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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this single case study was to determine how a project-based learning approach to instructional 

design supported education doctorate students’ acquisition of new knowledge and practical application of skills 

in their current and future professions. Participants included 58 students in an online EdD instructional design 

course. We found that 72% of students credited the design project for scaffolding their learning about 

instructional design and 80% saw an immediate application of the instructional design project to their current 

professional roles. Further, 93% of students could foresee the application of new knowledge and skills to future 

professional opportunities. This study has implications for those who teach EdD courses and are interested in 

providing a project-based approach to content acquisition and teaching skills students can apply in their 

professional organizations, both current and future. 
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INTRODUCTION 

University students often assume the role of receiver of 

knowledge due to lecture-style, teacher-centered instruction, which 

can create a gap between what students learn in class and what they 

need to learn as a professional (Alorda et al., 2011; Guo et al., 2020; 

Holmes, 2012). Doctoral students are typically older and may be 

accomplished professionals; therefore, the instruction requires a 

different approach from lecture style. Adult learners value their 

experiences and may view lecture-style teaching as “rigid, 

uncompromising requirements of authoritative, conventionalized 

instructions of teaching” (Knowles et al., 2011, p. 38). Adults learn 

best when they see a need for course content, can make a relevant 

application to their professional responsibilities, and have 

opportunities to socially construct new knowledge (Knowles, 1980; 

Kolb, 2015). Project-Based Learning (PjBL) is an active learning 

strategy that is student-centered and inquiry-based, a stark 

difference from lecture-focused instruction (Beier et al., 2019). PjBL 

allows learning opportunities in which students become active 

participants inspired by constructing knowledge through the 

application of new knowledge and skills (Bereiter & Scardamalia, 

1993). This constructivist-based approach to solving relevant 

problems is the foundation of PjBL (Barrows, 1986). 

The decision to teach an online EdD instructional design course 

using PjBL, which was the focus of this study, was based on the 

effectiveness of using student-centered, non-traditional experiential 

learning with adults, including the application of course content to 

their professional roles. This instructional design course is completed 

in an online EdD in Learning and Organizational change program, 

which was designed using the Carnegie Project on the Education 

Doctorate (CPED) Framework (Perry, 2013). The inclusion of the 

instructional design course in the course sequence supports student 

understanding of first identifying a problem in their professional 

practice that can be resolved through the implementation of 

instruction. In the following literature review, we examine the 

difference between PjBL and problem-based learning (PBL), share 

research related to PjBL, and focus on PjBL in online higher 

education courses. 

https://library.pitt.edu/e-journals
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/us/
http://cpedinitiative.org/
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1025-2354
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4126-0998
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

As an instructional method, PjBL has its roots in problem-based 

learning (PBL). PBL is based on work by Barrow (1986), who utilized 

real-world problems to promote experiential learning with medical 

students. PjBL and PBL are experiential learning models designed 

around identifying challenging real-world problems to construct 

solutions through investigation and critical thinking (Beier et al., 

2019; Brundiers & Wiek, 2013; Savery, 2006; Thomas, 2000). This 

type of experiential learning engages students to cultivate their 

understanding of a topic by applying specific methods and principles 

(Thomas, 2000). In PBL, however, students focus on a pre-defined 

problem that may not reflect real-world or relevant challenges 

(Strobel & Barneveld, 2009; Walker & Leary, 2009). PjBL differs from 

PBL in that it culminates in a practical student-constructed product 

situated in a real-world problem (Blumenfeld et al., 1991; Brundiers & 

Wiek, 2013). Situated learning theory, or situated cognition, is an 

instructional approach that connects what students learn and how 

they apply the knowledge through interaction with a professional 

community (Lave & Wenger, 1991). According to Hung (2002), 

situated cognition in conjunction with problem-based learning can 

provide a different approach to support learning and instruction. 

Teacher-centered rote learning does not promote higher levels of 

thinking that are promoted in situational learning using PBL, “relating 

learning to authentic practices relevant to the students’ future 

pragmatic goals” (Hung, p. 411). The authentic and purposefully 

situated tasks used in PjBL allow students to independently research 

and problem-solve to produce realistic solutions to problems 

(Thomas, 2000). 

In addition to promoting higher-level thinking, PjBL improves 

students’ understanding of content and can positively impact student 

efficacy (Beier et al., 2019; Thomas, 2000). Guo et al. (2020) 

highlighted how students process knowledge differently in PBL and 

PjBL. For PBL, knowledge is reflected in the application, while PjBL 

focuses on knowledge construction “that allows students to test and 

achieve their ideas in the way they want, which promotes their 

innovation competence” (Guo et al., 2020, p. 6). The differences 

between PBL and PjBL are important if the course goal is to 

construct knowledge and develop a practical solution to a real-world 

problem. 

PjBL structures instruction around solutions to real-world 

problems through student-constructed projects (Brundiers & Wiek, 

2013; Thomas, 2000). Holm (2011) described PjBL as “student-

centered instruction that occurs over an extended period, during 

which students select, plan, investigate and produce a product, 

presentation or performance that answers a real-world question or 

responds to an authentic challenge” (p. 1). Thomas (2000) identified 

five distinguishing characteristics of PjBL: centrality, a driving 

question, constructive investigations, autonomy, and realism. First, in 

PjBL the projects are key to learning the curriculum and must be 

central to the content taught. Second, projects are structured around 

significant questions known as “driving questions” (Blumenfeld et al., 

1991, p. 371) or poorly defined problems (Stepien & Gallagher, 

1993). These questions or problems in PjBL encourage students to 

wrestle with the key concepts and develop an individualized 

understanding of the content and the identified problem. Third, PjBL 

requires students to investigate a problem by designing, problem-

solving, or discovering solutions. Through the project, students 

should gain new understanding and skills and produce a final 

product such as a report, presentation, or model. Fourth, projects are 

student-centered. Teachers guide students as they complete their 

projects, using strategic instruction as needed, therefore maximizing 

students’ autonomy (Holm, 2011; Moursund, 1999). Finally, PjBL 

projects are authentic efforts to explore real-world problems and 

investigate or solve those problems.  

PjBL in higher education courses provides opportunities for 

students to engage with authentic projects within their current 

professional settings or to influence future career interests (Beier et 

al., 2019). Lucas and Goodman (2015) argued that PjBL “brings 

promise to deepening students learning about leadership and their 

leadership development while engaging them in examining and 

solving real problems that are relevant and important to them” (p. 

148). Instructors who use PjBL in higher education support students 

in preparation for their professional careers (Shpeizer, 2019).  

While researchers acknowledge the support of PjBL to promote 

professional preparation of students through higher education 

courses (Beier et al., 2019, Lucas & Goodman, 2015, Shpeizer, 

2019), using PjBL through online learning is less researched. Online 

learning programs have experienced enormous growth in higher 

education, leaving educators to discover how to engage students in 

active learning in an online classroom (Çakiroğlu & Erdemir, 2019). 

Incorporating Dewey’s (2004) constructivist method, educators have 

turned to PjBL for a student-centered approach to online learning 

(Çakiroğlu & Erdemir, 2019). Scholarly practitioners have discovered 

that PjBL can be effective in an online learning environment with 

minimal teacher guidance (Morales et al., 2013). When Shih and 

Tsai (2016) examined students’ perceptions of an online PjBL flipped 

classroom, findings showed the implementation of PjBL increased 

students’ learning effectiveness, motivation, and interest. 

According to Reiser and Dempsey (2007), instructional design 

is “a system of procedures for developing education and training 

programs in a consistent and reliable fashion. Instructional design is 

a complex process that is creative, active, and iterative” (p. 17). 

Using PjBL within an instructional design model enhances students’ 

creativity and encourages critical thinking and innovation (Lou et al., 

2012). In the current study, we examined the use of PjBL to support 

student learning of instructional design in an online EdD instructional 

design course. We wanted to know how the doctoral student 

participants described their understanding of instructional design 

after completing the project and their perspectives on using the PjBL 

approach in an EdD course. The information was important to 

determine if situating the instructional design content in students’ 

professional contexts was an effective way for the students to learn 

course content. The following questions guided the study: 

1. How do doctoral students in an EdD program describe 

their understanding of instructional design after 

completing an instructional design project? 

2. How do doctoral students in an EdD program perceive 

that an instructional design project informs their present 

and future professional skills and responsibilities? 

3. How do doctoral students in an EdD program describe 

their perspective on the use of project-based learning in 

a doctoral course? 

METHODOLOGY 

The purpose of this single case study was to determine how a 

PjBL approach to learning instructional design supported doctoral 

students’ understanding of the course content and provided 

opportunities for professional application in students’ current and 
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future professions. We chose a case study approach as it is well-

suited for exploring a “real-life, contemporary bounded system” 

(Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 96). As the course instructors, we wanted 

to know how the EdD students described their understanding of 

instructional design after completing the project and their 

perspectives on using the PjBL learning approach. This single case 

study was bounded by students completing a one-trimester course in 

instructional design in an online EdD program in Learning and 

Organizational Change (EdD-LOC), which is a practitioner-based 

program with students from a variety of professional backgrounds 

and experiences. Doctoral students typically complete the 

instructional design course in the fourth trimester of the three-year 

program. 

Participants 

Fifty-eight doctoral students in a 54-hour EdD program 

consented and participated in the current study. Although the 

program was online, students engaged in required asynchronous 

tasks such as watching lecture videos, reading assigned articles, and 

responding to guided prompts each week to prepare for a 90-minute 

synchronous session with their instructor. The students in this study 

were enrolled in one of the four sections of an instructional design 

course, taught by the researchers. The participants had diverse 

professional roles (see Table 1), and many had little to no previous 

experience designing instruction. 

Table 1. Participants’ Professional Roles 

Profession Participants (n) Percentage of Participants 

PK–12 Education 23 39.7% 

College/University 17 29.3% 

Government/Military 8 13.8% 

Corporate 5 8.6% 

Agency/Consultancy 3 5.2% 

Nonprofit 1 1.7% 

Other 5 8.6% 

Note. The number of participants appears greater than 58, as 
three participants noted more than one professional role. 

Course and Project Description 

Most students complete the instructional design course in the 

fourth term of the nine-term program. This program uses a cohort 

model with a three-year time to completion. The instructional design 

course in term four immediately precedes courses focused on the 

literature review and methodology chapters of the research-based 

problem of practice dissertation, which are typically completed in 

term five.  

The course in this study was designed to support the 

examination of issues related to instructional design in many different 

professional contexts, including PK–12 education, post-secondary 

education, corporate, military, and health care. Given that our 

doctoral program is based on the CPED Framework (Perry, 2013), 

this course “prepares leaders who can construct and apply 

knowledge to make a positive difference in the lives of individuals, 

families, organizations, and communities” and integrate “practical 

and research knowledge, that links theory with systemic and 

systematic inquiry” (p. 1). Taking together, the Instructional Design 

Plan (see Morrison et al., 2019, p. 14) in conjunction with students’ 

professional experiences and content expertise, we guided students 

using instructional design and PjBL to identify a problem in their 

professional context and propose an instruction-based resolution in 

support of improvement in their institutional and company structures. 

After identifying a professional problem, students engaged in 

PjBL to design instruction to address the problem. The PjBL 

approach provided the format for students to learn the course 

content and apply their knowledge and skills to resolve a current and 

relevant problem situated in their professional context, thereby 

connecting theory and practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991). It is 

important to note that while students had a choice about the problem 

which becomes the focus of their instructional design project, some 

students chose to focus on the same problem they planned to 

examine in their research-based problem of practice dissertation. 

The students applied the content to their identified professional 

problem while meeting weekly with classmates and instructors to 

discuss their projects and receive feedback. 

The project consisted of six components: professional context, 

needs assessment, learner analysis, task analysis, objectives and 

sequencing, and instructional strategies. The students engaged in 

required asynchronous content and reading related to each 

component every week. For the first component, students completed 

the asynchronous tasks and readings, including a case study from 

Ertmer et al. (2019), drafted the first component for the instructional 

design project based on the project instructions, and submitted it to 

their instructor for review. The instructor provided feedback, typically 

in a 24-hour timeframe, so that students received the feedback 

before the synchronous session. During the synchronous session, 

the instructor and students discussed the content, and students 

engaged in peer discussions to revise and improve their projects. In 

the next week, the students made revisions based on instructor 

feedback and course discussions, engaged in the course content 

related to the second component, and added that component to the 

project for instructor review. This process repeated until all six 

components were included in one continuous document. 

In addition to weekly instructor feedback, each synchronous 

session included two breakout rooms, one of which was dedicated 

time for students to provide peer feedback related to their projects. 

During breakout rooms, we gave the students prompts related to the 

required weekly readings to discuss the information and apply it to 

their projects. Each week, we purposefully organized the breakout 

room groups so that some weeks students worked with peers in 

similar professional roles, and in others, they worked with peers in 

different professional roles. This allowed students to learn about one 

another’s projects and provide peer feedback in the context of their 

professional expertise and in other contexts. The instruction in the 

synchronous sessions was flipped so that students engaged with the 

content, completed the required weekly project component, and 

prepared to engage in continued discussion about the course topics 

during class. This PjBL approach provided a format in which 

students applied the course content about instructional design to a 

project situated in their professional context, thereby connecting 

theory and practice to address a current and relevant problem. 

Students were informed that this was a project-based course, but the 

instructors did not provide information defining PjBL. 

Data Collection and Analysis 

The data source for this study was a final reflection 

questionnaire (see Table 2) administered during the last week of the 

course. We crafted the questions to learn more about students’ 
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experiences with PjBL in the EdD instructional design course as it 

related to their professional roles. We aligned the research questions 

in this study with the questionnaire. 

Table 2. 

Question Research Question (RQ) 

Alignment 

1. Provide your name and email. – 

2. What is your present job title? RQ 2 

3. In which professional sector do you currently 

work?  

PK–12 Education 

College/University 

Corporate Nonprofit 

Government/Military 

Agency/Consultancy 

Other (leave blank) 

RQ 2 

4. Have you designed instruction in your previous 

or present profession? If yes, explain. 

– 

5. How has the ID project in [this course] supported 

your understanding of instructional design?  

RQ 1, RQ 2, RQ 3 

6. How does the ID project in [this course] inform 

your present professional responsibilities?  

RQ 2 

7. How does the ID project in [this course] inform 

your future professional responsibilities?  

RQ 2 

8. The instructors in [this course] implemented a 

project-based learning (PjBL) approach to 

teaching instructional design. Provide your 

perspective on the use of PjBL in a doctoral 

course.  

RQ 3 

To analyze the final reflection questionnaire data and to 

address qualitative reliability, each researcher reviewed the data 

related to one of the three research questions (Creswell & Poth, 

2018). First, we individually coded the responses using in vivo 

coding to develop emerging themes (Creswell & Poth, 2018). 

Second, we discussed each reviewer’s coding to confirm or 

disconfirm the codes for all three questions. We discussed the codes 

until we were in 100% agreement with the coding for each question. 

Third, we collapsed the codes into categories and determined the 

final themes as part of a thematic analysis. To address qualitative 

validity, we used thick, rich descriptions to present our findings 

(Creswell & Poth, 2018). 

FINDINGS 

The data collected from the questionnaire provided evidence for 

how a PjBL approach to learning instructional design supported EdD 

students’ understanding of the course content and provided 

opportunities for professional application in students’ current and 

future professions. There were four findings determined from 

responses to the questionnaire related to the three research 

questions. First, the study revealed that all students gained 

knowledge of instructional design during the course and 72% 

credited the project for scaffolding their learning. Second, 80% could 

see an immediate application of the project to their current 

professional roles, and 93% saw an application to future professions. 

Third, students’ perspectives on the use of an instructional design 

project in a doctoral-level course indicated that students valued the 

opportunity to apply what they were learning to their professional 

roles. Finally, the students appreciated that the project approach 

allowed the course content to be addressed by mastering individual 

instructional design components sequentially. In the following 

sections, we share these findings by providing evidence for each 

research question. 

EdD Students’ Description of Their Understanding 
of Instructional Design 

Questionnaire item five provided evidence of the EdD students’ 

perceived understanding of instructional design after completing an 

instructional design project, which was related to the first research 

question in this study. Many students described their understanding 

as new knowledge gained about the instructional design process 

using a PjBL method and appreciated the course structure in 

scaffolding that learning. All students responded positively to the 

question, yet there may have been some misunderstanding, as the 

question asked “how,” and several students responded as if the 

question asked “if” the project approach supported their 

understanding of the course content. 

Of the 58 students, 42 (72%) identified an increased 

understanding of the components, vocabulary, or process of 

instructional design. Responses provided evidence of their broader 

understanding. For example, students referred to their “better 

understanding of the components” and understanding of “the 

essential steps needed to create effective instruction,” recognizing 

that the experience “helped [them] understand the process needed 

to design instruction.” One student shared, “In the past, I have 

created content to present to others without a true instructional 

design process. This project has guided me into a new 

understanding of instructional design for future projects.” Other 

student responses provided evidence of their understanding of 

specific components of the instructional design process. Seven 

students referred to their understanding of learner analysis. One 

student recognized the importance of developing training that “aligns 

with the needs of the learner.” Similarly, another student “learned to 

format instruction to meet the needs of a variety of learners.” Other 

students recognized their new awareness of the need for a learner 

analysis or recognized the analysis as part of a strong instructional 

design. 

Four students mentioned the importance of evaluation to the 

instructional design process. Two students provided evidence of their 

understanding using evaluation to improve the design or to assess 

its effect. In listing the instructional design process steps, one 

student referred to evaluation as “follow-up” and recognized that 

evaluation was used for “modifications or changes” to instruction. 

Another student described their new awareness of “the different 

types of evaluations that are necessary to capture the effectiveness 

of a program.” Two students used the term evaluation without 

context to their understanding of that term. A few students also 

referred to the problem, needs assessment, and task analysis 

components of instructional design. The two students who 

specifically referred to the problem discussed how the project helped 

them “be more analytical and thoughtful in identifying a problem” and 

“clearly identify[ing] the problem.” One student recognized the 

“amount of energy that needs to be spent” on components such as 

the needs assessment and tasks analysis. The students chose to 

discuss specific components they considered important to their 

project. 
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EdD Students’ Perceptions of Instructional Design 
Informing Professional Roles 

Questionnaire items six and seven provided most of the data 

related to the second research question in this study, which focused 

on how EdD students perceived an instructional design project 

informed their present and future professional skills and 

responsibilities. Of the 58 students, two were retired and had no 

present professional responsibilities. Of the remaining 56 students 

employed at the time of the study, 45 (80%) indicated that the project 

informed their present professional responsibilities, yet the students 

provided various reasons. One reason was that the design project 

provided a framework or systematic approach to designing 

instruction for the professional development of employees, students, 

or colleagues. Several students suggested that the framework 

provided the correct terminology, steps to identify learner needs, and 

a plan for both design and delivery of the instruction. One student 

suggested the project prepared her to better fulfill her professional 

roles by expanding her training abilities: 

It helps significantly because now I can design training in a 

systematic way that makes sense. Prior to taking this class, 

anytime, I had to train others, I either outsourced the function or 

guessed at what I should be doing. 

Another student suggested: 

I have done similar trainings for groups of people but this class 

was helpful to see the process that takes place prior to the 

training and provides context and terms for things I do in my 

role. It also provided context to the steps so that I am able to 

move about the process with intentionality. 

The project allowed students to work purposefully through the steps 

for designing instruction in their professional context and they could 

see the value of working systematically through the process. 

A second reason that completing a project specific to their 

professional context supported students’ professional skills and 

responsibilities was that it provided them with the confidence and 

experience to identify workplace training needs and tackle the 

instructional design to address those needs. Students indicated that 

before taking the course they did not feel they had the expertise to 

confidently contribute to workplace discussions of instructional 

design. One student indicated that the project they designed for the 

course supported how they would propose new training at work: 

It really is a mission of mine to expand our student trainings, so 

I will be able to use my instructional design as a part of my 

proposal to leadership. I want to make all incoming first-year 

students at my university required to take a dating violence 

workshop, so designing a training for additional workshop 

facilitators will help make my proposal a realistic goal. 

Several students directly applied what they learned from the project 

to their current professional roles. One student stated, 

As an instructor and program director, I need to be able to 

create training for college students and faculty. I am also the 

curriculum analyst for all CTE [Career and Technology 

Education] departments at the college, this course has helped 

me in my knowledge to look at new course development. 

The identification of a need specific to their present professional 

context allowed the students to learn the instructional design process 

through the design of a project to address that need and support 

their individual professional growth. 

While 80% of the students indicated that the requirement of a 

professional context-specific project informed their professional 

roles, some students did not see a present application. One student 

stated, “It was difficult as the ID [instructional design] project was 

focused on a process skills/knowledge. All of our employees come 

with the knowledge necessary for their jobs or they wouldn’t be 

hired.” Other students indicated that they were not in a professional 

role that would allow them to design instruction. Of the 11 students 

who stated the project did not support their professional roles, five 

indicated that completing the project supported learning the course 

content and possibly informed future professional roles. One student 

explained, “This project helped me apply what I learned in class. I 

won’t be implementing my project in my place of employment, but I 

now know how to apply the steps I learned for future potential 

projects at work.” Another suggested that the content learned could 

be applied to areas outside of instructional design: 

The connection isn’t strong for my current role, BUT I think this 

course will be very helpful for the career I am working for. I think 

that the focus on learners, context, and problem are 

transferable to areas outside of instructional design as well. 

Two students did not provide reasoning for responding “no” to the 

questionnaire item regarding application to their current professional 

role. Only 13% of the students who were employed at the time of the 

study could not see a correlation between the course content and 

their current professional roles. 

Specific to questionnaire item seven, 54 (93%) of the students 

indicated that the instructional design project would inform their 

future professional responsibilities, even when they were unsure of 

that next professional step. The data provided supporting evidence 

through statements such as, “The project has given me tangible 

experience in designing instruction, and that experience will be 

helpful to me in future projects that I do in this position and beyond.” 

The students felt that the project provided the background 

knowledge and tools to design instruction for future professional 

training, as summed up by one student, 

This entire project has taught me the basics on how to create 

an instructional program which I believe I will need to know in 

my future professional responsibilities. Knowing the basics will 

provide a great foundation for creating training programs and 

instruction for students and staff members. 

Students shared how the successful design of a project provided 

them the confidence to pursue future responsibilities. For example, “I 

feel more confident not only in leading initiatives but in asking the 

right questions and ensuring that each phase will be executed 

efficiently and effectively,” and “I feel confident I can be an 

instructional designer at a big corporation.” The design of a project 

as a course requirement that addressed the students’ present 

professional context provided the background knowledge and 

confidence for those students to see the application of that process 

to possible future professional responsibilities. 

Of the four students who did not see an application to their 

future professional responsibilities, one provided insight into why that 

might have occurred, “There is little to no correlation between the ID 

project and my professional responsibilities. Everything I created for 

my ID project was made up for this class, and it will not be used in 

any capacity professionally.” This student did not see an application 

of the content or project to any future professional responsibilities. 
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EdD Student Perspectives About Project-Based 
Learning 

Questionnaire item eight provided most of the data related to 

the third research question for this study, which focused on exploring 

how EdD students describe their perspective on the use of PjBL in a 

doctoral-level instructional design course. We identified two 

responses from students: students valued the opportunity to apply 

what they were learning to their professional roles, and they 

appreciated how the project was organized into components. 

First, students valued the opportunity to connect the course 

content in the instructional design course to their professional roles 

and responsibilities. Of the 58 students, 27 (47%) positively noted 

their ability to apply the learning to real-world contexts. One student 

wrote, 

I enjoyed having a project to focus on and made sure to select 

one that I can apply to my workplace. If I had not selected a 

topic or project that needed to be addressed it may have felt 

frustrating to spend so much time on such a “problem.” 

However, I am excited to share this project with my 

administration and better support our staff with adequate 

training moving into the 2022–23 school year. 

Another student explained, 

Using a project based learning approach allowed me to take on 

new information and apply it to a relevant issue in my own area. 

Although I may not be using the project right now, it helps 

solidify the new information I was learning. 

In response to questionnaire item five, one student recognized that 

this method allowed them to have a “better understanding of each 

step” because it was “manageable information” that was “applied 

instantaneously” to their real-world problem. By offering students an 

opportunity to connect their learning to their profession, they 

engaged with the content of the course, as they considered how they 

could address a problem in their workplace in a timely manner. 

Second, students indicated that because the project was 

broken into components, it was manageable, allowing them to 

receive ongoing feedback. Of the 58 students, 15 (26%) pointed to 

benefits related to these components and instructor feedback. One 

student, who noted the ability to apply the content and the project 

components, described it in this way, 

The project based learning was an excellent strategy in this 

course. We had an opportunity to focus our work on a topic of 

our own choosing (which addresses the needs of adult learners 

for choice/autonomy and immediate application of learning). 

The material was chunked it into formative steps resulting in a 

final project at the end. This made the work feel “do-able” and 

less stressful… We got good individual feedback at each stage 

of the ID project, which was also encouraging and motivating as 

we went along (there’s no big surprises as to your progress or 

overall grade this way). Overall, my experiences with project 

based learning stretch me to think about how I might integrate 

them into my own courses. 

Similarly, in response to questionnaire item five, students described 

their understanding of instructional design by situating it in the 

context of the course structure. Four students reflected on the impact 

addressing each component separately had on their understanding 

of the instructional design process. Whether they were referring to 

this method as “chunk[ing] throughout the term” or “working on the 

instructional design in parts throughout the course,” these students 

identified their success with this approach. One student reflected on 

the time they had to “delve into each section and obtain a more 

thorough understanding of each section.” Similarly, another student 

described their ability to “focus on particular steps and components” 

making them “more meaningful and important.” The responses 

provided by these students provide evidence that the structure of the 

course impacted their understanding of instructional design. As part 

of a scaffolded structure, we provided feedback for each project 

component so that students could strengthen their projects, which 

students perceived to be valuable. 

However, 6 of the 58 students (10%) did not seem to value the 

PjBL approach or gave short questionnaire responses that appeared 

neutral. Although students selected their project topic, one student 

wished the project was more relevant to their profession and 

professional aspirations, while two others wished it was more closely 

connected with their dissertation topic. One wished they were in the 

same breakout discussion group for the entire term while another 

student shared, “Most [PjBL] is done in groups. Some people are not 

willing to work in groups.” While most students valued the 

opportunity to apply what they were learning to their professional 

roles and appreciated how the project was organized into 

components, not all students perceived the project to be valuable. 

We discuss these findings in the following section. 

DISCUSSION 

The purpose of this study was to determine how a PjBL 

approach to learning instructional design supported EdD students’ 

understanding of the course content and provided opportunities for 

application in students’ current and future professions. The analysis 

of the questionnaire data in application to the three research 

questions resulted in findings in support of using PjBL as an 

instructional method in doctoral-level coursework. These findings 

contribute to the research on the efficacy of using PjBL in higher 

education and contribute to the ongoing improvement of the 

instructional design course on which this research is based. 

Student Descriptions on the Application of PjBL to 
Course Content Understanding 

The finding related to the first research question focused on the 

doctoral students’ perceptions of the use of PjBL to increase their 

understanding of instructional design. While every student 

responded positively concerning their improved understanding of 

instructional design, 72% of the students recognized that completing 

the instructional design course using PjBL provided them with an 

increased understanding of instructional design. These student-

driven, realistic projects that were the focus of the course and 

curriculum provided the students with a positive experience in which 

to increase their understanding of instructional design. Similarly, 

Thomas (2000) found that PjBL improves the quality of students’ 

understanding. 

The doctoral students’ responses to the questionnaire signaled 

their differentiated understanding of the instructional design process. 

In choosing their own “driving question” (Blumenfeld et al., 1991; 

Stepien & Gallagher, 1993), these students developed an 

individualized understanding of the content (Thomas, 2000). This 

understanding was evident in the varied aspects of the project that 

the students described in their responses. The specific focus on 
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various aspects of instructional design is evidence that PjBL 

differentiated their learning, heightening their knowledge of specific 

aspects of the instructional design process. 

Student Perceptions on How PjBL Informs 
Professional Skills and Responsibilities 

The findings related to the second research question focus on 

how the use of PjBL informed students’ current and future 

professional responsibilities. Beier et al. (2019) and Shpeizer (2019) 

indicated that PjBL in higher education was beneficial in providing 

opportunities for students to engage with real-world projects both in 

current professional contexts and as an influence on future career 

possibilities. The situated cognition approach of allowing students to 

connect what they learn and then apply that knowledge to a project 

within their professional community supports the PjBL instructional 

method. The findings of this research indicated that most students 

supported that using PjBL informed both their current and future 

professional responsibilities. Eighty percent of the students indicated 

that the project informed their present professional responsibilities, 

and 93% indicated that it informed their future professional 

responsibilities. The students who could see a future application can 

be explained in part because students could envision the use of 

instructional design in their next professional role, even though they 

may not have the opportunity in their present role. The students 

referenced that mastering the systematic approach to instructional 

design through the application of a professionally situated project 

provided them with the framework and the confidence to identify and 

address workplace training needs. This finding concerning support 

for a PjBL approach to solving real-world problems through student-

constructive investigations echoes Brundeirs and Wiek (2013) and 

Thomas (2000), who identified that experiential learning models 

designed around student-identified challenging problems promote 

student understanding of specific topics. The participants in this 

study identified a problem in their workplace and engaged in 

experiential learning to learn about instructional design to address 

that problem with instruction. In line with Lucas and Goodman 

(2015), the students in this study could envision themselves as 

leaders of projects in both present and future professions due to the 

application of PjBL. 

A small percentage (7%) of students indicated that the project 

supported their understanding of the course content, but they could 

see no future professional application. While this is a small 

percentage, it is important to higher education instructors that 

students complete their coursework with a deep understanding of the 

content. It is important that we, the instructors of the course, 

determine how to better scaffold the learning experience for students 

who may not be presently employed or those who cannot see a 

future need to understand the instructional design process. 

Student Perceptions on the Use of PjBL in an EdD 
Course 

There were two findings related to the third research question, 

which was focused on EdD student perspectives about PjBL. First, 

students valued the opportunity to connect the course content in this 

instructional design course to their professional roles and 

responsibilities. This finding is interesting because as part of the ID 

project, we addressed Knowles’s (1980) principles of andragogy. In 

the same way that we ask students to consider the principles of need 

to know, self-concept, experience, readiness to learn, orientation to 

learning, and motivation when they are designing instruction for their 

own learners, they seemed to appreciate that they could apply their 

work in this class to their professional settings almost immediately. 

Because students selected the problem in their present professional 

context and because they were able to make connections between 

the instructional design and their workplace, they became invested in 

their project. Students in Beier et al.’s (2019) study “engaged in real-

world, client-centered problems within the courses, and these 

experiences provided them with valuable insight into jobs and job 

tasks in natural science and engineering fields” (p. 18). Similarly, the 

students in this study pointed to the value of being able to connect 

the course content to their professional roles. The PjBL approach 

oriented students’ application of the new content related to 

instructional design to their familiar professional role, as they worked 

to address a real problem in their workplace. This finding aligns with 

previous studies highlighting the importance of an authentic, relevant 

project in a PjBL (Beier et al., 2019; Lucas & Goodman, 2015; 

Moursund, 1999; Thomas, 2000). 

Second, because the project was organized into components, 

students reported that it was manageable, allowing them to receive 

timely feedback. Again, this relates to Knowles’s (1980) principles of 

andragogy and particularly readiness to learn. Because the feedback 

was ongoing, timely, and related to the professional roles, the 

students could address instructor feedback before moving to the next 

component of the project. Maor (2010) pointed to the importance of 

instructors’ pedagogical role in online settings “providing feedback 

and instruction, probing, asking questions, stimulating the 

discussion, synthesizing students’ comments, and referring to 

outside resources or experts in the field” (p. 135). The ongoing 

feedback in this study supported students’ successful completion of 

their projects. 

In this study, we uncovered that students valued timely 

feedback and saw merit in the structure of the project and the 

process to complete it with iterative feedback. The students 

mastered the instructional design content through the development 

of the project, and many saw immediate and future applications in 

their professions. The positive student perceptions of using PjBL as 

a course requirement support prior research concerning the use of a 

constructivist approach to active learning in an online classroom to 

promote student learning, motivation, and interest (Çakiroğlu & 

Erdemir, 2019; Shih & Tsai, 2016). It is interesting to note that all of 

the 58 participants in this study passed the course. The structured 

approach, timely and iterative feedback, and the relevance of the 

project to students’ professional context contributed to the students’ 

success. In the following section, we discuss the implications of our 

findings. 

IMPLICATIONS 

This study has implications for those who plan and teach 

instructional design courses, particularly for those with a problem-

based focus in EdD programs. For those who teach EdD courses, 

this study informs the choice of instructional methods for courses 

intended to inform professional responsibilities. A PjBL approach is 

often more time-consuming and more difficult to implement than 

traditional models such as lecture (Holm, 2011), yet that approach 

will provide a relevant application of the course content. The data 

from this study provide evidence that it was the PjBL approach to 

teaching instructional design and the timely approach to feedback 

that supported student understanding of the content and application 

to their professional context. 
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Students noted that components of the instructional design 

project supported multiple areas of professional growth. One step in 

the instructional design process was to complete a needs 

assessment. A student noted that the project “gives me the ability to 

see what areas may need to be approved through needs 

assessment” while another indicated that they were unsure of how 

the project would apply but that learning the process “will help in any 

position at the college where I work.” The students noted that the 

content and process were important and applicable in their 

professional context regardless of whether they were involved in 

designing instruction or training. Only four students (7%) in this study 

did not see a connection between the course project and either their 

present or future professional roles. It is important to note that 

students got to choose their instructional design problem to address 

in the project. The inability of some students to apply the course 

content and project to their professional context presents an 

opportunity for instructors to remind students of ways each can 

instruct others in their professional context, including new hires or in 

mentoring. For example, as one student shared that they did not 

engage in instructional design, it may be worth exploring if that 

student provided instruction to others in the context of supporting 

new hires or mentoring, or if they manage those who do. Purposeful 

discussion of professional roles may allow students to see 

connections between their roles and the course content.  

The instructional design course offered for this research was 

part of a sequence of courses that prepare EdD students to support 

learning and organizational change in both their current and future 

professional roles. Because the program is practitioner-based, 

students must understand the role of each course in preparing them 

for professional opportunities. The students begin a research-based 

problem of practice dissertation early in the EdD program and most 

students address a problem in their professional context. It is 

imperative that students understand that their coursework is relevant 

and applicable to them currently and in the future. PjBL provides the 

instructional method for conveying course content in a relevant 

format. In an instructional design course, PjBL enables students to 

master the content, understand the process of developing 

instruction, and understand how people learn through the 

construction of their knowledge in a situated context (Lave & 

Wenger, 1991). Many students in the instructional design course 

connected components of their project to their problem of practice 

dissertation topic. While students develop their dissertation research 

around a problem in their workplace, the instructional design project 

has the potential to help them think about post-graduation plans and 

how to solve that problem using instruction. Understanding how 

knowledge is constructed is key to promoting learning and 

organizational change. As stated by one student, “I think problem-

based learning is the entire point of our program and problem of 

practice. If we truly want to be change makers in our fields, we have 

to be able to identify problems and work through solutions that are 

best for everyone involved.” While this student misidentified the 

course project as PBL rather than PjBL, the student perceived a 

possible application of the PjBL approach for those who want to 

catalyze organizational change. We found that student responses in 

this study were meaningful for us as instructors as we considered the 

possibilities for our course to support EdD students in making 

connections to their learning and their professional practice, 

particularly in thinking about how we could encourage them to create 

change with instruction based on their problem of practice findings in 

their post-graduation plans. 

CONCLUSION AND NEXT STEPS 

Instructors of instructional design courses in higher education 

may want to consider the PjBL approach, particularly if they teach 

EdD students from varied professional contexts. One limitation of this 

study was that not all students agreed to participate in the study. 

However, of the 71 students enrolled in the course, 58 students 

(82%) participated in the study. As such, the instructors of the course 

in this study are continuing our use of this approach and the related 

research because of the positive student responses related to PjBL 

in this course. We embedded the final reflection questionnaire in the 

required asynchronous work so that we can continue to help 

students make connections between this course and their 

professional roles. A delimitation of the study was that our analysis 

focused on one data source, the final reflection questionnaire, which 

reflected one term of this course. Although student responses were 

confidential, the final reflection questionnaire responses were self-

reported, which may have impacted students’ responses. To mitigate 

this concern, we did not review student responses until after we 

published course grades. In the future, we will collect additional data 

sources such as following up with additional interviews to see how 

students are applying what they have learned from the course in 

their professional roles. We might further explore student responses 

according to specific professional roles. Additionally, we can explore 

how students connect instructional design concepts to the 

distribution of findings section we require in their problem of practice 

dissertations, particularly given that many students focus on a 

problem related to their problem of practice. This research will help 

us to further examine the use of PjBL in doctoral-level courses such 

as our instructional design course in an online EdD program. 
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