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Challenges in preparing and implementing
project-based learning - teachers’ experiences>

Extended summary

The essence of project-based learning is based on the assumption that exploring real-life
problems, genuine situations, questions and dilemmas is a sure way to engage students. In this
way, the focus of learning shifts from receptive learning to active knowledge building. As an
innovative model, project-based learning requires many changes in established teaching prac-
tices, which raises numerous questions, doubts, and difficulties. Therefore, the intention of this
qualitative study was to collect and analyze teachers’ experience with the challenges they face
during the preparation and implementation of the project-based learning.

The research was conducted during the 2023/2024 school year, within the project Pro-
ject-based learning in the function of identifying students with exceptional abilities, which was
implemented with the support of the Ministry of Education of the Republic of Serbia. After the
implementation of project-based learning in schools, a survey was conducted with the aim of
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examining the impressions of teachers who had gone through the experience of project-based
learning. Fifty teachers participated in the project, while nine of them participated in the fi-
nal research. The structure of this group consisted of four teachers from primary schools, two
from secondary vocational schools and three from high schools. The data were collected using
the focus group interview technique, and then transcribed and processed using the qualitative
method of inductive thematic analysis, based on which the key difficulties that teachers had in
project-based learning were identified.

In the preparation phase of project-based learning, formulating a project topic that
would have an interdisciplinary character was identified as one of the first problems that teach-
ers encountered. They had difficulty finding meaningful topics that would connect their sub-
jects. They often planned activities first and only later linked them to goals and outcomes,
which indicates a lack of focus on outcomes in educational practice.

The teams of teachers who participated in project-based learning were formed mainly
on the basis of personal motivation, enthusiasm, and previous cooperation, while pedagogical
criteria were absent. Although such an approach contributed to good cooperation, it made it
difficult to harmonize project topics with teaching subjects.

The selection of students involved in the project was varied and often pedagogically un-
supported. In some schools, entire classes were involved, while in others only individual stu-
dents or groups participated, raising questions of equity and consistency.

In the project implementation phase, the biggest difficulty is the lack of time. The poor
balance between the number of activities and the duration of the project led to implementation
outside of regular classes: extra-curricular activities, in additional classes, and even at week-
ends. Disruptive factors also included the established organization of the school day, an inflex-
ible schedule, and other school events, such as excursions.

In terms of creating learning opportunities, teachers provided a wealth of activities.
However, it was noted that more demanding tasks were most often assigned to students with
higher achievements and that mechanisms were not created to include students with lower mo-
tivation or achievement. Despite the fact that, during the training preceding the project, the
potential of the project-based learning was particularly emphasized in terms of differentiation,
in practice these opportunities were not used.

The lack of confidence in this model and insufficient experience in its application is evi-
dent in the unwillingness of teachers to leave the initiative to students, as well as in the paral-
lel implementation of traditional teaching, so that the teacher can confidently provide students
with the knowledge they deem necessary.

The attitude of colleagues, principals and parents towards project-based learning varied.
Most often, support was present, but in some schools it was absent, mainly due to insufficient
understanding of the nature of project-based learning. Cases were recorded where the school
administration considered this type of work to be inconsistent with the annual plan, as well as
resistance from parents who considered project-based learning to be an additional burden for
students.




The literature mentions the described obstacles as common in other education systems.
The difficulties are the result of both objective and subjective factors — from rigid systemic so-
lutions, through organizational constraints, to teachers’ personal beliefs. This research should
not be used as a criticism, but as a call for professional development. The establishment of pro-
fessional learning communities, which could provide support, mentoring, a repository of digi-
tal materials, and the formation of resource centers, is particularly recommended. At the same
time, more extensive research is needed, focusing on topics not covered by this research, such
as student and parent perspectives, assessment, and the role of technology. Although this re-
search was conducted within the framework of a project with a limited number of participants,
it offers useful insights and guidelines for further research and improvement of practice.

Keywords: project-based learning, teachers, challenges in teaching, interdisciplinarity,
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