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Abstract  

Karen Borgnakke "Project Work and Learning Processes" 

The article is based on ethnographic field work and analysis of the progressive project pedagogy , covering the 

odyssey from  ideas and theory  to educational practice, teaching and learning. A central point is the conflict 

between ‘The Idea’ and critical principles and the actual institutional embodiment of them. The empirical data 

was collected by field research in educational environments organised along project lines, at Aalborg University 

Centre (AUC) and the Open University of Jutland (JÅU). Against this background the article is concentrated on 

characterising the project work process as learning processes. Illustrative examples are given of the phases gone 

through by the project groups.  The levels of importance, fields of action and types of motivation associated with 

the learning processes are identified. 

 

 

Karen Borgnakke 
 
Project Work and Learning Processes 
- Viewed Practically and Analytically*  
 
 
At the moment, discussions about theory and politics of education are dominated by the 
learning discourse. At the same time traditional scholastic learning is criticized and there is 
focus on ‘practical learning’ and new models and strategies to improve ‘the learning 
organisation’. Such terms are catching and arouse a sympathetic response, but they may easily 
mislead. Properly speaking, an organization is as thick as two short planks, and does not have 
the ability to learn. On the other hand, the members of the organization do have this ability, 
and owners, governors or employees may want their organization to provide more space, time 
and opportunity for new learning, formal or informal, in connection with the future 
development of this organization or institution. ‘Responsibility for one's own learning’ is 
another sympathetic but misleading term. If learning by definition is linked to the learner’s 
process, then none other than the learner can in fact take this responsibility. At the same time, 
these terms do make sense in terms of educational history or the politics of educational 
institutions. They indicate that instead of regarding an organization as something static or 
given, simply a structure or a framework, both the organization and its members are seen as 
dynamic, and constantly in development. Most of all, instead of regarding the teacher or 
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course instructor as responsible for learning, the learner herself is brought into focus.  
If one agrees, the historical and contemporary political connotations of these terms can bring 
the educational slogans of former times into question. This questioning would apply not least 
to "learning by doing" (John Dewey), the slogan of progressive, liberal education, and perhaps 
the most important basic educational attitude or statement of position to be coined in this 
century. At the same time, it would directly confront one of the basic tenets of our educational 
institutions: "learning by being taught".  
 
Now, one might ask: what do these comments about contemporary educational slogans have 
to do with the topic of this article and: "project work and group work"? The answer is: 
"everything" - including the learning discourse and the important basic principles referred to.  
 
Throughout the whole of their existence, the University Centres of Roskilde and Ålborg, 
organized as they are along project lines, have demonstrated in practice what being a learning 
organization might mean. In the educational context of these University Centres, project work 
and group work are both a process of work and a learning process, which indeed might well 
be called practical learning and responsibility for one's own learning.  
The practice - or praxis - which the students working on projects are to learn, and the theatre 
of practice in which they are the learners, involve investigating the world around them and 
being researchers in spe. And the responsibility for whatever they learn is precisely their own. 
The basic principle of project pedagogy, which lies behind such principles as project 
organization, interdisciplinary, problem solving, participant management and exemplary 
learning, is "learning by doing".  
In other words, if we want to examine learning through project pedagogy, we have to 
concentrate on the "doing". 
In the course of two major programmes of ethnographic field work at AUC I have made a 
systematic study of this, employing what I call "process analysis" to chart the ideas behind 
project pedagogy and to follow the odyssey of principles from critical theory to practice. 
 
In the Danish context, I should like to stress, project pedagogy is the main current that runs 
through the alternative 'pedagogies' of the last decades. It is their identifying factor and the 
one that has had the most dramatic effects. The two University Centres, first RUC and then 
AUC, are those institutions of higher education where project pedagogy has been most 
effectively realized.  
It is indeed true that in general the Danish system of schools and further and higher education 
has a tradition for experimental and development work which has also been influenced by the 
principles of project pedagogy. Nevertheless, only a few educational institutions have allowed 
these principles to permeate all their activities, and for this reason, RUC and AUC present an 
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alternative to other established institutions.  
My field work has concentrated on this alternative, its development and its fate within the 
modern system of education. 
 
Studies of "The Everyday Version" 
The first thing I decided about my empirical studies was that I wanted to map out the field of 
educational "Praxis". Now, because project pedagogy was one of the main educational 
movements, it was well documented, as were its intentions. On the other hand there was a 
fatal lack of knowledge and data about what actually went on in what we might call "the 
practical or everyday version". These terms emphasized that what I wanted to study was what 
happened to the ideas and principles, to the pedagogical alternative and the experiments in 
project pedagogy, when they became the daily life of institutions.  
My ethnographic "studies of everyday" and the accompanying analyses linked the many 
details of the work and the main results both to the educational and learning processes of the 
participants, and also to the special institutional element. These details and results were seen 
in relation to the symbolically rich disparities between what was held up as the ideal, the 
intention, and what actually happened. Disparities, or indeed conflicts, arise between those 
basic ideas and principles that are the identifying marks of project pedagogy, and the laws and 
regulations that hedge them in. Conflicts also arise between the various institutional levels and 
the lecturers and students - in short, between the realm of experience on the one hand and 
vested interests on the other. Information gained from the many interested parties and 
participants reveals to what extent they are taking up the challenge of the basic ideas, values 
and norms within the context of the institution, or have been prevented from doing so. 
 
The analysis of this complex web of practice is presented in my thesis (1), which I am only 
able to refer to briefly and somewhat sporadically.  The sections I will refer to in this paper are 
concerned, firstly, with the salient features of the whole process from idea to practice and, 
secondly, features characteristic of the group processes, seen as processes of work and 
learning.  
 
Angles of Approach and Avenues of Explanation 
If the process is seen from the point of view of its origins - from the angle of the ideas and 
principles behind project pedagogy - then its meeting with the institutional context is 
destructive. The conclusion can be stated simply: the process of institutionalization is a 
process of reversal to tradition; a de-radicalization. As the process proceeds, ideas and 
principles are minimized, and can be seen quite demonstrably to be reduced in scope and 
importance. The "Idea" can lose one of its principles - for example, the principle of participant 
management is often in danger. The concentration on problems can be reduced to a 
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concentration on topics, and the demand for practical products can be reduced to an emphasis 
on examinations. Finally, in the course of an external evaluation, for example, patterns of 
interaction and discourse associated with traditional examination practice may become more 
central and more important than those associated with alternative methods of work and critical 
discourse. These observations then reveal an idea that has not yet been realized, and imply a 
criticism of the institution that prevents this realization. 
On the other hand, if we consider the substance and dynamics of the process, and see events 
from the standpoint of the process itself, we may speak of accumulation rather than 
minimization. To the original idea must be added a series of practical guidelines, new 
requirements, norms, etc. Nothing is lost; everything is included, forming a characteristic 
network of patterns from both the alternative and traditional approaches, which the 
participants are called upon to decode as they go along. At this point I should like to pay more 
attention to this complexity, this network of alternative and traditional approaches. 
 
If we look both at the basis of the process and the constraints put upon it, we can see that the 
idea and its principles become bound up - en route, as it were - with institutionalized 
education and teaching. The practical processes and those involved, therefore, are caught in a 
double-bind, with the basic idea on the one side, and the traditional foundations of the 
institution on the other.  
This double-bind has a whole range of consequences. Its effects are felt not only by project 
pedagogy, but by the modernized system of education itself in its efforts to develop. The 
challenges of this double set of demands confront each other directly in decisions relating to 
such vital questions as the development of organizations, questions of knowledge and 
competence, the question of learning and that of evaluation. 
 
The double-bind clamps down on "the learning organization", on what the members of the 
organization learn through practice and on what they do (the "doing" of "learning by doing"). 
People are in doubt as to whether what has to be done should be done following the basic idea, 
or following the tradition of the institution. Moreover, the actual answers called for in practice 
are extremely complicated: all those involved are expected to act on the basis of both sets of 
assumptions at the same time - even though they are contradictory.  
In all matters, great as well as small, the process of practical realization is affected by the 
factors we have mentioned: minimization, accumulation, and the double-bind. My 
investigations reveal how this is revealed - at the practical level of teaching, for example, and 
in the work processes of the project groups. Amongst other things, they reveal what I have 
called the cardinal points of the work process, pointing out the difficult decisions that have to 
be made, the skills that have to be mastered and the conflicts faced by the groups along the 
way. 
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The Cardinal Points of the Work Process 
In relation to the total work process,  
 
The FIRST CARDINAL POINT concerns the choice, and justifying the choice, of topic. 
The SECOND CARDINAL POINT concerns moving from choice of topic through a 
delimitation of the problem area to the formulation of the problem. 
The THIRD CARDINAL POINT concerns defining the area to be investigated, carrying out 
the investigation and writing it up. 
The FOURTH CARDINAL POINT means moving from the continuous process of internal 
assessment to the final, external evaluation. 
 
These four cardinal points are to be regarded as a whole, charting as they do the course of the 
project, and marking the beginning, middle and end of the learning process. I will, however, 
confine myself to cardinal points two and four, each with their potential for symbolic and 
actual conflict.  
 
The second cardinal point refers to the prime characteristic of any progression based on, and 
organized along, project lines, namely, to work in a problem-centered way. At the same time, 
however, my investigations show that this is far and away the most difficult thing to do. I 
might add that my experience indicates that it is difficult for children in the third grade, for 
university and project students, for research students, and indeed for experienced researchers. 
In certain respects it is difficult for all of these categories of people in the same way: the fact 
is that one cannot work in a problem-centered way before one has acquired a certain portion 
of basic knowledge, and while attempting to do this one does not work in a problem-centered 
way, but rather on the basis of disciplines, themes or topics. There is a conflict here with a 
built-in chain reaction: "a certain portion of basic knowledge must be built up" - yes, but now 
large a portion? And who can decide what basic knowledge is in any given context? 
Now here we have a real conflict between "learning by doing" and "learning by teaching"! As 
a rule it is a teacher, or a textbook that determines what basic knowledge is. 
 
The fourth cardinal point calls for a comment of a similar symbolic and practical nature: what 
we are looking at is nothing less than a betrayal; one might even say a time-bomb ticking 
away under the whole process as the project develops. 
I could put it this way: right up to the last phase and the final activities, the members of the 
group and their tutor have together been concentrating on "the matter in hand", that is, the 
topic and problem area chosen by the project group. Then, "suddenly", as the external 
evaluation approaches, the group fellowship is no longer a fellowship, and the tutor is no 
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longer a tutor and adviser, but an examiner. From the point of view of the group and the study 
programme, what they had seen as "our common process", and "our tutor", were no longer 
with them, but against them - to assess and pass judgement. This is a betrayal, though the 
"traitors" are only following rules and regulations. And there is more to it than that: the whole 
direction and aim of the work can suddenly change, retroactively. Instead of being directed at 
the practical objective of carrying out the project and the problem-centered focus, the 
programme of work can become directed towards the examination, with the prospect of 
success or failure. And even more: the innovative type of evaluation used by the alternative 
approach (and it was a real innovation), involving a critical debate between competent and 
equal partners, is suddenly confronted with its own contradiction - the examination, and the 
internal and external examiners required by the tradition. 
 
The way in which the groups and those involved in the work get through these cardinal points, 
or perhaps don't, has certain consequences for the work and learning processes. This is also 
reflected in the different learning strategies within the group, and in the contrast formulated on 
the basis of the second cardinal point, that is to say, the contrast between taking either a topic 
or a problem as the starting point.  
Seen from within, the differences are very marked. There is a difference between what the 
project groups do as learners, and the "practical learning" of which they are a part. For this 
reason this is also the key to understanding the learning process.  
 
The "Topic/problem-centered" Approach and Learning Strategies. 
In connection with the first main project period, which took place within the framework of an 
overall theme entitled "Popular Movements", the observed types of difference were recorded 
as follows: 
In the case of the problem-centered group, the work process contained the following 
elements: choice of movement (for example, female or male gender rights movements, 
anarchistic movements, and an anti-unemployment movement), definition of the problem area, 
and some sort of field work involving contact with members of the movement and the 
investigation of relevant material.  
The work process was characterized by a relatively high degree of collective discussions, and, 
relatively speaking, very little division of labour. Activities relating to study tasks (reading, 
writing), to field work and to interviews were planned in common, and the division of labour 
(that is, the formation of sub-groups) originated here. There was an ongoing discussion and 
analysis of the materials collected. 
Moreover, many of the problem-centered groups chose untraditional ways of presenting their 
findings. They also prepared the final evaluation, which in many cases they attempted to 
arrange in accordance with the aims of the project - both in terms of the physical arrangements 
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and in terms of content. The examination (following the usual Danish practice) was oral, and 
the basic type of discourse was discussion, with only a few instances of direct probing or 
questioning by the examiners.  
To sum up, therefore, the problem-centered group started with discussion, went out into the 
wide world to investigate and interview, came back, and ended with discussion again.  
I shall briefly describe the topic-centered groups in the same way. 
 
The "topic-centered" groups had chosen to start with some contemporary, historical topic 
relating to a foreign culture - such as the Northern Ireland question, the home rule movement 
on Greenland, and so on  - which, as they saw it, they knew very little about. They were 
therefore working with a broad topic area, in relation to which the chosen country, its history, 
its general social, economic and political conditions, as well as its popular movements, were 
all of interest. They had no special focus of interest and made no attempt to define a problem. 
In general, the work process was characterized by relatively long reading phases, punctuated 
by reproduction of what had been read and discussions of varying quality. In this way their 
work process was a question of retelling, and largely reproductive.  
Their work process also involved a relatively sharp division of labour, so that their group 
work was more individual that group - in fact, one might ask whether it was group work at all.  
This meant that the group report was an edited summary of various individual contributions. 
Nor were they able to discuss or analyse each other's contributions to any great extent. 
The groups chose the written form as the sole way of presenting their work, and made no 
special preparations for the actual conduct or organization of the examination.  
The evaluation process was dominated by traditional patterns of examination discourse, with 
the examiners spending a lot of time testing the knowledge of the examinees, and very little 
free discussion.  
To sum it up: the topic-centered groups started with a broad topic, divided the work, went 
home to study and write, and ended up in the examination room.  
 
How does this difference between the topic-centered and problem-centered groups arise, we 
may ask, and is it not unacceptable in terms of the theory of project and problem-centered 
work, in social terms, and in terms of symbolic meaning? "The Northern Ireland Question", 
for example, ended with the writing of term papers and the testing of knowledge in the 
examination room, whereas in the real world this question must be said to offer a large 
number of major problem areas, in fact, a seething cauldron of problems. 
What happened, then? Why was the project group not able to keep the cauldron of discussion 
on the boil? After all, they are supposed to be studying at a university characterized by a 
critical approach! 
 



 

8 

What Happened? 
In seeking to understand and explain this phenomenon, we are forced to begin with a number 
of negative comments expressing deficiencies. 
The way the topic-centered groups worked went completely against all the rules. They did not 
do what they should have done in terms of the literature on project pedagogy, its principles 
and organizational framework.  
To use the terminology of developmental psychology, we might say that they stagnated at a 
"lower stage of development"; their development stopped before they reached the difficult 
stage of problem formulation. The conclusion must be that the groups were unequal to the 
task; either it was too difficult, or they were not sufficiently motivated.  
To use a theoretical concept borrowed from Piaget, one could say that they were involved in a 
learning process of predominantly assimilative nature. In consequence, we could say that this 
was equivalent to traditional school learning of a compartmental and lexical nature. 
The essence of what happened concerns the group's lack of competence and their subjection to 
tradition. The "topic-centered" groups identified themselves as "pupils", the tutors as 
"teachers", the project as a "set task" and evaluation as an "examination". 
Now as far as it goes this is correct, but this characterization is insufficient in practice, and as 
regards the way the groups themselves - that is, the learners - saw it.  
At all events, in terms of "praxis" we have to maintain that the very existence of these 
exclusively topic-centered groups and the assimilative learning characteristics points to a 
divergence between what was intended for them and what actually happened.  This 
divergence, however, goes deeper than the simple identification of the shortcomings of the 
"topic-centered" groups and their lack of competence. The point is that these groups were not 
only confronted with the second cardinal point; they stopped here, and got no further. This is 
partly due to the fact that from the outset they represented a basic approach to learning that 
differed from the agenda set by project work, and in particular as regards the question of 
acquiring basic knowledge. 
According to the learners the dynamics of this acquisition called for a sequential process: 
"first do this, then that". According to the Northern Ireland group, they could not work in a 
problem-centered way until they had built up a certain stock of basic knowledge. How should 
they acquire this? By carrying out a number of reproductive activities, and by putting off 
problem-centered activities until a later stage. 
 
The Learning Process - From the Practical Angle 
In order to understand the learning process in practice it is very important to observe the 
activities going on and hear the views of the learners themselves. The project groups are not 
simply "motivated" or "unmotivated" in relation to a given topic, nor simply "passive" or 
"active" in relation to some particular area of knowledge. My analyses indicate that at all 
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events the learners are involved in a field of action, that they have a variety of motives, and 
that the learning process can be analysed to reveal different levels of meaning. The interesting 
thing is that the learners themselves, by their actions and their own reflection, can put the 
researcher on the right track. I would have liked to illustrate this in more detail, as I am 
convinced that it is very important for any understanding of the learning process in practice, 
but unfortunately it lies outside the scope of this paper. I can, though, note some of the things 
we should pay attention to, and some of the consequences. 
 
Areas of Action and Types of Motive 
My analyses of reports and project descriptions from the groups themselves show that there 
are literally hundreds of different ways of describing project and learning processes. Of course 
there are common denominators, and obviously the special, official terminology used in 
connection with project work forms a common point of departure. However, it is interesting to 
note that when the groups refer to their activities they have very precise and varied sets of 
terminology to describe what, when and why they do the things they do. For example, they 
have a terminology referring to work, concerned with what they are producing, according to 
which they are comrades working towards one product. Then there is another set of terms 
relating to areas of content and knowledge, in which they refer to themselves as students and 
pupils: seeking new knowledge, reading books or other information about a topic, going to 
classes and listening to what their tutor has to say. Finally, there is a terminology referring to 
what the group members themselves get out of their activities, in academic, social and 
personal terms. Here they are both individuals and part of a group fellowship. 
What is interesting about following the group members' own accounts is partly that they make 
a lot of distinctions relating to the process, and partly that one is able to confront the various 
versions with each other. When the group is in action as learners, they split up into a number 
of different actors: "workmate", "pupil", and "a person investigating the world/a researcher in 
spe".  
Their radius of action would seem to be expanded when they are working as learners, as 
"workmates" and "researchers in spe". They are out in the world, bringing home impressions, 
information and material. They have strong views about the world, about the topic, and about 
each others' points of view.  
Their radius of action is smaller when the learners are acting as "pupils", and in this role they 
are dependent on the "teacher's" input, instructions and evaluation. We can also follow the 
various actions, motives and types of motive which the group members, on reflection, make 
their own.  
After this we are in a better position to identify what would seem to provide the driving force 
and the dynamism - or what the group sees as meaningful and innovative. When the group 
reflects on its own motives for learning, they either become split up or unified with regard to 



 

10 

three different things:  
- the various programmes or procedures of work that they want to use or carry out, and which 
have been decided by different people; 
- the particular topics or areas of knowledge they want to acquire "basic knowledge" about; 
and, 
- the particular problem areas, or aspects of project work, which they want to master. 
The areas of action and types of motive lead us on to another important aspect of the question: 
a learning process that is ongoing and unfinished, in other words still open, and its 
distinguishing marks. 
As learners, the groups put off, in terms of this process, something that is relevant to them, but 
at the same time problematic; something exciting, but ambitious; a demand made from outside  
that asks too much of them. In other words, the groups put off an official requirement, or even 
a goal which they have chosen for themselves, on the grounds that it is not yet possible.  
In the case of the topic-centered groups, like the Northern Ireland group, what they did in 
terms of the process was postpone the question of problem formulation. With regard to one of 
the problem-centered groups (concerned with female and male gender rights movements) I 
was able to observe how their efforts to maintain subject-subject relations (as they saw 
themselves in the situation) expressed what was still their desired aim, but one that was 
beyond their reach. 
Of course, what the various groups actually postpone tends to vary. The point is that the 
groups, as learners, orbit around some particular motive or action which they intend to do 
something about "next time". It seems to be very important to them to keep track of their main 
motive and the preparatory actions that lead to it. 
This postponing of steps in the process reminds one of Vygotsky's ideas about "the zone of 
proximate development". According to the way in which this idea is often interpreted, the 
teacher plays the primary role in the learning process, as the one who identifies the zone of 
proximate development and plans accordingly. My point here is quite different. Here it is the 
learner herself who - in virtue of postponing the next step of the process - points to the zone of 
proximate development, and to those aspects of learning which will have to be tackled in 
practice. In this sense I am more in tune with the sort of anthropological approach used by 
such writers as Lave, Wenger and Rogoff, who in connection with the learning of practical 
skills (as in the master-apprentice situation) also refer to the zone of proximate development. 
However, my point is even more closely linked to the learner, because in the cases I am 
referring to no tutor or master has identified or made suggestions regarding this zone. The 
learners themselves have discovered it. 
Looking more closely at the typical kind of postponement in the learning process which we 
have identified, it is clear that postponing things "for others" was not on the agenda, nor even 
possible. On the contrary, the learners did the postponing themselves. Either they would take 
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the next step nest time, or they would not, but no one else would do it for them. In the last 
analysis we are looking at "responsibility for one's own learning".  
However, instead of referring to this slogan, we might choose to look at things in a more 
radical way: by postponing certain steps in the process, the learners reflect on what they are 
doing, and this very reflection makes their reaction itself a "learning" process, and turns them, 
paradoxically enough, into learners. 
 
Actualization 
Project work, and educational organizations organized along project lines, make visible 
certain basic educational questions. They bring to the fore such concepts as "the learning 
organization", "practical learning" and "responsibility for one's own learning" - not as slogans, 
but as necessary angles of approach which, both practically and theoretically, shed light on 
educational issues which in the history of education go back to progressive education, but 
which are very much contemporary issues as well.  
At the theoretical level as well, therefore, issues are made visible and brought to the fore. 
Studies of programmes of learning in practice make it clear that no single body of theory is 
adequate to embrace the object of study. Reports from the project groups and what they have 
learned in practice pose a challenge to the theories. Piaget, Vygotsky, Negt  and so on - such 
weighty contributors to understanding and conceptualising the learning process fall short in 
the face of the complexity of practice. Finally, a challenge is posed to institutions which, 
precisely as "learning institutions", are faced with the demand that they put the principles into 
practice. There has to be room for manoeuvre in practice, but also room for comment and 
dialogue, just as the work of the students must be accorded value and importance, and their 
work processes and results must be the object of critical discussion. 
 
In relation to this demand that ideas be put into practice, it could be said that project pedagogy 
and my own reconstruction of its realisation act as a sort of developing fluid, bringing to light 
the connection between several controversial issues. 
 
The Question of Learning and the Question of Evaluation 
In terms of institutional and educational politics the question of the link between learning and 
evaluation are high on the agenda. The debate reveals a clear conflict between the reasons for 
carrying out evaluation and the practical objectives involved: should the evaluation of 
teaching and educational processes in general be a question of development or control? 
Should it be aimed at the product or the process? Should it emphasise segments of knowledge, 
basic knowledge, or "the ability to cooperate and learn how to learn"? Should it take place as 
"internal" or "external" evaluation; as a critical dialogue or as self-evaluation? Should 
evaluation draw on previous examination traditions and be related to marks or other forms of 
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assessment? Or should it rather be related to educational traditions, be based on the learners 
themselves, and be linked to efforts to promote the critical self-reflection of the learners 
themselves? 
The discussion of the evaluation question today reveals the conflict between certain basic 
ideas and the whole of the educational world, so much so that it would appear that the whole 
of this modern educational system seem to have got stuck at cardinal points two and four. 
How should modern reform-oriented universities and other organizations concerned with 
learning react to this? I am not sure that I can give a precise answer, but there are a number of 
demands or requirements that have to be met. 
If we remain firmly rooted in the traditions of progressive pedagogy and the "original ideas" 
about starting with the individual child and taking sides with the child (if necessary against the 
dominant pattern of the school and the educational system), then as far as project pedagogy is 
concerned living up to these demands will mean starting with the learners, and siding with the 
learners (if necessary against the system). 
 
* The article was held as keynote speech at the conference on Project Work in University 
Studies 14-17 September 1997 at Roskilde University, Denmark, and published in: Adult 
Education Research in Nordic Countries 1998, and in: Project Studies - a late modern 
university reform?, Salling Olesen & Højgaard Jensen (eds.) Roskilde University Press, 1999. 
 
(1) K. Borgnakke, 1996: Educational Fieldresearch, Processanalytic Theory and Method 
(Vol.1-2), Danish University Press/Akademisk Forlag. 
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