PAGE  
2
11

A historical analysis of the use of the ‘Project Method’ and some implications for constructivist approaches to teaching and learning

Al Januszewski SUNY Potsdam

Abstract

The purpose of this paper is to examine, through historical analysis, the values and beliefs underpinning the early theories and applications of what is now called project-based learning and contrast these with current theory and practice.  This study will focus on the first three decades of the twentieth century because during this time period the use of projects in education became popular and because this was a period of time when ideas from business and industry began to be used in educational contexts. This analysis will, as Januszewski (1996) suggests, put our current practice in a more meaningful context and potentially suggest new options and interpretations for the future application of problem based learning and teaching strategies.

Problem

An important but overlooked aspect of the study and use of project-based teaching learning strategies is its history and the philosophical/theoretical implications of those strategies in a broader history. At first this may not appear to be cause for concern. Project-based learning can be seen as simply an instructional strategy.  But there are no value neutral actions in instruction (Yeaman 1990, Kwan and Anglin 1990). Values and the philosophical study of values have existed all through history.  Therefore philosophical questions and issues can be identified and analyzed through studying history (Koetting 1996).  Studying history can help us to understand why we are the way we are.  It can also help us to maintain our traditions, help individuals and members of the field to stick to their roots. But it can also provide us with more options and help us to break out of past patterns if it seems important to do so (Januszewski 2001).

Background

In recent years there has been much interest in the field of Instructional Design and Technology around the concept of constructivism (eg. Jonassen 1991, Wilson 1996, Driscoll 1994, Duffy and Cunningham 1996 ).  Problem based teaching and learning strategies, featuring the use of projects, are among the most frequently used constructivist design approaches  (eg. West, Farmer, and Wolff 1991, Bednar, Cunningham, Duffy, and Perry 1991, Duffy 1996).  Problem-based teaching and learning strategies have been used successful with a variety of learners in a variety of contexts (see Duffy and Cunningham 1996) including business and industry (Dunlap and Gibson 1997), higher education (Harper and Duffy 1997, Duffield and Grabinger 1997), and K-12 settings (Fosnot 1989).  Problem-based teaching and learning strategies using projects have become well established as a method and an area of study within the field of instructional design.

The literature dealing with the field of education in the United States in the first three decades of the twentieth century shows that there were many interpretations of the use of the term “project” in the educational context.  As one might expect, considerable and critical discussion of the meaning and implications of these conceptions followed. Herring (1921) offered the following review of this discussion. 

The term project carries a variety of meaning: to some, fad; to some, certain misconceptions involving, for instance, a confusion between process and result, as when a tabourette is itself called a project; to some a sound, but limited method of education needing generous supplementation from other methods, such as drill; and to others, a valid, inclusive method, long in incidental use, but now to be consciously extended.  It is not difficult to see in each a share of truth.  A history of the movement would reveal at times a faddish aspect; in its core of meaning it is doubtless very old; it cannot, alone of all theories have escaped misconception; and when conceived as a partial method, it of course needs to be supplemented from without itself.  While some disapprove of the use of the term itself, they will perhaps admit that the main trend seems to favor both the term and the practice.

Herring’s analysis supports two observations. First, the differences among the various conceptions of the project method included both philosophical and applied issues. Second, that one could substitute the word ‘constructivism’ or the phrases ‘problem-based learning’ or ‘situated cognition’ for the word ‘project’ and remain involved with concepts that are currently contested in instructional design and technology today.

The historical backdrop to the “project”

Two leading educational theorists, E. L. Thorndike and John Dewey, had a profound influence on those that promoted the use of projects in education.  Thorndike and Dewey, while they had substantial disagreements, were part of a new emphasis on the scientific method as a mode of inquiry when investigating the subject of teaching (Kliebard.19).  Science and scientific applications would soon stand side by side with philosophy in determining the educational process.

E. L. Thorndike was a prominent psychologist who sought to create a science of education on which all teaching could be based.  Thorndike maintained that there were three psychological laws of learning:  readiness, exercise and effect.
  The formulation of these laws was based on his emphasis on learner outcomes, outcomes that could be quantified.  Thorndike’s other contributions included work with student evaluation, the choice, design and organization of instruction.  He was also an early advocate of the investigation of individual differences among learners.

John Dewey wrote and commented extensively in all areas education, science, and philosophy.  His work was often cited by writers on opposite sides of an educational issue. The project debate has proven to be no different.  This may be due to the fact that it was common place that everyone talked about Dewey and no one read him.  Perhaps a more accurate statement would be everybody talked about Dewey but few people understood him.

The citations of the works of Dewey were bound to add credence to almost any academic position.  A cynical observer may liken these frequent, but uninformed, citations to trotting out artillery and cannonading the opposing position in an attempt to dislodge their philosophical base of support.  But this is a compliment to Dewey.  No other figure in educational thought held so much notoriety in the American education community.  It can be argued that Dewey has influenced more educators than any other individual of that time period.  A giant in a field may attract disciples who in turn interpret the original work into something that was not necessarily the original intent.  Dewey’s writing style has often left him in a position to be interpreted in a distorted manner.
  

It is particularly important to be aware of the potential for influence of Thorndike and Dewey on the use of projects in education because they had substantially different perspectives on the role of science in education (Kliebard, 19). Also, because attempts to infuse projects into education were done in the name of science. Like attempts to use projects in the field of Instructional Design are3 frequently done as part of an effort to best match practice with behavioral science theory.

What A Project Is Not

J. A. Stevenson provides a useful treatment of the project in educational settings.  He proposes his own definition of a project.  He compares the definitions and uses the term by others up to the time of his writing.  The result is a “meta-definition”.  He comes to his definition through the analysis of common terminology and includes as valid, the use of the term by most of the popular proponents of the project at the time.  To be sure not all whose definition he reviewed would agree with the conclusion he draws.  They would, for the most part, agree with his determination as to what a project is not.  We include a discussion of what is not a project because it will reveal some of the common ground that is held by all proponents of project use in education.  This will also provide a point from which we can embark on the explanation of the uses of the term project in education.  Stevenson’s definition – “A project as a problematic act carried to completion in its natural setting”.
  In so defining a project he is able to eliminate the following practices as not being projects:  problems, questions, topics, drills, tests, reviews, applications, demonstrations, experiments, and practicums.  His elimination of these terms as a substitute for projects is based on the fact that they would all need some qualifying adjective which would change their meaning from the way they were popularly used in that day.  The majority of these other methods stressed information over action and the inferred emphasis on an artificial rather than natural setting.
  

Early Project Use in Education

Prior to 1900 the word project had been used for many years in business and in some specialized forms of education, most notably architecture, with a vague meaning.  In 1908-1910 the unmodified word project was used by R.W. Simson and David Snedden in their report to the Massachusetts legislature regarding agriculture courses in vocational schools.  In approximately the same time period (1908-1910) the term project had begun to be used in professional school programs such as medicine, engineering, and journalism.  Soon after the term ‘project’ was creeping into the vocabulary of educators at all levels.  As the use of projects gained in popularity it was inevitable that many uses and definitions of the term would be developed.

Various Definitions of the Project in Education

Some of the proposed definitions of, and explanation of, the use of the word project in education are as follows:

J. A. Stevenson’s definition – “A project is a problematic act carried to completion in its natural setting”.
  Explanation:  1)  There is implied in an act carried out to completion a desire for action rather than a “passive absorption” of information; 2)  the insistence of a problematic situation demands reasoning over memorization; 3)  by emphasizing a problematic aspect there is a priority of problem over principle which infers a discovery rather than an application approach; 4)  the natural setting places value on the more life-like environment as opposed to an “artificial” setting.

W. W. Charters definition – “The project is considered to be an act carried to completion in its natural setting and involving the solution of a relatively complex problem.
  Explanation – “The prime essentials of the project are, that it must involve the solution of a problem and that it must culminate inaction.”  Other advantages of the project are that “. . .it gives training in locating and solving problems, it gives training in the technique of action, and it teaches subject matter in connection to life situations.”
  There is much agreement between Charters and Stevenson on this issue except for the amount of complexity in the problem to be solved.  Stevenson does not share Charter’s notion that a project must solve a complex problem.

C. W. Stone definition – “A project is a Life Topic in which processes and objects of learning are largely manual.”
  Explanation – Stone defines Life Topics as units of experience that are worthy of value.  Stone also places an emphasis on finishing a product.  It also seems clear that this limits project use to performing physical or manual work rather than merely solving a problem.

D. Snedden definition – “. . .To be an educational project such as a job (eg. . .wiring a room, growing a half acre of potatoes, etc.,) must be of such a nature as to offer large opportunity, not only for the acquisition of new skill and experience in practical manipulation, but also for applications of old and learning of new related knowledge.”
 Explanation – the use of the project as outlined by Snedden is also limited.  It seems that, like Stone, Snedden considers projects only acts that require manual activities.  He has a strong emphasis as objective standards for the judging of the final product of the project.  Project use for Snedden requires the building of new knowledge upon older, related knowledge.

J. A. Randall definition – “School Project – A problem the solution of which results in the production of some object, or knowledge of such value to the worker as to make the labor involved seem to him worth while.”
  Explanation – Like Charters and Stevenson, Randall sees a project as solving a problem.  There is an emphasis on the production of some object, although obtaining knowledge is included in his definition.  There is no seen objective standard for outside evaluation discussed by Randall, only that the “worker” involved believes that the activity was worthwhile.  The evaluation is performed by the individual learner.

W. H. Kilpatrick definition – “Project – A wholehearted purposeful activity proceeding in a social environment.”
  Explanation – This definition has three features that are thus far unique:  1)  that the action be determined by the individual learner; 2)  that the act need not necessarily be carried out to its completion; 3)  that the act take place in a social setting.  Kilpatrick identifies four possible types of project but admits that there may indeed by the possibility of overlap among them.  “The first type represents those experiences in which the dominant purpose is to do, to make or to effect.”  “The second type of project may be defined as one which involves purposeful experiencing or appropriation of an experience.”  “The third kind of project is one in which the dominating purpose is to solve a problem, to unravel and so compose some intellectual entanglement or difficulty”  “The fourth type includes experiences in which the purpose is to acquire some item or degree of knowledge or skill, or more generally, experience in which a person purposes his own education a specific point.
  There are three aspects of a project that can be identified:  1)  the presence of a purpose (the desire); 2)  the activity itself (the doing); and 3)  the outcomes of the activity (the result of the doing).

J. F. Hosic Definition – “I understand by project a complete unit of experience.  The essential aspects or elements of an experience are, in the simplist form, a situation and a response to it.  This, however, will not describe adequately what is meant by the type of experience called complete.  Such a unit includes the following phases:  situation, problem, purpose, plan, critisism of the plan, execution, judgement of results, appreciation.  This is, of course, not a chronological order strictly speaking as a feeling of appreciation will spring up in anticipation of the outcome, while on the other hand, purpose persists and the plan is modified to the very end.
  Explanation – Hosic, like Kilpatrick, places an emphasis on the purpose of the project.  He uses the terms criticism, judgement, and appreciation to show that a particular project need not be carried to the completion of some object.  In his definition, as I have provided it, he enumerates the phases of the project.  For Hosic, the purpose of a project can be defined in terms of a problem.

There are a number of definitions, uses, and conceptions of the project in education.  Those seem to fall into two basic categories.  The first is the uses of projects in the areas of Agriculture, Home Economics, Industrial Arts and Science which view projects as a manual activity which is aimed at a pre-specified result.  In performing the activity and obtaining the result it is believed that the “doer” will acquire additional knowledge and/or training from the process.
  The second are definitions that include the Kilpatrick/Hosic conception of project, which saw project use as the basis to establish the entire curriculum.

The two positions on project usage in education are part of broader theories on the role of the school and curriculum development, these are the social-efficiency movement in education and child-centered education (Lkiebard 19).  The social-efficiency orientation was demonstrated by the project conception of Charters and Snedden.  They hoped to systematically arrange parts of the curriculum into projects in such a way that it fit into their “scientific curriculum building” mold.
 Kilpatrick and Hosic are considered part of the child-centered approach in their conception and development of project use.  
(Kliebard19; Cremin 1961)

Agreements on Definition

Despite the marked differences between these two camps, there are some similarities.  First, both groups agree that when using the project style of teaching the problem or purpose that is to be addressed in the project should be determined before any of the principles or knowledge to be learned are introduced.  The introduction of the principles or knowledge prior to the problem changes the activity to an application or practicum, it is no longer a project.

Second, that principles should be developed as they are needed to complete the project.  Introduction of principles prior to the project is to eliminate any change from the “organized and systematic treatments” of this subject matter.  This would defeat areas of the agreed upon purposes of project usage which is to avoid presenting the learners with dictated information and exercises.

Third, it is agreed by members of both groups that projects will be most successful and will show the highest degree of effectiveness when the learner chooses to take ownership of the project.  The project must hold the students’ interest to be educative.  There does not appear to be a substitute for intrinsic motivation.  Members of both groups agree that such a motivation is most desirable and should be capitalized on “whenever possible.”

Fourth, one of the great advantages of the project style of instruction is that it most resembles real life.  Students will become more involved in project style work because they will be able to see the tangible results of their work.  This will in turn encourage more learning through a greater effort.  A learning spiral will result as tangible results build on one another.

Last, both groups see the use of projects as being an efficient and effective way of promoting student learning.  Students will learn how to think, how to do, and how to complete work once begun.  A number of desirable skills could be cultivated using projects in education.

Conclusion

Much of the language of the field of education in the early twentieth century is consistant with the language that is used in the field of instructional design and today. Examples include the need for efficiency, the role and use of objectives, systematic design of the curriculum, the need to manage instruction, individualizing instruction, projects, and problem based learning. 

Members of the field of instructional design and technology certainly did not invent projects as an instructional device. Modern applications of project Based Learning evolved out of early conceptions of the project method. Early conceptions which were often conflicting in philosopht and in application. Just as there were different conceptions of the project method in education in the early part of the twentieth century, there are different usages of Project Based Learning in instruction, both in K-12 settings and in business contexts. 
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� See John P. Herring, “Criteria of the Project”, Teachers College Record, September 1921.  the same might be aid of the use of “objectives” in education today.


� See Thorndike, E.L., Educational Psychology, Volume II, pages 1-16.  Also thorndike, Education p. 53-62.


� See Cremin, Transformation of the School, 1961, Chapter 6 for a discussion of Dewey’s influence in this time period.  this chapter concludes with an exploration of the interpretations of Dewey and the effect on his legacy.


� J. A. Stevenson, The Project Method of Teaching, 1925.  The first three chapters of this book are an attempt to form the use of projects in education.


� Ibid, especially chapter 2.


� Ibid, chapter 2.


� Ibid, chapter 2.


� See W. W. Charters, “The Project in Home Economic Teaching”.  The Journal of Home Economics, p. 114 – March, 1918.


� See W. W. Charters, “The Systematic Topics, Multi-Problems and Projects”, A paper read before the Illinois State Teachers’ Association on December 28, 1917.


� C. W. Stone’s definition was sent to Stevenson for use in his analysis, it was yet unpublished in 1921.


� David Snedden “The Project as a Teaching Unit: School and Society, p. 420-421, 1916.


� J. A. Randall was located at the Pratt Institute in Brooklyn.  His definition comes from a presentation he made to the N.E.A. in 1915.


� Kilpatrick, The Project Method, Teachers College Record, September, 1918.  This is his famous definition- he had others.


� Kilpatrick explains his ideas of types of projects at length and most clearly in the final chapter of Foundations of Method, 1925.


� This outline comes from the Symposium on Dangers, Teachers College Record, September, 1921.


� See Hosic-Chase, a Brief Guide to the Project Method, 1924.  Hosic wrote the portion of the book dealing with Foundations and Theory, Chase provided examples of projects in use.


� In Stevenson see, Chapter 3, usages by Bobbitt, Stinson, Allen, Prosser, Barrows, Lave, Heald, and Woodhull.


� See J. Merian, The Child Life and the Curriculum, 1920; E. Wells, A Project Curriculum, 1921; E. Collings, An Experiment with a Project Curriculum, 1925; and M. Branom, The Project Method in Education, 1920 for discussion on the Kilpatrick definition.


� See Charters’ Curriculum Construction, 1923 and Snedden’s Sociological Determination of Objectives in Education, 1921.


� See Kilpatrick’s Foundations of Method, 1925.
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