
 

 

Harnessing Industry in Project Based Learning  

 for  

Authentic Assessment 

 

 

 

 

 

Kathy Clarke 

kathy.clarke@griffith.ie 

Faculty of Graduate Business School 

Griffith College 

Dublin, Ireland. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:kathy.clarke@griffith.ie


 

2 
 

Acknowledgements  

My sincere special thanks to all my masters’ students, for their attention, professionalism and 

wonderful commercial pitches to industry. To my clients, for giving up their time willingly to 

pitch and contribute to each presentation with attendance and feedback - I know they are super 

busy so I am grateful. Client participants from Industry include: 

Dr John Canecott  CEO, River Medical Ireland 

Stephen Daly   Head Fund-raiser, Camara 

Jimmy Fearon   CEO, Debra Ireland 

Dave Furney   Director, The Marketing Hub 

Michael Murray  Operations Director, Sports Campus Ireland 

Orla Twomey   CEO, Advertising Standards Authority of Ireland (ASAI)  

 

I acknowledge the support of the Graduate Business School Alan Lynch and Aine McManus, 

and a special thanks to Tony Kynes who assisted in setting up the questionnaires and analysis. 

Last but by no means least, I owe a special tribute to Dr Fiona O’Riordan, at the Centre for 

Promoting Academic Excellence in Griffith for her continued support and encouragement to 

submit this paper, without her, this paper would still be in the ‘to-do’ pile. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

3 
 

Abstract 

The purpose of this paper is to showcase how harnessing industry in project based learning 

techniques for authentic assessment to achieve more effective learning outcomes, student 

interaction and motivation increases efficiency. Real personal clients from several 

organisations were involved in this study which heightened student attendance, motivation and 

induced preparedness for industry after graduation. A quantitative approach was adopted which 

involved the administration of two online surveys – one for students and the other for ‘live’ 

clients from industry. In addition to the two surveys, a comparison of assignment results 

submitted by MSc International Business Management students in Griffith College, Dublin, in 

2016 whereby PBL was not used and 2017 when it was implemented, were highlighted. The 

research findings revealed a distinctive majority of students and clients favoured this method. 

In addition, the comparison of 2016 and 2017 assignment results submitted by MSc 

International Business Management students in Griffith College, revealed the attainment of 

superior results when compared to system based case studies generated from secondary 

research. Increased levels of intrinsic motivation, and a sense of project ‘ownership’, was also 

evident among students who participated in project based learning involving real organisations. 

The prospect now exists to extend this research to a more in-depth level to support the findings 

of this paper and advance the limitless opportunities and power of using industry related project 

based learning in future assessments.  
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 1. Introduction and Rationale 

Industry is never static, and neither is teaching and learning practices to enable graduates to be 

the best and industry ready. This paper focuses on the benefits of adopting real industry in 

project-based learning (PBL) techniques as an effective means to assess and generate increased 

positive results, student engagement and practical industry experience. The idea of project 

based learning as an engaging teaching technique is nothing new. As far back as 1991, 

Blumenfeld et al., described how: “project based learning is a comprehensive perspective 

focused on teaching by engaging students in investigation” (Blumenfeld et al., 1999, p.3).  

This type of active learning is student centric and encourages two-way interaction 

encompassing student experiences and opinions and knowledge transfer.  Moreover, it is an 

extension of the constructivist theory of learning whereby students can develop their own 

understanding through interaction with other individuals in a group setting working on real 

‘live’ client projects. 

The aim of this paper is to share how harnessing industry project based learning techniques 

using industry participants for authentic assessment in pedagogical practice can result in 

tangible and intangible positive results the role it plays in authentic assessment. 

2. Literature Review 

Project based learning is not a new approach to learning. In fact, it is part of the instructional 

approaches promoted by Dewey in 1933 who “argued for the importance of practical 

experience in learning” (Lam et al., 2009, p.4).  Donnelly, R. and Fitzmaurice, M. (2005, p.88) 

define this type of learning as a group activity “… that goes over a period of time, resulting in 

a product, presentation, or performance”.  In a more defined manner, Panasan and 

Nuangchalerm (2010, p.252), believe project based learning is a model that organises learning 

around projects: “It is definitely based on challenging questions or problems that involve 

students in design, problem solving, decision making, or investigative activities; give students 

the opportunity to learn relatively”.  
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Various researchers highlight the numerous benefits involved in the adaptation of project based 

learning techniques in contrast with more traditional learning instruction. For example, a study 

by Smith (2009, p.2) describes how active participation in project based education: “… results 

in students being more intrinsically motivated, more likely to show conceptual understanding, 

and more well-adjusted than students in traditional education modes”.  Additional benefits of 

the project based learning experience are highlighted by Bowe et al., (2013, p.6) who suggest 

students enjoy participating in group project-based learning: “All described positive 

experiences of sharing ideas with each other, either with their own team or with members of 

other teams”. The same authors describe how evidence indicates project-based learning in a 

group setting requires a different approach on the part of the student in comparison to 

traditional curriculum. Within this form of collaborative learning ideal -   

“Students are expected to take control of and manage the learning process, use the group 

to facilitate learning, accept tasks and address them through self-directed work, 

communicate their emerging knowledge to the group, give and receive feedback and view 

the tutor as a facilitator rather than manager of learning” (Bowe et al., 2013, p.3). 

 

Boud et al., (2001, p.7) add to this concept: “The teacher in the is more a facilitator, negotiating 

the learning and evaluation with learners and handing over more control”. In addition, the same 

authors explain how:  

“The implicit assumption is that adult learners are experienced social beings who can act 

in a collaborative manner, organise themselves, have some intrinsic motivation or 

educationally imposed motivation and do not require the imposed structures of the 

facilitator to impose learning” (Boud et al., 2001, p.8). 

The viewpoints of Boud et al., (2001), are supported by English and Kitsantas (2013, p.129) 

who, citing the viewpoints of Mergendoller et al., (2006), suggest that to effectively participate 

in a project based learning experience “…students must become responsible for their learning 

and actively participate in the processes of constructing knowledge and making meaning”.  The 

constructive type of investigation, is supported by Thomas (2000), who describes how: “The 

central activities of the project must involve the transformation and construction of knowledge 

(by definition: new understandings: new skills) on the part of the student”. 

Motivational factors also play a big part in project based learning. For example, Halle et al., 

(2006, p.294), focus on certain features that may promote “the adoption of favourable 

motivational orientations, for example task orientation and deep study orientation, by 

students”. Because the projects are complex in nature it motivates students to generate their 

own questions: “As students define problems and generate questions they may develop a sense 

of ownership of the learning process” (Halle et al., 2006, p.294). 
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A 2009 study by Lam et al., focuses on how teacher intrinsic motivation was related to student 

intrinsic motivation in project-based learning scenarios. The results of their hierarchical linear 

modelling analyses revealed that: “…teacher intrinsic motivation predicted student intrinsic 

motivation directly as well as indirectly through the mediation of instructional support”. 

However, barriers do exist in the adoption of this type of teaching philosophy. Conneely et al., 

(2013, p.4) citing (Johnson & Johnson, 1987; Blatchford, Kutnick et al., 2003 and Galton and 

Hargreaves, 2009), highlight:  

“…the serious gap between theories of teamwork or group work and its practice in formal 

education.  An underlying problem is the fact that individualised learning and assessment 

is so embedded in formal educational systems that it prevents the advancement of group 

work in classroom practice”.  

 

Barron et al., (1998, p.271), add to this assumption by highlighting how a major hurdle in 

implementing project based curricula is that: “…they require simultaneous changes in curriculum, 

instruction, and assessment practices changes that are often foreign to the students as well as the 

teachers”. An additional barrier can occur when one looks at the role of a lecturer as a facilitator 

in a project based learning environment. It can sometimes be difficult particularly as students 

are encouraged to take responsibility for their learning. This viewpoint is highlighted by Grant 

(2011, p.51) when citing the thoughts of Brush and Saye, (2000) and Dembo and Eaton, (2000): 

“Other researchers have reported that lack of teacher engagement has negatively impacted the 

learning environment”. Problems may then occur as explained by Ertmer and Simons (2006), 

cited in Grant (2011, p.51), “…when teachers become frustrated, they may revert back to their 

teacher-directed strategies”. 

3. Research Methodology 

For this paper, a quantitative research approach was adopted. Two surveys were constructed 

utilising Google Forms as a means of collecting relevant data. The prime objective was to 

establish if ‘industry’ project based learning assignment strategies are superior to system based 

case studies generated from secondary research to stimulate engagement, induce commercial 

readiness and impact on results. In addition to the two surveys, a comparison of assignment 

results submitted by two separate cohorts of MSc International Business Management students 

in Griffith College, Dublin, in 2016 and 2017, were highlighted. The subjects involved were 

eMarketing (2016) – a total of 46 students and eMarketing Metrics (2017) – a total of 23 

students. Both programmes were at Masters Level. The ontological position chosen involved 

the choice of a constructivism as it:  
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“… asserts social phenomena and their meanings are continually being accomplished by 

social actors. It implies that social phenomena and categories are not only produced through 

social interaction, but they are in a constant state of revision” (Bryman, 2008, p.19). 

A positivist research paradigm was adopted due to the quantitative nature of the data collection 

which drew on measurable evidence. The sampling method for the two surveys involved a 

convenience non-probability process as members of the two target populations were easily 

accessible. The first survey involved students who had completed a group project involving 

‘industry’ clients under the supervision of the author. A total of 21 students (n=21) completed 

the form. They were asked a series of questions that sought to establish their viewpoints on this 

type of assignment.  

The second survey was completed by industry clients who were involved with individual 

groups on the ‘live’ projects. That is those clients that participated in pitching to students in 

class. A total of 5 clients (n=5) completed the form. They were asked a series of questions 

relating to their experiences working with the students.  

4. Findings and Discussion 

The prime objective was to establish if using real industries in project based learning techniques 

for authentic assessment in assignment strategies are superior to system based case studies 

generated from secondary research to meet the research to stimulate engagement and induce 

commercial readiness from clients and student’s viewpoint. Findings from the student survey, 

illustrated in figure 4.1, revealed a high number of respondents (95%) enjoyed the experience 

of working with, and presenting their projects, to ‘real’ clients. This high rating, correlates well 

with the 100% of client respondents, (see figure 4.2), who expressed levels of satisfaction with 

the experience of working with ‘live’ students. It also links with the thoughts of Bowe et al., 

(2013, p.6) in the literature which suggests students enjoy participating in project-based 

learning scenarios.  
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Figure 4.1 – Overall Student PBL Experience 

Options: 1 – ‘I did not enjoy the experience at all’ to 5 – ‘I enjoyed the experience 

immensely’ 

Figure 1 illustrates how the majority of students, (95%), enjoyed the experience of working 

with, and presenting to, ‘live’ clients. The number of respondents = 21 

 

Figure 4.2 – Overall Client PBL Experience 

Options:  1 - Poor to 5 - Excellent 

Figure 4.2 illustrates how the majority of clients, (100%), expressed levels of satisfaction with 

the experience of working on a ‘live’ project with students. The number of respondents = 5.   
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Interestingly, 86% of students stated they had participated in other project based assignments 

involving ‘real’ clients (see figure 4.3). This may indicate a changing trend towards the 

adoption of this type of project-based learning strategy by fellow academics.  It is certainly a 

popular choice of assignment strategy for student respondents with 100% stating they preferred 

working on this type of project when compared to projects that did not involve ‘live’ clients. 

Perhaps the thought expressed by most of the clients that the student projects represented the 

key elements of their ‘pitch’, can be linked to the fact that students enjoyed working on this 

type of project. In addition, this may lead to higher levels of motivation and a sense of 

ownership of this learning process, as described in the literature by Halle et al., (2006, p.294). 

 

 Figure 4.3 – Levels of Participation in other ‘Live’ Client Projects 

Question: Did you participate in other group assignments that involved ‘live’ clients? The 

number of respondents = 21. 
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Table 4.1 – Positive Aspects of a ‘Live’ Client Group Project 

Question: What were the positive aspects of working on a real ‘live’ client group project? 

(Students could choose 6 options from the list above). The number of respondents = 21 

Table 4.1 illustrates how the option of ‘It was great to get feedback from the client regarding 

our project’ was the most favoured choice of respondents at 76%. Approximately 71% of 

respondents also chose the options of ‘It developed my project management skills’ and ‘It 

resulted in a greater focus on detail within the assignment’.  The idea that ‘it is good to have 

this type of project participation on my CV’ appealed to 67% of respondents.  Approximately 

52% of respondents felt ‘it developed their research skills’ while 48% chose the options of ‘It 

developed my presentation skills’ and ‘I enjoyed the levels of interactivity with our client’.  

In relation to the positive aspects of working on a ‘real industry’ group project, it is clear 

students place a high value on receiving feedback from clients concerning their project. In 

addition, students realised the importance of how the project developed their project 

management skills which may have resulted in a greater focus on detail with the assignments. 

This indicates that on average the standards of projects were higher than system based case 

studies generated from secondary research. Evidence supporting this fact can be seen in a 

OPTIONS QUESTIONS NUMBER OF 
RESPONSES  
 

RESPONSE  
% 

Option 1 It increased my levels of self-confidence 10 48% 

Option 2 It developed my research skills 11 52% 

Option 3 I enjoyed working as part of a team 8 38% 

Option 4 It developed my project management skills 15 71% 

Option 5 I enjoyed the levels of interactivity with the client 11 52% 

Option 6 It was great to get feedback from the client 16 76% 

Option 7 It is good to have this type of project participation on my CV 14 68% 

Option 8 Group work developed my digital communication strategies 9 43% 

Option 9 It developed my presentation skills 10 48% 

Option 10 It resulted in a greater focus on detail within the assignment 15 71% 

Option 11 It developed my inter-personal skills 6 29% 

Option 12 It helped me deal with pressure 1 5% 

Option 13 It developed my knowledge of a sector of which I had very 
little knowledge 

1 5% 
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comparison of 2016 and 2017 assignment results submitted by MSc International Business 

Management students in Griffith College, Dublin, i.e. 22% of students achieved top graded 

marks of over 80% in 2017 compared to just 6% in 2016. 

When clients were asked what were the positive aspects of working with students on a real 

‘live’ project the most favoured option was: ‘It is good to have this type of project participation 

for my company’ was the most popular choice for client respondents with 100% selecting this 

option (see table 4. 2). 

 

Table 4.2 – Positive Aspects of PBL for Clients 

OPTIONS QUESTIONS NUMBER 
OF 
RESPONSES  
 

RESPONSE  
% 

Option 1 It increased my appreciation of younger viewpoints 2 40% 

Option 2 I enjoyed working with the students 3 60% 

Option 3 It is good to have this type of project participation for my 
company 

5 100% 

Option 4 Working with the students helped to develop my own 
knowledge of digital communications 

2 40% 

Option 5 The project helped the development of a greater focus on 
eMarketing within my company 

3 60% 

Option 6 It is good to engage in this type of project as it allows us 
to bring our experience and understanding of the real 
world to the classroom 

1 20% 

Question: What were the positive aspects of working with students on a real 'live' project? 

(click any option that applies). The number of respondents = 5. 

An additional positive aspect revealed how many clients, (60%), stated they enjoyed working 

with the students of students. This linked well with the fact that most of students, (52%), 

described how they enjoyed the levels of interactivity with their client. This idea is expanded 

further by the client statement which described how the project increased their knowledge of 

younger viewpoints. These preceding points suggest that this type of student/client ‘positive 

interaction’ can more effectively be achieved through the medium of ‘real industry’ project 

based learning in assignment strategies.   
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Some negative aspects from both students and clients were uncovered.  From a clients’ 

perspective, the negativity was minimal with 60% of respondents outlining how they did 

not have anything negative to say about working with students on real projects, (see table 

4.3). In contrast, a smaller percentage (20%) expressed the viewpoint that the ideas 

generated from the project were not relevant and that students did not use key information 

that was provided for the project. Interestingly, 29% of student respondents outlined how 

they had difficulties obtaining relevant information from their client (see table 4.4). Some 

of the additional responses from students, may be indicating that some students prefer 

individual learning and assessment rather than the pressure of a project based learning or 

a group scenario. This barrier is highlighted in the literature by Conneely et al., (2013, 

p.4) citing (Johnson & Johnson, 1987; Blatchford, Kutnick et al., 2003 and Galton and 

Hargreaves, 2009). Here they explain how: “individual learning and assessment is so 

embedded in formal educational systems that it prevents the advancement of group work 

in classroom practice”.  

  

 Table 4.3 – Negative Aspects of PBL - Clients 

Question: What were the negative aspects of working with students on a ‘live’ project? The 

number of respondents = 5. 

 

 

 

 

OPTIONS QUESTIONS NUMBER OF 
RESPONSES  
 

RESPONSE  
% 

Option 1 I do not have anything negative to say 3 60% 

Option 2 It took up more time than I thought 0 0% 

Option 3 The ideas generated from the project were 
not relevant 

1 20% 

Option 4 Students did not use key information 
provided for the project 

1 20% 

Option 5 The student presentation was not credible 
due to a lack of planning 

0 0 
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Table 4.4 – Negative Aspects of PBL - Students 

OPTIONS QUESTIONS NUMBER 
OF 
RESPONSES  
 

RESPONSE  
% 

Option 1 I do not have anything negative to say 8 38% 

Option 2 I find group work stressful 3 14% 

Option 3 We had difficulties obtaining relevant information from 
our client 

6 29% 

Option 4 I found presenting our project to a client nerve-racking 3 14% 

Option 5 Certain individuals dominated the project content and 
structure 

3 14% 

Option 6 I had difficulties writing my contribution to the project in 
an academic manner 

2 10% 

Option 7 Experiencing a lack of effort by other team members was 
frustrating 

1 5% 

Option 8 Client didn’t give us much direction 1 5% 

Option 9 Experienced more pressure because it was a real client 1 5% 

Option 10 Client did not supply enough financial information to 
prepare a budget 

1 5% 

Question: What were the negative aspects of working on a real 'live' client group project? 

(Students could choose as many options as you they wished from list provided). The number 

of respondents = 21.   

5. Conclusions 

The aim of this paper was to showcase the implementation of the project based learning 

methods in authentic assessment using industry clients for effective learning outcomes, 

student interaction and motivation.  The research literature highlighted the benefits and 

challenges involved as did the results of the student and client surveys. Significantly, 

researchers emphasised the numerous benefits involved in the adoption of project learning 

techniques, in contrast with more traditional learning and assessment. It is also evident from 

the literature and findings, that the tutor’s role, within this type of ‘Learning by Doing’ 

philosophy, changes to become more of a ‘facilitator’ rather than the traditional function of 

imposed learning. An additional aspect, within this form of learning, is the promotion of 

favourable intrinsic motivational orientations among students. Within their ‘live’ projects 

they develop a sense of ownership as they define the problem/s at hand. Evidence is also 

apparent which supports the concept that the standard of this type of project is higher than 
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system based case studies generated from secondary research. The results of the comparison 

of 2016 and 2017 assignment results submitted by MSc International Business Management 

students in Griffith College, Dublin, endorses this supposition.  The evidence is clear that this 

form of learning may be the way forward for lectures, students and industry. Additional 

research is required to support this philosophy to ensure the key benefits are adopted going 

forward.  

6. Future Work 

As there was an expression that some of the relevance of content in some projects by clients – 

indicated a need for more interactivity on both sides, more in-depth analysis of suitability and 

classification of specific projects in this context is recommended. The prospect now exists to 

extend this research to a more in-depth level to support the findings of this paper and advance 

the limitless opportunities and power of using industry related project based learning in future 

assessments strategies. 
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