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ABSTRACT 

Projects are widely used in universities to teach students 

different skills. These projects are always seen as a 

practice of knowledge and simulation of a future scenario 

in professional career, bringing positive and negative 

experiences. Understanding, interaction and 

communication between team members, assistants and 

teachers are needed, when difficulties emerge in a 

project. Otherwise there might be frustration and chaos 

between team members. This research is based on 

phenomenography and investigates project experiences of 

teachers and students. The aim of this research is to find 

factors that cause crisis in projects and how they can be 

managed in a better way. 

1. INTRODUCTION 

University projects, team and culture interaction are 

common nowadays and as students, we find problems 

during the projects at the university. This phenomenon 

seems to be in everywhere and there are many risks in a 

project that might lead to severe consequences for a 

group. For example, in some cases the whole group might 

fail the project, causing frustration in those students that 

really worked hard. In some other cases, the group might 

pass the project while having a lot of different problems, 

such as underachievement and tension among the group. 

Is this something normal to experience at projects from 

the university? What do teachers and students do to solve 

tension among them? Is it more difficult when there are 

multi-cultural project groups? As a group, we think this is 

a very interesting topic to investigate and inquiry its 

causes; because projects are crucial in educational career 

and for a future work. 

The principal objective of this project is to understand 

different problems that students experience with long 

term projects, investigate how teachers manage crisis in a 

project and how it works out. At the same time, we would 

like to make suggestions to the teachers using students’ 

point of views. 

This project is principally divided into four parts; the first 

one is the introduction where the aim of this project is 

described, the second one is about how the group perform 

the project and what the group´s methodology is, the third 

part contains the analysis and phenomenographic 

classifications from the interviews; and the fourth part 

contains the conclusion from this research. There are also 

an appendix section and a reference section, which lists 

different articles that the group read and analyze during 

the development of this project. 

This investigation does not pretend to change the 

educational system or create a new evaluation model; 

hence this research is more focused into comprehension 

and suggestions from students’ point of views about 

educational projects. 

2. METHODOLOGY 

The methodology of this research is composed of 

problem definition, formulation of questions, data 

collection, analysis of collected data, categorization of 

analyzed data, and conclusion steps. These steps are 

explained in more detail below. 

1. Preliminary analysis and project proposal: 

During this step the group has decided the 

research subject, the objectives and project to 

develop. The group’s research method is 

decided to be phenomenography, which is a 

qualitative method. 

2. Analysis and formulation of questions: The aim 

is principally to analyze the problem at hand 

and formulate questions that cover the problem 

as much as possible. The interviews are semi 

structured. In other words, some of the 

questions are open, so that we would like to see 

different views from respondents. Open 

questions might reveal experiences of the 

respondent. The rest of the questions are very 

direct to get the exact answer. All of the 

questions are provided in Appendix section 6.2. 
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The group tries to decide how to perform 

interviews and collect information. 

3. Interviews and data collection: During this step 

interviews are done with teachers and students. 

Some of the teachers are interviewed face to 

face, while others fill the online survey. The 

questions are the same. The reason to use 

different methods of information collection is 

for the ease of respondents and lack of time of 

people. Online survey is a fast way of 

information collection. It requires no 

arrangement between 2 or more people. On the 

other hand the questions must be very clear so 

that a respondent can fill it as precisely as 

possible. On the other hand, interviewing in 

person makes more sense, as the respondent is 

able to ask what the questions mean exactly. In 

total, 7 teachers from Sweden and Turkey; and 

19 students from different universities and 

educational background have filled the online 

survey. 

4. Read and Analysis of collected data: The group 

reads and analyzes all of the answers provided 

by the interviews. We decide how to perform 

the classification that will be extracted from the 

answers.  

5. Phenomenography using affinity diagram: 

Different opinions from teachers and students 

are separated into major classes for each 

question. All of the classes are reconsidered for 

several times. This process is a cycle with step 

4, and it continues until all the group members 

agree on the phenomenographic classification 

of answers. 

6. Conclusion: The final step is to analyze 

different classes and come to conclusions and 

suggestions according to the project’s 

objective. 

3. ANALYSIS OF INTERVIEWS 

3.1 Interviews with Students 

All students have different kind of assignments during 

their professional careers. Some project works are done 

individually and some others in teams. “Project work 

involves multi-skill activities which focus on a theme of 

interest rather than specific language tasks. In project 

work, students work together to achieve a common 

purpose, a concrete outcome” [4]. This is a common 

practice because “groups and teams provide a method for 

engaging students in positive learning experiences.” [5]. 

All students have to handle different variables such as 

multi-cultural teamwork, communication and probably 

distributed projects when taking courses in university. 

These variables influence the project and it is the 

responsibility of the team to overcome these challenges. 

Otherwise “despite the merits of group projects, trust 

often breaks down, and a valuable opportunity for 

learning may deteriorate into disharmony and personal 

frustration.” [3]. 

17 of the 19 interviewed students have expressed that 

they have had problems with their groups while working 

on projects. This further states the importance of our 

research and how much effort should be put in by the 

teaching faculties when such a problem arises.  Using 

phenomenography, the questions were divided into 3 

groups according to the student’s answers: the reasons to 

fail a project, how they solved their problems and the 

reasons to succeed in a project.  

The opinion of the students when asked about the reasons 

for problems in group projects are lack of cooperation, 

miscommunication, no motivation, negligence in group 

meetings and acting indifferent towards the work. Here 

are a few sample excerpts from students:  

“...no co operation. Sometimes they don’t come for the 

group meetings, for discussion.”  

“...Lack of team among the project team...”  

“...One of the main issues was communication.” 

Also students confirm other reasons such as lack of team 

work because of difficulty to adapt to other team 

members and having less knowledge about the subject. 

Examples of difficulties to adapt to the team members 

appear when students have different multicultural 

background, old friendship with some of the project 

members and when a leader demands job from the other 

members without asking if they think is right. 

Other important aspects are poor scope definition and the 

weak project management. Students generally make sure 

all the group members attend discussions and even if one 

student is not available, they postpone the meeting. From 

these we understand there are quite a few complications 

when it comes to student projects. 

Most of the students express that the normal process to 

solve conflicts during a project is to talk among project 

members. When it doesn’t work, they take it to a next 

level that is talking to teaching assistants or teachers, who 

are in charge of the course. 

Teaching assistant can easily bring the project on course 

if they become aware of it. Here are a few excerpts 

justifying the above statement:   

“...The solution to communication and work division 

were suggested by the teaching assistant.” 



“...The solution was just to make clear the role and 

responsibility. Meaning teacher discussed with the team 

members about their work scope…” 

Hence the role of a teacher becomes vital, and later in this 

research we make some suggestions on different methods 

a teacher could adopt.  

A few students believe working in pairs would help them 

gain knowledge  

“...Peer programming is an excellent way to improve 

your skills. I strongly feel students should be allowed to 

select their own teams...” 

On the other hand, some of the students felt that they 

cannot exclude a fellow team member; because of the 

friendship between them. They are afraid to talk to the 

teacher or assistant about a problem that is related to the 

friend; because they fear that their friendship would be 

demolished. These students work alone and try to cover 

their friends’ work. 

The students feel that all of their successful projects have 

come out of proper communication, teamwork and 

understanding each other’s abilities. From students we 

understand systematic and well-planned work is a key to 

success:  

“...We were very systematic. We agreed on almost 

everything. We worked hard. 

We met on time...” 

 “...through frequent group meetings...” 

“Responsibility and Respect to the team members by 

working hard and motivating all together” 

Some students said that socializing and supporting the 

project inside the team is a key to make it successful; 

because respect and cooperation balance the group. 

“Group projects can bring together students from diverse 

backgrounds to work collaboratively, helping them learn 

not only about the subject matter but also about each 

other. The social context of a group can also motivate 

students to work hard.” [1]. 

Most of them said that trust is an important variable 

during the project, because it makes the work easier 

between team members. Studies show that: 

“1. Trust allows team members to stay problem-focused. 

The absence of trust diverts the mental concentration and 

energy of a team away from its performance objective 

and onto other issues. 

2. Trust promotes more efficient communication and 

coordination. 

3. Trust improves the quality of collaborative outcomes. 

4. Trust leads to compensating in which other team 

members are willing to pick up the slack if one team 

member falters. [3]” 

From the above excerpts one implied thing is the 

importance of team composition. Students should not be 

forced on groups and should be let free to decide their 

own group.  

 3.2 Interviews with Teachers 

The aim of this section is to understand teachers’ 

perspective of problems that arise in group projects. We 

collected information from 7 teachers who have had 

experience monitoring group projects, 6 of them filled the 

online survey and 1 teacher accepted for a face to face 

interview. The questions and categorization of 

corresponding answers is presented below. Complete set 

categorization can be found in Appendix section 6.3. 

When teachers were asked if they have experienced 

problems about groups while managing projects, all of 

them affirm that they have. As one of the teachers says 

“Yes of course, there is no perfect project”, it is clear that 

problems arise in project groups all the time. Therefore, 

this issue is important, considering teamwork is a 

fundamental concept at the universities. “The ability of 

team assignments to create a forum for idea exchange and 

foster student responsibility for learning may partially 

explain the link between higher level learning and 

teamwork. Students actively engaged in dialogue and 

sharing ideas demonstrate a greater propensity to develop 

critical thinking skills.” [2]. 

According to teachers, most frequent problems that occur 

during a project are wrong division of work in the project 

group and irresponsible group members. Group members 

may divide the work among themselves, instead of 

working together. It might seem good from students’ 

point of view as each member works on the part that 

he/she understands best. However it leads to members 

who are not able to understand the whole project or learn 

new concepts. Furthermore, students might abandon their 

groups, leaving their responsibilities to their group 

members. Following most frequent problems, there are 

two other important problems. Students might experience 

communication problems among group members. In 

addition to communication problems, students might 

experience personal conflicts, lack of time and 

motivation. All of these problems are significant, as they 

might lead to failure of a project group or tension inside 

the group.  

Almost all of the teachers consider having regular 

meetings with groups and talking to each student/group is 

the way to manage difficulties in group projects. In 

addition to talking about problems, teachers think that 

individual time/work reporting as part of the project or 

explicitly addressing the problem or stating the goals of 



the project clearly or having other types of examination 

in order to ensure actual participation in the project are 

other ways of dealing with problems in a project group. 

All of the teachers state that a group, which has problems 

in it, contacts them in order to inform about the problem 

and solve it. Some of the teachers also mention that 

another type of examination might reveal hidden 

problems in the group. The answers make sense; because 

some members want to successfully complete the project 

while others are not working properly. Thus, members, 

who want to work on the project, will let the teacher 

know about the problem in the group. However there is a 

crucial aspect of this scenario. Some of the teachers say 

that group contacts them when it’s too late, which means 

that it is too late for the teacher to help the group solve 

problems in it. 

Most of the teachers that answer to the questionnaire 

follow the ways of IT project management while 

managing projects in university. It is good to follow the 

progress of a project tightly; because problems of a group 

can be detected early in the project. 

The questionnaire also tries to find out if there is any 

relation between problems in a project group and multi-

cultural formation of it. The answers that teachers 

provide show that multi-cultural project groups are more 

prone to risks and problems than in a group that is formed 

of people from same culture. The basic differences 

between two types of groups are project organization, 

interpretation of things, such as practices, habits, 

expectations, etc., language issues and feelings that might 

get in the way. Teachers also mention that a multi-

cultural group, which can tackle the challenges of 

differences among group members, gain much more 

experience than a group of members coming from the 

same culture.  

Finally, all of the teachers evaluate a project as a success 

in different ways. According to the teachers, the general 

idea of success means that students learn from the project 

thus developing their skills into a specific area. For 

example, students are expected to learn how to work as a 

team and utilize technical knowledge by coordination and 

collaboration; in order to be successful at the end of the 

project. Every teacher has an expectation of different 

complexity. Some of the teachers only see the project as a 

fun activity where students have good memories while 

working on a technical problem. Some other teachers also 

expect improvement of work and maturation as a 

professional in addition to the basic idea of teamwork.   

4. CONCLUSION 

The answers show that teachers are aware of the 

problems that are visible to them. For example, 

imbalance in a group can be found out easily by oral 

examination or talking in a meeting. Therefore the most 

frequent two problems are irresponsible students and 

working separately in a group. The problems that lie 

within the group seem less frequent. However they might 

be important. For example, a student, who experiences 

communication problems with the rest of the group for 

some reason, might feel annoyed and quit the project. In 

this case, teacher would think that the student falls into 

the most frequent category, if he/she does not talk about 

the actual problem in the group.  

Arranging meetings and talking about problems in a 

project group is a necessity for finding a solution to the 

problem. However, the content of the meetings is much 

more important. The teacher needs to look for details 

during the meetings. Everyone, who attends the meetings, 

should talk and contribute. Teacher might need to 

encourage everyone to talk and show his/her work.  

Another important point to prevent problems in group 

projects is to define the rules and guidelines clearly at the 

beginning of the project. Students need to know what the 

teacher expects from them. For example, a teacher might 

want to see every member talk at the presentation. 

However the group might select one person to present all 

of the work. If the students know that they are required to 

talk, then all of the members will talk at the presentation. 

Timing is everything in a project. Every step of the 

project should be scheduled. If the group loses time 

solving some problem, then their plan will change. 

Change of plans might have repercussions such as 

handing incomplete project or even failure of the project. 

Students need to be warned not to tolerate problems and 

encouraged to mention them as soon as possible. If 

students act quickly to solve problem in the group, then 

there is a chance that they can compensate for the lost 

time early in the project. There is another way of solving 

this problem which is regular and frequent meetings of 

teacher and each group. If the teacher examines progress 

of the group closely, he/she will figure out that there is 

problem in the group. In this case, the group would not 

need to talk to the teacher, as it would be obvious. 

Students are inexperienced. They might not estimate a 

problem that will hurt them later in the project. Hence 

they might wait until it is too late. However a teacher is 

more experienced than a student and also the creator of 

the project. If the teacher finds out a problem in the 

group, he/she can recommend solutions for it quickly. 

Advantages of this suggestion are teachers and students 

spend more time together, which means that students can 

learn more from their teachers, and problems in groups 

can be realized faster. On the other hand, teachers need to 

have time to meet with each group. Most of the teachers 

have a lot of responsibilities in addition to 

courses/projects. Thus it is necessary to re-consider each 

teacher’s workload or employ more teachers or educate 

teaching assistants so that they are capable of handling 

projects like a teacher. 



Teachers are conscious of the possible problems in multi-

cultural project groups. Organization of the project, 

communication among group members and interpretation 

of information among group members are very important 

and affect success of the group. Multi-cultural groups are 

more likely to encounter problems considering these 

three important aspects. Teachers have to guide them, so 

that they will be ready for challenges in their groups. If 

they can overcome all differences and problems, they 

gain a lot of experience for their future projects. Besides, 

there are many examples of successful multi-cultural 

groups. It is only a matter of understanding and 

cooperation in the group.  

Teachers’ views of success of a project group vary a lot. 

Every teacher has different expectations from projects. 

Therefore they need to let the students know aim of the 

project. Otherwise students might struggle during the 

project. For example, students might make some 

assumption about the project. If they learn that their 

assumption was wrong, they might need to make changes 

late in the project, which might affect their success. 

5. REFERENCES 

[1] Aggarwal, P., & O´Brien, C. Social Loafing on Group 

Projects. Retrieved December 7, 2010, from 

http://jmd.sagepub.com/content/30/3/255.full.pdf+html  

[2] Amato, C., & Amato, L. Enhancing Student Team 

Effectiveness: Application of Myers-Briggs Personality 

Assessment in Business Courses. Retrieved December 7, 

2010, from 

http://jmd.sagepub.com/content/27/1/41.full.pdf+html  

[3] Huff, L., Cooper, J., & Jones, W. The Development 

and Consequences of Trust in Students Project Groups. 

Retrieved December 7, 2010, from 

http://jmd.sagepub.com/content/24/1/24.full.pdf+html  

[4] Sheppard, K., & Stoller, F. Guidelines for the 

Integration of Student Projects into ESP Classrooms. 

Retrieved December 7, 2010, from 

http://exchanges.state.gov/englishteaching/forum/archive

s/1995/docs/95-33-2-c.pdf  

[5] Zeff, L., Higby, M., & Bossman, L. Permanent or 

Temporary Classroom Groups: A Field Study. Retrieved 

December 7, 2010, from 

http://jme.sagepub.com/content/30/4/528.full.pdf+html  

6. APPENDIX 

6.1 Methodology diagram  

Diagram describes the process of the project in 6 steps. 

 

Figure 1. Group´s methodology 

6.2 Research Questions 

6.2.1 Questions to teachers 

1. Have you encountered any problems when 

managing project groups? 

2. What are most frequent problems during a 

project? 

3. How do you manage difficulties during the 

projects?  

4. How do you learn problems in a project group? 

5. How do you deal with problems if there is any 

in a project group? 

6. If you think there is any difference between 

multi-cultural project groups and groups that 

are composed of one nationality, what would be 

the basic differences between them? 

7. How do you manage long term projects? 

8. What makes a project successful according to 

you? 

 

6.2.2 Questions to students 

1. Have you been part of any long course project?  

2. How long have they taken? 

3. Have you had any problems with your project 

members? 

4. What have been the principal reasons for 

problems? 

5. Did you try to solve the problem in the group 

itself? 

6. What did you try to solve the problem in the 

group itself? 
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7. Did you actually solve the problem in the group 

itself? 

8. Have you communicated the problems to 

teachers or teaching assistant?  

9. After communicating the problem, was there 

any solution for it? 

10. If yes, what solutions were there? 

11. What should have been done according to you, 

if the provided solution was not good enough 

for you? 

12. Have you ever had a successful project?  

13. If yes, how did you achieve in it? 

14. What do you think the principal qualities 

needed in a group to make a project successful? 

6.3 Categorization of Answers 

In this subsection, extracted categories are provided. 

Some of the categories are not mentioned in the essay; 

because they are not frequent enough to mention. For 

example, if there are not enough people, who support a 

category, then it is not possible to generalize that case for 

the research. However it is still important to see different 

point of views. Therefore all of the categories are placed 

in here. 

There are several cases in which teachers cannot answer 

questions; because either the question is too open, or they 

cannot understand the question. 

The ratios next to each category indicate frequency of it. 

For example, 5/7 means five of seven teachers give 

answer that fall into the specified category. 

The order of questions in 6.2.1 corresponds to the order 

of answers in 6.3.1. 

6.3.1 Answers of teachers 

1. Not applicable. 

2. Group members may divide the work among 

themselves, instead of working together that 

leads to members who are not able to 

understand the whole project (5/7) 

Students may abandon their groups, leaving 

their responsibilities to their group members 

(5/7) 

Students may experience communication 

problems among group members (3/7) 

Students may experience conflicts, lack of time 

and motivation (3/7) 

Students may not understand teacher's 

expectation of the project (2/7) 

Students may experience lack of knowledge 

(2/7) 

Selecting the optimum number of group 

members is a problem (1/7) 

3. Regular meetings (6/7) 

Individual time reporting as part of the project. 

(2/7) 

Explicitly addressing the problem (2/7) 

Stating the goals of the project clearly (2/7) 

Have other examination in order to ensure 

actual participation in the project (2/7) 

Not giving big projects or not being generous 

with the deadline (1/7) 

Think through how the groups are composed 

(1/7) 

Rotating project leader, who is responsible for 

reporting the progress of the group's work (1/7) 

Let the group specify the problem in itself and 

then make recommendations (1/7) 

Reshuffling groups, if the situation is 

applicable (1/7) 

4. Group contacts the instructor (5/5) 

Accidentally as a result of another examination 

or aspect (2/5) 

5. Project organization (planning, division of 

work, etc.) (5/7) 

Things (practices, habits, expectations, etc.) 

might be interpreted in different ways (4/7)  

Language issues (3/7) 

Feelings may get in the way. (2/7) 

6. IT project management style (several 

deliverables, meetings and presentation(s)). 

(5/7) 

I do not run semester long courses/projects. 

(2/7) 

7. It is very hard to extract categories from the 

answers for this question. However it is very 

interesting to see seven different answers for 



this question. Thus, it might be good to share 

them with readers. 

“A successful project is one where students 

have actively participated and gained new 

insights into the challenges they will face in 

implementing systems in the future lives as 

professionals. Most students have quite a good 

technical basis before they end up in the project 

courses, but the challenges of coordinating a 

team, negotiating expectations with people 

from other cultures and with other types of 

technical background and skills etc. are often 

new, and prove quite a challenge. I consider 

that a project is a success when the participants 

clearly demonstrate improvements in their team 

work processes and coordination and 

collaboration. I also expect people to develop 

professional ethics and demonstrate a 

commitment to the team and making a serious 

contribution to bringing the project to a 

successful outcome.” 

“In order of importance: - no students get 

scarred by the experience (seriously 

overworked, feeling outcast, feeling totally 

incompetent) - students have learned a lot, 

preferably what they were supposed to learn - 

students had fun during the project (at times, 

maybe not all the time), and feel satisfaction 

about the result - a cooperating partner (if any) 

feels satisfaction about the result - group 

members become friends” 

“Good management, and some work to 

minimize the differences between the members 

of the group. It is also beneficial that the 

students know that I am monitoring their 

work.” 

“The group member's performance should be 

roughly similar. If there are relatively large 

differences, the objective of the project is not 

fulfilled.” 

“A successful student project is one where the 

students think they have learned a lot.” 

“Basically that the students ask relevant 

questions and answer them in an independent 

way. It is far too easy to find a "pattern" to 

follow, but that often decreases learning.” 

“A good project is when everyone is 

contributing as a work team; all together 

working mandatory... a good project is when all 

students learn. A project is when there are 

disagreements and agreements and then is when 

students come with more ideas. To be “on 

board” means to know the general direction and 

contribute to the project. It needs a lot of 

motivation from the beginning to the end. It´s 

important that there is a good interaction with 

the team members and all of them contribute in 

the project without feeling obligations. 

Sometimes leaders gives jobs without asking to 

that person if it´s ok to perform that work. This 

is big cause of not feeling welcome the student 

into the group.” 

8. Not applicable. 

 

  


