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ABSTRACT
Project-Based Learning (PBL), as a student-centered teaching model, promotes knowledge construction and competency 
development through problem-solving in authentic contexts. This paper, grounded in constructivism theory, the Complex 
Learning Design Model (4C/ID), and expert learners development theory, identifies six core elements for implementing PBL in 
young cadre training based on practical needs: authentic contexts and high challenges; competency-oriented learning 
objectives; learner agency and independent decision-making; iterative inquiry and continuous reflection; collaborative 
construction and knowledge integration; and outcome-driven outcomes with value extension. Through theoretical analysis and 
reasoning, this study demonstrates the effectiveness of these elements in enhancing young cadres' key competences and 
capabilities. Using a PBL design titled "Enhancing Organizing Capacity" as an example, it provides theoretical references and 
practical pathways for cadre training reform.
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1　Introduction

Young cadres form the backbone of organization development, with their comprehensive qualities and capabilities 
directly impacting modern governance. However, traditional cadre training models suffer from issues such as 
"overemphasizing knowledge transmission while neglecting capacity development" and "disconnect between theory and 
practice," rendering them ill-suited to meet the higher demands of the new era on cadre competencies. Project-Based 
Learning (PBL), a problem-oriented teaching model centered on projects, promotes active knowledge system 
construction and comprehensive competency development through inquiry and practice in real contexts. It has achieved 
significant results in higher education, vocational training, and teacher development. Integrating PBL into young cadre 
training not only aligns with the educational philosophy of "practical education" but also effectively responds to the 
evolving trends in cadre training—shifting from developing generalists to specialists and from "positive energy 
transmission" to "positive empowerment" .

PBL is an instructional model aimed at cultivating learners' core competencies. Guided by constructivism theory, it 
emphasizes inquiry-based learning within authentic contexts to enhance learners' multiple abilities. Specifically, PBL is 
recognized as a teaching or learning approach that enables learners to discover and acquire knowledge while developing 
competencies through project execution—rather than through passive transmission—by constructing understanding 
independently. This model evolved from the "Project Method" proposed by American educator William H. Kilpatrick in 
1918. After a century of transformation and development, it has become a prevalent teaching approach in the school 
education systems of Western countries.

PBL is learner-centered, with the core objective of enhancing competencies of the educated. It emphasizes inquiry-
based learning within authentic problem contexts, aligning with the characteristics of young cadre trainees who excel in 
exploration and innovation. This paper, considering the characteristics of young cadre training such as short course 
durations and strong learning agency, extracts the core elements for applying project-based learning in young cadre 
training education. It systematically elaborates on its theoretical basis and practical pathways, aiming to provide insights 
for cadre training reform.

2　Theoretical Foundations

In identifying the six core elements for applying PBL to young cadre training, this paper traces the theoretical 
foundations of project-based learning and classic instructional design models. It integrates multiple theories to achieve 
complementarity, addressing practical challenges in young cadre training.

2.1　Constructivism and Situated Learning Theory

Constructivism posits that learning is an active process of knowledge construction by the learner, rather than passive 
reception. Dewey's "learning by doing" philosophy and Vygotsky's sociocultural theory emphasize that learning should 
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occur through social interaction within authentic contexts. PBL is grounded in this theory, stimulating learners' 
motivation to explore by presenting real, complex problem scenarios, thereby promoting knowledge construction and 
skill transfer. In designing courses for young cadres' working competency development, it is crucial to skillfully embed the 
curriculum within authentic work contexts. This ensures training content aligns closely with practical realities, facilitating 
easier transfer of knowledge.

2.2　Complex Learning and the 4C/ID Model

The Four-Component Instructional Design (4C/ID) model offers a holistic framework for complex learning design. It 
comprises four elements: learning tasks, supporting information, immediate feedback, and partial task practice. This 
model emphasizes a task-centered approach, using a progressive sequence of tasks from simple to complex to facilitate 
learners' coordinated application of knowledge, skills, and attitudes in real-world contexts, thereby developing distant 
transfer abilities. In cadre training, the 4C/ID model provides methodological support for designing challenging learning 
tasks.

2.3　Deep Learning and Expert Skill Development

Deep learning emphasizes the development of expert skills in authentic tasks, enabling learners to fluently retrieve 
knowledge, organize conceptual chunks, recognize patterns, and create solutions in new contexts. PBL facilitates iteration 
between procedural and conceptual learning through project tasks, thereby transforming superficial memorization into 
deep understanding.

3　Core Elements of Project-Based Learning in Young Cadre Training

Yang Mingquan (2021) notes that in the era of core competencies, PBL holds triple value in methodology, curriculum, 
and practice: it offers an educational approach for quality education, provides a vehicle for developing students' practical 
abilities, and opens channels for implementing labor education. These values equally apply to cadre training, particularly 
emphasizing the cultivation goals of "practical innovation" and "comprehensive competencies." To enhance the clarity 
and directionality of PBL curriculum design in young cadre training, the following six key design elements are identified.

3.1　Authentic Contexts and Higher-Order Challenges

Situated learning theory emphasizes that learning should occur within authentic or simulated real-world contexts. PBL 
integrates learning tasks with genuine work scenarios through driving questions, stimulating participants' intrinsic 
motivation.

Issues faced by young cadres often exhibit cross-disciplinary and high-complexity characteristics. For instance, in 
emergency response to sudden incidents, they must make rapid decisions, coordinate resources, and communicate with 
the public -- tasks that cannot be mastered in traditional contexts. Projects like "Emergency Response Plan for a Public 
Health Incident in a Community" allow participants to experience the complexity of problem-solving in simulated real-
world scenarios, enhancing their emergency response capabilities. Therefore, our course design should draw project 
themes from complex real-world challenges faced by young cadres, such as grassroots governance innovation, public 
opinion management, and rural revitalization. These problems must be open-ended and challenging, lacking standard 
solutions, requiring participants to integrate diverse knowledge and experiences through collaboration to achieve 
creative resolutions.

3.2　Competency-Oriented Learning Objectives

The 4C/ID model emphasizes that complex learning aims to enhance participants' professional performance, not 
merely knowledge acquisition. Deep learning theory further suggests that instructional objectives should be organized 
around "big ideas" to promote knowledge integration and transfer. Traditional training often prioritizes theoretical 
knowledge transfer while neglecting competency development. PBL translates abstract competencies into concrete 
behavioral outcomes through project tasks, cultivating participants' planning and execution abilities. Therefore, PBL 
course design should explicitly target the development of core competencies for young cadres, such as political acumen, 
research capabilities, scientific decision-making skills, and reform implementation abilities. The project outcomes serve as 
the vehicle and proof of participants' competency attainment.

3.3　Learner Agency and Autonomous Decision-Making

Constructivist learning theory emphasizes that students are the primary agents in knowledge construction. PBL's 
success relies on active student participation and self-directed learning. The instructor's role shifts from "lecturer" to 
"facilitator and resource provider. " Young cadres typically possess rich practical experience and strong independent 
learning abilities. Participants should have autonomy in defining problems, selecting solutions, assigning team roles, and 
designing research approaches throughout project completion. PBL-based course design empowers learners with project 
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leadership, stimulating their sense of responsibility and creativity. For instance, in a project aimed at "increasing 
participation in young social activities," learners independently select research subjects, design interview outlines, analyze 
data, and ultimately develop innovative solutions.

3.4　Iterative Inquiry and Continuous Reflection

In the 4C/ID model, supportive information and cognitive feedback are crucial for promoting systematic knowledge 
construction. PBL projects are not linear processes but rather cycles of "practice-feedback-reflection-revision." Given the 
limited time for cadre training, iterative cycles accelerate the learning process. Course design should incorporate reflective 
components such as periodic progress reports, peer reviews, and instructor feedback to prompt participants to 
continually adjust their strategies. Upon completing each project milestone, participants receive feedback from 
instructors and peers, progressively refining content and logic. This "do-reflect-revise" process aligns with learning circles 
theory, facilitating the elevation of experiential insights into rational cognition.

3.5　Collaborative Construction and Knowledge Integration

Social constructivism posits that knowledge is constructed through social interaction. PBL course design emphasizes 
that teamwork is not merely a division of labor, but rather the co-creation of knowledge through the collision of ideas and 
the negotiation of consensus. The PBL project itself serves as a comprehensive theme, requiring learners to consider 
multiple factors throughout the project process. It also functions as an effective vehicle for interdisciplinary learning. 
Simultaneously, project-based learning fosters deep interaction among learners from diverse backgrounds, prompting 
them to integrate knowledge from different fields during project execution and thereby enhancing their ability to solve 
complex problems.

3.6　Outcome-Based Education and Value Extension

Outcomes-Based Education (OBE) emphasizes that learning outcomes should be measurable and applicable. Chang 
Yongmei's (2023) research indicates that using "handcrafted artifacts" as learning outcomes in PBL blended learning 
enhances participants' sense of achievement and professional identity. The ultimate goal of cadre training is to enhance 
their job performance capabilities, with project outcomes serving as concrete manifestations of competency attainment. 
Completed project proposals could be submitted to relevant departments for reference or even transformed into actual 
policies. This "learning-to-apply" design enhances the training's effectiveness and impact. Therefore, during course 
design, project outcomes should possess practical application value, such as policy recommendations, work plans, or 
project proposals. The outcome presentation phase should simulate real-world reporting scenarios to amplify the sense of 
ceremony and value.

4　Implementation Pathway for Project-Based Learning: Using the "Organizational Capacity Building" 
Course as an Example

The following outlines how the core elements described above are implemented in teaching, using the "Organizational 
Capacity Building" PBL course design framework as an example.

4.1　Course Positioning and Goal Setting

Course Title: Solving the "Organizational Weakness" Challenge—Designing an Action Plan for a High-Performance 
Team.

Course Objectives
(1) Knowledge Dimension: Master frameworks for diagnosing organizational capability issues and conducting analysis;
(2) Competency Dimension: Enhance team collaboration, systems thinking, and communication skills;
(3) Value Dimension: Strengthen commitment and work ethic in building robust organizations and serving the public.

4.2　Course Structure and Organization

Grouping Mechanism: Divide 100 participants into 10 large groups, with each large group further split into 2 teams 
(Group A and Group B, 5 members each). This ensures collaborative efficiency while fostering internal competition and 
learning.

Presentation Mechanism: Adopts a "group preliminary rounds—representative finals" model to address challenges in 
large-group presentations.

4.3　Instructional Process Design and Key Elements

Step 1: Problem-Solving and Contextual Introduction (15 minutes)
Introduce the "organizational weakness" issue through real-world case videos (e. g., coordination challenges in old 

residential area renovations), showcasing authentic scenarios and advanced challenges.
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Release the Project Task : Design an action plan for enhancing high-Performance team organizational capacity and 
clearly define outcome-oriented objectives.

Step 2: Research and Solution Development (80 minutes)
Introduce relavant theories: Instructors provide the "Three Elements of Organizational Capacity" analytical framework 

as a scaffold reflecting competency-based teaching objectives.
Group Collaboration: Participants engage in independent discussion and draft proposals, with the instructor providing 

circulating guidance to emphasize learner agency and autonomous decision-making.
Iterative Refinement: Groups A and B present and refine their proposals within their teams, demonstrating iterative 

inquiry and continuous reflection.
Step 3: Presentation and Feedback (55 minutes)
Timed group presentations followed by panel questioning and feedback, demonstrating collaborative construction 

and knowledge integration.
Combine online voting with expert scoring to enhance engagement and fairness.
Step 4: Synthesis and Value Extension (10 minutes)
The instructor distills collective insights, relating practice to theory for value extension.
Award presentations and appreciation cards exchange among participants to enhance team identity.

5　Conclusions and Recommendations

This paper proposes six core elements grounded in project-based learning theory and tailored to the practical needs of 
young cadre training. These interconnected and mutually reinforcing elements collectively form the implementation 
framework for PBL in cadre training. To advance PBL application in young cadre training, simultaneous transformation of 
instructor roles and corresponding evaluation mechanism reforms are essential. On the one hand, PBL imposes higher 
demands on instructors. Their role should shift from "knowledge disseminators" to "project designers, facilitators, and 
feedback providers," requiring interdisciplinary knowledge and strong practical guidance capabilities. On the other hand, 
traditional course evaluations primarily focus on the final presentation of trainees' outcomes. However, given the nature 
of PBL instruction, formative and multidimensional assessments become particularly crucial. To enhance trainees' learning 
gains and assist instructors in iterating courses, it is essential to establish a scientific evaluation mechanism aligned with 
the course objectives. This mechanism should be competency-oriented and encompass aspects such as process 
performance, teamwork, and the quality of outcomes. Future research should further explore differentiated PBL designs 
and teaching evaluation mechanisms across various levels and fields of cadre training. Through continuous innovation 
and practice, project-based learning holds promise as a key paradigm for training young cadres in the new era, providing 
more support for cultivating a higher level professional cadre workforce.
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