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Abstract  

Project-based learning (PjBL) is widely recognized as a learner-centered teaching approach that 

supports active engagement, meaningful learning, and the development of transferable skills. 

Although it is used across different educational levels, research shows that learning outcomes vary 

greatly, often depending on how projects are designed, supported, and assessed. This article presents 

a contemporary view of project-based learning by introducing a dialogic and process-oriented 

tendency that places strong emphasis on inquiry, reflection, formative feedback, and learner 

responsibility. Drawing on research from general education, language education, teacher education, 

and online learning, the article brings together evidence showing how structured dialogue, feedback, 

and self-regulated learning can strengthen project-based approaches. A practical instructional cycle 

is outlined, along with assessment principles that focus on learning processes as well as final project 

outcomes. The article also discusses key challenges and design considerations, presenting project-

based learning as a flexible and effective framework for supporting meaningful learning in non-

STEM educational contexts. 
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Introduction 
Project-based learning (PjBL) has received strong and lasting 

attention in educational research and practice as a teaching 

approach that encourages active participation, extended inquiry, 

and the use of knowledge in real and meaningful contexts 

(Kokotsaki et al., 2016). Across primary, secondary, and higher 

education, studies show that PjBL can lead to positive outcomes 

related to learner motivation, engagement, and academic 

achievement, especially when compared with traditional teacher-

centered instruction (Chen & Yang, 2019; Hmelo-Silver, 2004). By 

involving learners directly in the construction of knowledge, 

project-based learning reflects constructivist and sociocultural 

views of learning and responds to ongoing calls for teaching 

approaches that support deep understanding and transferable skills 

(Blumenfeld et al., 1991; Barron et al., 1998). 

Despite its broad use, research also shows that the effectiveness of 

project-based learning varies widely. Learning outcomes depend 

strongly on how projects are designed and implemented (Kokotsaki 

et al., 2016; Guo et al., 2020). Meta-analyses and systematic 

reviews suggest that while well-designed projects can support 

strong learning gains, poorly structured projects often lead to 

fragmented inquiry, unequal participation among students, and 

shallow learning (Kirschner et al., 2006; Chen & Yang, 2019). In 

many classrooms, projects are treated mainly as long tasks aimed 

at producing a final product, with limited attention given to the 

thinking and reflection processes needed for meaningful learning 

(Guo et al., 2020). 

These challenges are especially visible in non-STEM fields such as 

language education, social sciences, humanities, and teacher 

education. In these areas, learning goals often focus on 

interpretation, argumentation, communication, and reflective 

judgment rather than technical problem solving (English & 

Kitsantas, 2013). Research indicates that when project-based 

learning does not include enough support for dialogue, feedback, 

and reflection, students may find it difficult to explain their ideas, 

justify their choices, or connect learning across different stages of 

the project (Hmelo-Silver, 2004; Wijnia et al., 2024). As a result, 

the full educational value of project-based learning in non-STEM 

contexts is not always achieved. 
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Recent studies increasingly point to the importance of structured 

dialogue and formative assessment in addressing these issues. 

Dialogue through peer discussion, guided questions, and feedback 

exchanges helps students make sense of ideas and refine their 

understanding in complex learning situations (Mercer & Littleton, 

2007). At the same time, research on self-regulated learning shows 

that students working on projects benefit from clear support in 

setting goals, monitoring progress, and reflecting on their learning 

(Zimmerman, 2002; English & Kitsantas, 2013; Wu, 2024). These 

findings suggest that advancing learning through project-based 

approaches requires careful attention to learning processes, not 

only to final project results. 

In response to these insights, the present article argues for a 

dialogic and process-oriented approach to project-based learning in 

non-STEM educational settings. Rather than viewing projects as 

isolated teaching activities, the article presents project-based 

learning as a connected learning system in which dialogue, 

formative feedback, and reflective practice play central roles. By 

bringing together research from project-based learning, 

collaborative learning, and self-regulated learning, this article aims 

to contribute to ongoing discussions on how project-based 

approaches can better support deep learning, learner responsibility, 

and sustained engagement across diverse educational contexts. 

Project-Based Learning in Contemporary 

Educational Research 
Project-based learning is grounded in experiential and inquiry-

based views of learning, which see learners as active participants 

who build knowledge through meaningful tasks and real-life 

problems (Blumenfeld et al., 1991; Barron et al., 1998). In this 

approach, students work on projects that require investigation, 

collaboration, and the creation of a concrete outcome. Reviews of 

research conducted in primary, secondary, and higher education 

show that project-based learning can support deeper understanding 

and higher learner motivation when it is well designed (Kokotsaki 

et al., 2016; Chen & Yang, 2019). 

At the same time, research points to important differences in how 

project-based learning is defined and applied across studies. 

Reviews note that projects vary widely in structure, duration, and 

level of teacher guidance, which makes it difficult to compare 

results or draw clear conclusions (Kokotsaki et al., 2016; Guo et 

al., 2020). In many studies, learning outcomes are measured 

mainly through student opinions or satisfaction surveys, while 

fewer studies examine how students think, learn, and collaborate 

during the project process (Barron et al., 1998; Guo et al., 2020). 

In higher education, research shows that project-based learning is 

often linked to positive emotional outcomes, such as increased 

engagement and interest, but less attention is paid to cognitive 

outcomes and learning processes (Guo et al., 2020). This raises 

questions about whether students are developing deeper skills, such 

as critical thinking and reflective judgment. Similar patterns appear 

in teacher education, where projects can help future teachers 

connect theory and practice, but their learning benefits depend 

strongly on the quality of reflection, feedback, and mentoring 

provided during the project (English & Kitsantas, 2013). 

Recent studies stress that the success of project-based learning 

depends on how well students are supported in handling complex 

tasks. When guidance is limited, students may feel overwhelmed, 

struggle to divide work fairly, or find it difficult to apply what they 

have learned in new situations (Kirschner et al., 2006; Hmelo-

Silver et al., 2007). These difficulties suggest that projects alone 

are not enough to guarantee meaningful learning. 

Current research therefore highlights the need to focus not only on 

final project products but also on the learning processes that take 

place during project work. Effective project-based learning designs 

include clear guidance, regular feedback, and opportunities for 

reflection that help students plan their work, monitor progress, and 

evaluate their learning (Zimmerman, 2002; English & Kitsantas, 

2013; Wu, 2024). By paying closer attention to these elements, 

project-based learning can better support meaningful and lasting 

learning outcomes across different educational contexts. 

A Dialogic and Process-Oriented Tendency in 

Project-Based Learning 
A growing body of educational research highlights dialogue as a 

key element of meaningful learning. Dialogue supports learning by 

allowing students to express ideas, listen to different viewpoints, 

and revise their understanding through interaction with others 

(Mercer & Littleton, 2007). Rather than learning in isolation, 

students develop understanding by talking through problems, 

asking questions, and responding to feedback. This process helps 

learners make sense of complex ideas and supports deeper 

learning. 

Within project-based learning, dialogic practices play an especially 

important role. Projects often involve open-ended tasks with no 

single correct answer, which can create uncertainty and cognitive 

challenge for learners. Research suggests that structured dialogue 

can act as a form of cognitive support, helping students clarify 

goals, organize ideas, and manage complexity during project work 

(Hmelo-Silver et al., 2007). Through discussion and shared 

reflection, learners are better able to plan their work, negotiate 

meaning, and connect new information to prior knowledge. 

The dialogic tendency proposed in this article treats dialogue as a 

central organizing principle of project-based learning design rather 

than as an informal or optional activity. Dialogue takes place not 

only between teachers and students, but also among peers and 

within learners’ own reflective thinking. Peer discussions, feedback 

exchanges, and reflective writing all provide opportunities for 

learners to explain their reasoning and reconsider their 

assumptions. Research on online and blended project-based 

learning environments shows that when dialogue is intentionally 

supported, learners demonstrate higher levels of engagement and 

more sustained participation. 

Importantly, dialogue in this approach is deliberately planned and 

structured. It is supported through the use of guiding questions, 
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discussion prompts, peer-review activities, and reflective journals. 

These tools help students focus their conversations on learning 

goals rather than on task completion alone. Studies indicate that 

such structured forms of dialogue encourage students to think more 

carefully about their work, respond constructively to feedback, and 

make informed revisions (Mercer & Littleton, 2007; English & 

Kitsantas, 2013). 

By embedding dialogue throughout the project process, projects 

move beyond isolated learning activities and become ongoing 

learning conversations. Students are encouraged to reflect on their 

choices, justify their decisions, and connect different stages of the 

project into a coherent learning experience. These dialogic 

practices support critical thinking, interpretation, and 

metacognitive awareness, which are particularly important 

outcomes in non-STEM fields such as humanities, language 

education, and social sciences (Wijnia et al., 2024). 

Overall, research suggests that a dialogic and process-oriented 

approach strengthens the educational value of project-based 

learning. When dialogue is intentionally designed and closely 

linked to reflection and feedback, project-based learning is better 

positioned to support deep understanding, learner responsibility, 

and sustained engagement throughout the learning process. 

Supporting Self-Regulated Learning in 

Project-Based Contexts 
Self-regulated learning is widely recognized as an important factor 

in students’ success in inquiry-based and project-based learning 

environments. Self-regulated learners are able to set clear goals, 

plan their work, monitor their progress, and reflect on outcomes as 

learning unfolds (Zimmerman, 2002). These skills are especially 

important in project-based learning, where tasks are often open-

ended and require learners to manage their time, resources, and 

collaboration independently. Research shows that students who 

demonstrate stronger self-regulation are better prepared to handle 

the complexity and uncertainty that projects often involve (English 

& Kitsantas, 2013). 

However, studies also emphasize that self-regulated learning skills 

do not develop automatically. Many students enter project-based 

environments without sufficient experience in planning, 

monitoring, or reflecting on their learning. Without support, they 

may struggle to organize their work, delay important tasks, or fail 

to learn from feedback (Kirschner et al., 2006). For this reason, 

self-regulation must be explicitly taught and supported through 

instructional design rather than assumed as a natural outcome of 

project work (Zimmerman, 2002; English & Kitsantas, 2013). 

Recent research demonstrates that specific design features can 

significantly strengthen self-regulated learning in project-based 

contexts. Instructional approaches that include planning templates, 

goal-setting activities, reflective checkpoints, and regular formative 

feedback help students become more aware of their learning 

processes and more active in managing their progress (English & 

Kitsantas, 2013; Wu, 2024). Learning analytics and structured 

reflection tools have also been shown to support students in 

tracking their actions and adjusting strategies during project work, 

rather than waiting until the project is completed to evaluate their 

performance (Wu, 2024). 

In non-STEM disciplines, self-regulated learning plays a 

particularly important role because assessment criteria often 

involve interpretation, argumentation, and reflective judgment 

rather than fixed procedures or single correct answers. Students 

must be able to justify their decisions, revise ideas in response to 

feedback, and explain how their understanding has developed over 

time. Research suggests that when self-regulation is supported, 

learners are more capable of engaging in meaningful revision and 

articulating learning growth in such contexts (English & Kitsantas, 

2013; Wijnia et al., 2024). 

Advancing learning through project-based approaches therefore 

requires embedding self-regulation supports across the entire 

project timeline. Reflection should be treated as an ongoing 

process rather than a final activity added at the end of the project. 

Regular opportunities for students to reflect on goals, strategies, 

and progress help them connect project experiences with 

conceptual understanding and future learning objectives 

(Zimmerman, 2002). When self-regulated learning is intentionally 

supported, project-based learning becomes a more effective 

framework for developing independent, reflective, and engaged 

learners. 

Assessment for Learning in Project-Based 

Approaches 
Assessment is widely recognized as one of the most challenging 

aspects of project-based learning. Traditional grading practices are 

often poorly suited to capturing the complexity of project work, as 

they tend to focus mainly on final products while paying limited 

attention to the learning processes that occur during the project 

(Guo et al., 2020). As a result, important aspects such as inquiry 

development, collaboration, reflection, and revision may remain 

undervalued or invisible in assessment practices. Reviews of 

research on project-based learning consistently highlight the need 

for clearer, more systematic, and more transparent assessment 

frameworks that are closely aligned with learning objectives 

(Kokotsaki et al., 2016). 

An assessment-for-learning perspective offers a more suitable 

approach for project-based contexts. Rather than viewing 

assessment solely as a tool for grading, assessment for learning 

emphasizes formative feedback, peer review, and self-assessment 

as essential parts of the learning process. These practices help 

students understand what quality work looks like and how they can 

improve their performance during the project, not only at its 

conclusion. Research suggests that when students are actively 

involved in assessment activities, they develop greater awareness 

of expectations and a stronger sense of responsibility for their 

learning (Zimmerman, 2002; Wijnia et al., 2024). 

Clear and well-designed rubrics play an important role in 

supporting assessment for learning in project-based approaches. 

Rubrics that describe criteria related to inquiry quality, 
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collaboration, use of feedback, and reflection help make 

expectations explicit and guide students’ learning efforts. Such 

tools support consistency and fairness in evaluation while also 

encouraging students to monitor their progress and make informed 

revisions (English & Kitsantas, 2013). Studies indicate that 

transparent assessment criteria not only improve learning outcomes 

but also contribute to higher learner motivation by reducing 

uncertainty and increasing perceived control over learning (Wijnia 

et al., 2024). 

In dialogic project-based learning, assessment is closely connected 

to dialogue and interaction. Feedback is treated as an ongoing 

learning conversation rather than a one-time judgment at the end of 

the project. Through discussions with teachers and peers, students 

receive guidance, ask clarifying questions, and reflect on how to 

improve their work. Research shows that such dialogic feedback 

supports deeper understanding and more meaningful revision, 

helping students move beyond surface-level task completion 

(Mercer & Littleton, 2007). 

Overall, reconceptualizing assessment as a learning-oriented and 

dialogic process is essential for advancing learning through 

project-based approaches. When assessment practices focus on 

growth, reflection, and continuous improvement, they support 

deeper engagement and higher-quality learning outcomes across a 

wide range of educational contexts. 

Challenges and Design Considerations 
Although dialogic and process-oriented project-based learning 

offers strong potential for improving learning, it also presents 

several important challenges. One of the main difficulties lies in 

designing and supporting meaningful dialogue. Productive 

dialogue does not happen automatically; it requires careful 

planning, clear goals, and active facilitation by the teacher. 

Creating opportunities for discussion, feedback, and reflection 

takes time and pedagogical skill, and many teachers may need 

additional professional development to move from a traditional 

content-focused role toward one that emphasizes learning design 

and orchestration (Mercer & Littleton, 2007). 

Another key challenge relates to equity and student diversity. 

Learners enter project-based environments with different levels of 

experience in collaborative work, academic language use, and self-

regulated learning strategies. These differences can influence how 

actively students participate in dialogue, how confidently they 

express ideas, and how effectively they manage project tasks. 

Research suggests that without explicit support, project-based 

learning may unintentionally favor students who are already 

confident communicators or experienced in independent learning 

(Zimmerman, 2002). 

Studies focusing on collaborative and socially supported project-

based learning also point to mixed outcomes. On the one hand, 

collaborative tools and group work can increase engagement, 

interaction, and shared responsibility. On the other hand, they may 

lead to uneven participation, social loafing, or distraction if roles 

and expectations are unclear (Wang et al., 2025). These risks 

highlight the importance of carefully structuring collaboration 

rather than assuming that group work will automatically result in 

productive learning. 

To address these challenges, intentional design safeguards are 

essential. Clear role distribution within groups helps ensure that all 

learners contribute meaningfully to the project. Explicit norms for 

collaboration and dialogue support respectful communication and 

shared responsibility. In addition, regular formative checkpoints 

allow teachers to monitor progress, identify difficulties early, and 

provide timely guidance and feedback (Wijnia et al., 2024). Such 

checkpoints also help students reflect on their learning strategies 

and make adjustments during the project, rather than only at the 

end. 

When these design considerations are carefully addressed, dialogic 

and process-oriented project-based learning can function as an 

inclusive and effective learning framework. By acknowledging 

challenges related to teacher preparation, equity, and collaboration, 

and by responding to them through thoughtful instructional design, 

educators can strengthen the quality and impact of project-based 

approaches across diverse non-STEM educational contexts. 

Conclusion 
Advancing learning through project-based approaches requires 

more than asking students to complete complex tasks or work on 

authentic problems. While projects are an important starting point, 

meaningful learning depends on how these projects are designed 

and supported. Research shows that project-based learning is most 

effective when it places strong emphasis on dialogue, reflection, 

and self-regulated learning throughout the learning process. When 

students are guided to discuss ideas, reflect on their progress, and 

take responsibility for their learning, projects become powerful 

tools for deep understanding rather than simple task completion. 

Evidence from educational research consistently indicates that 

structured inquiry, regular formative feedback, and clear 

assessment criteria play a central role in improving learning 

outcomes in project-based contexts. These elements help learners 

understand expectations, monitor their progress, and make 

informed decisions about how to improve their work. As a result, 

students are more engaged in the learning process and better able 

to connect project experiences with broader concepts and future 

learning goals. 

Adopting a dialogic and process-oriented approach to project-

based learning offers particular value in non-STEM disciplines, 

where learning goals often focus on interpretation, communication, 

and reflective judgment. By designing projects as ongoing learning 

processes rather than isolated activities, educators can support 

students in developing critical thinking skills, confidence in 

expressing ideas, and the ability to learn from feedback. This 

approach also encourages learners to see themselves as active 

participants in knowledge construction rather than passive 

recipients of instruction. 

In conclusion, project-based learning has strong potential to 

support meaningful and lasting learning when it is carefully 
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designed and thoughtfully implemented. By focusing on dialogue, 

reflection, and self-regulation, educators can enhance the quality of 

project-based approaches and better support diverse learners across 

a wide range of educational contexts. Such an orientation positions 

project-based learning as a flexible and inclusive framework for 

advancing learning in contemporary education. 
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