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Abstract: Our paper is focused on the results of an internal assessment of Project 
Management course taught at undergraduate students and tries to answer to the 
question: How can Project management teaching be improved to provide the best 
training for a practical discipline taught in formal educational setting? This 
endeavor started with the aim of finding the most appropriate teaching methods for 
a practical and rather new discipline. We monitored the feedback received in two 
academic years (2014 - 2016) from 70 students, representing 65% of the students 
enrolled in the course. Students value most the practical exercises that stimulate 
different stages in completing project proposals; nonetheless, there is a wide 
variety of expectancies. The main research questions addressed were the 
following: Which are the teaching methods most appreciated by students regarding 
Project management? Which are the most useful teaching methods for Project 
management at undergraduate level? The paper starts with a brief overview of the 
evolution of this area of activity and the curriculum specificities of this discipline in 
higher education. The second part presents the outline of this course as authors of 
this paper teach it. The empirical section presents the students’ feedback regarding 
the course, highlighting the improvements registered in the second year based on 
the revisions of the teaching methods. As shown in the analysis there is a 
statistically significant improvement in the assessment of the course, yet students 
evaluate their gain of competences associated to Project management, as lower 
than the previous year. In conclusion, we develop on the best approach and 
teaching methods to be used in teaching project management as a practical 
discipline. Training in project management should be based on simulations and 
examples. These concrete information need to be at the core of explanations, 
theoretical framework and structures. 
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Introduction 

We can find projects all around the world, projects managers are all around us, and 
project management is now considered an organizational competency. Change is 
everywhere and change means projects (Verzuh 2005, Mocanu and Suchter 
2001). This is the main reason why the project management discipline has entered 
into the spotlight, occupying an important place in the curricula of higher education 
institutions, professional associations, training and consulting firms. If in the early 
1990’s there were only a few courses in project management, especially within the 
industrial engineering school, in our days, Project Management is a course found in 
most MBA programs and curricula of universities offering advanced degrees in 
project management training. Nonetheless, the project management approach is 
used more frequently in Romanian firms in recent period (Bonghez 2013) and this 
requires, along with coherent policies at company levels, well-trained personnel. 
Along with the Romanian adhesion to the European Union, consistent access to 
different financial schemes also imposed the existence of employees in both public 
and private sector, capable of managing projects efficiently (Bodea 2006).  
 
 

Background 

The evolution of a discipline 
Projects, as a set of activities oriented towards a goal, obviously existed since the 
dawn of humanity. Nonetheless we speak of scientific project management that 
was developed in the ’50-s, seen as the organization of activities towards achieving 
concrete measurable objective, having limited resources at their disposal and a 
fixed period of time for planning and implementation. Concretely, project 
management was approached scientifically during The Second World War by the 
weapon industry in the American army (Verzuh 2008). In this context, several 
constraints needed to be addressed: coordination of activities run in different 
geographical areas, correlation of activities run by experts from different fields and 
also ensuring the efficiency of financial investments. Based on the need to work 
more efficiently, using new technologies, experts first developed instruments 
specific to project management such as: Critical Path Method, Project Evaluation 
and Review Technique and other (Chinn 2013, http://www.pmhut.com/the-history-
of-project-management ). The institutionalization of this new field started with the 
foundation of the first professional association: the International association of 
Project Management in 1965, followed in 1969 by the Project Management 
Institute (PMI), currently the largest association in the field (Fabac 2006).  
As an occupation, project management had a rather different path then other 
occupations in the economics field. The legitimation of this occupation was based 
on professionalization, the shared knowledge of practitioners, even if they had a 
different initial training. This is to say that primarily the professional associations 
conducted the standardization of competencies and knowledge associated with 
this occupation. These associations created the first performance criteria, good 
practices models, training courses and certifications of this occupation (Muzio et. 
al. 2011: 448-449). Nonetheless, this new discipline is included nowadays in the 
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university curricula from most economics or business fields. Skeptics even 
question the consideration of project management as an occupation given its 
professional legitimation and the restrictions imposed by PMI in this field of activity 
(Hodgson 2007).  
In Romania, the development of project management field was rather slow. 
Nowadays the maturity of Romanian medium sized enterprises regarding project 
management is at an average level (Bodea 2006; Bonghez 2011). One of the 
reasons for this state of affairs is the lack of personnel trained in this in field, along 
with limited good practice examples. We consider that one of the hinders of this 
field’s development is the emphasis of projects in accessing European Funds. 
Even if advances in this area were argued for by studies (Cociorba 2005) the 
implementation of projects with internal funding is still quite limited.  
Given the weak development of training sector in Romania (Abrudan et. al. 2012), 
we will expect that the professional training in project management is 
underdeveloped. The professional sector provides several courses on project 
management, yet as we show below, the sector is still under development. 
Currently there are 162 organizations with national accreditation for providing such 
courses (National Registry for Adult Professional Training, coordinated by National 
Authority for Qualifications, http://www.anc.edu.ro/ consulted on 15.05.2014). Most 
of the training providers are concentrated in Bucharest (43 out of 162), followed by 
Prahova and Hunedoara counties (with 10 providers each) and Cluj and Constanta 
counties (with 7 each), Bihor County holds the 9th position of the 36 counties. Out 
of the institutions providing training in this field 50 are non-governmental 
organizations, 4 are universities, 11 are public institutions, and 97 are private 
companies. Consequently, we can consider that the training in project 
management field still relies on formal educational setting.  
The Romanian educational system is consistent with the Bologna strategy since its 
beginning (Bologna strategy 1999, Romanian National Education Law no. 1/ 2012). 
Following Bologna guidelines, the economic studies are structured in three levels: 
three-year undergraduate studies (BA), two years master’s programs that can be 
followed by three-year doctoral studies. In the Economics field, there can be 
several areas of study, out of which we focus on Management as it has as a 
mandatory discipline Project Management. The main competences in each course 
are determined by national regulations, namely the National Registry of 
Qualifications in Higher Education, (2011, 
http://www.rncis.ro/portal/page?_pageid=117,1&_dad=portal&_schema=PORTAL ). Our 
challenge was to find the most suitable teaching instruments for a discipline that 
developed by practice, yet it is now taught within higher education curricula.  
 

Course outline 
The project management course is taught at Faculty of Economics, University of 
Oradea since 1999/2000 academic year using a student-centered approach 
(Lindblom-Ylänne et. al. 2006). Several improvements were made in time, starting 
with the elaboration of a textbook (2001) and finishing with the evaluation which is 
the object of our paper. Currently, the educational objectives of this course, taught 
in the third year and constructed based on the national competence guidelines, are 



 

 

166 

as follows: O1. Understanding the stages of a project and the methods to pass 
them in optimal conditions; O2. Knowing and understanding the key notions in 
Project management; O3. Developing the abilities in solving practical problems 
regarding the elaboration and implementation of projects 

Based on these objectives and on the national guidelines, there is a list of six 
professional key-competences achieved by students taking this course. These are 
the following: (1) Collection, processing and making preliminary analysis of 
information necessary for the justification and elaboration of specific project 
management decisions; (2) Applying concepts, theories and methods of Project 
Management; (3) Real-time fulfillment the tasks of forecasting, organization, 
coordination, training and control in Project Management; (4) Identification and use 
of research and development, commercial, production, human resources and 
accounting-financial systems; (5) Identification and use of quality management 
principles in coordinating projects; (6) Initiation and development of small and 
medium enterprises through projects with internal and external funding.  
During this evaluation period, in the academic year 2014-2015 we have asked for 
students opinions regarding the course and the seminar, in order to make sure we 
answer their needs, on the premise that the perceptions on learning environment 
impacts the learning outcomes (Biggs 1986 apud Lizzio et. al. 2002 ). After this first 
evaluation, we made several changes in the course outline, without major changes 
in the content of the discipline. Consequently, the objective and the list of 
competences remained unchanged. We have improved the structure of the topics 
for the seminar, rearranging them and relocating different durations.  
Our effort for improving the course is in line with the approach of Dean and 
Fornaciari (2014) as an integrated, long term process, expanded to several levels: 
foundation, classroom, assignments and instructor level. In the same line, the 
development of an experimental setting is not possible, as it would be detrimental 
to students working in the “old way”.  
Following Divjak and Kukec (2008) in our improvement of the course, we focused 
on the simulation of real life situations or experiential learning (Berggren and 
Soderlung 2008). Namely, most of the exercises developed for the seminar 
provoked students to design projects as solutions to different problems or 
opportunities extracted from real life business environment. More, these 
simulations were emphasized in the second evaluation year, both in terms of time 
allocated to each simulation (and consequently the importance of each) and in 
number of simulations. 
Concretely, in the second year the seminar followed the structure for the design of 
projects: justification and needs analysis, elaboration of aim and objectives, 
activities, budget, project team and project results. Starting with core elements was 
proven to increase students understating of the interdependencies of different 
elements in project design (Cook and Olson 2006). More, we emphasized the 
aspects related to the needs of the project and included role-plays for stakeholder 
analysis and their role for the design. For each step in designing the project, we 
simulated real case scenarios different from the projects developed by students in 
the end of the training.  
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In both years, the main task of students was to develop, in teams, projects on 
different topics at their choice. These projects needed to be built on real cases, the 
preliminary analysis being ground as far as possible on real institutions and 
problems addressed by the proposed project. These projects were the main criteria 
for the final evaluation of the seminar activity, having a 50% relevance in the final 
grade for this discipline. 
Along with simulations, several real examples were provided to students 
(Ardeleanu-Popa and Vidican, 2006). Time was also allocated to discussions about 
the contexts of each example to provide students the opportunity to make the 
connections between different aspects that influence the success of projects 
(Huffman and McCarty Kilian 2011). 
 

Research objectives 
The main objective of this study was to assess the teaching methods and 
instruments from the student’s perspective used for the Project management 
discipline taught at undergraduate level in management subfield. The questions 
addressed in this paper are the following: 

a. Which are the teaching methods most appreciated by students regarding 
Project management? 
b. Which are the most useful teaching methods for Project management at 
undergraduate level? 
c. How can teaching Project management be improved in order to provide the 
best training for a practical discipline taught in formal educational setting? 

The research design was rather practical oriented as to provide the answers to 
these core questions. No external factors that could affect student’s expectancies 
and satisfaction were included in the feed-back form. It would have been 
interesting at least to compare the results obtained for this discipline with another 
one which was taught the same way as in the previous year as a control factor, 
however this was not the objective of the initial study.  
 

The study 

Research methodology 
The data analyzed in this paper was collected from students who participated in the 
Project Management course. At our university, in line with the national regulations, 
this course is taught to third year students at undergraduate level in the 
management area of study. As stated above, this study was conducted by teachers 
of this discipline – course and seminar. We have applied feedback questionnaires 
at the end of first semester in two academic years – 2014-2015 and 2015-2016. 
We gathered 70 questionnaires, 39 in the first wave and 31 in the second one. The 
questionnaires were applied during the last seminar meeting, after completing all 
meetings, with the present students (students that have participated to most 
meetings). The questionnaires were similar, consisting of eight general questions, 
out of which only one differed partly between the two waves of data collection. We 
adapted in the second year the question regarding the activities during seminar, as 
some exercises were changed. The data was recorded and analyzed using SPSS 
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statistical package by the authors of this article. The data will be presented 
separately for the two years, revealing the improvements registered between them. 
The items were evaluated on a five scale grid, where 1 mean “totally dissatisfied” 
and 5 “totally satisfied”, except the open questions where students were asked to 
name the positive and negative aspects regarding the discipline. 
 

Results and discussions 
The first two questions referred to a general aspect regarding both the course and 
the seminar. As one can see from figures no. 1 and 2, there are interesting 
differences both when comparing the course and seminar, and by comparing the 
answers obtained in the two years of the assessment. While the course is a bit 
poorer evaluated than the seminar in both years, there is much variance regarding 
the assessment of the seminar for the two years. However, improvements in both 
areas can be observed, as a consequence of adaptation the teaching methods to 
fulfil the expectances of students and their level of understanding. 
 

  

Figure no. 1. General feedback 
regarding the course, (mean values) 

Figure no. 2. General feedback 
regarding the seminar, (mean values) 

 
The Cronbach’s alpha of these items was 0.867, so we computed a mean scale for 
the general evaluation of the course. The mean value of the scale is at 3.90, 
standard deviation with .851, with a right oriented distribution. The means 
comparison proved that there is a statistical significant difference between the 
evaluations from the two waves (sig< 0.05, using the T-test for equal variances). 
The course was assessed with an average score of 3.66 in the first year and 4.19 
in the second year, suggesting a significant improvement in the second year.  
The dimensions for the seminar were assessed differently: while in four cases 
there was an improvement, three dimensions are evaluated more poorly. The team 
activities during class, the preparation of final project and the utility of information 
gained, were seen more problematic in the second year (yet well above the mean 
value). This may be explained by the fact that students in this second class were 
less united then the previous group and often conflicts appeared between teams. 
There are no statistically significant differences between the two years.  
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Figure 3. General feedback regarding the seminar activities, (mean values) 
 
As stated above, the activities organized during the seminar were changed in the 
second year, to ensure improvement based on students’ feedback. Some activities 
were added, while other eliminated, as presented in figure 3. The results show a 
better evaluation of most activities, supporting the conclusions from the general 
feedback that students in the second year were more satisfied with this course.  
The main difference between the two years is that a greater emphasis was given to 
project simulations, aspect that was seen as a good strategy. All simulation 
exercises were well evaluated by students, surmounted only by the attitudinal tests 
such as the team role tests and the team building exercises. This suggests that 
students are somewhat subjective in their feedback: the activities most appreciated 
by them are additional exercises with indirect link to the course.  
The exercises that were poorly evaluated were, in the first year, the simulation of 
project selection process while in the second one, the summary of call for 
proposals. It is interesting to see that these activities were seen quite differently by 
other groups, which suggest that we do not need to eliminate them, but rather 
manage them better with students. Simulating a project selection process meant 
that we would choose three students for the selection committee, while the others, 
in their initial groups, present their project idea. This exercise was conducted in the 
third meeting when most of the teams decided upon the topic of the project, but did 
not write much on it. The committee listens to presentations and asks questions 
and at the end must “select” the project or projects they think should be continued 
(they are not allowed to choose more than two project). The briefing after this 
exercise is that committees that finance projects must define their own objectives 
and criteria for selection, and people that propose projects must refer to these 
objectives as well. The main reason this exercise was poorly evaluated by students 
from the 2014-2015 year, is that the committee’ members and other colleagues 
had difficult questions and the competition was too strong between groups. The 
second exercises – summary of call for proposals – in the 2015-2016 year was 
seen as difficult also because student’s needed to follow the guidelines in writing 
the projects. They considered that more time allocated to reading the call for 
proposals and project guidelines would have helped them in the exercise.  
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A separate set of questions was related to students’ assessment of the quality of 
their work. The main task during the seminar was for students to develop project 
proposals, in teams (3-4 students). Both the teams members and the project topics 
were chosen by themselves, during the first two meetings.  
 

 
Figure 4. Assessment of the preparation of the final project proposal, both waves 
(mean values) 
 
In line with previous research (Livingstone and Lynch 2000), students feedback 
regarding group work is rather negative. As presented in Figure no. 4, students 
were less satisfied with the distribution and fulfillment of tasks within the teams. 
This is a sequel of the previously stated problem, and it is one aspect that needs 
more attention. It is particularly important, as it is a complementary ability that 
needs to be developed by students during their studies in general. Consequently, 
the authors of this paper will focus more on teaching different working styles and 
monitoring more closely the teams during the activity. A mean scale was computed 
for the teamwork aspects (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.853), nonetheless there are no 
significant differences between the two years.  
 
One particularly important aspect considered in our study referred to the 
achievement of course objectives and the acquisition of competences by students. 
Eventually this is, and should be, the primary focus of every course, and we 
wanted to see how students feel at the end of the training, regarding the objectives 
and competences set in the curricula and discussed in the beginning of the course. 
As shown in Table no. 1 none of the objectives and competencies are 100% 
achieved by students finishing the course, which is an alarming result yet probably 
explained by students’ lack of confidence.  
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Level of achievement of discipline’s goals, mean values 
2014-2015 2015-2016 

O3. Developing the abilities in solving practical problems regarding 
the elaboration and implementation of projects 

4,06 4,16 

O2. Knowing and understanding the key notions in Project 
management 

4,11 4,29 

O1. Understanding the stages of a project and the methods to 
pass them in optimal conditions 

4,39 4,55 

C6. Initiation and development of small and medium enterprises 
through projects with internal and external funding 

4,03 3,97 

C5. Identification and use of quality management principles in 
coordonating projects 

4,11 4,13 

C4. Identification and use of research and development, 
commercial, production, human resources and accounting-
financial systems 

4,03 3,84 

C3. Real-time fulfillment of tasks of forecasting, organization, 
coordination, training and control in Project Management 

4,19 4,13 

C2. Applying concepts, tehories and methods of Project 
Management 

4,11 4,03 

C1. Collection, processing and making preliminary analysis of 
information necessary for the justification and elaboration of 
specific project management decisions. 

4,05 4,00 

Table 1. Achievement of discipline objectives and acquisition of competences, both 
waves 
 
However, the overall assessment of achievement of expected with a mean value of 
4.11 (from 1 meaning not at all, to 5 totally achieved), is without doubt a good 
outcome. As we improved some of the training provided, we expected, that the 
self-assessment of achieving discipline’s objectives and acquiring the competences 
would also improve. As shown in the previous table, all three objectives are 
perceived as achieved to a greater extent, however most of the competences are 
viewed to a lesser extent as gained. However, these are not statistically significant 
differences between the self-assessment of acquisition of competences and 
achievement of course objectives between the two years (T-tests were performed 
separately on each dimension as well as on the competence scale).  

 
Conclusions 

Our analysis showed improvements made in teaching project management to 
undergraduate students in economic field, based on their feedback. Yet the main 
limit of our research derives from the relevance of these improvements on 
student’s employability in project management jobs. This is due to the period of our 
study, only a few students obtained jobs after graduating the course, as well as on 
jobs available in this field in Oradea – none of the students employed, work 
currently in such a position. 
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Our endeavor proved important in increasing student satisfaction with one 
discipline, in the future we plan to include in such research the opinions of 
practitioners, firms and consultants, active in the field of project management. Such 
an effort should be combined with monitoring the graduates of the Faculty of 
Economics regarding employment rates related to different occupations, a process 
already undertaken by the Faculty. 
The continuous effort to ensure the best training of our students and the provision 
of key competences in new areas, such as project management, is a requirement 
in order to maintain our faculty’s position in the region. More, given the 
characteristics of these teaching methods it would be important to analyze the way 
the discipline culture is developed and with what effect (Becher, 1994).  
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