
World Applied Sciences Journal 16 (1): 106-112, 2012
ISSN 1818-4952
© IDOSI Publications, 2012

Corresponding Author: Saemah Rahman, Faculty of Education, Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia, 
43000 Bangi, Selangor, Malaysia. 

106

Project-Based Approach at Preschool Setting

Saemah Rahman, Ruhizan M. Yasin and Siti Fatimah Mohd Yassin

Faculty of Education, Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia, 43600 Bangi, Selangor, Malaysia

Abstract: A collaborative action research project was conducted to help practitioner at one preschool education
to implement a new teaching method that is, project-based approach. The action research project involved a
group of three researchers from Faculty of Education at one public university in Malaysia and six teachers at
one early child education centre. Two cycles of action research were conducted involving five phases in each
cycle namely, (i) the initial reflection phase, (ii) the planning phase, (iii) the implementation phase, (iv) the
observation and analysis phase and (v) reflection and assessment phase. The collaborative effort focused on
the identification of the issues in the implementation of the approach and planning the action to address the
issue. Among the issue detected were lack of skills in identifying suitable projects to be carried out and the lack
of confidence among the teachers in implementing the approach. The focus of the intervention in cycle one was
to facilitate the teachers to identify and implement the projects. Meanwhile in the second cycle, the focus was
on aspects that can be improved following the intervention carried out in cycle one. The study found that at
the end of the second cycle, the practitioner reported a higher confidence level to implement the approach and
acknowledged the benefit of the approach to the learning process and children’s social and cognitive
development.
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INTRODUCTION As a whole, preschool curriculum should aims to provide

The focus of education today is to provide students encourages the student’s emotional, social and physical
with the necessary skills to enable them to carry out an development. A review of literature in early childhood
effective role when they began their journey to the world education programs asserted the need of a well balanced
of work. Most employers today are concerned with the curriculum at preschool which integrates play and work as
generic skills that should be mastered such as a basis of the curriculum structure. In  line  of  this  call,
communication skills, leadership skills and teamwork one of the approaches that are suggested at preschool
skills. Efforts to develop students generic skills should level is project-based approach.
start at the early stage. [1] noted the importance of Tunas Permata is a centre for early childhood
teachers to base their work on the assumption that ‘all education managed by the Faculty of Education at one
children think and learn - from the start’. Thus, the use of public university in Malaysia. As part of its curriculum
teaching approaches that can help children develop the development, the faculty has designed a plan  of  action
skills needed should be initiated at the early stage. to implement project-based approaches to improve

Preschool education is the foundation of children’s children’s learning. Project-based approach was
education. It is a vital aspect of a child’s learning and introduced to teachers and was implemented at Tunas
development. Early childhood is the most important stage Permata for pre-school children aged between four to six
in the development of an individual  [2].  At  this  stage, years in January 2009. This approach was chosen as it
the attitude and aptitude is developed, that will influence provides a natural and rich learning environment that
their later life. Thus, efforts should be carried out to gives children the opportunities to explore their world and
improve the quality of education at the preschool level. consequently develop a more effective and meaningful

the students a safe and stimulating environment that
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learning [1]. In the proposed implementation, teachers are carry out action research to conduct a more structured
expected to integrate projects that can be carried out in process of reflection about their own practices and then
their teaching and learning activities. A series of use them to improve their practices. The ideal form of
workshops have  been  conducted  to  introduce  the action research lies in the research that are done by the
project-based teaching methods to the teachers in Tunas practitioners themself as it was suppose to be used as a
Permata. Follow-up sessions were carried out to assess tools to improve their own practice. However a
the implementation of the approach. It was found that the collaborative action research is also one form of action
teachers showed a lack of confidence to implement the research that can be conducted in the field of education
method effectively. Overall assessment revealed the need [5]. Collaborative action research can involved fellow
to conduct follow-up action to address the problems practitioners, or involving the participation of people who
faced  by  the  teachers  in  implementing  the  approach. are not directly involved in the practice.
A collaborative action research project was chosen as a In the case of this study, the collaborative action
strategy to address the problem. research conducted involved the collaboration between

This paper discusses the effort to improve the the academicians (a group of researchers from the faculty
implementation of a project approach at preschool setting. of education) with a group of educational practitioners
The focus of this paper is to discuss the use of the (the preschool teachers). Phases of action research
collaborative action research project to help the teachers include, (i) the initial phase of reflection to identify issues,
in the implementation of the approach and how the problems and research situations, (ii) the planning phase,
collaborative effort between the researchers and the (iii) the implementation of an action plan, (iv) the
teachers were conducted to support the teacher’s observation and analysis and (v) the reflection and
professional development. assessment phase. These five phases that are carried out

Collaborative action research project: Action research in both cycles are used as a tool to help the teachers to
is a process that can be used by teachers to improve their improve the implementation of the project-based approach
practices. It involves the teacher reflecting on their at Tunas Permata. 
teaching and learning process and how they can improve
their practice. When  used  by  a  group  of  teachers, Project-Based Approach: A review of literature suggested
action research can foster collaboration and enhance the that project-based teaching method can be applied to all
group’s commitment for further improvement. In action levels of education, from early childhood to tertiary level
research, teachers seek to research problems they faced in [1,6]. The use of this approach among preschool children
their own classroom so that they can improves students’ is said to meet the nature of children who love to explore
learning as well as their own professional development and  investigate.  Since  more  than  100  years  ago,
[3]. The action research process involves a continuous scholars in education stressed the importance of
cycle  of     improvement,     consisting     the     phases experience-based learning methods, giving students the
of   planning   an   action,   implementing   the   action, opportunity  to  actively  involve  with  the  use of
data collection/observation and assessment/reflection on student-centered learning methods. The development of
the action this approach began in the last 25 years as a result of the

It can be concluded that in education, the use of evolution of learning theory that emphasizes the
action research was aimed to investigate the factors that importance of activities and social interaction in the
are expected to increase the effectiveness of the learning process. Learning theories and report of past
educational process. Specifically, in the classroom studies suggested that students not only receive
context, the teacher act as a researchers who will choose information but actively use what they know to construct
an area of focus, determine the data collection techniques, meaning through exploration, interpretation, criticize and
analyze and interprete the data and develop action plans. create [7]. These studies provide insight on how to help
In relations to this, many educators think they do make an students develop a meaningful knowledge through
assessment through reflection to improve their teaching project-based learning. 
practices. However most of the activities are indirect in Project-Based approach adopts a constructivism
nature and formal reflection activities are not conducted. approach that focuses on the process of deep learning
Therefore the experience remains tacit and does not through the inquiry method. It is a teaching and learning
contribute to the development of knowledge among the strategy that engages learners in multiples activities
practitioners [4]. Thus, practitioners should be trained to which requires more than one class period and  sometimes
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can be up to a month or longer. It is normally carried out as well as language and literacy [11,17,18]. The study by
by a group of children in the classroom. The child is [19] showed that project-based learning can support the
preoccupied with issues  and  questions  that  are  rich, conceptual development of color, alphabet, numbers, size,
alive and relevant to their daily life [8], thus providing shape, texture, volume, ratio, order, direction, time and
stimulation  for  learning  in  a  fun  and  interesting  way. social awareness. It can be concluded that project-based
In this approach, learning is seen as a process of creative learning approach has a positive impact on children’s
inquiry and the duties of teachers are not to give answers cognitive,   social   and   emotional   development.
but to facilitate the learning process, listening, Therefore, it is suggested that project-based learning be
researching and learning, together with the children [6]. adopted in pre-school education programs.

Projects can be triggered from anything that can be It is concluded that the project based approach is a
researched. The subjects to be studied usually rely on the method that has long been recognized in terms of its
children’s interests. Thus, it can incite their intrinsic benefits. However in terms of implementation it is still far
motivation to learn and explore [9]. [10,11] concurred that behind. According to [20] many people are misled as to
project-based learning approach manage to capture the the   true     concept     of    project-based   learning.
children’s interest and motivate them to be actively Project Learning is not an approach to teaching and
involved in the activities. The idea may be initiated by learning is complex and difficult. By understanding and
teachers but the children are also given the role to decide proper planning, project-based learning is a fun and
what they want to know or what they want to investigate. educational activities that can help a child's development
In this approach, the process of documentation is one as a whole and balanced. This collaborative action
important aspect as it can be used as an effective tool to research project aims to promote the use of project based
help children reflect on what they have gone through method at the preschool setting. 
during the implementation of the projects [8]. In general,
it can be concluded that this approach is a learning MATERIALS AND METHOD
approach that provides opportunities for children to learn
by experience and to explore and investigate. This study used a collaborative action research

It can be said that project based learning is an project involving a collaborative effort between a group
approach to teaching and learning which is flexible and of researchers (academicians) with a group of
able to provide meaningful learning experiences for practitioners   (the   teachers  at Tunas  Permata,  UKM).
children. It is a student-centered learning that gives In the context of this study, collaborative action research
children’s opportunity to explore a topic in depth which can be viewed as a process of exchanging information
also integrates many discipline of knowledge  such as between academicians with the practitioners to promote
mathematics, science, art and language. Learning through the development    of    professional   skills   required.
projects enables preschool children to obtain a variety of The functional forms of this action research is to improve
knowledge and basic social skills and communication [12]. the knowledge and skills of the practitioners about the
In this approach, teachers act as facilitators in the implementation of project-based approach.
children’s learning process. As children are directly
involved in the knowledge construction process, the The   Participants:   The   participants   of   the   study
lessons   are   more   effective  and   meaningful   to   them. consist of three researchers at the faculty of education
In addition, the exploration activities and the active and six teachers teaching preschool children at Tunas
involvement of children in the learning process make the Permata. The three researchers are academicians at the
learning authentic and more applicable in their daily life. Faculty   of   Education   majoring   in   Educational
The opportunity to interact with the materials, peers and Psychology, Computer Education and Technology
teachers help develop children’s self-esteem and social Education.   Two    of    them     had     attended   courses
skills [13-15]. on     project-based     approach     at     Reggio     Emilia,

Previous research has shown that project-based Italy   in   November   2008.  All  the  teachers are females
learning has a significant influence on the growth and aged between 35 and 48 years and have more than five
development of children. Result of previous studies years working experience in preschool education. None of
showed the positive impact of project-based learning to them was ever involved with the use of project based
children’s  learning  in  Science  [16],  Mathematics  [17], approach.
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Phases  in  Collaborative  Action  Research  Project: ideas    to    enhance   children's   learning   experiences.
Tunas Permata has conducted a three-day training The outcome from this process is the proposed projects
workshop to  introduce  the  approach  to  the  teachers. to be implemented with the preschool children. This phase
At the end of the workshop, the teachers were asked to also includes a discussion on types of data to be
come out with the plan of action to implement the method. collected and data collection tools in the implementation
This collaborative action research begins after six months phase.
of the implementation of the approach and aimed to help Following the planning phase, the teachers
the teachers to overcome the problems they faced in order implemented the action plans and the documentation
to improve the implementation of the project-based process as well as collecting relevant data including their
approach. Two cycles of action research were conducted own   notes   about   the   effectiveness  of  the  actions,
involving five phases in each cycle namely, (i) the initial the reactions of children and  also  the  children’s  work.
reflection phase, (ii) the planning phase, (iii) the The researchers and teachers also collaborate to analyze
action/implementation phase, (iv) the observation and the data gathered from the implementation phase. 
analysis phase and (v) the reflection and assessment After   the   implementation  of  the  action  plan,
phase. These five phases were carried out  and   used  as another session was held to discuss the results of the
a tool to help the teachers improve the implementation of actions that have been implemented. Researchers and
the project based method. The phases were repeated for teachers collaborate to reflect and review the actions
the second cycle in which in step 10, the report was taken   and   the   results   of   observations   conducted.
prepared and disseminated for the sharing purposes. The teachers were also asked to reflect on the

The First Cycle: The first cycle of the study was carried process. Upon discussion on the result  of  the  1   cycle,
out in July 2009 to December 2009. At the Initial Reflection a plan of action for the second phase were developed and
Phase, the  main  objective  was  to  identify  issues, implemented. It also involved the examinations of the
problems and research situations and to define what proposed projects by the teachers and strategies on how
changes need to be done to improve the practice. In this they can encourage the parents of the children to be
context, the researchers gathered the views of teachers to involved in the implementation of the project based
identify the experiences they went through during the six approach.
months of experience in implementing the project-based
approach. The discussion includes, (i) the strength and The Second Cycle: The second cycle was conducted from
weaknesses of the implementations, (ii) the problems and January to August 2010. The result of the reflection in the
obstacles faced and , (iii) suggestions to improve the first cycle was used as a basis for planning further actions
implementation of the method. for the following cycle. Thus the second cycle begins

In the Planning Phase, the research team collaborated with the planning phase. The process of documentation
with the teachers to address problems identified in the during the activities were introduced to help the teachers
first phase. Meetings were conducted to discuss identify the types of documentation and how it can be
measures to be taken. The brainstorming sessions were used     in     the     teaching     and    learning    process.
conducted to help the teachers identify projects to be The researcher’s observation on the implementation of
implemented. The researchers and the teachers also the project-based approach by the teachers in the first
discuss ways to identify projects to be implemented with cycle found that the teachers are still vague about the use
the childrens. The focus of the discussion is on of the end product from the projects. At the end of the
techniques to encourage the children to be involved in project, the teachers used the outcome of the projects as
determining the projects. During the brainstorming exhibits to be  used  in  the  assessment  of  the  child.
session, the researchers facilitate the teachers to develop Thus, the planning include the discussion on various
ideas about projects that are in line with the themes used ways to use the products as a tool to develop the
in the existing curriculum. The teachers are also children’s thinking process. The outcomes of the
encouraged to choose projects that involve various discussion   include   the   documentation  methods.
mediums such as paper, sands, clays and suitable recycle Further discussions with the teachers manage to makes
materials. These efforts are in accordance with the them aware of the importance of the documentation
philosophy and characteristics of project-based approach process during the implementation of the project.
that emphasizes exposure to a variety of ways to express Consequently, a number of documentation processes

implementation of the project and ways to improve the
st
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were identified by the teachers such as: i) the photos of The teachers’ reflection at the end of the first cycle
the activities, ii) video recording of the activities and iii) showed an increase to the teachers’ perception. They are
records of children’s behavior, feelings and dialogue more positive and acknowledge the positive impact of
among the children during the activities. The teachers approach to the child's development and the process of
were also encouraged to ask questions to help children to teaching and learning environment. 
explain their thinking or to explain their ideas using a
variety of ways, such as through verbal explanation, ‘the children feel excited and happy to carry out the
written and drawings. activities especially outside the classroom’ 

For both phases, the researchers and the teachers ‘the learning process involves all the senses’
conducted reflections on the implementation of the ‘the children are more knowledgeable, more open,
process as  well  as  the  outcome  of  the  action. more courageous, have a high confidence when
Reflections on methods and processes include discussion discussing a topic’ 
and analysis on the interview data with the teachers on
their reaction to the implementation of the project. In general, the teachers reported that children are

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION The teachers also reported a positive feedback from

The results of collaborative action research are approach.
discussed in terms of the process and the outcome of the At the end of the study, it can be concluded that the
research project. The main focus is whether the teachers agreed that the project-based approach has
collaborative action research conducted helps the advantages, including a positive impact on students and
teachers implement the project based teaching method. the teaching and learning process and a positive

The study found that the collaborative action acceptance from the parents. Following the collaborative
research project conducted was able to assist the action research project, the teachers showed higher level
implementation   of   project-based  teaching  approach. of confidence  to  carry  out  the  proposed  approach.
The Initial reflection phase revealed the problems faced They also have a broader idea about the project that can
by the teachers in implementing the approach. The first be carried out with the children. 
cycle was carried out to help them to develop an action One of the weaknesses identified by the researchers
plan to overcome the problems and to improve the is in terms of the use of documentation in the teaching
implementation of the approach. The result of the action and learning process. The study found that the teachers
is analyzed as a basis for further interventions in the ended    the    learning    activities    with   the   exhibition
second cycle to improve practices and address the of   the   outcome   or   products   from   the   projects.
existing gaps towards achieving the desired objectives. Thus, a discussion was conducted with the teachers for
Data collected during the phase of reflection in cycle one intervention in the second cycle on how to use the
of the research found that in general, the participants did outcome from the documentation process in the teaching
not reject the method and reported positive views on the and learning process. The aim is to generate an insight to
advantages of the approach. the teachers on how to generate questions using the

Overall, the teachers agreed that the project-based documentation such as pictures of the activities or the
approach   has   an   advantages,   including  a  positive product produced during the project as a tool to help
impact on  the  children’s  learning  process.  However, children talk and discuss their experiences using multiple
the study also found that the teachers raised doubts in ways such as through writing, drawing or verbal
carrying out the proposed approach and needed help to explanation. It is believed that through these discussions,
plan the  implementation  of  the  method.  The  teachers the teachers will be able to capture the philosophy behind
have a limited idea about projects that can be carried out the approach which focuses on the use of projects as a
with the children. Discussions and brainstorming tools for the teaching and learning process and to identify
sessions were conducted to help the teachers, (i) to get the main task of the teacher are as a facilitator who listen,
new  ideas  of  projects  that  can  be  carried  out with research and learning together with the children [6].
children  and,  (ii)  how  to  conduct  discussion  with It is also found that the process of discussions and
children to identify projects that can attract the  children’s brainstorming sessions that are conducted during the
interest. implementation of the collaborative action project  manage

more   motivated   to   engage   in   learning   activities.

parents regarding the implementation of project-based



World Appl. Sci. J., 16 (1): 106-112, 2012

111

to help the teachers to, (i) get new ideas about the project research process is an ongoing process and the questions
that can be undertaken with children, (ii) how to get ideas or issues will emerge in each cycle. Encouraging the
from children about everyday life experiences that can be research participants to investigate, explore and take
used as a basis to identify projects to attract children’s action on new issues that emerge will enable them to
interest and (iii) how to use the results of the engage in the process of their continuous professional
documentation of projects as a teaching tool to nurture development. These processes will eventually enhance
the children’s thinking process. One important finding their efficiency and improve their practices.
from the study is the benefit of the use of collaborative
action research project as a tool to provide support and CONCLUSION
guidance to teachers in implementing a new approach.

At the end of the second cycle, the study found that As   a   whole,   it   can   be   concluded   that  result
the teachers’ confidence in handling the approach of the of the study support the proposition of adopting a
project has increased and has strengthen their beliefs project-based   approach   at   the   preschool   setting.
about the advantages of project-based approach to The study found the positive impact in terms of the
children, teachers and parents. learning   outcome   as  well  as  the  process  of  learning.

‘ more clear about the approach and to design what approach help to provide a learning environment that are
are the suitable project’ stimulating children’s cognitive, social and emotional
‘Ok because now I know how to run the project’ development in a fun and meaningful way. At the same
‘a bit more confident to implement the approach’ time,  the  collaborative  action  research  project

conducted provides an opportunity for collaboration
As predicted, the teachers reported a more positive between the researchers and the teachers thus allowing

response to project-based approach. They reported that the teachers to improve their practice. Overall, it can be
children are more interested in the subject and getting a concluded  that  the  implementation  of  collaborative
positive response from the child's parents about their action research approach was found to help teachers to
children's development. They also reported that the take action to improve their practice in the implementation
teaching sessions are more meaningful as the childrens of the new approach. Indirectly, the teachers are also
are actively involved in the projects and have the trained to be thinkers  during  the  process  of  reflection.
opportunity to see a concrete result from the experiences. At the end of the study, the teachers also become clearer

Overall,   the   teachers   acknowledge  that  the and more comfortable with the approach implemented,
project-based method is a good approach to attract and have a better level of confidence in conducting the
retain the interest of the child in the teaching and learning approach and recognize the benefits of this approach to
process. However, the study found that the teachers are children.
still having problems in the aspect of group management.
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