 

 

 Text 7

A new educational strategy: 

The Collective project.
Suzanne Laurin, geography professor at Cégep André-Laurendeau in 1990, describes this strategy in an article entitled L'apprentissage par projet collectif, ou quand les étudiants se pren​nent en main..., taken from volume 4, no 2, of Pé​dagogie collégiale, December 1990 (p. 20-22).

To allow those who want to examine this approach in greater detail in order to implement it quickly and effectively, we have included at the end of text 7 an overview of L'apprentissage par projets: fondements, demarche et mediation pédagogique du maître dans la construction des savoirs de l’élève, 2001, Montréal: Chenelière McGraw-Hill, member of Chenelière Éducation, P. 109-164, by Louise Capra and Lucie Arpin.

Learning through collective projects, or when students take control…

Suzanne Laurin
On May 2nd last year, students at Cégep Andre-Laurendeau, with the assistance of their professor in Sociology of Work, organized a congress called “Intermission in the labour world” (Entracte sur le monde du travail).

From 9:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m., eleven papers were presented by students of the organizing classroom group and by outside guest lecturers asked to speak on various problems connected to the labour world: wage equity, unemployment, the nonsensical side of work, occupational health and safety, changing qualifications and educational requirements, etc.  Humorous sketches were presented in between the papers.   Moreover, the participants in the congress were able to pick up on-site a collection of the papers produced by the students within the framework of their course.  

I attended this congress that raised a number of questions in my mind as I observed the astonishing professionalism of these young people:  Where did they get this idea?  How did they manage in less than one session, to organize such a large scale event?   What kind of supervision or framework did their professor provide?  What does successfully completing this kind of project mean to these young adults? 

To discuss it further, I met Catherine Herrera-Turgeon, Lyne Martel, Éric Cimon and Benoît Fortin, students and student-coordinators, and Sylvie Dagenais, their professor.  It should be noted that Sylvie is a part-time professor; in the winter trimester of 1990, she taught at two cégeps and assumed additional research responsibilities.

· S.L. Whose idea was it to organize this congress?
“It was a crazy idea of Sylvie’s”, said Éric. “At the start of the course, while discussing evaluation methods, Sylvie suggested we step outside the traditional box and organize a congress on work.” 

“We didn’t even know what a congress was”, said Lyne.

 =AND(' MERGEFIELD est_une_idée_folle_lancée_par_Sylvie ,  MERGEFIELD dit_Éric._Au_début_du_cours ,  MERGEFIELD en_discutant_les_modalités_d ' MERGEFIELD évaluation ,  MERGEFIELD Sylvie_nous_a_proposé_de_sortir_du_cadre_traditionnel ,  MERGEFIELD d )' MERGEFIELD organiser_un_congrès_sur_le_travail \* MERGEFORMAT 
 ”And we wondered what it could possibly teach us”, added Benoît. 

Éric, a leader with broad experience, went for the idea in a big way and his passion for the project was instrumental in convincing the others. The project quickly became a collective one.

“First we had to agree on certain points in class,” said Éric. “Everyone had to be involved or the project would be canned.  It was a class project or nothing at all.  Then, Sylvie agreed to free up a period of about one hour during regular class; conversely, the theoretical content of the course was more concentrated”.  Benoît concurs:  “Everyone agreed; we were so strongly motivated, there was no problem.  We were very keen.”

The event had to be organized outside of course hours, which lasted from 2:00 p.m. to 5:00 p.m.  It is worth pointing out that the students seldom left the college before 6:30 p.m.
· S.L. Work was your general theme, but you had to properly identify the problem, how did you define it?
That is a difficult question. They look at each other, somewhat unsure of themselves. Could they be integrating concepts? Sylvie intervenes discreetly: “ =,  MERGEFIELD nous_avons_discuté_de_l ' MERGEFIELD orientation_que_nous_voulions_donner_au_congrès... \* MERGEFORMAT 
At the beginning of the course, we discussed the orientation we wanted to give to the congress…”  Catherine continues: =' MERGEFIELD était 

 =AND(' MERGEFIELD évolution_du_travail_au_Québec_d ' MERGEFIELD hier_à_aujourd ' MERGEFIELD hui:_perspectives_analytiques_passées ,  MERGEFIELD présentes ,  MERGEFIELD futures \* MERGEFORMAT 
\* MERGEFORMAT 
 “Yes! The evolution of work in Québec, then and now: analytical perspectives of the past, present and future.”

Nothing less. Everyone laughs because, obviously, it required a great amount of effort on her part.  The congress has been over for two weeks now and yet they are still very close to the experience. 

Benoît adds:  “The name says it all: Intermission in the labour world. We wanted to stop working and talk about it together and see where the labour world is going. We do not want to be mere spectators in the labour world.  This is why seven students presented papers and not just outside speakers.”  

Sylvie comes back to the objectives established at the outset. Éric pursues: “We, Sylvie and our team, identified a series of objectives together.  Each individual tried to express what he hoped to learn through this experiment.  I believe we formulated eleven separate objectives.  One of our objectives was to speak out, initially in the classroom but then by making outside contacts and also in assembly, during the congress itself…   This allowed us to finalize the idea of a congress.  Before that, it was rather an abstract concept for most of the students.  Also, it was not obvious either that all the tasks were related to the course contents. For example, does sending a fax transmission have anything to do with the course...?” 

· S.L. Precisely.  What links were there between the various papers and the theoretical contents of the course on the sociology of work?  
After some hesitation, Catherine re-examines some of the themes:  technological changes, working conditions, Taylorism. In the discussion, links are forged and pieces joined together. 

S.L. What stages did you go through to complete your project?  

Sylvie replies: “We started by finding the theme and then the sub-themes. We discussed the contents of the congress at length, why it was being organized, what were our objectives.  Then, we tackled the question of money.”  

 =AND(,  MERGEFIELD les_sous )- MERGEFIELD thèmes._Nous_avons_discuté_longuement_le_contenu_du_congrès ,  MERGEFIELD pourquoi_on_l ' MERGEFIELD organisait ,  MERGEFIELD quels_étaient_nos_objectifs._Ensuite ,  MERGEFIELD nous_avons_abordé_les_questions_d ' MERGEFIELD argent \* MERGEFORMAT 

They agree. Catherine continues and talks about the budget, the assistance received from Student Services, the Student Association, Teaching Services and the sale of the papers presented at the congress. The total cost: between $700 and $800 only! She also mentions that they tried to finance the entire project but were unsuccessful.

Then, the guest lecturers had to be chosen. 

Benoît speaks up: “Sylvie asked us to search through magazines, to keep our eyes peeled, to look among our contacts, and to invite interesting people and people who interest us.” Éric continues: “We set up work committees:  internal and external relations, publications, publicity, technical support and various activities.  Each individual chose his tasks according to his interests, abilities and past experience. We were also very receptive to the abilities of others, which became necessary for the success of the group project. We worked together, the guys and the girls, without any problem.”  

Moreover we were very sensitive to sexism, said Benoît. The feminization of the texts and our themes, like wage equity and sexism in the workplace, reflected this concern.”  

· S.L. But there were problems and difficulties... 

Lyne elaborates on the fear she felt initially. “We had never done anything of this magnitude before, except for Éric perhaps. I did not like to call people, all these steps frightened me.  I was scared of failing, of being refused. Yet, despite all this, I was exceedingly curious as to the final outcome.” 

Catherine adds: “At the start, it was Éric who did everything. We hardly lifted a finger.  It was not a concrete project. The timetable was not clear for us. In February, the scheduled date of May 2nd appeared very remote. There was no hurry. We worked within committees but did not yet feel the guiding theme or idea that linked everything together.”  

“It was Sylvie who shook us up,” says Benoît.  “She was quick to reprimand us. She told us that the congress would take place based solely on our interest. If not, we could go back to more traditional work. She spoke to us about solidarity and mobilization. She encouraged us to complete our tasks and assume our responsibility, to try and go beyond our limitations and maintain a winning attitude.  We could do it, but we had to work at it.   As it turns out, these are fundamental values in life and in the workplace. We got back on track and afterwards everything starting falling into place.”  

Sylvie stresses the importance of a fundamental aspect: “Each student had to undertake his own preparation for the congress by writing a sociological essay on a subject of his choice connected to the general theme. For some, this work would serve as the basis for their oral presentation, but since all the essays were published afterwards even those who did not speak at the congress were rewarded by being included in the publication.”  

· S.L. If you had to summarize what you learned through this project, what would you say?
The eyes light up and the answers start flowing:

· “My professor in political science congratulated me on quality of my communication.  That really pleased me!  It was very rewarding.” 
· “We learned to publicize ourselves by going outside the cégep.”
· “We learned about the work environment by going on-site to make contacts. We succeeded in mobilizing people that we believed were untouchable, like Pauline Marois for example, and we realized that they were people just like us.”

· “I learned self-confidence, to express myself orally and in writing.  I learned how to initiate a personal endeavour that exceeds the framework of my course.”   
· “There was the feeling that we were able to do something important, to show the world and the college.”  
· ”We developed strong bonds with others in the classroom.  Now we speak more freely outside of the classroom because we achieved something together.”

· “We learned many new things, both in theory and in practice.”

The one regret they have about the whole experience is the weak participation of the academic environment.  Éric explains:  “We were disappointed that courses in the Humanities Department were not officially cancelled on that day. It goes against laboratory objectives, for example when professors talk of interdisciplinary exchanges and invite students to carry out their projects. What we did was a genuine humanities laboratory!  We varied the conference themes deliberately to reach the greatest possible number of courses, but all to no avail.”  

Sylvie disagrees:  “But YOU learned a lot and that was the goal!” 

Benoît continues: “Some teachers told me “This doesn’t apply to my course.” Another commented “You are taking my course time to work on this project.”  I think that my study time as a student belongs to me! I am not taking time away from the teacher.”  

They are disappointed and very critical of this situation.  Éric continues:  “Maybe professors are sometimes jealous of the success of others, to see that we were more passionate about another course than theirs; perhaps they felt threatened in their own functioning.  

A project like this one calls many things into question… ”  

To see them on May 2nd, getting along so well together, so happy to be at the cégep, truly in charge of their own destiny... for one day, it was something to be proud of.

When we think of it…  

“A project like this one calls many things into question… ”   This project, which we could describe as organic in that it resulted from the particular chemistry between a professor and his students, their sense of risk-taking and desire for a teaching adventure, has an undeniably provocative effect.

In his work Pourquoi des professeurs? (Why professors?) , George Gusdorf wrote:  

“We must admit that true learning mocks learning. Essential education works through teaching; but learning happens, when necessary, despite teaching or without it.  The reality of schedules, programs and handbooks, carefully selected by ministerial technocrats, is but a decoy…; its true purpose (use of time) is to preclude accidental and fortuitous meetings, dialogue between the professor and his disciple, i.e. the confrontation of each individual with himself. The years of schooling pass, and we forget the rule of three, French history dates and the classification of vertebrates. What remains is the ever slow and difficult awareness and recognition of a personality.
”

Here is perhaps the essence that we skip over too easily in our discussions on programs and their reform!  Indeed, what could be more difficult than this self-confrontation that the professor/student relationship urges us to do?  The truth about this project is simply and emphatically that: in a cégep classroom, on the departmental sidelines and beyond bureaucratic schooling, a group of students placed themselves at the heart of their own learning. 

They energetically took control of their study time and also of their own space
. They appropriated their cégep and connected it to the external world through their own initiative.  They understood that being a student is not a state but rather an action.  

Of course, such projects are not always possible. But it is really comforting and stimulating to know they do come along from time to time.  
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Introduction

Project based learning: its base, approaches 

Part 1: From Project to Project based learning
Chapter 1: The project is a preferred path to learning

The project and its influence in our lives.  Why do projects transport us and motivate us?  How do projects make it possible for us to come into our own?   The project and its precursors in education. Project based learning, our teaching choice. Our definition of project based learning. Characteristics of projects in our teaching.

Chapter 2: Educational bases of project based learning

The influence of cognitive psychology. The socioconstructivist learning movement. Conscious reflection.  What operations must we undertake? Mediation by the teacher and the construction of learning by the student. What is pedagogical mediation? Our concept of mediation in project based learning. Pedagogical mediation and the learning process of students.  Pedagogical mediation in the unfolding of projects.

Chapter 3:  A unifying approach

Links to strategic teaching. Links to cooperative learning. Links to mental management. Where does mental management fit in with regard to project based learning? Links to problem solving. The ICT and project based learning. What help will ICT bring to learning? Advantages and disadvantages of using ICT? The undeniable support of ICT in project based learning. An example of a unifying project.

Part 2: The educational process in project based learning

Chapter 4: linking a collective project to the life experience of students 

I have a goal:  to arouse students’ motivation and the participation in their learning. To be attentive to the students’ ideas, tastes and interests. To choose the field of study together with the students. How much time can be allotted for a collective project? What learning will take place for students within the project? Which disciplines are complementary to the selected field of study? Is it necessary to integrate all the disciplines and all the contents of the study program?   

I know why:  to support the construction of learning. 

I know how:  cognitive tools, resources, strategies and methods of evaluation likely to support student learning. What situation scenarios could arouse the students’ interest and their desire to ask questions? Which resources would be useful to enrich the environment and to generate questions? Which intellectual tools are necessary to the project? What evaluation methods should I favour? How does daily evaluation play out in project based learning? Can the portfolio accompany the student in his learning?

Chapter 5: Teacher interaction with his students

Phase 1:  “We are getting ready to learn,” this is the elaboration of the collective project

Stage 1:  exploration of the field of study. Stage 2: creation of groups and choice of integration theme. Stage 3: specification of interests and of questions to be asked. Stage 4:  identification of the learning connected to cognitive, personal and social development. 

Phase 2: “We construct our learning,” this is the realization of personal projects

Stage 1: project creation. Stage 2: realization of the students’ personal projects. Stage 3: to accompany the students throughout the realization of the projects.

Phase 3: “We integrate our learning,” this is the communication and sharing of learning

Stage 1: presentation of discoveries and what has been learned. Stage 2: enrichment of the collective project.  Stage 3: realization of a collective project.

Part 3: Application of project based learning in class
Chapter 6: The first phase of the approach:  the preparation for experiencing a collective project

The choice of a project with meaning and learning potential. Which competencies will students be able to develop through this project? Fields of learning connected to the project. How to help the students construct their learning. Cognitive tools, resources, strategies and methods of evaluation.  The logbook.  The training book.  What evaluation method to favour?

Chapter 7: The second phase of the approach: the interaction of the professor with the students.

The elaboration stage of the project for Québec. The formation of the groups. The graphic organization of groups. Which integrating theme could drive our project throughout the entire year?  Identification of interests and questions. Identification of the learning with the students. The stage of accomplishing personal projects.  The creation of students’ personal projects. To help a student in difficulty integrate in a team: interaction between peers and mediation. How to arrange the environment to support the projects? The students are ready to share their questions. The realization of personal projects. How will we present our learning? The communication stage. First presentation: life of the Patriots in 1837. Second presentation: old objects and barter. Third presentation: an experiment on plants. Reinvestment of the learning and enrichment of the collective project.  The conclusion of our “I live in Québec” project.

Part 4: To be an ongoing professional development project
Chapter 8: Teachers share their experimentations

A garden at the school entrance (Marc Williams and Jeannita Sonier, Grade 8)

Catastrophes in the world (Jeanne Godin, Grade 8)

A project on the French language at the secondary level (Sylvette Thériault, Grade 11 & 12)

The “Castles” project (Claudine Bellavance, preschool education 5 years old)

The project “Learning together, big and small” (Louise Lavoie, Grade 1)

A collective project suggested by the students (Brigitte Gagnon, Grade 3)

Chapter 9: The progressive acquisition of the project based learning approach

To question our pedagogical knowledge. To understand the learning process so as to accompany, through mediation, the student who is learning.  To exchange and interact with colleagues.

Conclusion
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