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Cupomkuna Haoexcoa I'ennaovesna
Iagsnoeckaa Ceemnana Bnaoumupoena

3yeea Enena Egzenvegna

BOIIPOCHI UCITOJIB3OBAHUSA NPOEKTHO-OPUEHTUPOBAHHOI'O
MNOAXOJA ITPU OBYYEHUU CTYJAEHTOB B YHUBEPCUTETAX

AHHOmauus: Habar0O0aembvlil Ha NPOMANCEHUU NOCTIeOHUX 0eCAMULIemull pa3pole
MedHcoy Keanupurayueri 8bInyCKHUKOS 8)308 U PealbHbIMU HOMPEOHOCMAMU PbIHKA K-
myanusupyem 3a0ayy 8HeOpeHUsi NPOEKMHbIX 00PA308aMeENbHbIX MEXHONIOUL 8 8blC-
wem obpazosanuu. Llenvio enagul sA618emces aHaiu3 pe3yibmamos UCHOIb308AHUsL NPO-
eKMHO20 N00X00a 6 poccutickom gyse. Mcciedosanue nposoounocs ¢ mederue 3 iem ¢
yuacmuem cmyoeHmos nepgozo Kypca. HMcciedosanue 8viasuU10 0CHOGHbIE NpeumMyluje-
CMBA U BO3MONCHBLE NPENIMCMBUSL HA NYMU 8HEOPeHUsL NPOEKMHbIX MEXHOL02UL 8 POC-
cutickom evicuiem obpasosanuu. Ilo pezynbmamam ucciedoeanusi Hauboree 3Ha4u-
MbIMU NOJOHCUMETLHBIMU PE3VIbMAmMaMU 6HeOPeHUs. NPOEKMHbIX MeXHOL02ULL CMaau
NOTYYEHHbI CIMYOeHMAMU ONbIM PAOOMbl 8 KOMAHOE U PA3BUMUE KOMMYHUKAMUBHBIX
Haevikog. Cpedu npoodnem, C8sA3aHHbIX C pedarusayueli npoeKmHubIx 3a0ad, Hauboee 3Ha-
YUMOU ABUNACL NPOOTIeMa 8bICMPAUBAHUSL KOMMYHUKAYUL CO CMOPOHHUMU OP2AHU3A-
yuamu. Aemopamu coenam 8bl800 0 MOM, UMO CLOHNCHOCMU, C8A3AHHbIE C YUACIUEM 8
npoeKkmHotl pabome, 00YCl061eHbl CREYUDUKOU POCCULICKO20 CPeOHe20 00PA308aHUSL.
Ha cecoonswnuii momenm 6 cpedneii wikone OOMUHUPYIOM MPAOUYUOHHbLE MemOoObl
00yUeHUs, YUMo NPensmcmeyen pa3eumuro y Y4eHUKo8 npaKkmuieckux Hagvikog. Mccie-
008aHUe NOKA3AJI0, YUMo NPoobebl 8 WKOIbHOM 00PA308aHUL 80 MHO2OM MOJICHO YCMpa-
HUMb yoice Ha nepeom 200y 0byuenus 6 gyse. llpusedennvie aviuie danHbvle NO3G0NAIOM
coenamos 8bl800 O HEOOXOOUMOCMU B88e0€HUsl 8 WIKONbHbIE NPOSPAMMbL PA3IUYHBIX
Gopm npoekmuo-opuenmuposanHol OdesmenvHocmu. Pe3ynomamuvl uccredosanus
UMeIom NPAKMu4ecKyro 3HauuMocmo OJisl npenodasamenell 8y308, KOmMopwle yuacm-

eyom 6pyK0600CI’I’18€ I’lpO@KmHOL? O0essmebHOCMbIO cmydeﬂmoe-nepeokprHukoe.
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Abstract: the gap between qualification of university graduates and real market
demands, which has been observed over the last decades, reveals the challenge of de-
ploying project-based educational technologies in higher education. The chapter is
aimed at analyzing findings of applying a project-based approach in higher education
In Russia. The study was carried out over the period of 3 years involving interviews of
freshmen. The research discloses the major benefits and possible hurdles engaged in the
process of introducing project-based technology in Russian higher education. The most
significant positive results noted by the respondents, were the acquisition of team work
experience and development of communication skills. Among the problems associated
with the implementation of project tasks, the greatest challenge is presented by the task
of building communications with outside organizations. A conclusion was drawn that
the key obstacles for first-year students are linked to secondary school education. This
can be explained by the current dominating role of traditional teaching methods at
schools discouraging the development of practical skills. The study has shown that gaps
in school education can be largely solved already in the first year within the framework
of project-based learning. The above given evidence makes it possible to conclude that
it is necessary to introduce various forms of project-oriented activities into the school
curricula. Findings of the empirical research carried out in the study have major impli-
cations for teachers in higher educational establishments who are involved into guiding

project-based activities of first year students.

Keywords: higher education, collaboration, organization of project activity, pro-

ject-based learning, social project.

Insufficient preparation for practical work of university graduates is known to be
one of key problems of Russian educational system. Russia refers to the number of world
leaders in terms of higher professional education population coverage. According to
OECD data, 54% of Russians aged 25-64 had attained higher education while the mean
value of the similar indicator among OECD countries constitutes 31% [17]. However,
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In recent years, there has been observed a significant gap between university graduates’
qualification and skills and real-world labor market needs. This issue has grown in
Importance due to the fact that prevalence of traditional educational technologies in the
country impedes the process of students’ acquiring knowledge, skills and competences
required by the market. Primary attention in Russian universities is paid not to devel-
opment of cognitive, social and behavioral skills, which are essential for employers,
but to attaining rudimentary skills, which to a large extent have already been shaped at
school. The task of integrating education and life experience can largely be achieved
by implementing project technologies into the educational process at universities.
Therefore, relevance of this study is determined by the need to obtain reliable and suf-
ficiently broad-based empirical data that can be used to generate recommendations for
further improvement and development of project-based learning in Russian universi-
ties.

Project-based learning (PBL)! is known to be a dominant educational technology
in a number of international universities, called universities of applied sciences. Uni-
versities of applied sciences, similarly to conventional educational establishments, aim
to deliver higher professional education. However, teaching techniques in such univer-
sities differ from the traditional academic model, suggesting a broader application of
the project-based approach to learning. Universities of applied sciences are widely
spread in Finland, Germany and Austria with their graduates being in high demand in
the labor market.

Regarding Russian higher education, PBL approach appears to be used fragmen-
tarily. We believe that a more extensive application of project-based learning technol-
ogies could be possible when implementing applied bachelor’s degree programs into
higher education practice in the Russian Federation. At present one of the most signif-
icant current discussions in the professional community is the idea of applied bacca-
laureate However, considering complications linked to compliance with Federal State
Educational Standards of Higher Professional Education (FSES HPE), it has not got

widespread use in practice yet. The study seeks to address the following objectives: (1)

!In this study, the acronym PBL will be used to refer to project-based learning.

Content is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 license (CC-BY 4.0)



H3nareabckuii nom «Cpena»

to analyze and systemize three-year experience of deploying PBL technologies in a
Russian university, assessing students’ satisfaction with the new learning mode; (2) to
explore and identify problems connected with the transition from traditional learning
methodologies of teaching students to using a PBL approach to learning currently oc-
curring in Russian higher education.

In recent years, there has been an increasing interest and much debate about the
concept of project-based learning in the professional community. A new humanistic
approach was established in pedagogics at the start of the XX century. Central to it is
the idea the learning process should take into consideration the student’s individual
peculiarities and interests. It was at this time that educators brought into light the role
of projects during the learning process. One of the founders of PBL approach Kilpatrick
noted in 1918 that students, guided by the teacher, need to obtain social experience in
order to develop vital for social life skills [13]. In Kilpatrick’s system, the major em-
phasis is laid on the students’ interest and their independent thinking; the learning pro-
cess is developed while pursuing solutions to the task which aroused the students’ in-
terest. G. Dewey points out that PBL will enable students not only to accumulate
knowledge for future adult life, but to apply theoretical knowledge to real life instan-
taneously during the learning process. Pupils’ participation in projects implementation
Is sure to help them develop vital competences such as the ability to build relationships
with other people, improve self-regulation and personal development skills, and also
find their way in adult life [3]. PBL was officially introduced into United States school
curriculum in 1919. Thus the idea that the learning process should be aimed not only
at studying and memorizing the material, but, primarily, at preparation for solving real-
world professional and life problems, was announced about a hundred years ago. In
practice, traditionally, project technologies have been used in the United States of
America while teaching medical professions since the 60s of the last century; by the
80s they had become wide spread for teaching other vocational subjects [15].

With respect to Russia, the attempt to implement PBL was made in the early XX
century by a prominent humanistic educator S. T. Shatsky. The scholar highlighted the
relevance of professional experience organization in the practice of implementing
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projects into education [19]. Thus BPL was granted an official status in Russia in the
20s of the XX century. So-called working, industrial schools were being set up; their
primary objective was to reflect goals and tasks of the new Soviet state. Unfortunately,
such rapid and commonplace project-based learning implementation failed to be
grounded on the teachers’ solid practice and experience. Quite frequently, projects
seemed to be pulled away from the curriculum and would rather slow down the learning
process. This inevitably resulted in the overall decline of students’ knowledge. In other
words, Soviet experience of PBL implementation was targeted at tackling industrial
problems which responded to the requests of the current state ideology. By the middle
of the XX™ century, the PBL method had shifted its focus from the educational sphere
to engineering. Only since the 80s have educators again turned to the project-based
method, however, it did not gain popularity being used by few schools.

Nowadays in light of the educational system reforms Russian scientists and edu-
cators are turning back to the idea of reviving PBL in contemporary teaching practice
both at schools and universities. Despite this, the method is being used fragmentarily.
In addition, so far, there has been no well-operating succession system how to apply
project tasks implementation practice at schools and universities.

At present, the leading role in developing new technologies belongs to higher ed-
ucational establishments. However, there seems to be a serious gap between school and
university experience in implementing project-based technologies. A great proportion
of leading universities seek to build partnership relations with industrial, research and
trade organizations (which allows them to highly approximate the learning process to
modern employment market demands, thus, providing the students with an opportunity
to get problem-solving experience during the learning process). Schools, by contrast,
tend to be more inert and less open to the latest trends in science; they are more likely
to be based on the classical educational system where the traditional learning method
still remains indispensable. In the modern school system, the teacher’s role is regarded
basic whereas pupils act as passive listeners and doers. Such a tradition excludes pu-
pils’ development of independent research skills and makes it impossible for them to

acquire experience of interacting with the external world. This, therefore, appears to be
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a serious barrier to successful implementation of project tasks in university courses. As
a result, pupils enter universities being not prepared to immediately get involved into
project work. They confront difficulties with both team work inside an unfamiliar
group and going beyond it.

Hence, in view of all that has been mentioned so far, it seems crucial to gain a
deeper understanding of the barriers that freshmen face at universities within the frame
work of PBL courses.

The term «project-based learningy is defined as «the type of activity during which
students learn the subject by being involved in solving real-world problems and tasks
with a certain degree of responsibility for the organization of the educational process»
[16]. The definition suggested by Morgan includes a wide scope of educational meth-
odologies from applying PBL elements to the project-oriented university policy. In or-
der to systematize educational technologies, three main «ideal» models of employing
the PBL approach in the learning process were outlined by Morgan.

1. Project exercise. Project exercise is a traditional kind of independent activity,
suggesting that the student makes use of knowledge and methodologies found in spe-
cial literature in order to complete tasks within the frames of the studied subject.

2. Project component of the learning process. This model is significantly broader
than the previous model, since it does not imply a tight connection with academic sub-
jects; it is based on the interdisciplinary approach and often includes solutions to real-
world problems. Students have more freedom and flexibility in choosing the project
topic.

3. Project orientation. The «project orientation» model implies that the project-
based method becomes learning «philosophy». Similarly to the previous model, the
interdisciplinary approach and focus on solving real-world problems are paid major
attention to. Nevertheless, project aims prevail over educational objectives. In addition,
the choice of special literature and materials necessary for the course implementation,
is determined not by teaching objectives but by the project topic.

Another study carried out by S. Garcia underlines a multifaceted nature of the

notion «project-based». The author draws our attention to a wide range of
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methodologies accumulated in PBL including field studies, practice-oriented projects,
laboratory research [7]. As noted by Garcia, the following common characteristics are
typical of all mentioned methodologies:

— practical task orientation;

— complexity and a relatively high degree of difficulty;

— significance (project-based work is not peripheral in the curriculum);

— fixation on tasks, which require students’ independence in pursuing their solu-
tions.

The definition suggested by Bergh, highlights the importance of PBL method’s
innovative character in education: «pedagogical innovation which integrates theory
and practice by means of problem solving of working life issues» [1].

This idea is supported and expanded by Buck Institute for Education, the mission
of which is proliferation of the PBL approach in education. It defines project-based
learning as a «teaching method in which students gain knowledge and skills by working
for an extended period of time to investigate and respond to an authentic, engaging,
and complex question, problem, or challenge» [2].

It is possible to single out the following features of the educational process in
Buck Institute for Education:

— project tasks are selected considering educational goals, which entail study of
the learning material and development of essential skills (for example, critical thinking
skills, collaborative work, self-organization, etc.);

— presence of a relevant question or problem which demands a solution;

— involvement of the student into the process of data and resources search;

— practice orientation of the projects;

— the student makes independent decisions when implementing a project;

— constant analysis of the project-based activity and its results, detection and elim-
ination of possible problems;

— teachers’ supervisory control of project-based activity;

— presentation and discussion of project-based activity results with practicing spe-

cialists beyond the educational institution.
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R. Dreher points out a number of characteristics peculiar to project-based learn-
ing, namely, selection of projects typical of professional activity, academic guidance
of the project-group activity, raising situational questions, priority of knowledge, facil-
itating thinking development [4].

The results obtained from comparative analysis of traditional and project-based
methods are presented in Table 1.

Table 1

Major differences between Traditional and Project-Based Instruction [15]

Traditional instruction Project-based instruction
Curriculum focus Fixed or standard curriculum | Project/driving question
Learning focus Acquisition of knowledge Life skills (problem-solving, team-
work, communication) as well as
knowledge

Curriculum materials | Textbook, assigned readings | Developed by students through their
own discovery process

Role of student Passive observer; teacher-di- | Active-problem-solver; self-directed
rected learner learner

Role of instructor Expert; source of knowledge | Facilitator

Social context of Individual learners Community of learners who collabo-

classroom rate with one another

Scope of subject Narrow, focused (usually) Broad, interdisciplinary

Project-based learning is known to be widely spread in higher education in many
countries. The most important implications for appearance of PBL are «social-eco-
nomic conditions, which required reevaluation of traditional learning methods» [12].
One benefit of PBL is that students learn by becoming actively involved into the learn-
Ing process, thus increasing motivation for learning and getting the opportunity to de-
velop a wide range of skills and competences [8]. Unlike traditional classes, PBL and
its modifications allow achieving higher levels of creativity [9]. Application of the pro-
ject-based approach improves the educational climate and produces a positive impact
on the teacher-student relationship [11]. Investigation of PBL influence on building
social skills provides evidence about its positive impact on developing time-manage-
ment skills, responsibility, goal-orientation, creativity as well as on students’ interest

in subjects which go beyond the school curriculum [23]. In addition, scientists also
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underline a positive effect of PBL on developing students’ research skills and enhanc-
ing their achievements in the scientific sphere [5]. Project-based learning can be treated
as a tool for creating a positive attitude to representatives of various nationalities as it
contributes to establishing professional communication culture in international teams,
overcoming barriers and training of specialists who are prepared to live and work in a
multicultural community. The results obtained from the analysis of PBL implementa-
tion in international teams indicate that this method is effective in order to «master
professional communication culture, overcoming communication barriers and becom-
ing specialists with higher tolerance, ready to live and work in multicultural soci-
ety» [21].

Thus, the project-based approach lets students not only acquire professional compe-
tences, but also get skills of functioning in the social environment. These skills are sure to
play a crucial role in the students’ ability to quickly fit in the global labor market.

It is worth noting that PBL implementation is not always smooth. Introducing
PBL in public education presents a challenging task. The majority of state-funded
schools and universities are limited to a state-approved curriculum. Standardized test-
ing requires the use of learning approaches that focus primarily on rote learning. The
school day is strictly regulated and arranged around subjects [18]. Lack of qualified
facilitators may also be an obstacle to implementing PBL, as well as the need for cre-
ative processing of the PBL methodology considering the educational goals and the
specifics of certain disciplines [10]. There are also some difficulties linked with using
PBL in Russian education.

At present, in light of the national educational systems reforms, Russian scientists
and teachers turn to the idea of reviving the PBL method both at schools and in univer-
sities. However, it is necessary to mention that the project-based approach is used frag-
mentarily in the contemporary educational system. As many Russian researchers re-
mark, the educational system in Russia was initially founded on the knowledge para-
digm: «knowledge — skill — experiencey, where the main attention was paid to gaining
knowledge by the students [6].
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To date the key role in developing new technologies is taken by higher educational
establishments. However, there is increasing concern over the gap between school and
university approaches to implementing project technologies. Many leading universities
tend to establish partnership relationships with industrial enterprises, business commu-
nities and research organizations. Such relations, therefore, ensure that the learning
process should meet the modern employment market needs as well as provide students
with experience in solving real-world problems within the learning environment.
Schools, being more conservative, appear to be less exposed to new trends in science
and tend to draw upon the classical education system, where the major role is still
played by the traditional learning method. The modern school system reviews the
teacher’s role as key whereas pupils act more as listeners and doers. Such an approach
raises concerns as it hardly contributes to developing pupils’ independent research
skills. As a consequence, it appears to be a serious barrier to implementing project tasks
at the university. In view of all that has been mentioned so far, there is an urgent need
to explore and systemize problems which are confronted by first-year students when
being involved into project-based work.

This research intends to analyze and arrange three-year experience of applying
PBL technologies in a Russian university. In addition, the paper aims to assess the
extent to which students from the department of Public Administration are satisfied
with the new preparation mode and to single out problems associated with transition
from traditional educational methodologies to the project-based approach.

The research data in this study is drawn from analyzing the experience of applying
PBL when teaching first year students in academic years 2017-2018, 2018-2019 and
2019-2020. Due to the fact that freshmen lack systemic knowledge in the professional
field, the study objective therefore was determined as to carry out social orientation
projects, aimed at addressing socially relevant challenges.

The overall structure of project work included three stages: pre-project prepara-
tion, project implementation stage, project acceptance and project results evaluation.

The pre-project preparation stage aimed to deal with the following tasks.
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1. Building project groups. The process of forming project groups did not imply
preliminary selection and was based on the random principle. Such an approach, un-
doubtedly, required extra efforts associated with team work organization. However, we
assume, it was completely justified considering the fact first-year students have not
fully built social relations yet.

2. Problem search and setting project tasks. Tackling a real-world problem is
considered to be one of key features of PBL, along with its targeting at the final result.
The task of searching a socially significant problem was assigned to student teams,
whereas the teacher’s functions were limited to specifying problem statement. In fact,
the teacher acted as an expert or a coach, exerting no excessive pressure on students.

3. Working out a project implementation plan and schedule; distributing func-
tions among group members. The students were offered to make up the work schedule.
It was also specified that the plan could be corrected while working on the project;
changes of functions distributions within a group were also allowed.

The project realization stage included the following components.

1. Reviewing professional literature and educational materials. Students were in-
volved into independent data investigation and, if necessary, discussed it with the
teacher.

2. Collecting and analyzing data, interviewing. The data format as well as data
sheets were agreed upon with the teacher.

3. ldentifying and systemizing risks. Possible risks and ways of eliminating them
were collectively discussed by teams and the teacher in project seminars. At the same
time, the project task and aims could be modified considering detected risks.

4. Searching and evaluating resources (material, technical, informational). To-
gether with the teacher- project supervisor students were engaged into analysis of ex-
Isting resources and potential opportunities.

5. Conducting negotiations. This stage implied students’ developing working re-
lationship, in particular, arranging meetings, preparing letters and enquiries to public

authorities and business structures.
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6. Implementing the project. The project was regarded completed in case the set
aim was achieved.

7. Preparing the presentation. The presentation structure and its timing were de-
termined by the guiding teacher.

At the last stage — the stage of project results acceptance and assessment- the pro-
ject work findings were publicly discussed, reviewed from the point of view of their
significance. They were also critically evaluated by specialists and course mates.

Availability of the final product (research, report, methodology or model, event,
etc.) is the key feature of the PBL concept which distinguishes it from other educational
technologies, for instance, from problem-oriented learning. The authors hold the view
that it makes sense to attract interested parties (stakeholders) to evaluate the project
work results. Thus, in case the project has clearly defined target audience (for example,
orphanages, senior homes, student organizations), stakeholders may be invited to at-
tend the project defense procedure or they might be requested to provide feedback (for
instance, oral and written reviews, grateful letters) Unfortunately, it seems impossible
In most cases due to the fact that there is no particular customer in a number of situa-
tions with the role of a beneficiary party being performed not by social groups but
society in general. An example of this is a social project on collection and further uti-
lization of used batteries. In such cases it seems reasonable to carry out evaluation of
the project success by attracting the coaching teacher and department representatives.

According to the study objectives it was decided to employ the questionnaire
method as the data collection technique. First year students studying management were
interviewed for this study. The interviewing process covered three years: it was con-
ducted at the end of academic years 2018-2019, 2019-2020 and 2020-2021. By the
end of the survey period, data had been collected from 189 individuals; of the overall
cohort 46 question sheets were received from first year students in the academic year
2018-2019, 69 — from freshmen in the academic year 2019-2020 and 74 — from first
year students in the academic year 2020-2021.

Data on the topics of social projects suggested by the students were collected at

the end of each reviewed period to be later grouped into the following categories:
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— sport, leisure;

— culture, art, education;

— social services, charity;

— information environment, mass media;

— urban space development, ecology;

— improvement of university work;

— international links.

In addition, a section of the questionnaire required respondents to point out chal-
lenges they faced in their research work by answering the question «Indicate key prob-
lems linked with implementation of your project». Students were asked to choose one
or more options from the following:

— idea search;

— practical execution of the project idea;

— cooperation in the project team;

— interaction with teachers, supervising the project;

— communication with outside organizations;

— other,

Another question to the students was framed the following way: «What positive
findings connected with your project implementation can you mention?» The follow-
ing responses were offered (one or more answers could be chosen):

— team work experience;

— experience in completing a practice-oriented task;

— developing communication skills;

— research work expertise;

— experience in interacting with outside organizations;

— experience of cooperating with teachers in an extracurricular mode;

— other.

In order evaluate the students’ satisfaction with the project work outcomes, they
were asked to rate their satisfaction with the project activity results according to a ten —

score scale.

13
Content is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 license (CC-BY 4.0)



H3nareabckuii nom «Cpena»

Overall, the results indicate that the most demanded spheres of project work
among first year students over two years of observation were «Culture, art, education»
and «Improvement of university work» (see Fig. 1). Projects, entering the group «Cul-
ture, art, education» mainly implied building communities among university students
who shared common interests. As far as the category «Improvement of university
worky is concerned, it included projects aimed at building connections with prospec-
tive university students, establishing relations among students from different depart-
ments and courses, as well as enhancing transparency of various structural divisions of
the university. Interestingly, the trend tended to remain stable during the third year of
observation; however, there is a noticeable increase in students’ interest in the area of

social services, charity and culture, art, education in 2021-2022.
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Project topics

Fig. 1. Distribution of projects by topics

It is worth noting that the greatest proportion of projects was targeted at work
inside the university. Even projects, connected with organization of sports events and
tackling ecological issues, tended to be restricted by the intramural environment.

We assume that the implication of this finding is that the majority of students feel

not prepared for work outside the university. Apparently, school graduates lack
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experience in building relationships with the outside world. In the authors’ view, this
fact may be attributed to a rather discouraging trend and is likely to result in certain
problems in future professional activity.

Distribution of responses to the question «Indicate key problems connected with
your project implementationy is presented in Figure 2. The bar graph reveals that the
main students’ concerns over the review period were «Practical implementation of the
project idea» and «Communication with outside organizations». First year students
carrying out their projects in 2019-2020 also mentioned difficulties arising at the idea

search stage.

60

50

40

30 ——— —
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Number of respondents
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01— — — ' _ b & 20192020

Idea search

Practical execution of
the projectidea

Cooperaion in the
praject team
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outside arganization s

Other

Interaction with the teachers,
supervising the project

Problems connected with projectimplementation

Fig. 2. Distribution of responses to the question: «Indicate key problems connected

with your project implementation»

The finding linked with often reference to project realization issues can be ex-
plained by the fact that first year students generally do not possess organizational com-
petences to a necessary extent. Over half of those surveyed are not familiar with pro-
ject-based activity and therefore lack relevant experience in problem search and state-
ment. Tackling a problem collectively also presents a cause of concern for most first

year students.
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Another issue emerging from the students’ responses relates to difficulties in es-
tablishing relations with outside organizations. Such interaction might have been inev-
itable even in case of implementing projects targeted at developing internal university
community and space. This is due to the fact that they involved, for instance, inviting
a voluntary organization representative to a meeting or doing some sponsorship print-
ing work. These findings provide further support for the hypothesis that activity beyond
the university walls presents greatest challenges for students.

It is necessary to mention another significant issue to emerge from this study.
Although not determined as key by most students, the majority of teachers marked it
as exceptionally relevant while discussing project work. In particular, it is concerned
with difficulties in building relationships within a project group. There were a number
of situations when a student received high grades and benefits for his or her participa-
tion in the project without actually making any essential contribution into it. Analysis
of PBL experience reported by international researcher demonstrates that this problem
causes concern not only for teachers in Russian universities. The authors of the research
point out that «some students tend to shift the responsibility for the quality of studying
to the group of project implementation, to avoid assuming responsibility for the out-
come of activities of the whole project group, to insufficiently communicate with the
study colleagues» [14].

Distribution of responses to the question «What positive findings linked with your
project implementation can you point out?» testifies to the fact that the opportunity of
getting practical work experience together with improvement of communication skills
is considered by students to be the most significant result of project work. (See Fig. 3).
In a personal interview the majority of those surveyed indicated that these compe-
tences, from their point of view, are largely demanded and appreciated by employers.
Along with this response, first year students in academic year 2020-2021 expressed an
opinion that experience gained from interacting with outside organizations was highly
beneficial and rewarding for them.

It is specifically crucial to highlight relevance of communication skills developed

by students during project work. Undoubtedly, IT development opens new horizons to
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the younger generation; however, it may often produce a negative impact on commu-
nication and presentation skills. It is not an uncommon situation for modern students
to face challenges with building social ties, to suffer from misunderstanding and lone-
liness. Some students report difficulties with encouraging and interesting other people
in their ideas. In this case involvement in PBL work can contribute to making up for
the communication deficit by involving students into completing socially significant

tasks.
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Fig. 3. Distribution of responses to the question: «What positive findings linked

with your project implementation can you point out?»

The results obtained from evaluation of students’ satisfaction with project work
are shown in Table 2 and Figure 4. In order to identify the degree of satisfaction, stu-
dents were asked to assess value of PBL activity for their future work according to a
ten-grade scale. Thus, evaluation ranging from one to two points indicated a high de-
gree of dissatisfaction with project work results, assessment from three to five corre-

sponded to a satisfactory mark, evaluation varying from six to eight points meant
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«good» and nine-ten points demonstrated the highest level of satisfaction with the re-

sults.
Table 2
Distribution of responses to the question:
«How do you evaluate results of project-based learning?»
Score
1/2|3|4|5|6| 7|89 ]|10]| Mean | Stndard
Year of score deviation
observation
2018-2019 1/0[3|3|7|6|14|8]2]2 6,37 1,87
2019-2020 0[1]0[2]|6/10]13 |21 [11] 5 7,36 1,61
20202021 0/0]0[4]4/13]20]18] 5 |10 7,34 1,58
10,00 -
9,00
8,00 - 7,36 7,34
7,00 6,37
L 5,00 -
%]
- 5,00 -
)
= 4,00 -
3,00 -
2,00 -
1,00 -
0,00
2018-2019 2019-2020 2020-2021

Fig. 4. Mean score value when assessing quality of project-based learning

From the data in Figure 4, it is apparent that BPL results were estimated highly

by the students. However, presence of negative evaluations reveals some limitations of

the method. Obviously, the cohort of respondents included freshmen not possessing

basic socialization skills or those aimed at individual work. It can therefore be assumed

that lack of independent operating skills and sufficient motivation might have influ-

enced the fact that some assessments were negative. One issue that emerges from this

finding is that mechanism of students’ involvement into project work must be corrected
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for this group of respondents, namely, closer connections with the supervisor should
be established.

It is interesting to note that first year students receiving training in the second and
third years of observation tended to give higher ratings to project activity results than
those from the first year of guidance. Thus, while use of project activity scored on
average 6,37 points in academic years 2018-2019, in 2019-2020 this indicator in-
creased and constituted 7,36 with a slight decline in 20202021 reaching 7,34 points.
We believe that such positive dynamics might be related to more professional supervi-
sion of the project tutors. Academic year 2018-2019 was the first year of guiding PBL
activity for the majority of teachers. Tutors managed to consider mistakes and thereby
improved the supervisory process in the following years.

Thus, taken together, the results of three-year investigation of PBL activity in a
university indicate that the absolute majority of first year students are not prepared for
carrying out projects which include interaction with the state, businesses and public
institutions. The evidence from this study shows that freshmen almost do not possess
experience in establishing relations with outside organizations, which is a vital compe-
tence especially for future specialists in the field of management. It is certain, that this
problem is relevant for Russian education at large: in contrast to students in OECD
countries, Russian students on average pay more attention to learning the material and
tend to draw less upon collective classes [2]. A major challenge for universities should
therefore be to engage students into PBL activity, which will require introducing
courses with project-based approach into the curriculum of first year students as well
during subsequent years. Social projects, carried out by freshmen, should lay the
groundwork for further work on projects in professional sphere.

The results obtained from the questionnaire indicated that the greatest benefit
from implementing the PBL approach, in the students’ view, is gained experience in
solving practice-oriented problems and improving communication skills. On the other
hand, issues with implementing the project idea and necessity to interact with outside
organizations presented the biggest challenge for freshmen. The authors assume that

this trend might be regarded as an implicit problem of Russian school education where
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at present the dominating role is played by traditional teaching methods which do not
encourage development of practical skills. In addition, certain closed nature of schools
together with their academic results orientation does not allow pupils to develop com-
petences essential for successful work in a project-based format. As noted in the study
carried out by the National University Higher School of Economics: «School overloads
children with knowledge, the relevance of which is doubtful. At the same time school
does not teach necessary skills, including social competences...» [20].

The research has found that gaps in school education can be filled in, to a large
extent, during the first year at the university within the framework of project-based
learning. Project implementation will contribute to students’ getting vital for their fu-
ture career skills of team work and developing independent problem-solving abilities.
Benefits of project-based approach in education are particularly valuable for the Rus-
sian educational system, where traditionally much attention has been paid to establish-
ing a solid academic platform which often failed to meet the employment market de-
mands. To date, a number of professional directions, for instance management, place
an increased value on critical thinking skills, team work experience and self-education
capabilities. This is proved by practice of other countries where the PBL method is
highly demanded and developing rapidly. Thus, as far as Chinese experience is con-
cerned (its educational system was to a large extent formed under the influence of So-
viet educational trends), higher education in this country is actively employing project-
oriented technologies, aimed at enhancing creativity, building collaborative work
skills, developing self-management in students [22]. Taken together, these conclusions,
therefore, define a need for further development of various forms of project-based
learning activities in Russian education, which will help university graduates secure a

competitive advantage in the modern labor market.
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