivation in your classroom after implementing 

PBL? 

  

I: From your experience, do perceive that students are more engaged in learning through the 

PBL methodology, or would you say engagement is about the same or less? How can you 

tell? 

 

I: Also, have you noticed any difference in student achievement on tests/quizzes in your class 

while implementing PBL? 

 

I: Have you, as a teacher, noticed any benefits as a result of incorporating PBL units in your 

classroom this year? 
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Concluding: 

I: Will you continue using PBL units? 


