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Introduction
This essay aims to discuss and critically evaluate different approaches to project management, and assess their suitability in the context of my workplace. The three approaches considered are the traditional "waterfall" approach, the agile approach, and an alternative method called Project Canvas. The essay examines the key elements, benefits, and limitations of each approach, with references to relevant literature. Finally, the essay provides recommendations for selecting appropriate project management process(es) for my workplace setting.
Key terms
A project can be defined as “a temporary endeavor undertaken to create a unique product, service, or result” (Project Management Institute, 2017, p. 24). Unlike “business as usual”, a project has a defined start and end date, during which one or, more often, multiple teams work together within time, cost, and quality constraints to achieve specific objectives set by stakeholders (Simon and Murray-Webster, 2018). 
Project management can be defined as the process of initiating, planning, organising, and overseeing the successful completion of a project on time, on budget, and to the agreed level of quality (Wells and Kloppenborg, 2018). Selecting an approach and methodology that helps the team achieve the desired outcomes is one of the key aspects of project management. A project management approach refers to the overarching set of principles and ideas that guide the flow and progress of a project, while the term methodology refers to specific set of protocols, techniques and processes that are adopted to manage a project (Coursera, 2022). 
The approach and methodology adopted may vary depending on the nature of the industry and project. However, regardless of the approach and methodology selected, all projects have in common the same basic process. A useful framework that can be used to think about projects is the project life cycle. It consists of the phases a project needs to go through from start to finish (Simon and Murray-Webster, 2018); although the terminology used may vary depending on the context, the key phases are the following.
· Concept, or initiation: key information about the project such as scope, objectives, resources, risks, and stakeholders is collated and captured (Project Management Institute, 2017; Simon and Murray-Webster, 2018).
· Definition, or planning: a detailed plan is developed to effectively manage the time, cost, and resources required for the project. The primary objective of the planning phase is to estimate the work needed and manage risks efficiently during the project's execution (Project Management Institute, 2017; Simon and Murray-Webster, 2018).
· Development, or execution: the work planned is carried out; changes and issues that may arise are monitored, controlled, and dealt with appropriately (Simon and Murray-Webster, 2018).
· Handover and closure: the project is completed, its outputs (product or service) are signed off by and handed over to the owners, and project success is evaluated (Simon and Murray-Webster, 2018). 
Effective communication underpins every phase of a project. Therefore, it is crucial to develop, implement, and monitor the success of a communication strategy to ensure stakeholders are informed of developments and reduce misunderstandings (Project Management Institute, 2017).  
My context
As a Senior Learning Designer working in the Digital Learning Team at a Welsh Higher Education (HE) institution, I work on projects that involve collaborating with academic staff and other clients to create high-quality, pedagogically sound learning materials for online and blended learning experiences. The focus is mainly on creating interactive e-learning packages for deployment in the institutional virtual learning environment (VLE). 
E-learning development may either be the main component of a project or a part of a larger one, depending on the specific project needs. Regardless of the individual project circumstances, every e-learning project requires careful project management.  This includes identifying clients' needs and requirements, presenting available options and recommending suitable solutions, assessing the team's workload and capacity, planning projects and monitoring their progress, and maintaining effective communication with stakeholders.
The team has thus far followed the ADDIE model, a linear approach to instructional design consisting of five consecutive phases: analysis, design, development, implementation, and evaluation (Torrance, 2019). However, the success of this approach has been mixed, with good results for small and simple projects, but shortcomings for more complex projects, such as scope creep, and unpredicted changes causing delays beyond the estimated completion date. As the team undertakes an increasing number of projects for both the University and external clients, the need to manage such projects more effectively has therefore arisen, with my role being crucial in supporting the Digital Learning Manager in all project phases. 
Discussion
This section discusses three project management approaches and their advantages and limitations: the traditional “waterfall” approach, the agile approach, and Project Canvas. The findings will inform my recommendations for appropriate project management process(es) for my setting.
Traditional (“waterfall”) approach
Firstly, I will discuss the traditional project management approach, which is also known as “waterfall”. This approach follows a linear, sequential approach (Adobe Communications Team, 2022b). 
Key features
The traditional approach originated from the construction and manufacturing industries, which needed a rigid structure where the project was planned upfront, with little room to accommodate changes (Carroll and Morris, 2015). The process is broken down into distinct phases, which in turn comprise a detailed list of tasks assigned to team members; each phase can begin only after the previous phase is completed and approved (Sennett, 2022). Detailed documentation is produced at each stage, to ensure that the project stays on track and that everyone involved is aware of what is expected of them (Sennett, 2022).

Figure 1 The phases of a project in a traditional “waterfall” approach.
Advantages
One of the main benefits of “waterfall” project management is its clear structure. Each project phase is clearly defined, and there is a clear order in which the work should be completed and by whom. This helps ensure that the project stays on track and that all the necessary tasks are completed on time (Adobe Communications Team, 2022b). 
By defining all the project requirements upfront, it is possible to accurately estimate its duration and cost (Sennett, 2022), which can be helpful when working with stakeholders who need to know project timelines and budgets in advance. A project with well-defined deliverables and milestones also offers clear parameters against which progress can be measured, and people can be held accountable (APM North West branch, 2015; Adobe Communications Team, 2022b).
The documentation created during each stage provides comprehensive guidance for all involved parties. This ensures that everyone knows what is expected of them, and it may prove useful to people who join mid-project (Adobe Communications Team, 2022b). The documentation and plans can also potentially be reused for similar future projects (APM North West branch, 2015).
Limitations and challenges
The main concern with a traditional approach is that it does not allow for much change or adjustment throughout the project. This may be problematic for certain sectors – including e-learning development – where requirements may be fluid and subject to changes (Torrance, 2019).
The lack of adaptability in the “waterfall” method may prevent mid-project improvements to both the product and procedures, as lessons learned are conducted at the end of the project, and any recommendations for changes will only impact future projects, instead of improving the current one (Tarne, 2007).
Another limitation of the traditional approach is that stakeholder involvement may be limited to specific stages of the project, such as the initiation phase or the final stage where the product is submitted for sign-off (Carroll and Morris, 2015). The risks of not incorporating stakeholders’ feedback throughout the project include implementing changes at a late stage with consequent delays and additional costs, or delivering a product that does not meet clients’ requirements (Carroll and Morris, 2015). 
Finally, a traditional approach where team members are assigned tasks and told how to execute them, rather than empowering them in managing their own work, may hinder their creativity (Carroll and Morris, 2015), and discourage initiative (Highsmith, 2009).
Agile approach
Unlike the traditional “waterfall” approach where the work of each phase is built on what has been achieved in the previous stage, agile is an iterative, non-linear approach where a project is completed through a set of incremental iterations (Association for Project Management, no date). 
Key features
Formally developed in 2001, the agile approach was created by a group of software developers to respond to the lack of flexibility and customer involvement of the traditional, sequential waterfall methodologies that had originated from the field of construction and manufacturing (Carroll and Morris, 2015). 
The agile approach is underpinned by four core principles, as outlined in the Manifesto for Agile Software Development: 
1. “Individuals and interactions over processes and tools
2. Working software over comprehensive documentation
3. Customer collaboration over contract negotiation
4. Responding to change over following a plan” (Beck et al., 2001).
A project managed with an agile methodology involves several iterations, during which features are reviewed, altered, or added, and then released. A useful framework to think about the agile approach is Highsmith’s Agile Project Management (APM) Delivery Framework (2009), which identifies five phases, as illustrated in Figure 2: envision, speculate, explore, adapt, and close.
[image: Diagram of the APM Delivery Framework.]
Figure 2 The APM Delivery Framework. Based on Highsmith (2009, p. 56).
During the ‘envision’ phase, the overall project vision, objectives, and stakeholders are defined (Highsmith, 2009). This initial phase is followed by the ‘speculate’ phase, where the team creates a list of the features of the final product and decides what they need to do to achieve the vision (Highsmith, 2009). Next, in the ‘explore’ and ‘adapt’ stages, the team works to complete a defined iteration, which is then reviewed and altered as necessary (Highsmith, 2009). The ‘speculate’, ‘explore’ and ‘adapt’ phases constitute an iteration, and are repeated. When the last iteration has been completed, the project reaches the ‘close’ phase, when the team celebrates success and identifies lessons to be applied to future endeavours (Highsmith, 2009).
Advantages
One of the primary benefits of agile project management is improved flexibility. In agile, while time and resources are fixed, requirements may change as the project goes through its iterations (Carroll and Morris, 2015). This approach is less restrictive for the clients, who do not need to precisely specify what they need at the first stage of the project, but are allowed to request new features and alterations based on the working prototypes presented to them (Wysocki, Kaikini and Sneed, 2014). 
Another advantage is continuous testing of the product throughout every iteration rather than only once at the end before the release, leading to spotting and fixing issues early, and therefore to a higher quality final product (Carroll and Morris, 2015; Torrance, 2019; Cooke, 2012). Furthermore, closely involving clients and incorporating their feedback ensures that the final product is aligned with their needs and expectations and that they are committed to it (Carroll and Morris, 2015).
Lastly, agile is an approach that puts a lot of emphasis on empowering teams to manage their own work, rather than sticking to a set process. At its heart, there are self-disciplined teams where team members are accountable, willing to engage in dialogue, debate, and decision-making, and respectful of others (Highsmith, 2009). Such teams have a higher degree of autonomy, as they can manage their own tasks independently and devise solutions, rather than following a pre-determined process (Highsmith, 2009). Communication should be frequent, with daily, short (around 10 minutes) stand-up meetings to ensure that team members are updated and on track (Adobe Communications Team, 2022a). In addition to the benefits to the project itself, this collaborative and supportive work environment can result in greater employee satisfaction, and therefore higher employee retention (Cooke, 2012).
Limitations and challenges
A main challenge of adopting an Agile approach is that it requires a significant, and often difficult to achieve, change in the way teams work and their culture, among leaders, employees, and clients alike: 
· leaders need to “steer rather than control”  (Highsmith, 2009, p. 40) their teams to empower them to become self-disciplined; 
· employees might not be comfortable with working with requirements that change over time and with organising their own tasks instead of being told what to do (Cooke, 2012); 
· clients are required to actively engage with the development team – for example by setting priorities, identifying features, reviewing, and providing feedback to the iterations – which is often challenging (Highsmith, 2009). 
Gandomani and Nafchi’s (2016) study confirms that human-related challenges, such as insufficient knowledge of how agile methodologies work, organisational culture, resistance to change and lack of collaboration are the most significant challenges when transitioning to agile approaches. 
Agile approaches were originally designed for co-located teams, so that team members could have daily, face-to-face conversations (Beck et al., 2001). Therefore, it is important to consider what challenges may arise when teams work remotely, given that more British workers work remotely than in pre-pandemic times (Hobbs and Mutebi, 2022), including the Digital Learning Team. In their study, Reunamäki and Fey (2022) identified five main challenges to remote agile approaches: fewer spontaneous, organic interactions where team members can discuss problems, brainstorm ideas, and provide or receive feedback; employees engaging less in online meetings; an increase in the number of virtual meetings, especially large ones; leaders adopting a more controlling managing style; and difficulties in knowledge transfer among people. It can be argued, however, that similar problems with collaboration and communication are not uniquely faced by agile teams, but that they are relevant to hybrid and remote work in general, as highlighted in the literature review conducted by De Vincenzi et al. (2022) on the impact of remote working during the Covid-19 pandemic.
Finally, another major concern is scalability (Miller, 2013): it has been argued that agile approaches are most effective for small to medium-sized teams working on relatively simple projects, with larger, more complex projects requiring a more structured approach (Carroll and Morris, 2015). However, Highsmith (2009) points out that it is possible to successfully adapt agile approaches to larger projects, teams, and organisations, although this may require more thought and consideration, especially at a leadership level. There are several success stories of implementing agile in big projects and organisations, and not just in the software development field. For example, for its $43 million fighter jet, Saab had 100 agile teams working on the different components, and created “teams of teams” to achieve effective coordination (Rigby, Sutherland and Noble, 2018).
Project Canvas
The last project management method discussed is Project Canvas. This freely available tool has been developed by project managers and it is based on other established project management methodologies, with the aim of giving a simple visual overview of a project (Stubben et al., 2014).
Key features
A canvas is a one-page visual template that serves as a framework that can be used to collect and organise information into conceptual boxes rather than in a sequential way, as one would do in a piece of writing (Tranquillo, Kline and Hixson, 2016). As evidenced by Cerqueira’s analysis (2021), canvas tools have been used in several fields, such as business and economics (e.g., Business Model Canvas) strategic management, and, among others, project management, where Project Canvas is one among many. 
As shown in Figure 3, the Project Canvas template consists of a one-page grid where the users need to compile 12 fields; these represent the 12 key elements of a project and are categorised into four groups (Stubben et al., 2014):
· Goal settings: Purpose, Scope, Success Criteria, Outcome
· Timeframe: Actions, Milestones
· People: Team, Stakeholders, Users
· Environment: Resources, Constraints, Risks
[image: The Project Canvas template. It is a grid with twelve fields.]
Figure 3 The Project Canvas template (Stubben et al., 2014).
In the explanation manual, the creators of the tool list three different uses: as a tool for the preliminary phase of a project, to identify what needs to be achieved, collect team members’ perspectives, and build a shared understanding; as a communication tool, to update stakeholders on the progress of an ongoing project; as a project management tool for simple projects, to assign tasks and monitoring progress (Stubben et al., 2014).
Advantages
The canvas’s visual, non-linear way to gather and present information on one page may allow users to have a better understanding of how the different elements relate to each other (Tranquillo, Kline and Hixson, 2016). All the information sits on one page, rather than in different documents, allowing users to have a rapid overview of the project.
Rodrigues (2017) notes how in the field of project management a canvas can be a valuable tool for quicker and more collaborative project planning, as it fosters involvement of and collaboration among stakeholders, resulting in a better plan; this seems to validate Project Canvas creators’ claims of the tool’s usefulness when kickstarting a project (Stubben et al., 2014). 
Another advantage of Project Canvas is that the language used in the template and the explanation manual is very clear, making it very easy and intuitive to use. As highlighted by Delisle and Olson (2004), the terminology used in project management is not unambiguous, as different people may use terms differently, thus leading to miscommunications or communication breakdowns. Project Canvas attempts to minimise such ambiguity and creates a shared understanding by providing definitions and explanations of each element in the explanation manual (Stubben et al., 2014), as well as questions in the canvas template, to help the user fill in the fields (e.g., under the field Purpose, there are the questions “What is the intent of this project?” and “Why are we doing this project?” (Stubben et al., 2014, p. 6)). 
Limitations and challenges
Project Canvas is a useful tool to support the planning phase or to manage simple projects, but a canvas tool cannot fully replace other tools, processes, and more detailed documentation necessary to manage bigger, more complex projects (Rodrigues, 2017), such as an extensive stakeholder analysis, a risk matrix, a thorough task list that can be shared and updated in real-time, etc.
Recommendations
After discussing the advantages and disadvantages of the traditional "waterfall" and agile approaches, as well as Project Canvas, I will now provide recommendations to assist the Digital Learning Team in managing their projects.
Most past e-learning development projects followed a traditional "waterfall" approach. However, a minority of projects ultimately followed an iterative and incremental life cycle, typical of agile approaches: stakeholders requested many time-consuming changes throughout the development, often after the team thought that content had been signed-off. This posed a challenge for the Digital Learning Team, as it had not been agreed upon beforehand with the stakeholders, and the team was working following a more linear approach to meet the set deadline. As a result, the project took more time than initially agreed, which caused uncertainty and frustration among team members, and affected the team's capacity.
The recommended methodology is based on the traditional "waterfall" approach, but incorporates agile practices and values, so that it suits projects that need more flexibility. Figure 4 shows the proposed hybrid approach, which combines well-defined initiation and planning phases typical of the traditional approach with an agile iterative development phase (Archer and Kaufman, 2013; Rodov and Teixidó, 2016). 
[image: E-learning development process: Initiation and planning are followed by an iterative development phase (development and review). Then there is quality assurance, sign-off and launch and closure. ]
Figure 4 E-learning development process
During the development and review cycles, stakeholders will be able to review a working product and give their feedback, allowing the Digital Learning team to make refinements and, therefore develop a product which meets stakeholders’ expectations. As the Digital Learning Team normally works on several projects at a time, often with strict deadlines, I propose stakeholders to agree in advance on a set number of iterations, to avoid an indefinite number of iterations and therefore the risk of not delivering by the agreed deadline. Once the iterative development has been completed, the product can go through a thorough quality assurance process, where the Digital Learning Team will follow their internal protocols to test the product and solve any technical or editorial issues that may arise. After the product is signed off by the designated party – ideally the project sponsor – it can be launched. The project then enters its closing stage. 
Communication and teamwork are key to the success of a project, and underpin every phase. As outlined in the Discussion, the agile approach puts a lot of emphasis on communication and collaboration.
Regarding project documentation, I advise a more agile approach. Although maintaining comprehensive project documentation and records may make it easier to track and evidence progress, it is time-consuming and might not be always needed, especially for smaller projects. Therefore, my recommendation is to keep documentation to a minimum, with a project initiation document, a project plan, a task list to be updated as the project progress, a log to keep track of issues and lessons learned, and a project closure report. The department in which the Digital Learning Team operates has a centralised risk register, where risks can be assessed and identified.
To support communication in the initiation phase of a project – for example, in the kick-off meeting – I recommend using the Project Canvas template as a project initiation document: its intuitiveness makes it a valuable tool to use as a “checklist” during meetings, to structure the conversation with different stakeholders, identify key actions and milestones, and align expectations. The terminology it uses is simple and clear, which will help ensure all parties involved have a shared understanding of the project's key elements.
To facilitate communication between people based in different locations or working with hybrid arrangements, I recommend using digital communication tools as well as setting up a shared space on a platform such as Microsoft (MS) Teams as it allows to:
· arrange meetings;
· post project updates;
· ask and answer questions; and
· share and store files and other resources;
I also recommend linking the task list to this shared digital space, so that it is visible to all involved: this can help create a culture of accountability, as advocated by agile values. Furthermore, having a virtual space that can be accessed by all team members ensures that nothing is missed if someone is not at work (e.g., annual leave, absence due to sickness). This approach has been used by the Digital Learning Team in the past, and it proved more successful than emails, which are often missed or not sent to the relevant people. 
Finally, another aspect of the agile approach I would like to embrace is the idea of self-disciplined teams: empowering teams to take ownership of their work and make independent decisions is a crucial factor in achieving successful project outcomes. In the Digital Learning Team there is already an open and supportive team culture, where members discuss issues, engage in conversation to generate ideas and share learning, and ask for and provide feedback to each other. To further foster this, I propose drawing from the GROW (Goal, Reality, Options, Will) coaching model, which is a popular coaching framework used to facilitate goal-setting and problem-solving conversations between a coach and a coachee (MyMentor, no date). By using the GROW model, team members can help each other set clear goals, identify obstacles, generate solutions, and take decisive action towards achieving their objectives.
Conclusion
In conclusion, based on the analysis of the advantages and disadvantages of traditional "waterfall" and agile approaches, as well as the Project Canvas method, the recommended methodology for the Digital Learning Team is a hybrid approach that combines traditional and agile approaches. 
This hybrid approach includes a well-defined initiation and planning phase, typical of the traditional approach, and an agile iterative development phase that allows for more flexibility. The development and review cycles ensure that the final product meets stakeholders’ needs and expectations; at the same time, having a clear plan where a number of iterations has been agreed ensures that the project is completed by the deadline.  
Effective communication and teamwork are critical factors in the success of any project. The recommended hybrid approach for the Digital Learning Team emphasises the importance of these factors by embracing agile values that prioritise communication and collaboration throughout the project's lifecycle, and encourages a culture of accountability and ownership among team members. Tools such as the Project Canvas template and MS Teams can be adopted to facilitate information gathering and sharing. Team members, especially leaders, can leverage coaching techniques such as the GROW model to support their teams throughout a project. 
This approach is tailored to the specific needs of the Digital Learning Team and the e-learning development process, and could easily be adjusted based on specific requirements of each project and stakeholders. By incorporating agile practices and values into a traditional approach, the team can benefit from greater flexibility and adaptability, while still maintaining the necessary structure to ensure a successful project.
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