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Introduction 
 
This article discusses the outcomes of a project on experimenting with developing and 
restructuring the format of project work at Roskilde University, Denmark (RU). One 
major dimension of the project consists in evaluating the potentials of digital support for 
project work. At present, the project is ongoing. It is expected to end in June 2011. 
 

Background 
 
Since its founding in 1972, the key component of studies at Roskilde University has 
been problem-oriented project work performed by students working in groups (Nielsen 
& Webb, 1999; Pedersen, 2009). On the basis of shared professional interests, students 
form groups of up to eight members and work collaboratively on a research question of 
their own choosing within a given subject. Typically, project work is carried out as a 
“real life” activity. But some experiences have been gained at RU in mediating project 
work on the internet, mainly, however, in an open university context which lends itself 
rather easily to distance education (Heilesen, 2001 & 2003; Jensen & Heilesen, 2005). 
 
At Working Life Studies, a recent interdisciplinary graduate programme at RU 
(http://www.ruc.dk/en/education/subjects/working-life-studies/), experiments have been 
launched to renew and improve on the classic project work model. There are several 
reasons for undertaking this task, the most important one being a wish to improve 
student skills in collaborating with actors in society on tasks involving development and 
change at workplace level. The proximity to practice is meant to meet student demands 
for making the interplay between theory and practice a key element of their 
qualifications. In many respects, the classic project work form allows for such interplay 
with practice. However, the form also frames the work process in terms of time and 
space, restricting the opportunities for engaging in collaboration with companies, 
institutions, etc. This is particularly problematic in the launching phase of a project 
where, in accordance with traditional scholarly ideals, epistemological issues need to be 
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addressed in a meaningful interrelation with selected theories and methods. Also the 
final phases of project work are time consuming because of the requirement for writing 
an extensive project report that has to accord with high academic standards. Hence, the 
actual time available for engaging with and learning from interactions with practice is 
limited. Work on change and development in collaboration with the outside world 
therefore tends to become descriptive rather than explorative and constructive. 
 
In order to provide an opportunity for students for “entering deeper into practice” in the 
course of their studies, the experiment has redefined the frame for project work. 
Students are organised into clusters of up to 20 participants under a general theme such 
as “the mental work environment”, “introduction of new technology in the workplace”, 
or “vocational training for the briefly trained”. Within each cluster the students work 
with different aspects of the chosen subject. The end result of their efforts is a collection 
of materials – tentatively termed an anthology – which offers a broader range of options 
for reporting on the project than does the conventional written project report with its 
rigid structure. 
 
Whereas conventional student project groups are small and relatively coherent units, 
clusters with up to 20 participants require an extended infrastructure for individual and 
collective learning, just as they require a framework for collaboration that is adequate to 
the large number of cluster members. It is one of the aims of the project to explore how 
a net based platform, e.g. in the form of a flexible Learning Management System, can 
support organising and extending both the joint and the collaborative learning activities. 
 

Research focus 
 
This article discusses how the shift from smaller groups to larger clusters as units in the 
learning process is experienced and utilized. Special focus is on how digital tools for 
collaboration, sharing, and communication is chosen or not chosen and used in novel 
ways. 
 
Research questions for analyzing project data are as follows:  
 

• What characterizes the challenges related to learning and collaboration in 
connection with the shift from small to large basic units in education? 

 
• How do students utilize digital tools in their efforts to grasp and to systematize 

the complexity of the learning experience? 
 

• How do the students utilize digital tools for strengthening the new individual 
and collective learning processes that the cluster structure affords? 

 
The project is based on social learning theory, but some adjustments in the theoretical 
perspective may be required in the light of the empirical insights gained in the course of 
the project. Methodologically the research is based on digital observations and 
interviews with students and teachers engaged in the experiment. 
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