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Abstract This article describes a case study involving the planning, phases, and outcomes of an exploration of the
Project Approach led by four teacher candidates as part of an undergraduate early childhood teacher preparation
program. Four undergraduate junior-level teacher candidates investigated the phases of the Project Approach during
their junior year; this work took place during a 26-week learning module comprised of a seminar and part-time
student teaching placement in a preschool setting. The candidates aligned the stages of their investigation with the
phases of the Project Approach, which provided a framework complementary to that of action research, within
which the candidates directed their own exploration of essential issues of early childhood pedagogy and curriculum.
This investigation took place both at the Loyola and at a preschool in which the Project Approach was in use.
Candidates assumed the role of the teacher and led actual projects with preschoolers; these served as culminating
events for their project. In addition, at the conclusion of the module, candidates planned and hosted a session at
which they shared documentation of their learning and outcomes of the investigation for an audience of university
faculty and other teacher candidates. Candidates demonstrated an increased understanding of the Project Approach
and a greater appreciation for its use with preschoolers. They also identified perceived advantages and challenges of
implementing projects in various types of early childhood settings. Candidates exhibited high levels of collaboration
with mentor co-teacher educators, and acquired knowledge and skills that informed their roles in guiding
preschoolers through project planning and investigation during student teaching.
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1. Introduction
Recent discussions about essential competencies for
effective teaching have focused on 21st century skills [1],
which teachers must instill in learners in order to prepare
them for an increasingly complex society. These skills
include critical thinking and problem solving,
communication, collaboration, and creativity, each of
which is recognized both essential and universal across the
birth-to-grade 12 developmental continuum [12]. AACTE
[1] presents these competencies as critical not only to
teaching, but to the continued effectiveness of teacher
education programs as well. As a result, AACTE and
other scholars consistently state that teacher preparation
programs must improve the quantity, depth, and
comprehensiveness of authentic teaching experiences that
address (among other skills) collaborative inquiry and
problem-solving in a variety of learning contexts [7].
While inquiry and project-based teacher education

activities have been frequently examined in such fields as
nursing, mathematics education, and computer science,
they have not been extensively examined in early
childhood teacher education. In the work described here,
undergraduate teacher candidates applied tools of
investigation associated with the Project Approach (a form
of project-based learning used with children) to study the
approach itself, understand how it is used in preschool
classrooms, and gain experience with it during extended
field experiences.

2. Literature Review
The sections to follow provide an introduction to the
Project Approach, including its features, benefits, and uses
in higher education and early childhood teacher education
in particular.

2.1. The Project Approach
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The Project Approach is a child-centered approach to
planning and organizing a wide range of learning activities
[13,15]. It involves children in investigations of the world
as they know and experience it, with support and guidance
from teachers designed to reinforce learning based upon
children’s interests. Project work is inherently emergent
and inquiry-based, with children’s questions and
discoveries steering the overall direction of activities that
unfold over an extended investigation period.
Nevertheless, teachers play an essential role in the process;
an atmosphere of shared leadership between teacher and
children is a key factor in the success of this approach.
This combination of child-driven inquiry and focused
activities opens the door to higher levels of intellectual
involvement and challenge than the exclusive use of
teacher-directed themed units, which require teachers to
assume primary responsibility for sustaining children’s
interest and active exploration [13].

2.2. Problem-based Learning and the Project
Approach in Higher Education
The use of project work adapted for the higher
education setting aligns with the principles and philosophy
of problem-based experiential learning, a frequently cited
instructional approach in which learning occurs through
active work on solving complex applied and practical
problems (e.g., [2,3,10,14]). The roles of the instructor in
problem-based learning include supporting and facilitating
students’ efforts to address complex problems, and
connecting these efforts to appropriate learning objectives.
Evidence suggests that this approach may effectively
address content knowledge and encourage higher order
thinking, in addition to increasing the intrinsicallymotivated problem-solving in which it is embedded (e.g.,
[23]). It has also been found to increase and students’
sense of ownership over their learning (e.g., [19]), and
their creativity in solving more complex, real-world
problems, as well as holding promise for encouraging
students’ participation in communities of practice [9].
In a teacher education context, problem-based learning
promotes the development of flexible and practical
strategies (rather than rigid formulas) to address complex
issues in teaching practice. Such instructional strategies
accomplish this by promoting pre-service teachers’
flexibility and higher-order thinking (e.g., [4]). These
flexible approaches better equip teacher candidates to deal
with the practical realities of teaching, and to grow as
reflective practitioners [21]. Inquiry-based preparation
may also present opportunities for more sophisticated and
authentic collaboration than traditional classroom-based
teacher education courses can provide. Some evidence
already suggests that the Project Approach itself can be
successfully integrated into university teacher preparation
programs. Vasconcelos [24] for example, evaluated an
interdisciplinary seminar in which higher education
students in Lisbon were trained in the Project Approach
during a week-long course integrated into instructional
methods courses prior to student teaching. In this model,
teacher candidates completed assigned readings about the
Project Approach, viewed demonstration videos, and
developed and presented demonstration projects to
university faculty in preparation for a subsequent student
teaching experience during which they implemented the

Project Approach. The seminar provided opportunities for
meaningful assessment of candidates’ skills, as well as a
focus for ongoing critical reflection by both classroom
teachers and teacher candidates [24]. Increased
recognition of the importance of contextually-situated
professional development was also cited as a universal
benefit of the seminar.
Building upon this, Bullard and Bullock [5] used a
week-long course on the Project Approach and the
practices of preschool instruction in Reggio Emilia, Italy,
as an opportunity to prepare pre-service and practicing
teachers through simulations of project learning consisting
of investigations centered on teachers’ own questions and
interests. Teachers selected project topics based upon
elements of the natural outdoor environment surrounding
the center in which the course was held. Participants
reported increased appreciation for emergent learning and
satisfaction with cooperative experiences that required
them to place themselves in the role of an investigating
child.
These studies share a similar structure consisting of
coursework/training in which examples of children’s
projects were shared, followed by supervised individual
and collaborative simulations of the Project Approach
phases by pre-service and practicing teachers. In one case,
adults conducted projects in which they took on the role of
a child investigator, exploring topics and questions of their
choosing). In the second example, adults developed
hypothetical projects for potential use with children at a
later time in their own work settings.
Prior research has linked the Project Approach to other
methods of inquiry learning and supported its use in
higher education. Additional studies focusing on early
childhood teacher education have demonstrated benefits to
preservice and practicing teachers. However, the
university classroom has served as the context of these
types of studies, with some relying on simulations
conducted by adults. The present investigation uses some
similar features from this literature by incorporating key
elements of previous studies (including preparation in the
Project Approach, practice in essential skills, and
opportunities to apply those skills to projects). The unique
feature of the present study is that it is embedded in: a) a
year-long sequence or activities that mirrored the phases
of the Project Approach itself; b) a field-based
undergraduate teacher preparation program model; and c)
direct experiences with young children as an authentic
context for applying investigating the features of this
approach.

3. Methods
The primary objectives of this investigation included
increasing teacher candidates’ appreciation for and
understanding of the Project Approach, as well as their
developmentally appropriate adult-child interaction in
leading project work. In this section, information about the
teacher preparation and FXW partner contexts will be
shared, followed by a presentation of the phases of teacher
candidates’ investigation and examples of associated artifacts.

3.1 The Context: Field-based, Urban Early
Childhood Education Teacher Preparation
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Loyola University Chicago is a private Jesuit university
located in Chicago, Illinois. Over the past three years,
faculty in the School of Education at Loyola have engaged
in a process of program redesign for all teacher
preparation programs. Faculty and community partners
(including schools, community agencies, museums, and
child care centers) worked to transform the traditional,
university-based, course-driven preparation model to a
community-based model referred to as Teaching, Learning,
and Leading with Schools and Communities, or TLLSC
[22]. TLLSC consists of four years of field experiences
guided by faculty in collaboration with community
partners (such as those listed above) across Chicago; this
continuum of field experiences was developed using a
process of backward design [25], and guides novice
teacher candidates to mastery of evidence-based practice
over 4 years [18]. The TLLSC undergraduate program in
Early Childhood Special Education (ECSE) was designed
to prepare teachers to address the needs of diverse
children from birth through age eight in inclusive urban
settings. The ECSE program integrates traditionally
separate areas of early childhood teacher education and
leads to teaching licensure in early childhood with
endorsements in ECSE and English as a Second Language
from the Illinois State Board of Education [12], as well
providing preparation necessary to obtain early
intervention credentialing by the Illinois Department of
Human Services, enabling graduates to work with the
families of infants and toddlers with special needs.
In the redesigned ECSE program, eight semester-long
field-based sequences are continuously supervised by
early childhood faculty and practicing educators, with
each sequence divided into shorter targeted modules (3 to
12 weeks in length); ECSE teacher candidates begin
exploring birth-grade 12 settings in sequences 1-3, after
which they spend sequences 4 through 8 exclusively in
early childhood settings where community partners (Early
Head Start/Head Start, public and private preschool and
ECSE settings, public elementary schools, and other
community agencies) offer experiences in a variety of
inclusive and family-centered program models [12].
Partner sites emphasize best practices for young children,
including DEC’s Recommended Practices [8] for Early
Intervention and Early Childhood Special Education.
It was within this context of teacher preparation
redesign that the current investigation was conducted. It
emerged as the focus of a pilot of preschool-based
sequences that are now required for all candidates in the
ECSE program. Extended field experiences made the
project possible, since sufficient time (26 weeks total) was
available in which to conduct it. During their third year of
undergraduate preparation, four junior-level ECSE
candidates spent the majority of one academic year in
preschool-based
sequences,
supported
by
an
accompanying seminar (as opposed to a traditional model
in which clinical hours are attached to a course). This
allowed for 10 weeks of in-depth exploration the approach,
after which candidates spent a full semester applying
learned knowledge and skills during a student teaching
sequence.
The field-based module presented in this article shares
several features with examples from prior research; for
instance, this module began with study of the Project
Approach followed by group and individual exploration.
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Here, undergraduate teacher candidates engaged in
background investigation (including relevant readings
such as the work of Katz [15,16], and Katz and Chard
[6,16,17]. One full-time ECSE faculty member and one
part-time clinical instructor guided the candidates as they
conducted individual and group inquiry, and the
candidates engaged in cycles of investigation and
reflection throughout. The uniqueness of the approach
described here stems from the contexts and experiences
within which the instruction was embedded. In the present
study, the Project Approach itself was the topic of
investigation, and students’ field experiences served as the
everyday world in which they individually and
collectively conducted their investigation. In what may be
best described as a meta-project, candidates assisted with
actual projects originating in the interests and questions of
young children, and their teaching acts served as tools of
their individual and collaborative investigation into the
Project Approach.

3.2. The Project Setting: The Frances Xavier
Warde School
As previously stated, a goal of this investigation was to
increase not only knowledge of the Project Approach, but
candidates’ teaching skills as well. This goal could only
have been achieved in a preschool with the capacity to
support the Project Approach; in this case, teachers and
administrators in the preschool program at the The
Frances Xavier Warde School (FXW) allowed the
candidates to be placed in classrooms where every teacher
utilized the Project Approach. In keeping with the
approach’s philosophy and key stages, children at FXW (a
private, Catholic preschool located in downtown Chicago)
are guided to develop interests in many topics and themes
and investigate these through long-term projects.
Children’s learning is inquiry-based, allowing for the
integration of multiple developmental domains and
learning standards as they learn from real-life, relevant
experiences and research. Children ask questions to guide
investigations and the direction of their study; they make
decisions about activities, the ways in which they will
investigate topics, and how their learning will be
documented and shared/displayed.
Project learning was first introduced at FXW during the
2007-2008 school year. Teachers and administrators
agreed that a theme-based curriculum had ceased to hold
relevance to the lives of the children served by the school.
Project learning appeared to hold greater promise because
it supported children’s natural higher level thinking,
questioning and application skills. Teachers were initially
trained by Lilian Katz; subsequently, new teachers were
partnered with veteran teachers (who had become local
experts in creating project-based learning experiences for
children) in order to support their learning and facilitate
implementation. Additionally, new teachers continued to
receive support to attend conferences on project based
learning
to
deepen
their
understanding
and
implementation of this strategy. The collaboration with
Loyola’s ECSE program opened the door to a new level of
mentoring in inquiry-based learning, involving
collaboration between pre-service and practicing teachers
(who served as co-teacher educators alongside Loyola
faculty).
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3.3. The Project Approach Meta-project
Table 1 presents the timeline for this project as
described in the following sections. The entire project

timeline unfolded over two sequences (a total of two 13week semesters); each week (or series of weeks) is
presented with a description of the work that took place
within.

Table 1. Project timeline
Fall semester
Week
1
2

Project phase

3

1

3-10

2

10

3

Spring semester
Week

Project phase

11

2

11-25

2

26

3

University and field experiences
Introduction to Project Approach in course on inclusive methods for diverse children aged birth to five
Initial visit to the FXW School and orientation
Decision to continue with the Project Approach as a project topic
Topic webbing and initial question development
Weekly field-based experiences in FXW classrooms begin:
Refinement of initial questions
Identification of resources and methods
Investigation of the Project Approach
Midpoint debriefing sessions was held in order to assess progress on the investigation questions
Video journal reflections
Observations and evaluation of candidate-student interaction
Consideration of additional culminating events
Decision to continue with project during student teaching
University and field experiences
preschool student teaching placement begins (3 days per week)
Revisiting and refinement of initial questions continues
Candidates continue investigation of the Project Approach
Co-teacher educators assume greater responsibility for candidate supervision as candidates assume increasing
responsibility for continuing and new projects
Candidates lead students in Project Approach phases
Weekly student teaching seminar serves as context for additional reflection, representation, and planning
Final video journal reflections
Presentations to faculty and new early childhood teacher candidates
Final debriefing

The initial plan to explore the Project Approach in this
manner emerged from candidates’ own enthusiasm and
curiosity. In preparation for their field-based sequence,
faculty and candidates attended an orientation meeting at
FXW, during which teachers and administrators explained
the school’s philosophy, structure, and curriculum. Since
the Project Approach had been implemented in all FXW
preschool classrooms, time was set aside during this
orientation to introduce candidates to the approach and
answer questions about their prior reading. Teachers
described their experiences in implementing the Project
Approach in their classrooms, including visual
presentations illustrating projects they had completed with
children the previous year. These contained images of
preschoolers engaged in all phases of project work in
classrooms (topics included pizza, fish, fire trucks, and
washing cars) and participating in a range of culminating
events both on field trips and within the school. Following
this session, the candidates each visited one of the FXW
preschool classrooms for a half day.
Following this visit, faculty held a debriefing session
with the four candidates, during which they expressed
their heightened interest in the Project Approach,
excitement about the upcoming field experience, and new
questions about the approach and its relationship to early
childhood curriculum. Through discussion about these
experiences, it emerged that the initial classroom visits,
orientation meeting, readings, and in particular the teacher
presentations, had served as focusing events that could
drive candidates’ upcoming experiences and shape them
as project-like investigations. At this point, faculty
members and candidates discussed and made the mutual
decision to attempt to embark upon this work as a metaproject.

Initiating the investigation required faculty and
candidates to determine whether the Project Approach was
itself an appropriate project topic. The group examined
Katz and Chard’s [17] criteria for the topics of children’s
projects in order to assess whether parallels could be
drawn to adult learning and the needs of pre-service
teachers. According to Katz and Chard, topics should meet
four criteria: first, they must provide opportunities for
investigators to understand their own experiences. The
candidates determined that weekly applied reflective
learning experiences met this criterion, and faculty
members’ continuous individual and group supervision of
teacher candidates served as an opportunity to interpret
experiences in a developmentally appropriate way. In fact,
candidates’ experiences would allow them to acting as
both project learners and facilitators, providing a parallel
set of experiences.
Next, appropriate topics should increase intensity of
focus on phenomena that warrant investigation [17]. When
applied to adult learning, this criterion represents the most
difficult to address when simulations or hypothetical
projects are used, since the adults must either play the role
of a child or imagine what they might do as teachers. Here,
however, the intention was for questions to continually
emerge both from candidates’ study of the Project
Approach and from their facilitation with children
engaged in actual projects. In this way, they would be
focused on seeking answers to their questions through
focused study and directly through intensely focused,
guided acts of teaching.
Third, topics must support a range of skills and
dispositions [16]. While a meta-project would provide
opportunities for both for faculty and classroom teachers
to model adult-child interaction, as well as for candidates
to apply knowledge and improve their teaching skills,
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faculty determined that an appropriate assessment of these
skills was lacking. An extensive universal clinical
evaluation tool had been previously designed by School of
Education faculty and used during observations of
candidates’ teaching, but this tool included only general
items assessed independently of the curriculum or
approach used. In this sense, it lacked a substantive
connection to the Project Approach. Faculty subsequently
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adapted the assessment so that it incorporated language
directly reflecting project work. Table 1 provides an
example of one section of this instrument that includes
revised skills related to the Project Approach. The
instrument was used to evaluate candidates and provide
feedback at the start, midpoint, and end of student
teaching in weeks 11-25.

Table 2. Examples from teacher candidate evaluation tool with Project Approach adaptations
Systematic and Organized Instruction/Intervention
Scale: 3=Target, 2=AccepTable 1=Unacceptable
1
2
3
4

Observed activities are a part of a larger unit/project/goal and contribute to deepening children's conceptual
understanding, increasing skill, and/or developing independence
Activities use a variety of formats (e.g., play, routines, small group activities, inquiry approaches, and systematic
instruction) appropriate to their objectives.
Candidate builds upon prior knowledge and young children's experiences when introducing, leading, or expanding
upon new concepts and activities.
Candidate assumes roles that range from instructor, facilitator, and coach to audience in relation to context and
children's needs.

123
123
123
123

5

Instruction responds to the varied cultures and languages of the classroom to enhance development/learning.

123

6

Candidate explains how an observed instructional activity addresses IFSP/IEP goals for children with special needs

123

Overall Rating of Coherence: Choose the mode of the ratings above. Exception: three or more ratings of '1' earn an overall
rating of '1'.

123

Comments (Note examples/evidence of ratings, as well as explanation for any rating of 1 or 3):

Finally, project topics must provide opportunities for
exploration and representation using a range of media.
Faculty and the candidates agreed that this guideline
directly applied to adult inquiry learning. During this
investigation, the candidates would engage in fieldsituated exploration alongside teachers and children, using
the diverse settings (including the local community) and
media selected by preschoolers themselves. The diverse
media used by teachers and children were, as a result,
infused throughout.
At this point, project work began in earnest. The
sections to follow are presented as a project, describing
the ways in which candidates moved through the Project
Approach phases by generating their own questions to
investigate (through topic web development and class
discussion in Phase 1), developing representations of their
emerging learning (Phase 2), and planning culminating
experiences that highlighted their learning (Phase 3).

draw the conclusion that rainforest is potentially a rich
theme for the preschool classroom, but provided limited
opportunities for active, hands-on exploration.

3.3.1. Phase 1
Phase 1 (Weeks 1-3) took place during a ten-week
university-based seminar that included weekly facultysupervised visits to FXW preschool classrooms. In
preparation for their field experiences, teacher candidates
completed readings from Helm & Katz [13] which
described the Project Approach and the use of projects
with young children. They also examined and discussed
published examples of projects. Faculty instructed
candidates on curriculum maps and topic webs, after
which they were assigned the task of creating and sharing
individual webs about themselves, with their own names
at the center.
Next, the candidates practiced developing thematic
curriculum webs. The candidates chose what they believed
to be developmentally appropriate preschool themes for
these webs. Faculty and peer feedback was provided on
both the themes and maps, and the group discussed
potential benefits and limitations of teacher-developed
themes. Figure 1 displays an example of a candidate’s
thematic web on rainforests; the candidates were able to

Figure 1. Example of a teacher candidate-created thematic web on
rainforests

At this point, the difference between traditional themes
and project topics was introduced. Faculty modeled
examples of child-directed topic webbing and each
candidate had the opportunity to lead a webbing
simulation. They were each given a topic by their
classmates and role-played the process of creating a web
with children. The group engaged in discussion about the
resources needed to investigate their themes and topics.
As illustrated in Figure 2, these webs demonstrated the
candidates’ emerging understanding of the differences
between unit-based curriculum/thematic webs and projectbased topic webs. Specifically, candidates explored the
role of children and their surroundings in projects, which
demonstrated, for example, that farms provided many
more opportunities for investigation in the communities
surrounding Chicago than would rainforests. The
candidates also began to explore the process of developing
topic webs while simultaneously observing webbing

912

American Journal of Educational Research

activities during their visits to FXW, where each candidate
was placed in a different preschool classroom with two
mentor teachers.

(How do we move from…interests… to deciding to do a
project…to choosing activities? What happens when a
project fizzles out?). The questions also seem to indicate
that students were connecting to and re-evaluating their
prior knowledge regarding early childhood curriculum
(What is its relationship to other approaches? What
happens when no project is going on?). The question Why
doesn’t everyone use the Project Approach? was not only
a reflection of their enthusiasm, but also of their desire to
understand how decisions regarding curriculum are made
in early childhood programs.

Figure 2. Example of a teacher candidate-developed topic web on farms

Candidates then began their own project by developing
anticipatory topic webs about the Project Approach,
integrating what they had learned from all of their prior
experiences and information learned from readings and
class activities. The candidates worked in pairs to identify
central topics related to the Project Approach and
collaboratively design webs around it with instructor
support. This engaged students in the simultaneous roles
of teacher and learner as they alternated roles within their pairs.
Figure 3 to Figure 5 show students at work on these webs.

Figure 5. Teacher candidate leads the development of a Project
Approach topic web

Figure 3. A teacher candidate collaborates on a topic web created around
the question ‘What is a project?’

Figure 6. Candidates’ initial questions about the Project Approach

The candidates’ initial list of questions also reflected
early attempts by the teacher candidates to evaluate this
new information in light of social justice issues that had
been highlighted throughout their prior coursework
(Questions such as Does this work best in schools in high
SES communities?). This work would continue in the next
phases as the candidates explored their commitment to
addressing diversity.
Figure 4. Candidates collaborate on their Project Approach topic webs

Next, the pairs of candidates came together to discuss
map similarities and differences and integrate them into a
single map. During this process, they identified questions
to investigate; their list of initial questions is displayed in
Figure 6. Candidates’ questions expressed general
curiosity regarding origins (Where did [the Project
Approach] come from?), an interest in seeing more of the
approach in action (Can we see this from beginning to
end?) to more practical questions about how it works

3.3.2. Phase 2.
As indicated in Table 1, the candidates took
responsibility for investigating their questions and areas of
interest for most of weeks 3 to 25. Following their initial
visit to preschool classrooms, the candidates came together to
revisit, reorganize, and expand upon their initial questions.
The candidates reorganized their questions into topical
groups; they gradually realized that some of their
questions were general in nature, while others pertained to
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specific phases or practices of the Project Approach. The
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result of this work is presented in Table 3.

Table 3. Teacher candidate questions for investigation
Topic

General questions

Phase One

Phase Two

Phase Three

Questions
What is the role of lesson planning?
What happens during the rest of the day when not working on a project?
How do we access/pay for/arrange/connect field work and guests?
How much caregiver involvement is required?
What is the role of collaboration with administrators?
How does one school manage many projects?
How does the Project Approach work with children with special needs?
Will the approach work in low-SES communities and the schools that serve them?
How do we decide when children are ready for a project?
How do we move from children’s interests…to deciding to do a project?
How do we assess learning while doing phase one activities?
How do we move from the topic/focus of a project to choosing activities?
What role does lesson planning take in this process?
How do we assess children while they are doing field work?
What happens when a project fizzles out?
Who does all of the planning for culminating events?
How do we decide whether a project has been successful?
How do we assess children’s learning as a whole?

The candidates were simultaneously engaged in
multiple levels of questioning. They expressed curiosity
about how to work with children and assess their learning,
but they also showed an interest in broader issues (e.g.,
implementation, the role of administrative support, and the
relationship of project work to the rest of the day’s
schedule and routines). They also expanded their
questioning regarding diversity and social justice,

including questions about the use of the Project Approach
with children with special needs, and in schools and
communities with few resources or access to settings in
which to safely conduct fieldwork. Next, the candidates
worked in pairs to brainstorm methods for answering their
questions, as well as identify potential resources that could
assist in their investigation. The results were shared and
combined into a master list, presented in Table 4.

Table 4. Methods and resources for investigation of the Project Approach
Methods
Available resources
• Cooperating teachers and administrators
• Interview teachers about their experiences
• Interactions with children
• View projects in action
• Classroom activities
• Speaking with school administrators
• Internet and library resources
• Examining children’s assessment portfolios
• Video documentation of a project
• Examining teachers’ lesson plans
• Interview caregivers regarding their involvement in school activities • Class readings, including effectiveness studies
and as topic-area experts
• Caregivers
• Observations in multiple classrooms
• Project archive
• Read resources and studies
• Project Approach materials (i.e., publications and videos)
• Visit schools where other approaches are in use
• Professional development

Relatively few of the candidates’ questions addressed
documentation or adult-child interaction. Initially, the
candidates stated that they felt quite confident entering the
classrooms. They anticipated that project-based adultchild interactions would be much more ‘tangible’ and
easier to observe than activities they previously planned
for infants and toddlers because they saw these
interactions in preschool as more directly serving the
overall project. They anticipated having an easier time
working with active, engaged, and verbal preschoolers
than they had with infants and toddlers. Furthermore,
having already seen examples of projects and observed
project work in action, as well as having conducted initial
readings about aspects of the Project Approach, the
candidates felt prepared to engage in supervised
interaction with preschoolers within ongoing projects. The
candidates’ initial questions regarding transitions between
the phases represented practical issues, while their deeper
questions regarding pedagogy and classroom management
would emerge after week 11, when they began their
student teaching experience.
The investigation proceeded over subsequent weekly
visits to FXW. The teacher candidates each observed
classroom activities and children, met with their assigned
mentor teachers and administrators, and participated in
various ongoing aspects of project work in their

classrooms. They also used internet and library resources
and viewed video documentation of projects, as well as
completing brief interviews with their co-teacher
educators. Throughout, the candidates represented their
emerging understanding of the Project Approach. In the
context of this work, representation was viewed as any
product that provided insight into candidates’:
a) knowledge of the Project Approach, as evidenced by
the answers they reached and represented in seminar
meetings;
b) progress on the module objectives and their fieldbased assignments;
c) increased effectiveness as developing teachers, as
assessed by the ratings of supervising Loyola faculty.
Faculty and candidates met weekly for 90-minute
reviews of progress on the investigation during weeks 310, and for 45-minute reviews during weeks 11-25. These
served as discussion sessions, Project Approach
workshops, and collaborative planning sessions, providing
an opportunity to examine and reflect on candidates’
progress in exploring their questions. These meetings
served to focus faculty visits to each classroom on
addressing candidates’ areas of individual interest. Faculty
observed and provided direct feedback to candidates
during every one of these visits to the classrooms through
week 10. Faculty gave the candidates short field-based
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assignments designed to increase their skills at
planning/assessing developmentally appropriate learning
environments, observing and practicing supportive adultchild interaction, and assessing children’s skills and
developmental levels. The candidates completed these
assignments while simultaneously exploring the Project
Approach. During the spring sequence (Weeks 11-25)
each candidate was visited six times, with formal
evaluation conducted on three visits and formative
feedback provided throughout.
As previously mentioned, the candidates were observed
by Loyola faculty and assessed during project work in
order to provide feedback and targeted support for their
interactions with children. They were observed by both
faculty and classroom teachers as they led small and large
group activities, including centers, morning meetings,
whole-group story reading, and some child-directed play.
They also facilitated the development of topic webs and
worked alongside children already engaged in projects.
During student teaching in the spring, each of the four
candidates at some point had the opportunity to guide
project learning through all three phases. Guiding children
through complete projects (on such topics as parks in the
neighborhood and spring), served as one of the
culminating activities of phase 3.
3.3.3. Phase 3
Beginning with the spring student teaching semester (at
which point the field-based commitment increased to 3
days per week for weeks 11 to 25), the teacher candidates
began to take greater responsibility for daily project work.
Their investigation and reflection continued during this
time, during which they took on a supported teaching role.
Loyola faculty observed candidates on a biweekly basis,
including pre, midterm, and post assessment observations
using the clinical evaluation tool with Project Approach
adaptations (a small portion of which was displayed in
Table 2).
While weekly meetings with faculty continued to
provide workshop time and check-ins on topic of interests,
more formal debriefing sessions were held at the midpoint
and end of the learning module, in order for faculty to
assess progress on the overall investigation and assist
candidates in considering ways they might represent what
they had learned. Prior to student teaching, candidates’
early discussions of possible culminating events produced
few ideas. However, through class discussions and
feedback sessions they came to recognize that the
experience of facilitating project learning with children
was a primary culminating event of the project. Their
investigation allowed each candidate to test individual
assumptions, ask questions, and explore projects in a
supported role prior to assuming responsibility for guiding
preschoolers’ projects. They proceeded to document their
work with children, collecting artifacts, taking
photos/making video recordings, and writing reflections
across the Project Approach phases.
The candidates proposed using the Project Approach as
a theme for presentations to other undergraduate students
as a way of generating interest in the field of early
childhood education and planting seeds of mentorship
within the ECSE program. They planned informational
sessions at which to share their experiences and
demonstrate project learning to freshman-level education

majors. Two such sessions were held at the end of the
learning module, which coincided with the end of
candidates’ junior year in the ECSE program. During the
first session, they introduced the ECSE program and
shared their field experiences with incoming freshmen
who had expressed an interest in working with young
children, describing both the successes and challenges
they experienced during their junior year modules.
For the second session, the candidates led a
professional development session on inquiry learning in
early childhood education and their experiences with the
Project Approach to an audience of teacher education
majors and faculty. This session displayed the candidates’
growth as developing professionals and as leaders, as well
as their interest in service to the profession of early
childhood education while simultaneously demonstrating
their notably deeper understanding of the Project
Approach. The candidates engaged the participants in
activities to demonstrate how early childhood educators
utilize engaging and flexible learning materials. They then
shared the Project Approach as an example of childdirected, inquiry-based learning, and highlighted areas of
alignment between the Project Approach and
developmentally appropriate practice (DAP; [20]). Finally,
the candidates shared ways in which progress monitoring
and targeted literacy activities may be integrated into
Project Approach activities, as well as into other activities
in classrooms where project learning takes place. Figure 7
to Figure 9 show the teacher candidates presenting on the
Project Approach and its phases, sharing samples of their
instruction, documentation, and assessment during
projects conducted at FXW.

Figure 7. Undergraduate teacher candidates present on the Project
Approach

Figure 8. Teacher candidate presents examples of phase two project
learning during student teaching
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Figure 9. Teacher candidate presents examples of phase three project
learning conducted with FXWers during student teaching

4. Outcomes
The four teacher candidates who participated in this
pilot increased their knowledge of the Project Approach
through guided investigation and university classroombased learning activities. They observed and modeled
facilitation of small and large group activities (including
building topic webs, generating questions, and leading a
variety of learning activities), and developed (over an
extended period of time) their skills in guiding children
through the phases of projects. While other researchers
have reported varying degrees of success in transferring
successful professional development experiences in to
practice (e.g., [5]), the candidates here experienced
project-based learning firsthand in their classrooms
throughout, later leading projects themselves with a goal
of positively impacting young children’s learning. These
experiences served to narrow the preparation-to-practice
gap, and their positive experiences reinforce the need for
contextually-situated professional development focused on
the Project Approach [24].

Figure 10. Typical candidate progress during student teaching

As in prior research, this investigation provided an
authentic and rich context within which to assess
candidates’ skills. Because of the emergent nature of
projects, it was necessary to focus assessments of
candidates’ teaching on observable skills that did not
depend upon any particular project’s stage of completion.
In this sense, the universal clinical evaluation tool was
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well-matched to the student teaching sequence. While
faculty had originally intended to assess candidates over
the course of a single project, it eventually became clear
that opportunities would be available to assess candidates
through sampling various ongoing projects rather than by
following the candidates longitudinally through a single
project. This highlighted the need for increased teacher
participation in candidate evaluation activities. Figure 10
displays a typical pattern of progress on key indicators of
candidates’ teaching effectiveness during weeks 11-25.
Ratings of 2 represent acceptable scores for juniors, while
3 is a target rating for senior ECSE majors in their second
(full-time) student teaching placement.
The candidates encountered typical implementation
issues (e.g., adaptations for diverse children, supporting
children’s interests, deciding when a project should be
discontinued) and relied on the support of faculty and
preschool teachers to problem-solve and improve their
emerging skills as teachers. Throughout this experience,
candidates
generated
and
answered
practical,
philosophical, and ethical questions regarding their
emerging pedagogical skill. For example, they worked
with their mentor teachers to utilize community resources
for projects (and explore the community surrounding the
school), as well as participate in teacher meetings during
which projects were shared, planned, and refined. These
opportunities would have been unavailable had candidates
participated solely in university-based activities or
simulations (again reinforcing the advantages of fieldsituated learning experiences). While engaged in this work,
the candidates engaged in continuous representation that
documented their work and used existing school-based
assessment systems to evaluate the development and
learning of preschoolers. They also increased the
awareness and understanding of other faculty members,
staff, and candidates who were previously unfamiliar with
the Project Approach.
Prior research on the Project Approach provides little
information regarding participating teachers’ success in
translating their preparation experiences into projects once
those teachers returned to their schools to implement
aspects of the Project Approach. This reinforces the
question of how to best support implementation of the
approach in the field. The advantages of an inquiry-based
approach with modeling and implementation support
offered several key learning opportunities. First, this
model allowed teacher candidates to engage in project
learning that was developmentally appropriate for adult
learners. While the candidates were all working toward
developing universal competencies of effective instruction
with preschoolers, they did so while investigating
individual and shared questions about the approach while
actively engaged in the classrooms for an extended span
of time. Next, while this project was conducted in
collaboration with a school where the Project Approach
was used, this did not insulate candidates from various
barriers to implementation (such as specific candidate skill
deficits, issues in collaboration, or practical concerns
related to specific child-initiated projects). Rather, these
challenges all evolved into project-related questions for
candidates to investigate and address under faculty
supervision (rather than remaining hypothetical until some
future point of implementation). In more traditional
professional development, practitioners must address these
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concerns upon returning to their own schools/centers,
where essential supports for implementation may be
lacking (or where colleagues and administrators may not
use or even understand the Project Approach). Finally, the
extended, field-based approach used here allowed
candidates sufficient time to develop their knowledge and
skills. As an example, they initially had difficulty grasping
the idea that topic web development is both an
investigatory process and instructional activity for
children with limited understanding of a topic. Given time
to observe, investigate, and participate, candidates had
firsthand experiences that illustrated the differences
between simply representing concepts and relationships
visually and that of building a map that includes both prior
knowledge and questions to investigate and helps to drive
the subsequent investigation. Eventually, they were able to
reap the benefits of this understanding as they applied it to
their work with children.

4.1. Candidate reflections
Faculty led a final debriefing session with candidates in
order to allow them to self-assess their overall progress on
the investigation questions. The candidates represented
some of their learning in the form of recorded video
journals. Themes which emerged from a content analysis
of these journals are presented below.
Theme #1: Evidence of child-directed inquiry
The candidates shared numerous examples from their
classrooms, citing specific examples in which teacher
supported children’s approaches to inquiry. A journal
excerpt representing this theme are shared below, in which
Candidate 1 describes the ways in which her mentor
teacher supported children’s questioning and independent
exploration.
Candidate 1: In my room they started a new unit at
ABC School talking about doctors and what does that
entail, and during the last few weeks I took part in the
exploration process of the children. Them learning where
it is that they have to take shots, where they check your
blood pressure and any little question that the children
would have they would always ask the teacher. The
teacher would not answer the questions directly, but
instead said well what do you think? Or how can we find
out? And that’s just great. Yeah, the teacher is there and
the teacher is there to help the children learn and
everything,
but
the
teacher
wasn’t
giving
them the answers. The children were being directed for
them to think…where could they find the answers or what
other resources are available and the children would find
out the answer through themselves and the teacher would
just guide them in.
Theme #2: Benefits of the Project Approach
This theme is reflected in the quote below from
Candidate 2, who shares some of the ways in which she
feels this approach benefits young children.
Candidate 2: To be immersed in that I guess I thought it
was the best thing in the world. It’s just so child directed,
child centered and I think it’s something that will really
serve the kids in their future because they are getting so
many real life experiences and they are just being their
own facilitators of their learning. So I think it’s going to
be very valuable for them.
Theme #3: Changes in perception

All of the candidates shared examples of the ways in
which their experiences changed their view of the Project
Approach. Candidate 4, for instance, discussed her initial
skepticism about the approach and how her experiences
challenged that initial perception.
Candidate 4: It just seemed very abstract and
unrealistic to me, but now seeing this at FXW the
children are guiding their own learning, they are coming
up with these questions, they are seeking answers through
these questions through their play. Coming from this
background rooted in direct instruction it was so different
to see the Project Approach because it was child initiated
and child directed and to see the kids really get into it. It
was amazing to see it in action you know having the kids
really take charge, really getting involved in their project
and their education. It makes a lot of sense, the Project
Approach because as teachers you can design activities
centered around learning standards, but the topics and
activities all come from the things the children want to do
that the children are interested in. And obviously they’re
going to get more involved and interested and engaged in
the activities because it’s stuff they want to do - it’s stuff
that they came up with.
To summarize, the outcomes of this study fell into three
categories. First, evidence suggested that the experiences
of candidates during this project led to an understanding
of not only Project Approach features and teaching
strategies, but of a variety of implementation challenges
and how to address them. Next, the candidates showed an
understanding and appreciation for the Project Approach
as a form of inquiry learning, and recognized the
importance of child-directed inquiry. Finally, the metaproject provided an appropriate context for the candidates
to develop essential teaching skills evaluated as part of
their student teaching experience.

4.2. Limitations and Considerations for the
Future
Representation remains an aspect of this investigation
requiring further development. In projects with young
children, representation often takes place as children use
the creative arts as a vehicle for expressing and sharing
what they have learned through investigation, as well as
continuing to explore topics via creative play. Prior to
student teaching, the candidates valued and enjoyed
expressing themselves artistically during various seminar
activities; they represented their learning in many ways by
revisiting their questions and drawing new maps, and by
incorporating new knowledge into their written reflections
and seminar assignments. However, they eventually
struggled to develop new ways to represent their
conceptual understanding of the Project Approach. Once
they began applying this knowledge to practice,
representation took on new meaning for them. For them,
the most developmentally appropriate representation of
Project Approach learning occurred during interactions
with children and co-teacher educators in the field through
creative and collaborative teaching acts and within
ongoing projects themselves.
Lastly, the teacher candidates expressed the desire to
conduct further investigation into the use of the Project
Approach with children with special needs. Candidates
made accommodations in their teaching throughout the ear
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for young children with a variety of learning needs, but
reported that they struggled with individualizing project
work so that it was both child-directed and
developmentally appropriate for every individual while
still providing sufficient opportunities for some children
(particularly those with challenges related to behavior and
early literacy) to develop critical competencies.

5. Conclusions
The Project Approach can be meaningfully and
effectively integrated into early childhood teacher
education. First and foremost, the Project Approach
successfully served as a project topic; it met the
requirements of an appropriate topic and was sustained for
an extended period of investigation. Candidates in the
ECSE program exercised critical thinking and creative
problem solving throughout their investigation, as well as
collaborating consistently with Loyola faculty and
preschool educators and each other. Over an extended
investigation period, they worked to solve complex
applied and practical problems related directly to
preschool teaching. In this program, essential conditions
for the success of the learning module included sufficient
time to observe and actively participate in Project
Approach activities and to engage in supervised
instruction with young children across all phases of the
approach, as well as opportunities to explore pedagogical
and implementation issues authentically during practice.
This investigation of the Project Approach would not have
been possible in the absence of deep, mutually-beneficial
collaboration with a school in which the approach is fully
integrated. This project not only enhanced candidates’
appreciation of the approach, but it also served to increase
candidates’ effectiveness as early childhood educators as
evidenced by improved ratings of teaching and adult child
interaction over the course of the sequences. By
investigating the approach as teachers would, and
immediately applying their knowledge and skills to their
work with children, teacher candidates engaged in a selfdirected and self-motivated project of their own which
addressed complex essential questions about their roles as
future educators.
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