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PBL           ii 

          Abstract   

Project Based Learning-A Better Option, asks the question whether PBL a method of 

pedagogy which uses a student’s interests and curiosity to engage in learning through 

researching and participating in an area of interest, is a viable alternative to fixed 

curriculum talk and chalk. This research explores the viability of PBL as an 

alternative methodology for students with mild intellectual disabilities at a Special 

School in the Frankston Region in the final 2 years of their education within a 

component of the Victorian Certificate of Applied Learning. The VCAL provides an 

alternative curriculum to the Victorian Certificate of Education for year 11 and 12 

students within mainstream schools and is suited at Foundation Level to students who 

exhibit mild IDs by virtue of a hands-on method. The research focus is to explore the 

viability of PBL for students with mild IDs through a VCAL Foundation Level 

project, i.e. designing and building a 9 hole mini-golf course.  
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    Literature Review 
To Piaget, knowledge is not information to be delivered at one end, and 
encoded, memorized, retrieved, and applied at the other end. Instead, 
knowledge is experience that is acquired through interaction with the world, 
people and things.   
 
(Ackermann, ����������	� 

 

Project Based Learning (PBL) presents a fundamentally new paradigm for both 

teaching and learning to the traditional and often ossified method of chalk and talk 

instruction that has so long been the staple of transmitting knowledge across a broad 

spectrum of academic and pseudo academic disciplines.  

 

This review will focus primarily on PBL and its relevance to student learning in the 

senior secondary years of a special school for students with mild intellectual 

disabilities in the Victorian State School system. Specific themes addressed that are 

germane to the review are: The Nature of PBL; PBL and the VCAL and PBL as the 

curriculum.  

 
The Nature of PBL 
Project Based Learning presents a new paradigm both in the relationship between 

teacher and student, in the method of curriculum delivery and in assessment.  

A search of the literature reveals paucity in PBL research especially in relation to its 

use as a teaching model for students with learning disabilities.  

 

PBL is a teaching method that focuses learning through projects. As defined in 

specific PBL teaching literature (Thomas, Mergendoller & Michaelson, 1999; 


������������������������������������ ������!�"�����#�����$$�), projects are 

complex tasks, founded on challenging problems that engage students across a range 

of practical disciplines and research skills encompassing the curriculum.  

 

An authentic PBL task must meld the following. It must be real, have an explicit 

educational goal, allow for cooperative learning, reflective review, incorporate adult 

skills, be teacher facilitated not directed and incorporate authentic assessment. 

(Moursund, 1999; Diehl, Grobe, Lopez, & Cabral, 1999). 
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Thomas (PDF, 2002, p. 4) outlines 5 key tenets that define PBL from potential 

imitators. Briefly these are:  

1. Centrality. PBL projects are central, not peripheral to the curriculum they are the 

curriculum. The project is the central teaching strategy. Curriculum content originates 

from within the project it is not overlayed. 

2. Driving question. PBL projects are focused on questions or problems that impel 

students to encounter the central concepts and principles of a discipline. A driving 

question or problem will originate from the PBL task and initiate vigorous research to 

explore, codify and resolve the underlying focus within the discipline. The PBL 

project must strike a fine balance between the range of activities, inherent curriculum 

disciplines and the nexus of insights or knowledge acquired through the task. 

3. Constructive investigations. %&��rationale is not to reinforce an understanding of 

what is already known or has been done, but to challenge the students’ existing 

intellectual construct and propel it to a new level of awareness. A PBL project needs 

to tax the student in both skills and abilities. Undertaking a task such as establishing a 

lawn is generally not characterized as a PBL task unless the task is outside the 

students known range of experiences and comprehension.  

4. Autonomy.  PBL projects are strongly student driven. These projects draw on and 

rely to a greater degree on a high level of autonomy from students. They are not 

generally teacher led, directed or supervised or are their outcomes necessarily 

predetermined. Outcomes are flexible within the framework or parameters of the PBL 

focus task. 

5. Realism. Projects are realistic, not school-like. A distinction can often be made 

between real and the contrived challenges in life. Students intrinsically know when a 

task is purely academic, contrived for a purpose or connected to real life.  

 

Current teaching and learning trends in schools  

Traditionally teachers define and then present the curriculum through structured 

Departmental guidelines, formerly codified in Victoria under the Department of 

Education and Early Childhood Development (DEECD) as the Curriculum Standards 

Frameworks (CSF 1, 1995 and CSF 2, 2000). Within CSF 1 & 2 the curriculum was 

presented through 8 key learning areas with one omission in Special Schools in 

Victoria being that of ESL (English as a Second Language). 



���������	
������
������� � ����
���
����������
�����������������������������	
��
�
��
 

S & S  5 2007    �

 

Since 2006 Victorian Essential Learning Standards (VELS) replaced and largely 

absorbed most aspects of the CSF. Through a new matrix, curriculum and the former 

8 key learning areas are presented sequentially through Strands, Domains and 

Dimensions. VELS current format provides the curriculum framework from the 

Preparatory years to year 10. Post year 10, a range of alternative pathways such as 

VCE, VCAL, VET and TAFE provide avenues for students to complete the last 2 

years of formal secondary education. (DEECD, VELS, 2007)  

 

In Victoria students with disabilities in both the State and Catholic system, also have 

the option of funding either post secondary education or job related training for up to 

3 years from the FFYA (Futures for Young Adults) program. The literature states: 

You must have been assessed as eligible to receive and be currently receiving support 

at school through the DEECD Program for Students with a Disability or equivalent in 

the Catholic and Independent sector. (FFYA, 2007, p. 1)  

 

Although not specifically applicable to a school working with students with mild 

intellectual disabilities (IDs) but worthy of inclusion is Conductive Education (CE), a 

teaching method developed by András Pet� that has found a degree of success in 

Special Developmental Schools (SDS) in Victoria more specifically addressing motor 

disorders of neurological origin, e.g. cerebral palsy. Pet�’s viewpoint was at odds with 

accepted theories and he believed that motor disorders should be perceived as a 

learning problem. (Hari and Tillemans, 1984)  

 

Integral to the VELS, is a document entitled Students with Disabilities Guidelines 

(SWDG). The guidelines describe the need for a whole school or holistic approach to 

curriculum planning and outline… key principles that enable schools to provide 

enriching educational experiences for students while preparing them to live in an 

inclusive society. The literature also states…the educational principles imply that 

schools are responsible for developing a wide range of appropriate teaching and 

learning strategies for all students. (SWDG, p. 4)  
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The Blueprint for Government Schools 2003 further outlines what is expected from 

schools in the provision of an appropriate curriculum for students with disabilities by 

stating… 

All students, irrespective of the school they attend, where they 
live or their social and economic status, have an entitlement to 
a high-quality school education and a genuine opportunity to 
succeed.  
 
(SWDG, p. 6) 

 
PBL provides not only the educational framework but also an enriched 

teaching/learning environment to meet the curriculum criteria as outlined in the 

VELS.  

 

Students have for generations been passive participants in their education, accepting 

information and restating it within specific assessment contexts. Little of the 

knowledge acquired if any, may have had any relationship to the issues of the day or 

of the individual student’s interests. Assessment was/is primarily on the basis of 

presenting rote learned facts at the appointed time, and in the correct sequence.  

 
PBL and the VCAL 
 

The Victorian Certificate of Applied Learning (VCAL) is a relatively new education 

initiative first offered by the Department of Education (DoE) then by the Department 

of Education and Training (DET) and finally by DEECD, virtually all the same 

instrumentality. It was piloted in 2002 in regular school settings as a viable and 

alternate option to the Victorian Certificate of Education (VCE). Student participation 

in VCAL at first small with 546 enrolled has since grown to encompass 10,412 

students in a broad range of schools. (Cook, 2005)  

Special school participation in the VCAL was not at first envisaged or encouraged by 

the DEECD. 

 
A political change is taking place in schools, with mainstream and special 
schools working more closely together.  
 
(O’Hanlon, 2003, p. 3) 
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Special schools in Victoria are currently integrating and applying aspects of the 

mainstream VCAL curriculum to their programs. This innovation is still new and as 

yet generally untested in meeting the educational needs of special school students. 

 

The guiding tenet behind VCAL is to provide students generally disinclined to pursue 

an academic education with a framework for ongoing, practically focused education 

linked to the real world of work. 

 

Given the massive changes that have occurred in the provision of secondary education 

from the mid 1970s and the desire of both state and federal governments to realize 12 

years of schooling for all students with little regard for personal interest or ability, it is 

little wonder that a crisis in post compulsory schooling retention became an issue.  

 

Thomas and Vaughan (2004, p. 100) state:  

However, research has identified a range of practices that do enhance the 
education of students with learning disabilities: instruction based on student 
achievement needs; materials and procedures that allow students to proceed at 
their own pace; additional time for students who need it; increased student 
responsibility for their own learning; and co-operation among students in 
achieving learning goals. 

 

When the actual life needs of students are met, without overlays of performance 

criteria for the school or internal and administratively driven competitive beliefs about 

creating the ideal paradigm for special settings, educational outcomes become 

relevant. The cooperative framework of VCAL especially at Foundation Level 

provides these avenues for enhanced learning. 

 

Without looking at all the specific mechanics of the VCAL it is the intent of this 

review to outline its most salient features. The VCAL certificate is awarded at 3 

levels, Foundation, Intermediate and Senior. The 3 levels offered allow students to 

undertake the VCAL at Years 10, 11 or 12.  Each level of the VCAL grows in 

exponential complexity with Foundation level being the first step. A VCAL program 

is uniquely individual. 

Students choose a level of the VCAL that they feel their skills and abilities can 

support. The VCAL at Senior Level is on a par with VCE subjects. The VCAL 

derives its success from the fact that it is student focused and should to a large degree, 



���������	
������
������� � ����
���
����������
�����������������������������	
��
�
��
 

S & S  8 2007    �

be student initiated. The teacher acts as facilitator, guide and mentor encouraging the 

student along the way. 

 

The VCAL was designed primarily for mainstream students and as such there needs 

to be a lead up of skills and attitudes for both (special school) students and their 

parents/guardians when heading towards undertaking the VCAL. Ensuring that 

students are properly assessed and able to work at the appropriate level increases the 

chance for success. 

 

The VCAL is not a glove to fit all sizes. Levels of literacy and numeracy may vary, 

but there still need to be some basic competencies. These competencies range from 

the ability to record activities in journals or logs, to do basic research using the current 

methods available and to have functioning levels of numeracy and literacy so that this 

can occur.  

 

Thomas and Loxley (2001, p. 124) cite Illich’s (1975) notion of ‘professional 

fiefdoms’ and follow this view by stating:  

“Just as important as the place children go to school is the set of expectations 

which are invested in the practices that surround special education.” 

 

An initiative though seemingly conceptually sound may not meet the real needs of the 

students’ but more so; fulfil the aspirations of the school and the desires of parents. 

 

Teachers indoctrinated over years with the notion of adjusting educational tools to 

meet the political aspirations of a school do not enhance a VCAL program or truly 

benefit the students.  

 

How Students Learn - Constructivist and Constructionist modelling 

"The self-fulfilling prophecy is, in the beginning, a false definition of the 
situation evoking a new behaviour which makes the original false conception 
come true. The specious validity of the self-fulfilling prophecy perpetuates a 
reign of error. For the prophet will cite the actual course of events as proof that 
he was right from the very beginning.” 
 

(Merton, 1968, p. 477) 
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This often unconscious form of subjective appraisal of a child has at times either led 

to remarkable outcomes by the person so tagged or to the fulfilment of the assessment 

imposed on the individual.  Merton’s self fulfilling prophecy amply demonstrates the 

negative effect on a child’s self view when these judgements are repeatedly imposed 

on an individual. 

 

Plato defines knowledge as a subset of that which is true and believed. By his 

definition, knowledge is the intersecting mid-ground of truths and beliefs. 

(Wikipedia, Plato, 2007) 

 

 
 

Socrates argued that knowledge is not empirical, but that it came from divine insight. 

 

Piaget structured a developmental timeline to provide insights into the foundations of 

why children think and do as they do, at specific stages of their intellectual and 

physical development. His constructivism is founded on the hypothesis that 

individuals construct knowledge and a personal world view based upon their 

interaction with the environment and that this world view is unique and personal to 

each individual. Piaget’s scientific theories are based on his belief that 

developmentally, intellectual reasoning moves from the concrete and tangible to the 

abstract, or to the realm where pure ideas/thought exist. (Ackermann, PDF, p. 1)  

 

Papert builds upon Piaget’s constructivism by defining a model of learning called 

constructionism. He postulates that individuals learn best when they are given reign to 

construct real, tangible artefacts with which they are able to share thoughts, ideas and 

concepts with others, to engage in a dialogue about the artefact. These artefacts range 

from literary writings such as poetry to prose to plays, to more concrete and pragmatic 

examples such as model planes and mini-golf design and construction. 
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Gardner in Frames of Mind (1983) proposed a theory of multiple intelligences based 

upon free ranging concepts. These included: musical intelligence, visual / spatial 

intelligence, verbal/linguistic intelligence, logical/mathematical intelligence, 

interpersonal intelligence, bodily / kinesthetic intelligence and intrapersonal 

intelligence.  To these 7 intelligences he has since added naturalist intelligence and is 

considering existentialist intelligence. 

 
Jean Piaget (1953, p. 87) states quite simply,  

Intelligence is what you use when you don't know what to do.   
 
Ackermann makes a strong point in relation to Piaget when she states, knowledge is 

not information to be delivered at one end, and encoded, memorized, retrieved, and 

applied at the other end. Instead, knowledge is experience that is acquired through 

interaction with the world, people and things. (Ackermann, PDF, p. 3) 

 

Piaget’s knowledge is not one of rote learning and the rehashing of facts to record 

satisfactory Achievement Improvement Monitor (AIM) scores for a politically 

motivated education system, but one where the child secures knowledge from her/his 

world in order to make sense of it. The essential difference between Piaget and Papert 

is that Papert allows for more individualized learning methods. 

 

Ackermann extrapolating from the views of Piaget, Papert, Dewey, Freynet and Freire 

states, they remind us that learning, especially today, is much less about acquiring 

information or submitting to other people’s ideas or values, than it is about putting 

one’s own words to the world, or finding one’s own voice, and exchanging our ideas 

with others. (Ackermann, PDF, p. 2) 

 

Current thinking is moving towards the idea that knowledge is situated or acquired in 

context (Brown J.B & Collins, 1989), that individuals learn as they interact and react 

to their environment. That learning should not be artificial, seemingly without 

meaning but be actualized in an appropriate contextualized environment. Proponents 

of situated learning theories question developmental theorists’ contention that highest 

order thinking or intellectual development is essentially formal and abstract. Situated 

learning proponents on the other hand value the personal, the local and the concrete.  
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The theories behind situated learning are in tune with and align closely to the 

parameters of a well constructed PBL task and a VCAL curriculum. 

 

Papert’s view of epistemology focusing not only on the self but on more concrete and 

tangible forms of learning is in stark contrast to rigid constructivist logic based 

models which are essentially abstract and impersonal. Whilst Piaget’s passive model 

would be to watch as an observer from the outside, Papert’s model would be in the 

fray, in–situ or situated in the learning experience. Piaget’s model is of the observer 

where Papert’s is of the actor who becomes one with the phenomenon under 

investigation. Ackermann citing Tuckle (1984) describes Papert’s learner as being, 

more relational…as getting into tune with others and with situations…and that he 

learns from personal experience rather than from being told. 

 
Education: Viewpoints and Alternative Models.  
 

With the possible exception of economics, education is probably the largest 
field of human activity in which there is almost no connection between theory 
and experience, in which people rarely test theories to see if they work and 
reject or change them if they don't.   
 
(John Holt , HCF.zip, 1973, p. 1) 

 

A general, perhaps commonly shared belief about teaching and learning held by most 

adults is that schools in the main prepare students with a range of skills and attitudes 

to prepare them for life and to fit them into society, much as a cog fits onto its 

designated spindle. 

 

Huxley’s novel Brave New World (1932) designates individuals with the letters of the 

Greek alphabet, from the Alfa, ruling class to the Epsilon, worker drone. A world of 

genetically manipulated and psychology conditioned human beings happy and 

contented in their preordained roles.  

 

Orwell’s (1949) futuristic and visionary story of a world manipulated by a 

technocratic totalitarian regime intent on subverting freedom of thought, of will and 

action into a mindless conformism of black and white ideas presages perhaps the 

shape of things to come. 
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Verne (1994) wrote a futuristic account of an alienated and disillusioned individual 

living in a technologically advanced dystopian society, out of place and out of step 

with the mass of seemingly mesmerised humanity that rushes from point to point with 

little knowledge or awareness of the costs to their individual freedoms. 

 

Toffler (1970, p. 360) paints a gloomy picture of traditional education.  

What passes for education … is a hopeless anachronism? Parents look to 

education to fit their children for life in the future. Teachers warn that lack of 

an education will cripple a child’s chances to the world of tomorrow. 

 

Toffler foresaw the global communication network…a world he believed that would 

relieve mankind of the tyranny of the machine of the production process and of the 

factory whistle. He envisaged schools integrated into communities where the 

boundary between the community and the school was blurred, where students under 

short term contracts acquired specific skills from a range of agencies or individuals 

and where classroom structures became fluid, no longer mirroring the hierarchical 

structures in society.  

Seeing the absurdities in formalised educational models Toffler argues that much 

academic learning is irrelevant to the needs of the individual and that millions of 

children are forced to spend innumerable hours toiling over subjects that are both 

highly questionable and of little utility to them.  

 
He further declares, 

Anyone who thinks the present curriculum makes sense is invited to explain to 
an intelligent 14 year old why algebra or French or any other subject is 
essential for him.  
 
(Toffler, 1970, p. 370) 

 

A.S Neill founded a school (Summerhill) based on the concept of freedom. His 

radical philosophies were initially influenced by the emerging science of psycho 

analysis and psychology. He envisioned a form of education radically different to and 

challenging traditional paradigms. Neill’s philosophy espouses freedom of the 

individual. All indoctrination ranging from religious, political, social, sexual and 

moral were to be exorcised from the child’s education. The child was given the 

opportunity to (subjectively) choose what was required and pursue his/her natural 
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instincts for what felt valid in their own education, free from the processes of 

conditioning and parental pressures.  

 

Neill’s (1975, p. 20) philosophy was based on one key tenet, “to make the school fit 

the child…instead of making the child fit the school.” He argues that the individual 

child has an internal compass that would direct them to their chosen path.  That if a 

child had mathematical, musical or mechanical skills he/she would seek out the 

appropriate teacher when the time was right.  

 
We cannot have real learning in school if we think it is our duty and our right 
to tell children what they must learn. We cannot know, at any moment what 
particular bit of knowledge or understanding a child needs most, will most 
strengthen his model of reality. Only he can do this…the most we can do is try 
to help, by letting him know roughly what is available and where he can look 
for it. 

             

 (Holt, 1973, p. 175) 

 

Schools can be and generally are by their very nature authoritarian institutions that 

mold children into acceptable packages for contemporary society.  

 

Montessori (1912, p.184) believed, if adults learned as easily as children under six 

years of age, it would be an easy matter to do away with illiteracy. 

She developed a flexible, progressive and auto didactic learning methodology for 

children based around a premise that children learn quite differently from adults, that 

they do this naturally given an ordered and stimulating environment where they can 

explore and actively engage in investigation at they own level.  

 

She also believed that children possess an innate ability to learn and adapt to their 

world, and adults often unwittingly, derailed their investigative autonomy through a 

belief… 

 

that children are like puppets and we wash them and feed them as if they were 

dolls. We do not stop to think that the child who does not do, does not know 

how to do and that he who is served is limited in his independence. 
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(Montessori, 1912, p. 72) 

 

Montessori described this type of behaviour as bad parenting.  

 

In Montessori schools the teacher acts as a facilitator, observing patterns of learning 

and exploration and presenting new experiences as the child naturally comprehends a 

particular task, investigation or sensory experience. Learning is directed but child 

initiated. 

 

The Montessori method provides a safe, clean, organized and structured environment 

of mixed age groupings (essentially 3 tiers from 3 to 6, 6 to 9 and 9 to 12) where 

children can learn at their own pace free from competitive pressures and also develop 

socially. 

 

Steiner-Waldorf   (Wikipedia, History of Waldorf Schools, 2007) 
 

The Steiner Waldorf Education methodology is unique in it’s principles of tying the 

rhythms and seasons of the planet into a holistic teaching philosophy where both the 

emotional and intellectual facets of the child are linked to learning. The methodology 

takes from Piaget the developmental learning stages of the child and uses as it’s 

foundation a “spiritual science” developed by Rudolph Steiner called Anthroposophy.  

 

Waldorf education at primary level shields the child from competitive environments 

and the instruments of mass communication. It teaches tolerance and acceptance and 

is inclusive in its structures both within the classroom and at pedagogical level.  

 

Administrative structures are seemingly egalitarian there being no principal or head 

teacher rather groups of teachers provide the organizational framework.  

 

The focus of teaching especially in the formative years is more explorative and open 

ended with no fixed curriculum to stifle creativity. At primary level, a class may loop 

with its teacher for up to 8 years but still have access to specialist teachers. 
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Steiner schools use a unique personality profiling system for their students derived 

from ancient Greco-Roman (Theophrastus) medical theories of four humors or 4 

temperaments. It is a very individual and somewhat contentious theory in the light of 

current medical and educational literature. 

 

Four Personality/Temperaments types: 

Sanguine (blood)     Exurberant, Fun loving, Optimistic, Confident, 

    Manic (in extremes). 

 

Choleric (bile)  Leader, Doer, Ambitious, Driven, Ruthless. 

 

Melancholic (black bile)    Artisitic, Creative, Sensitve, Thoughtful, Perfectionist, 

  Depressive (in extremes). 

 

Phlegmatic (phlegm)     Unemotional, Consistent, Calm, Rational, Curious, 

 Observant 

 

Students at Steiner schools are taught respect for themselves and each other and of 

their natural link to the environment. There is strong emphasis upon the arts. 

Eurythmy, a movement art incorporating role play, the spoken word and dance is 

unique to Waldorf schools.  Teaching of themed subjects occurs in blocks of three to 

5 weeks. Languages (usually two) are also taught. 

 

Waldorf elementary education, like Neill’s Summerhill and Montessori’s Method 

allows for individual variations in the pace of learning, based upon the expectation 

that a child will grasp a concept or achieve a skill when he or she is ready. 

 

Waldorf education is founded on Steiner’s unique view of child development and his 

pseudo scientific theory of anthroposophy which is the basis of the Steiner Waldorf 

teaching methodology and curriculum. 
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PBL as the curriculum  
 
Summary, Conclusions and Recommendations 
The literature reviewed provides a broad base of pedagogical knowledge, 

methodology and views that have valid considerations for the practising teacher.  

The form and manner of delivery of education is generally not under the control of the 

individual teacher. Specific criteria must usually be met to ensure defined outcomes 

provide results that validate not only the funding but the curriculum taught. In State 

Schools the one to many format is the general paradigm for teaching. Students must 

cover a prescribed age related curriculum within a specific timeframe made provable 

through standardized testing. The analogy of product, the factory and the assembly 

line comes to mind. The emphasis is upon the teacher teaching, rather than the student 

learning. Students must know certain things and have specific skills at defined ages. 

Self paced learning is seen as slow and unproductive. Obsolete, tried and true 

methods of pedagogy, based upon archaic theories of percentile success rates are valid 

only when students must graduate on time. Given children with no discernable 

learning disabilities the system works well for a percentage of individuals and to the 

detriment of the remainder. 

 

The range and diversity of teaching methodology gives a hint of what is available 

given the circumstances and opportunity to implement something different. 

PBL comes to the fore as it allows specific educational criteria to be met (VELS) 

within an alternative pedagogical paradigm where the emphasis is upon the student 

learning rather than the teacher teaching.  

 

PBL essentially works from within a pedagogical foundation. Properly implemented it 

provides a methodology that allows a student to uncover and understand hidden 

contexts and relationships within a particular area of investigation. It does this 

through a process of drawing upon the student’s own self interest and initiating 

individual hands-on research.  

 

Project based learning by definition appears to be an easy option and is generally not 

clearly understood. It is more than simply following through of a particular task. PBL 

asks the practitioner to actively delve into the area under investigation and in the 
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process uncover new meanings, relationships and understandings about a specific 

topic.  

 

Project based learning was not specifically designed to cater to the needs of students 

with disabilities albeit in this case mild intellectual disabilities. PBL provides a 

distinctly new methodology where upon students are liberated from the talk 

associated with teachers teaching rather than students learning. PBL provides a 

student with an active investigative methodology to understand a particular topic or 

event by immersing the student in a research project that may cover a range of 

disciplines or foci. At secondary and tertiary level it provides a student with the 

appropriate skills and the opportunity to immerse him/herself fully into the research 

task. Students generally require a basic level of literacy, oracy, research capability, 

enthusiasm and initiative to successful follow through a PBL task. 

The underlying foundation of a student’s basic education is brought to bear when PBL 

is used as learning methodology. The source of the curriculum is drawn from the PBL 

task, so extreme care must be given to the range of projects that students may select. 

 

PBL works best, when students feel free to actively participate in their chosen task 

and when fear of failure, of teacher/peer/ and parental approval is minimised. Some 

forms of pedagogy by virtue of their delivery inhibit a student’s freedom to question, 

challenge or even understand the fundamentals or rationale behind the type of 

teaching imposed upon them.  

 

The essence of purposeful PBL like good teaching is to allow the student to discover 

the unknown, the new concept, relationship, effect or experience.  

 

The reason for the task or undertaking that is fundamentally different from traditional 

didactic forms of teaching/instruction is that the student acquires the knowledge as it 

is uncovered, much as Michelangelo revealed David inside the marble when the 

extraneous material was removed. It is primarily student focused and not teacher 

centred. The student is not loaded up with the teacher’s font of knowledge divested 

incrementally from lesson to lesson but given the opportunity like Archimedes to cry 

eureka when a discovery or new insight has been made.  
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Discussions relating to traditional models of pedagogy currently being implemented 

by professional educators at (some) schools at times can be quite contentious, as any 

seemingly new methodology (PBL) that tests new ground or asks the practitioner to 

reflect on their “tried and true” practices, also infers that certain Dickensian teaching 

models may also be redundant in an age when students are encouraged to actively 

take charge of their own learning and educational focus. 
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      Methodology 
 
The goal of the research was to share Willie’s perspective.  
 
(Harper, 1987, p. 12) 

 

Introduction. 
The intent of the research is to build upon the current literature with regard to 

implementing Project Based Learning (PBL) especially in relation to students with a 

mild intellectual disability. 
 

The researchers argue that PBL is a method of learning that meshes more effectively 

and more directly with the learning style/abilities of students with mild intellectual 

disabilities, than the supposedly tried and true traditional methods currently being 

used throughout the curriculum in many schools. 

 

Over the course of the teaching year in a Special School setting, the researchers have 

monitored and reviewed the current curriculum in terms of delivery, relevance, 

engagement and educational value to the students being taught.   

 

The research investigates both the practical and theoretical considerations of 

implementing PBL at a Special School for students with a mild intellectual disability 

in the Frankston metropolitan region. The project takes place as a unit of the VCAL 

landscaping program run in year 11 and year 12 as a Personal Development Skill 

(PDS). 

 

The project undertaken by the target group is to design and construct a nine-hole 

mini-golf course in the school grounds. The area set aside for the project is a disused, 

abandoned space in the rear corner of the school yard behind the Senior Secondary 

Annex. It has been fenced off from the general student yard and has double gates for 

entry. The site is covered in debris, ranging from abandoned metal benches, discarded 

furniture, a dilapidated trailer and garden refuse. The adjoining area of the Senior 

Secondary Annex was previously landscaped and separated from the current work 
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site. It is envisaged that with the petitioning fence removed it will compliment the 

mini-golf course with its large fish pond, BBQ and peaceful retreat areas.  

 

During the project, the researchers have maintained a focus of investigating any 

positive educational benefits of this ‘hands on learning method’ (of acquiring 

knowledge both in practical and theoretical terms), in contrast to traditional didactic, 

chalk and talk methods of transmitting knowledge/information to students with mild 

intellectual disabilities in the enclosed classroom. 

 

PBL Criteria  
PBL is a teaching method that focuses learning through projects. As defined in 

specific PBL teaching literature (Thomas, Mergendoller & Michaelson, 1999; 


������������������������������������ ������!�"�����#�����$$�), projects are 

complex tasks, founded on challenging problems that engage students across a range 

of practical disciplines and research skills encompassing the curriculum.  

 
The 5 key tenets according to Thomas (PDF, 2002, p. 4) that define PBL, and form 

the basis of this research project are:  

 

1. Centrality. 

 PBL projects are central not peripheral to the curriculum, they are the curriculum. 

The mini-golf project is the central teaching strategy. Curriculum content, such as 

ICT, Literacy, Numeracy, Work Related Skills and Personal Development Skills all 

originate from within the project. 
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2. Driving question. 

  PBL projects are focused on questions or problems that impel students to encounter 

the central concepts and principles of a discipline. Driving questions originating from 

the mini-golf project initiate research to resolve and understand problems or issues 

relating to the design and construction elements of the task. The research component 

within PBL drives the student to actively understand the problem, acquire the specific 

knowledge and resolve it through practical application of what is learned.  

   
3. Constructive investigations. 

 The notion of constructive investigation is not to reinforce an understanding of what 

is already known or has been done, but to challenge the students’ existing intellectual 

base and extend it to a new level.  

 

The researchers have used the mini-golf PBL task to tax the current level of students’ 

skills and abilities. The inherent scope of the project has also initiated and encouraged 

the students’ to extend their known range of experiences and comprehension in an 

endeavour to complete both the practical and theoretical tasks required of them. 

 

4. Autonomy.   

PBL projects are strongly student driven, they are not generally teacher led, directed 

or supervised or are their outcomes necessarily predetermined.  

Within the framework of the mini-golf project staff has been conscious to allow 

meetings to be student driven and controlled. Staff intervention is primarily limited to 

issues of focus and facilitation only as required, allowing the group to arrive at their 

outcomes with as much autonomy as possible. 

 

5. Realism. 

PBL projects need to be realistic, not school-like. Projects should produce real and 

tangible results that make an outward statement and leave a defining mark. The mini 

golf project is integral with the Personal Development Skills (PDS), the Work Related 

Skills (WRS) and the Industry Specific Skills (ISS) of the VCAL program at the 

school.  
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Students adopt worker apparel and behaviours. They wear the appropriate clothing, 

conform to the rules and regulations of the specific work place and are similarly given 

the rights and responsibilities of workers by their peers and staff.  

 

It is envisioned by the researchers during the course of the PBL task, that students will 

embrace the work-like aspect of the project and learn a range of theoretical and 

practical real-life skills and abilities. 

 

At the completion of the project, the mini-golf course will be accessed by the whole 

school and be of benefit to the wider school community.  

 

Methodology 
Action Research will form the keystone of the study and can be defined as: 

 
 A reflective process of progressive problem solving lead by individuals 
 working with others in teams or as part of a "community of practice" to 
 improve the way they address issues and solve problems. 
 
It can also… 

  be guided by professional researchers, with the aim of improving their 
 strategies, practices, and knowledge of the environments within which 
 they practice. 

 (Action Research, Wikipedia, 2007) 

Action Research is an emergent process of understanding whereby clarity of the 

problem is revealed in the light of continuous refinement within a cyclic process.  

Simple put, it is an ongoing process of doing, observing, changing, reflecting and 

refining.  

The methodology used for the research is based on Interpretative Social Science (ISS) 

as outlined by Weber (Neuman, 2006, p. 87, 88, 105) also known as the Qualitative 

method of research and will use a Subjectivist focus.  

Using Qualitative methodology the researchers will develop observations that are 

recorded in real time, on site, in a physical working environment that provides 
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tangible, concrete learning experiences in context and not in contrived/simulated 

situations within the enclosed classroom.   

A key tenet of this type of research is that: 

These techniques require that researchers spend many hours in direct personal 
contact with those being studied.  

(Neuman, 2006, p. 88) 

Neuman (p. 15) making reference to Norman Denzin and Yvonna Lincoln (2003b:31-

38) illustrates a Catharine-wheel process for the qualitative researcher.  

.   

Qualitative/Interpretative research requires that the 7 key criteria generally be met. 

The criteria used within this Action research framework impact on each other and are 

subtly refined to build upon the research under investigation.  Within the context of 

this research project these criteria are:  

 

1. Acknowledge Social Self 

One of the primary considerations that the researchers needed to keep foremost in 

mind during the formative periods of the research project was the differing 

backgrounds of not only the target group but also of the researchers. Generational, 

familial, educational, social, financial, physical and individual personal life 

experiences and expectations all varied to differing degrees between researchers and 

the research target group.  

 

One of the most prominent differences that separated the researchers from the Target 

group was that of power relationships. The researchers in their primary role as 

teachers within a Victorian State School are given authority over students known as 
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“loco-parentis” under the teaching regulations of the Department of Education and 

Early Childhood Development (DEECD). Teachers have a mandatory duty of care in 

relation to the welfare of students in their charge.  

 

The researchers having broad teaching experience and having worked within the field 

of Special Education for many years (3 – 20 years) have a professional interest in 

pursuing research of this nature in an endeavour to improve both the educational 

outcomes and life opportunities of the students in their care.  

 

The researchers argue that PBL as a practical hands-on method of learning will 

provide an improved model of curriculum delivery, enhancing educational outcomes 

and student retention rates within years 11 and 12 at a Special school.  

 

2. Adopt Perspective  

The researchers are professional educators specifically working with students who 

have been assessed with a mild intellectual disability. The focus of the research is to 

not only improve current teaching practices but to improve student learning through 

what the researchers believe to be a more relevant curriculum. In tandem with 

improved student learning and motivation the researchers argue that retention rates 

can be improved through a PBL curriculum in the final two years of secondary 

education at a Special School. The researchers further argue that current teacher led 

chalk and talk methods of pedagogy are failing to meet the educational life needs of 

these students. The researchers’ use of Interpretive Social Science methodology 

adopts the perspective of being actively involved and engaged within the group as 

facilitators and guides but maintaining a separation from controlling the PBL task and 

direction by allowing the students to actively own the project.  

 Pertinent Considerations 

• The Research was undertaken at a Special school within the State school 

system in the Frankston Metropolitan region. 

• The school has adequate funding, space and general resources to initiate the 

project. 

• A high percentage of the students at the school are from disadvantaged 

(economic/social/educational) backgrounds. 
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• A high percentage (20%) of students drop out or become school-refusers in 

their final year at the school (year 12). Check this data??? 

• Although the school is classified for students with mild intellectual disabilities 

within the ENQ score range of 50 – 70, there is a cohort of students who fall 

significantly below the bench mark.  

• There is also a range of students euphemistically described by the DEECD as 

functional placements more readily described as students with social and 

emotional needs and generally requiring intensive behavioural 

modification/intervention in a Social Adjustment Unit. These students are 

often but not always “higher functioning” and tend to cause major disruptions 

to the smooth ongoing nature of special school programs by drawing heavily 

on student management resources. 

• PBL programs like the VCAL programs were not specifically designed or 

originally intended for students with intellectual disabilities.  

• The researchers argue that both PBL and VCAL in tandem with appropriately 

trained staff can enhance learning, curriculum delivery and retention rates in 

the senior years (year 11 and 12) at special school settings. 

• That the researchers by virtue of their vested interest, practical and 

professional teaching skills in the PBL task are an inherent component in the 

successful outcome of the project. (Refer Appendix p,43 Anecdotal Note, 

Dave Exford, SMS message.)  

• The research is qualitative in nature, and does not use a control group to verify 

successful outcomes or compare and contrast models. Research data is drawn 

and inferred from direct observation and interaction with the research 

participants whilst working in tandem on the research project.  

• Evidence of the research relies heavily on field observations, anecdotal notes, 

peripheral collegiate staff observations, student comments/reflections, 

questionnaires, surveys, attendance roles and photographic records of the PBL 

activity. 

 

3. Design Study & Data Collection 

The research is focused on students in the final 2 years (equivalent year 11 and 12 

within the mainstream) at a Special school in the Frankston metropolitan area. The 
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school caters to students with mild intellectual disabilities that fall within the 

Intelligence Quotient (IQ) range of 50 to 70. Students enrolled at the school may also 

have diagnosed physical disabilities and a range of behavioural problems.  

The tools used to measure student satisfaction of the PBL task were in the form of 

surveys, questionnaires, anecdotal notes, participation records and photographic 

evidence 

 

The research study was designed around a question of proving the efficacy or not of 

utilizing a PBL task to deliver relevant curriculum to Year 11 and 12 students at a 

Special School and whether it is a more relevant method to traditional based forms of 

pedagogy in the enclosed classroom. All the primary data relating to this PBL 

research was drawn from 8 sources.  

• Initial profile of student (Questionnaire). 

• Theoretical and preparatory PBL morning class at the beginning of the day. 

(Minutes/Journal entries/Questionnaires) 

• The PBL task site. (Journal entries, Anecdotal notes, Anecdotal student 

comments, Anecdotal staff comments, Photographic records) 

• The ICT class. (Anecdotal staff comments, students’ ICT project archive) 

• PBL students (Target students’ anecdotal comments and observations) 

• PBL Parent/Guardian (Anecdotal comments and observations) 

• Peripheral teaching staff/Colleagues (Anecdotal comments and observations) 

• Researchers anecdotal perspective notes (Journal Observations) 

 

The PBL task took place every Wednesday. There were 4 class sessions per day of 

approximately 1 hour duration. The first class of the day took place within a room 

called Pete’s Shed. This class formalized the practical activities, the focus and goals 

set for the day. The class was also used for airing of disputes (when these arose) and 

for ongoing OH&S education and awareness. The 3 remaining sessions were used for 

practical hands-on learning at the project site. 
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Minutes 

Minutes of the meetings were kept in order to gain a sequential perspective of the 

issues being raised in the formalized morning session.  

Anecdotal Records/Journal Entries of Meetings 

Anecdotal notes of greater depth pertaining to specific incidences, issues and 

observations of these meetings were also recorded. 

Questionnaires 

Questionnaires provide valid perspectives and concise data from which to draw 

valuable conclusions in relation the efficacy of the PBL project as a teaching and 

learning tool. 

Questionnaires used both comments and an incremental scale of satisfaction using a 

smiley or sad face to register student/staff and parent/guardian opinions and views 

about the PBL task. 

Photographic Records 

Photographic Records provide accurate records to illustrate to the PBL students (and 

parent/guardians, colleagues, other interested parties), the transition and evolution of 

the project. 

 

4. Analyse Data 

Is Project Based Learning a better option in Special Schools?  This question forms the 

basis of the research and of the data to be analysed. The data was separated into a 

number of key foci for analysis: 

 

• Initial views/conceptions regarding the PBL task/activity when it was first 

introduced to the students. 

This type of data provides insights into whether a student feels capable, 

confident or skilled enough to undertake a PBL project of considerable 

complexity and duration.  

 

• Skill and task assessments.  

This type of data provides insights into a student’s practical and academic 

skills. PBL projects require certain basic skills. Students without a basic level 

of literacy and numeracy would find a PBL task challenging as remediation of 
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these key learning skills is not specifically a PBL focus. Students require a 

basic level of literacy and numeracy to undertake PBL activities. ICT basic 

researching skills are also needed. Since PBL tasks are primarily geared to the 

final years of schooling it is hoped that classroom literacy and numeracy in the 

proceeding years have instilled basic competencies. The drawcard of PBL is 

that it provides a different learning model in the final years of school when 

students are tiring of older paradigms of teaching and student retention at 

school can be an issue. 

 

• Observations regarding the PBL task/activity when it was first introduced to 

colleagues. 

This data can provide useful insights into current collegiate support and 

teaching paradigms within the school. It can also illustrate acceptance or 

resistance towards change in the implementation of new programs.  

 

These questions form the basis of data analysis of this research  

 

5. Interpret Data 

Interpretation of the data will be on the basis of a range of questions asked against 

specific key criteria: Questions asked will use an interpretative approach to gauge 3 

key measures of success in relation to the PBL task. 

1. Meaningful social action.   2. Socially constructed meaning  

2. Value relativism.  

 
(Neuman, 2006, p. 87) 

 

Extrapolations made will be based on considerations of comparing and contrasting 

data in relation to key factors that affect educational outcomes for the target students. 

A range of questions based around student satisfaction, parent/guardian satisfaction, 

collegiate responses, and other pertinent inferences arising from the data will be used. 

These inferences will coalesce to form an evaluation of the effectiveness of PBL as an 

alternative method of delivering relevant curriculum at a Special school in the final 2 

years. Summations will be based on answers arising from the following criteria: 

• Initial individual student abilities 



���������	
������
������� � ����
���
����������
�����������������������������	
��
�
��
 

S & S  29 2007    �

• Initial student perceptions of PBL 

• Initial parent/Guardian perceptions of PBL 

• Collegiate perceptions of PBL as a tool to deliver curriculum. 

• Minutes of PBL morning forums. 

• Observational records on the worksite. 

• Journal records and reflective writings (both researchers and students) 

• Anecdotal notes, student comments and informal discussions. 

• Attendance logs 

•  Questionnaires relating to: 

� Job and task satisfaction 

� Skill development/Acquired knowledge 

� Teamwork 

� Conflict resolution  

� Educational/learning style preferences. 

� Anecdotal comments from non participants. 

 

6. Inform Others 

Parties involved in this research will be informed through relevant documentation and 

a finalised research data analysis. Research data, documentation and any 

extrapolations made from it will be presented in written, graphical and pictorial form 

to create a comprehensive over-view of the research findings, relevancies and 

summations. A presentation of the findings and of the data will be made to the 

principal researcher Dr Genee Marks of the University of Ballarat at the Faculty of 

Education. The research will be kept confidential and stored in a secure vault at the 

University of Ballarat for a period of 7 years after which time it will be destroyed. 

 

Interpretation of Research Data 
The surveys/questionnaires were analysed in the following manner. Several of the 

surveys/questionnaires incorporated a personal satisfaction scale ranging from 1 to 6 

or sad face (low satisfaction) to smiley face (high satisfaction).  
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1.       Surveys/Questionnaires 

1.1 Initial Survey      (Refer to Appendix. p. 62 ) 

1.2    Final Survey       (Refer to Appendix. p. 62 ) 

1.3 Survey Comparison 

 

2.  Observation Data  

2.1    Behaviour/Interpersonal Skills (Refer to Appendix. Graph. p. 60 ) 

2.2     Student Evaluation/Reflections (Refer to Appendix. Graph. p. 60 ) 

2.3    Student Attendance   (Refer to Appendix. Graph. p. 61 ) 

2.4  Student Attitudes      (Refer to Appendix. Graph. p. 61 ) 

 

1.1 Initial Survey 

Data from the Initial survey revealed a range of attitudinal responses to:  

School  

The Project  

Physical work  

Personal competencies 

 

School 

In relation to education there were 7 prime questions/criteria that provided an 

overview of the students’ current views on school. They are as follows: 

 

Sitting in the classroom /Working from the board 

Classroom subjects such as literacy and numeracy 

Being a leader in team discussions 

Understanding directions when they are written 

Understanding spoken directions 

Learning by doing 

Enjoying coming to school 

 

The data revealed that students indicated a preference for more practical tasks 

incorporating spoken directions with less written work. Of the criteria listed above, 

assessments of personal satisfaction were in the main in the 1 to 3 category. Areas that 

scored higher were understanding spoken directions and learning by doing.  
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The Project 

In relation to the Project there were 6 prime questions/criteria that provided an 

overview of the students’ current views on participation: They are as follows: 

 

Wanting to participate  

Working outside 

Interest in gardening/landscaping 

Designing a simple garden plan 

Asking a workmate for help 

Working with others as a team member 

 

The satisfaction rating indicates that the students are middle of the scale with regard 

to interest in participation in the project, that they also lack confidence with their 

design skills and when working as a team member. 

 

Physical Work 

In relation to the physical work involved in the project there were 7 prime 

questions/criteria that provided an overview of the students’ current attitudes. They 

are as follows:  

  

Digging holes 

Spreading soil 

Raking bark 

Planting 

Concreting posts 

Measuring from a plan 

Leading a small team of workers 

 

The data reveals that the students are below the median in physical work; very low in 

concreting, planning/organising and also in leading a small team of workers.  

 

Personal Competencies 
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In relation to the personal competencies needed to participate in the project there were 

7 prime questions/criteria that outlined the students’ current thoughts. They are as 

follows:  

   

Having good practical skills 

Improving skills 

Making things 

Giving up 

Understanding directions 

Looking for information 

Doing things of interest 

 

Analysis of the data was more complex in relation to the personal competencies. 

Generally the data revealed that the students were in the median as far as enjoyment 

in relation to making things and that whilst they were low on practical skills, the data 

also indicated that they wanted to improve their skills.  

 

Students scored high satisfaction in doing things that interest them.  They scored 

towards the median in understanding directions, but scored low on researching 

information and on giving up when things are not working out. 

 

1.2    Final Survey    

* The same set of questions were used again (after a period of 11 weeks) for 

   purposes of analysis. 

Data from the final survey revealed a range of attitudinal responses to:  

School  

The Project  

Physical work  

Personal competencies 

 

School   

Sitting in classroom /Working from the board 

Classroom subjects such as literacy and numeracy 

Being a leader in team discussions 
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Understanding directions when they are written 

Understanding spoken directions 

Learning by doing 

Enjoying coming to school 

 

In relation to enjoyment at attending school the satisfaction score was in the median. 

The data also revealed that the students learn best by doing things and that the 

satisfaction rating with classroom based activities and in understanding written 

directions was poor. 

 

The Project 

Wanting to participate  

Working outside 

Interest in gardening/landscaping 

Designing a simple garden plan 

Asking a workmate for help 

Working with others as a team member 

 

Satisfaction ratings were high in the areas of participation, gardening/landscaping 

and working outside. Medium scores were recorded in relation to designing a simple 

garden plan and in teamwork skills.  

 

Physical Work 

Digging holes 

Spreading soil 

Raking bark 

Planting 

Concreting posts 

Measuring from a plan 

Leading a small team of workers 

 

The data indicates a satisfaction rating ranging from median to high scores for 

digging, spreading, raking and planting and median scores for leading a small team of 

workers, measuring from a plan and concreting posts. 
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Personal Competencies 

Having good practical skills 

Improving skills 

Making things 

Giving up 

Understanding directions 

Looking for information 

Doing things of interest 

 

The data indicates that having good practical skills and improving them whilst 

enjoying making things of interest are in the median to high satisfaction range. A 

median score is indicated for understanding directions. Low scores are indicated in 

looking for information and giving up when things aren’t working out.  

 

1.3 Survey Comparison    

School 

Clear indicators for change were clarified in the following outcomes derived from a 

comparative analysis of data from the Initial and Final surveys. The indicators are 

that the students:  

Learn (best) by doing things 

Want clear directions, preferably spoken in contrast to written.  

That the students have greater enjoyment of coming to school when improved methods 

for learning are in place. 

That there is a strong dislike for literacy, numeracy and general class room activities 

as currently implemented. 

 

The Project 

Clear indicators for change were essentially in the 2 categories of: 

Middle to high scores in participating in the project and working outside. A low to 

medium data shift in designing a simple garden plan. 

 

Physical work 
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The data indicates a strong shift from low to medium/high in all areas of physical 

work. 

 

Personal competencies 

The data indicates a shift from low medium to medium high in areas of making 

things, having good practical skills and improving them. There was little or no change 

in areas of looking for information, easily understanding directions and giving up 

when things were not working out. There was a small up lift in learning by doing 

things of interest. 
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Summary, Conclusions & Recommendations 
Summary 

Data from the range of sources comprising questionnaires, discussions with students, 

observations during meetings and PBL activities, attendance records and student 

dynamics led the researchers to arrive at a number of conclusions. 

 

In relation to school attendance within this program evidence pointed to the fact that 

students preferred the concept of learning when it was tied to practical, not concocted 

or theoretical activities which had little relationship to the things that they felt were 

pertinent to their lives. 

It was also found that the method of instruction was fundamental in the students’ 

ability to carry out a particular task with understanding and interest. The preferred 

method of instruction was verbal, in unambiguous and clear speech. Students found 

written instructions unsatisfactory due to a range of reasons that included poor literacy 

and grammatical comprehension. Some students were stronger in deciphering written 

instructions, but in the main, most found them to be confusing. Students attended 

school more frequently when they believed they had something to look forward to and 

practised skills they believed they could master. Previous experiences in a range of 

academic areas (i.e. literacy and numeracy) often left students feeling helpless and ill-

equipped to do the work. The researchers argue that this feeling of helplessness 

inherently leads to behavioural issues in group activities. 

 

From the data it was evident that students did not have a clear understanding of the 

concept of (hard) physical work. Many had seen work done and perceived it to be too 

hard. The students needed to gain insight into a range of work procedures related to 

tool usage, paced work, site planning, preparation and teamwork skills, required to 

turn apparent hard physical work, into something, not so hard. The meaning of the 

term too hard was discussed with students on a number of occasions. The teachers 

needed to redress this term and to clarify it in a positive light. Students perceived the 

phrase too hard as being synonymous with a range of negative associations. Too hard 

in kidspeak means: not able to do it, too much effort required, lack of knowledge or 

little or no comprehension about the task. 
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Students working on the project illustrated interest and focus with their successes in 

the PBL activities. Most successes were those of a practical nature. The researchers 

argue that a succession of negative experiences encountered in the traditional 

classroom had reinforced failure. Years of failure had ingrained a dislike of entering 

into areas of academic learning. As a consequence a range of anti-social behaviours 

are often encountered by staff. Within some of the more academic requirements of the 

PBL task (i.e. design a simple garden plan) there was a degree of resistance, which the 

researchers associated with the students’ previous negative experiences in more 

formalized learning situations. The scores from the data illustrated that practical 

content following academic tasks produced improved learning outcomes for the 

students. Most if not all theoretical PBL sessions were followed directly by a practical 

application of what was learned. 

 

It was the role of the teachers to present a new and workable paradigm in relation to 

the students’ beliefs about physical work and also in their ability to successfully 

complete practical tasks.  

 

In relation to personal competencies, the data revealed that students believed they had 

a range of practical skills. It also revealed that these skills were not very 

accomplished. Discussion led to the realization that they wanted to improve these 

skills. In relation to collecting and researching information, responses were negative 

in the main. Students found these tasks to be onerous and personally unsatisfying. It 

could be argued, that they did not understand the relationship of the research work to 

that of the practical construction work. 

 

Many of the students had internalized a work concept, of giving up, when things got 

difficult. Usually on these occasions they would abandon a task, move to another or 

allow someone else to take over. One of the key tenets of PBL, is an integrated team 

approach, which over the course of the project has seen students interact and 

encourage each other towards positive outcomes. Peer support has seen many students 

stay on task for longer periods than usual and achieve improved outcomes. The 

students have also developed a feeling of satisfaction in accomplishing their tasks. 
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Many of the students came to the task with a range of entrenched beliefs about what 

they could and couldn’t do. The researchers argue that PBL tasks will challenge 

students’ comfort zones, particularly in areas of personal ability. The tasks outlined 

for the project required students to extend their range of experiences. Some of these 

tasks included: managing a team, organising materials/equipment, prioritizing jobs 

and working within timeframes. Personal and group initiatives such as these are often 

seen as beyond the expected abilities of students with a mild ID.  

One of the primary considerations of the project was to break the conditioning of 

trained helplessness. Students were quick to realize that staff involved in this PBL 

task, acted primarily as facilitators and that there was a firm expectation that 

individual jobs and the overall project, was to be completed by the students.  

 
Conclusions & Recommendations 

Specific PBL projects will not function appropriately, or produce the required skill 

based outcomes, if the program is used as a dumping ground for students who exhibit 

extreme social/emotional behaviours. A PBL project is not primarily a social 

adjustment program. PBL as utilized and illustrated through the construction of a 

mini-golf course, at a Special School for students with mild intellectual disabilities, 

provides the foundations of a specific curriculum within a real life context, with a 

hands-on, student focused approach. Students, who require extreme social/emotional 

behavioural adjustment, can and do detract from the aims and intent of PBL 

methodology.  

 

The researchers argue, that PBL suits the educational and social needs of students 

with mild IDs, and that this type of teaching methodology, should be incorporated 

into the school curriculum in the final 2 years of a student’s secondary education, 

leading to the transition to work. The researchers argue further, that the continued 

focus on teaching purely academic subjects is to the detriment of students with mild 

IDs, who in the main have not succeeded in the enclosed classroom with these 

subjects for the previous 10 years. Traditional classroom methods for current year 11 

& 12 students, in the age range 16 to 18, appears to only entrench low self esteem in 

their minds, teaching them more about their ability to continuously fail, than how to 

succeed. 
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         Appendixes 
 
Anecdotal Note 
 
Source/Type:  SMS message      Date: 13.11.07 
(The names of students have been changed to protect their identities) 
 
Protagonists: 
 

• Researcher/Home room teacher:     Vincent Stok 
• Student.      David Exford 
• Student.      Adam Coben 
• Home room teacher:       Helen Troy 
• Coordinator      Simon Piper 

 
Re:  Inability to attend school due to professed illness. 
 
Message received from David approx 9am as I arrived at Kabuki Industries (work 

experience placement for a small group of students on Tuesdays). 

 
Dave  SMS message reads:  
 
  Hi Mr Stok it’s Dave Exford. Um Im feeling really 
   sick. Um my dad is gona to take me to the doctors. I wont be comin 
   today. 
 
Mr Stok  Reply: SMS 
  
  Would you come Dave if you weren’t sick and we were doing  
  landscaping or building? 
 
Dave  Reply: SMS. Message sent in error to me. It was meant to be sent to 
  Adam a school friend in the same class. 
 
  Adam are u goin 2 school. Coz we are doin landscaping today. Text 
  bak. 
 
Dave               Reply: SMS 
 
  Vince im on my way to school. 
 
End of text messages 
 
Comment/Observation  
In error Dave reads my message quickly and assumes we are doing landscaping at 

school today. He messages his friend Adam and goes to school thinking that I will be 

there to supervise the landscaping on the mini-golf project. Once at school Dave is 
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questioned by the other home room teacher as to why he has recovered from his 

illness so quickly and can now apparently participate in a landscaping activity but not 

the activity at Kabuki Industries. 

 

There is considerable heated discussion between the coordinator, the other home room 

teacher and David. David maintains his composure on this occasion and some how 

thinks that he is now excluded for the end of year Tasmania camp. He messages his 

friend Adam (who unknown to David has turned up for work at Kabuki Industries) 

who tells me that David is excluded from the camp. I intervene with a phone call to 

the other 2 staff involved for clarification. I am told that David has also misconstrued 

the context of this meeting and that the issue of telling untruths was discussed. During 

the meeting it was stated to David that if he could not tell the truth and lied, why 

should he be allowed to go on the Tassie camp. 

 

During my phone conversation with staff involved in this incident, I raised the issue 

that David seems willing to engage in the “landscaping” task but not the Kabuki 

Industries task, as he sees the former as more relevant to his work prospects and 

interests in the coming year. Issues relating to truanting and student engagement in 

our programs were briefly discussed. This issue is to be discussed at the next Senior 

Secondary staff meeting. 
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Data Records  (Research Journal/Observation Sheets. x12.) 

 

 
 
 
 



���������	
������
������� � ����
���
����������
�����������������������������	
��
�
��
 

S & S  49 2007    �

 
 

 
 
 
 
 



���������	
������
������� � ����
���
����������
�����������������������������	
��
�
��
 

S & S  50 2007    �

 

 
 
 
 
 
 



���������	
������
������� � ����
���
����������
�����������������������������	
��
�
��
 

S & S  51 2007    �

 

 
 
 
 
 
 



���������	
������
������� � ����
���
����������
�����������������������������	
��
�
��
 

S & S  52 2007    �

 

 
 
 
 
 
 



���������	
������
������� � ����
���
����������
�����������������������������	
��
�
��
 

S & S  53 2007    �

 
 

 
 
 
 
 



���������	
������
������� � ����
���
����������
�����������������������������	
��
�
��
 

S & S  54 2007    �

 
 

 
 
 
 
 



���������	
������
������� � ����
���
����������
�����������������������������	
��
�
��
 

S & S  55 2007    �

 

 
 
 
 
 
 



���������	
������
������� � ����
���
����������
�����������������������������	
��
�
��
 

S & S  56 2007    �

 

 
 
 
 
 
 



���������	
������
������� � ����
���
����������
�����������������������������	
��
�
��
 

S & S  57 2007    �

 
 

 
 
 
 
 



���������	
������
������� � ����
���
����������
�����������������������������	
��
�
��
 

S & S  58 2007    �

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



���������	
������
������� � ����
���
����������
�����������������������������	
��
�
��
 

S & S  59 2007    �

 

 
 
 
 
 
 



���������	
������
������� � ����
���
����������
�����������������������������	
��
�
��
 

S & S  60 2007    �

Graphs  
2.1 Behaviour – Interpersonal Skills 
 

 
 
 
2.2 Evaluations – Reflections  
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2.3 Attendance Record 
 

 
 
 
2.4 Attitude towards Project/Work 
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Questionnaire    (Sample shown. Originals attached to research paper) 
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Project Overview  
 
6.1  Practical Components of the Research Project. 
6.2  Target Group. 
6.3  Meetings and Planning. 
6.4  Functional Design Process. 
6.5 OH&S and First Aid. 
6.6 Tools and Equipment. 
 

6.1 Practical Components of the Research Project. 

During the course of the research project the researchers compiled a journal of 

sessions to ensure a progressive account of evidence. The journal records provided a 

component of the primary source data for accurate observations and analysis of 

students, staff and other participants either involved directly or peripherally in the 

project. 

 

The major practical component of the research is the construction of a nine-hole mini-

golf course in an enclosed area at the rear of the school. All students in the PDS and 

WRS units of VCAL have been encouraged to participate in the ‘hands on’ tasks. 

Initially there was a degree of reluctance from several students due to unfamiliarity 

with practical tasks such as: digging, concreting and brick-laying. All students were 

keen to wear appropriate work clothes (overalls and boots). Wearing the appropriate 

‘uniform’ created a feeling of importance and difference (from their non worker 

peers). It also ‘built-in’ a degree of ‘adult’ maturity in the school yard as well as in the 

landscaping peer group. 

 

Over the duration of the project the students formulated many ideas for the 

construction of various aspects of the course. Many noted the ease with which they 

arrived at ideas, but after further consideration decided to drop the more grandiose 

concepts by placing them in the “too-hard basket.” 

 

As work on the course progressed, the researchers became aware of a general shift in 

attitude towards practical tasks. At first there was reluctance to some of the more 

physically demanding tasks such as: using a shovel to level ground, digging a stump 

hole or mixing concrete in a wheelbarrow. As construction of the course advanced, it 

became evident that the work ethic of the group was improving. The change in 
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attitude was almost seemingly in direct proportion to a personal feeling of ownership 

that the students felt about the project. There was a realisation that each of their 

individual design concepts was becoming tangible. 

 

A project day consisted of four sessions. Meetings were scheduled for the first session 

of each project day. During the meeting an agenda was outlined by the students to 

plan the day’s tasks and to resolve timelines and any work related issues.  

 

One significant decision was to allocate pairs of students to a particular hole. Each 

pair had the task of deciding upon a specific theme for one of the nine holes. Teams 

had to design their own obstacles to create interest and to challenge players on the 

hole. At another meeting, students decided to investigate and research some 

functioning mini-golf courses as an aid to their design process. 

 

Following on from this decision, the group organised to play a round of mini-golf at a 

local course. The researchers noted during this “recreational research learning 

activity”, that much of the student banter was about, “what we can do to ours.” A 

great deal of positive energy, enthusiasm and constructive ideas for mini-golf themes 

followed from this field activity. 
 

Staff taking part in this session noted that most of the lower functioning students in 

the group were totally absorbed in playing the game, seemingly having to draw upon 

all their reserves of skill and concentration to complete a hole. In comparison the 

majority of the higher functioning students would walk up casually and play the ball 

with a minimal amount of consideration in relation to power and judgement needed 

for a shot. Returning to school in the bus discussions ranged back and forth amongst 

the group leading to ideas that were later formulated into designs.  

 

6.2 Target Group. 

Students involved in the project are active participants in all planning discussions and 

meetings. The target group have the dual role of being both co-researchers and the 

research targets. Within this duality, the targeted students have direct and active 

participant control into the design and focus of the research and into the practical 
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development of the research task being investigated, thus implementing action 

research as a group. 

 

Participants taking part in this research, are assessed through an ENQ (Education 

Needs Questionnaire) having an IQ (Intelligence Quotient) in the range 50 to 70. 

Students with mild intellectual disabilities within this category are eligible for 

enrolment at Special State Government Schools. These students may often in tandem 

with their intellectual disability have an associated physical disability or psychiatric 

problem. Physical disabilities may range from an acquired brain injury, to cerebral 

palsy, epilepsy, maple syrup disorder, dwarfism, Asperger’s syndrome, malformed 

limbs to fine and gross motor disorders. 

 

6.3 Meetings and Planning. 

Staff involved in the research has been mindful to limit participation to that of guide 

and facilitator only as the need arose. The free flow of student ideas within the 

planning and practical stages was at all times the primary consideration. Initially 

students had little if no real conception of how the project would develop. A group 

decision early in the implementation phase was to introduce morning meetings, where 

the tasks for the day could be discussed and scheduled.  

 

Participation by the students in the first few meetings was recorded as being 

negligible/minimal. The researchers believed the group were initially hesitant to take 

active control of the project. As the meetings progressed natural leaders within the 

group slowly came to the fore. More reticent, quieter students watched the 

proceedings for some time before actively contributing into the planning 

conversations. 

  

A fundamental consideration of PBL that must remain prominent at all times is that it 

is teacher facilitated, not directed and that it allow for cooperative learning and 

reflective review.  
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6.4 Functional Design Process. 

During early stages of the meetings it became apparent that a plan was needed by the 

group to initiate construction and give the project a marked focus. In order to position 

nine holes on the site, the group needed to know the overall area of the land available 

for the project. Measurements were made and plans were drawn up. All students, in 

their paired groups made a detailed plan of the site. The plan included measurements 

of surrounding fences, the entrance gateway and the positioning of existing trees, 

shrubs and incidental plants on the site.  

 

It is interesting at this point to note the enthusiasm for the task, which was in reality a 

literacy and numeracy unit of work being delivered to students in a somewhat 

different format.  

 

The students’ first task in building the course was to position nine holes on the site 

plan. One major design consideration was that some of the themes and shapes that had 

been chosen for the various holes would also determine their position on the site. 

Once the layout plan for the nine holes was resolved, there was a further need to 

consider the surrounding areas. It was also decided to produce a basketball mural on 

the metal fence adjacent to the third hole. Theme elements for this design needed to 

incorporate a basketball, hoops, and a score board.  

 

Several students in the target group also participate in the school cooking program. It 

was decided to incorporate areas bounding each mini-golf hole with herb and 

vegetable gardens.  

 

6.5 OH&S and First Aid. 

All students participating in the research have undertaken the ‘Job Well Done’ OH&S 

Program and are aware of the first aid facilities available at the school. During 

meetings, some students raised issues relating to the safe use of specific tools and of 

the possible dangers inherent in using these tools. 

 

The students were challenged to find the answers to these issues and present their 

findings to the group. The main focus of the OH&S discussion was related to personal 



���������	
������
������� � ����
���
����������
�����������������������������	
��
�
��
 

S & S  67 2007    �

safety (lifting, bending, eyes and ears). Students researched these issues using the 

school computers. 

 

6.6 Tools and Equipment. 

At the beginning of the project the students assessed the school’s tools and equipment. 

General discussion during morning meetings led to the realization that additional 

purchases of safety equipment would need to be made. The students devised a list of 

possible tools needed to complete the various tasks. They also formulated a tool 

identification sheet incorporating a column for pricing. Two sessions were spent by 

students identifying, investigating and comparing prices of tools at Mitre10 and 

Bunning’s Hardware. 

 

Several participants within the group remarked that tools may need to be purchased as 

the work progressed, due to the ever developing nature of the project. A majority of 

the group decided that concreting was to be a major task and that the only option 

currently available was to mix concrete in a wheelbarrow. After a lively discussion it 

was decided to purchase a concrete mixer. Various hand tools were also purchased to 

start the project. 

 


