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EDITOR’S NOTE
Some schools are using project-based 
learning in the classroom as a pathway to 
raising achievement and preparing students 
for college and careers. In this Spotlight, 
see how project-based learning can inspire 
success in low-income communities, how 
apprenticeships can ready students for 
high-need jobs, and how educators are 
teaching collaborative problem-solving skills.
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Byoncé Reyna, a student at the Denver School of Innovation and Sustainable Design, jokes with Katie Vicuna during her internship at Pinnacol Assurance. Vicuna, an agency 
relations coordinator at Pinnacol, is Byoncé’s mentor.
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Project-Based Learning’s Next Project: 
Understanding When It Works
By Jackie Zubrzycki

C
an project-based learning 
help close the achievement 
gap? New research focused 
on young elementary school-
ers suggests that a well-

designed and well-taught project-based-
learning curriculum can help make a 
difference for students living in poverty. 

Researchers Nell K. Duke, a profes-
sor at the University of Michigan, and 
Anne-Lise Halvorsen, an associate pro-
fessor at Michigan State University, 
investigated whether a project-based 
social studies curriculum could help 
improve the literacy and social studies 
skills of 2nd graders. They wrote about 
the findings of the project, which they 
called Project PLACE: A Project Ap-
proach to Literacy and Civic Engage-
ment, for Edutopia. 

Second graders who were living in pov-
erty from 20 different schools with low 
academic achievement were randomly 
assigned to two groups: one that used a 
project-based learning curriculum for so-
cial studies and another that taught his-
tory in a more traditional way. 

Duke and Halvorsen provided detailed 
plans and some training and support to 
teachers in the group using the project-
based learning program. The program 
was closely aligned to Michigan’s curric-
ulum standards and covered four major 
topics: economics, geography, history, and 
civics and government. (The researchers 
write about how and why they developed 
the program this way in a separate article 
for Edutopia. The curriculum units are 
publicly available through the University 
of Michigan’s website.)

Teachers in both groups were asked 
to teach 80 social studies lessons, so the 
researchers could evaluate the effect of 
using the project-based learning curricu-
lum, not just the effect of teaching social 
studies to elementary school students.

The researchers assessed students 
on Michigan’s literacy and social stud-
ies standards, using a tool they had pre-
pared themselves, at the start and end 
of the program. They also assessed stu-

dents from a more-affluent school that 
was not using the project-based-learn-
ing curriculum. 

Results
The project-based curriculum had a 

strong positive effect on students’ scores 
in social studies, and a positive effect on 
scores in literacy. Students whose teach-
ers used the project-based-learning cur-
riculum made gains that were 63 percent 
higher than their peers in the control 
group in social studies and 23 percent 
higher in informational reading. Students 
in the project-based-learning group’s test 
scores drew closer to the students in the 
more-affluent school, while the control 
group did not close the gap. 

Just how well teachers taught project-
based learning seemed to matter: Stu-
dents whose teachers implemented the 

program better had more growth in infor-
mational reading than those whose teach-
ers implemented it less well. 

Duke and Halvorsen concluded from 
this that project-based learning, if tied to 
standards and implemented well, can help 
improve students’ achievement. But they 
join other advocates in cautioning that 
not all project-based learning is created 
equal—some programs aren’t aligned to 
standards or are developed on the fly. 

“Rather than saying that PBL raises 
or does not raise student achievement 
compared to other approaches, the most 
defensible stance from our research is 
that PBL can raise student achievement 
in high-poverty communities,” they write 
in Edutopia. The next project for project-
based learning, they write, is figuring out 
what the circumstances are in which proj-
ect-based learning works well and how it 
compares to other approaches. 
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Student Testing: What’s Next

What Happens When 
Students Design Their 
Own Assessments? 
For a network of Virginia public schools, 
student projects offer proof of learning

By Madeline Will

W
ith classmates, par-
ents, teachers, and 
even the Roanoke 
County schools’ su-
perintendent stand-

ing before him, high school senior Bub-
ba Smith took a deep breath and set 
the two-story Rube Goldberg machine 
into motion.

The contraption, which performed 
a series of complicated actions to lift 
a banner, was part of Bubba’s fourth-
quarter grade for his AP Physics class. 
Students in physics and the AP Cal-
culus class worked on the machine for 
nine weeks and then presented it during 
Hidden Valley High School’s end-of-year 
exhibition of students’ projects, most of 
which they designed themselves.

“We were doing stuff we don’t normally 
do in a classroom,” Bubba said of his proj-
ect. “We don’t play with PVC pipes and 
ropes in the classroom.”

His classmate Ryan Crosser agreed. “A 
normal project is the same thing over and 
over again. It’s very structured—school is 
very structured,” he said.

Student-led assessments like this 
one are, in many ways, antithetical to 
the structure of the typical fill-in-the-
bubble test. Students are asked to dem-
onstrate their learning and knowledge 

in a meaningful way and to reflect on 
their own performance.

Nestled in the heart of Virginia’s Blue 
Ridge Mountains, the Roanoke County 
district has joined 10 other districts in the 
state that make up a Networked Improve-
ment Community focused on implement-
ing student-led assessment to bring about 
a deeper level of learning. The community 
is underwritten by the Assessment for 
Learning Project, a multiyear $15 million 
grant-making and field-building initiative 
led by the Center for Innovation in Educa-
tion at the University of Kentucky.

The project, supported through private 
philanthropy, is seeding 17 cutting-edge 
approaches across the country that vary 
in size and scope, to better understand 
how assessment can play into a more per-
sonalized, student-centered, competency-
based learning process.

“The way we’ve been thinking of as-
sessment that is driven by accountabil-
ity—assessment with a capital A—isn’t 
delivering on the kind of learning and 
the kind of relationships that kids really 
need to succeed,” said Sarah Lench, the 
project’s director. “There’s a broader defi-
nition of student success than proficiency 
on English and math tests.”

Getting Teachers on Board
In Virginia, the 11 districts involved 

in the network are all grappling with dif-
ferent student-led assessment questions, 
including which grades to start with and 
what the assessment itself can look like. 
But the community has highlighted some 
key themes to guide its work: The assess-
ment process must be meaningful to the 
student. The student receives feedback 
throughout the process, not just at the 
end. The student clearly demonstrates 
learning or growth. The student assesses 
his or her work. And, above all, students 
should be active participants in the as-
sessment process.

One of the biggest challenges of 
this work is changing people’s mind-
sets, said Shannon King, the manag-
er of the Best Practices for Teaching 
& Learning program at the Fairfax 
County school system, which oversees 
the 11-district community.

“Teachers have to be willing to give up 
control and trust that students are going 
to do amazing things,” she said.

To get there, most districts in the net-
work have found that teachers need pro-
fessional development, although a consen-
sus hasn’t emerged on what that should 
look like.

Students attending Hidden Valley High’s 
exhibition take in the Rube Goldberg 
machine. Teachers credit such end-of-year 
projects with helping to increase student 
engagement in learning.

—
Stephanie Klein-Davis for Education W
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In the nearly 14,000-student Roa-
noke County district, for example, the 
professional development has been job-
embedded.

While student-led assessment is not 
mandatory for teachers, they are encour-
aged to visit the classes where it is hap-
pening, said Rhonda Stegall, the director 
of secondary instruction for the Roanoke 
County district.

Hidden Valley High’s work in the 
student-led assessment area is the most 
advanced in the district. Hidden Valley 
Middle School had its first exhibition of 
student-driven projects this year, and oth-
er schools in the district are interested in 
participating in the future.

Consultants have also worked with in-
terested teachers to guide them through 
the process of letting students take more 
control of their learning, Stegall said. At 
Hidden Valley High, the transition has 
been slow but steady.

Four years ago, only eight teachers 
were interested in trying student-led as-
sessments. Now, three-quarters of the 70 
teachers in the school, from all subject ar-
eas, take part, said Stegall, who had pre-
viously been the principal of Hidden Val-
ley High when they started the program.

“[Teachers have] spent the last 10 or 
12 years learning how to teach to the 
test, so it’s hard to break away from that 
mindset,” she said. “Ultimately, this is 
really good instruction, and they see 
that this taps into students’ enthusiasm 
and engagement.”

Research shows that when students 
have a greater sense of agency, they per-
form better, said Eric Toshalis, the re-
search director of Jobs for the Future, a 
nonprofit that runs the Student-Centered 
Learning Research Collaborative, an ef-
fort aimed at investigating and sharing 
knowledge about student-centered learn-
ing approaches.

“Learners’ attention and engagement 
tends to be optimized whenever they are 
put in a position to own the information, 
to be driving the questions that are asked, 
and to have a role in deciding how they’ll 
be assessed,” he said.

“The locus of control in that particu-
lar learning activity moves from the in-
structor to the student. Like all of us, 
[when] the student has the experience 
of feeling like they are in control of ... 
and proficient at something; they under-
stand in greater depth.”

At Hidden Valley High, state test 
scores stayed the same after the school 
began implementing student-led assess-
ments—they didn’t increase, but they also 

didn’t drop. Teachers had been concerned 
about the scores dropping, Stegall said, 
but once they saw the results and real-
ized students were excited about learning, 
they were sold.

“The morale was really low when we 
were focusing on the test and the disag-
gregation of data—that’s the only thing 
we were talking about,” Stegall said. “Be-
fore, the [tests] had control over [their 
profession]. Now, they’re starting to take 
back some of that control. The morale has 
gone up; the enthusiasm, the passion for 
teaching is back.”

During the exhibition night, teachers 
in Roanoke remarked on how much more 
engaged students were with these projects, 
which made their job more fun, they said.

“I love the inquiry-based and project-
based learning,” said Beverly Newbern, a 
history and psychology teacher at Hidden 
Valley High. “You never see them light up 
otherwise. They’re out of their chairs—
the same chairs your great-great-grand-
parents have been sitting in since 1901.”

‘Assessment Is a Process’
Another challenge has been to differ-

entiate student-led assessment from a 
science-fair-type project, Stegall said. Ini-

tially, she said, a lot of the projects were 
“fluff,” while teachers learned how to in-
corporate meaty content and the state 
standards into students’ projects.

Now, checks of understanding are built 
into the process, along with quizzes, tests, 
or written components. At Hidden Valley 
High, students often go through proto-
cols, where teachers and fellow students 
ask probing questions and discuss con-
cerns about the project to make sure it is 
academically rigorous. And at the end, stu-
dents have to evaluate their own work. The 
teacher determines the final grade, based 
on student self-assessment, peer assess-
ment, and other benchmarks. Stegall said 
some teachers ask their students to explain 
the grade they deserve and why, providing 
information to back up their assertion.

As King, who oversees the Virginia 
network, put it: “A test is an event, and as-
sessment is a process. It’s really embedded 
in that teaching and learning cycle.”

And that process can be challenging 
for students, Stegall said. “Some of our 
top-level kids, they really struggle with 
projects. They’re good at taking tests,” she 
said. “Their strength is direct recall of in-
formation, writing it on a piece of paper.” 

During exhibition night, students 
pointed to real-world skills as their main 
takeaways from their projects.

The students who worked on the 
Rube Goldberg machine learned how to 
collaborate with different personalities, 
Bubba said, adding that he had to learn 
to delegate instead of handling every-
thing himself.

“It wasn’t like a physics lab. ... It was 
something that failed, and we had to fix,” 
said senior Matthew Whitely, who also 
worked on that project. Groups of students 
built components of the machine sepa-
rately, and when they put it all together, 
it didn’t run smoothly—the first time, 
the second time, and all the way up until 
the day of the exhibition, when it finally 
worked.

“We had to deal with failure,” White-
ly said.

The Virginia network, which is more 
than halfway through its two-year, 
$202,500 grant, hopes to collect quan-
titative and qualitative evidence in the 
fall that this type of assessment is im-
proving student outcomes.

Meanwhile, the Assessment for 
Learning Project plans to introduce a 
new grant program soon for its existing 
grantees. The goal of the second grant 
will be to fully integrate these assess-
ment reforms into education systems’ op-
erations, said Lench, its director. 

I love the inquiry-
based and project-
based learning. You 
never see them light up 
otherwise. They’re out of 
their chairs—the same 
chairs your great-great-
grandparents have been 
sitting in since 1901.”
BEVERLY NEWBERN 
HISTORY AND PSYCHOLOGY TEACHER, HIDDEN VALLEY HIGH
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Can Apprenticeships Pave the Way to 
A Better Economic Future? 
By Catherine Gewertz

C
olorado leaders are painfully 
aware that they need to find 
skilled workers to fill thou-
sands of jobs. And they’re 
betting big on their new se-

cret weapon: an apprenticeship program 
for high school students.

This fall, 116 teenagers from four dis-
tricts have fanned out to 40 companies 
in Colorado in the inaugural year of the 
state’s apprenticeship program. Three 
days a week, the junior and senior stu-
dents are at school, and two days a week, 
they’re earning minimum wage or more 
while they learn the ins and outs of fi-
nance, information technology, business 
operations, or advanced manufacturing.

Colorado has a grand vision for the 
outcome of this project: By 2026, 20,000 
apprentices from all across the state will 
have finished high school with transferable 
college credit, at least one postsecondary 
credential, three years of work experience, 
and in most cases, an associate degree.

 The program fits into an expanding 
national conversation about how schools 
can do a better job with the career side 
of the well-known mantra “college- and 
career-readiness.” A changing economy 
demands a workforce with sophisticated 
technical skills, and at least some train-
ing or education after high school.

Even with low national unemploy-
ment, many jobs are going unfilled as 
companies search for the talent with the 
skills they need. Searching for answers, 
policymakers are encouraging schools to 
use internships, work-based learning, and 
apprenticeships to expose young people to 
career ideas and build work experience. 
President Donald Trump is likewise urg-
ing high schools to offer apprenticeships.

In Colorado, the aim is to arm stu-
dents with general work skills like good 
communication and time management, 
which can pay off in a wide variety of jobs, 
and industry-specific skills like software 
development or accounting. Each appren-
ticeship is based on a curriculum devel-
oped jointly by business, colleges, and 
K-12 schools.

The goal is to better position stu-
dents to save time and money in col-
lege and compete for jobs and to sup-
ply a bigger pool of skilled workers for 
Colorado companies.

“We literally have tens of thousands 
of jobs every week that go unfilled,” said 
Ellen Golombek, the executive director of 
Colorado’s labor and employment depart-
ment, which helped shape the apprentice-
ship program. “We’re taking a look at the 
entire work-based-learning spectrum to 
train, retrain, and ‘upskill’ the workforce 
to meet our current and projected needs.”

Colorado officials are also hoping to 
not-so- subtly make another point: Ap-
prenticeships aren’t just for young people 
aspiring to traditional trade jobs like 
plumbing or electrical work.

Byoncé Reyna illustrates that point. 
The Denver 16-year-old hopes to be an 
elementary school teacher. But she’s over-
the-top excited about her apprenticeship 
at an insurance company. Since early Au-
gust, she’s been working two days a week 
at Pinnacol Assurance, which provides 
worker-compensation policies.

“Insurance is not exactly what I want 
to do in my life, but knowing how to take 
on tasks, how to work and thrive in a busi-

ness environment, will help me in what-
ever I do,” she said.

Her apprenticeship has brought a 
bachelor’s degree within her reach, the 
11th grader said.

“Coming from a single-parent house-
hold, college is really a stressful topic,” 
said Byoncé, whose mother works at an 
auto-financing company.

“With all the debt, it seemed like a 
crazy idea. But now that I can get halfway 
through college with no debt and a paid 
position, it’s mind-blowing. It’s more than 
I could ask for at such a young age.”

In her first few weeks at Pinnacol, 
Byoncé started with workplace skills, 
such as learning the Microsoft Office 
suite of computer tools, and, as she puts 
it, “how to maintain this young-profes-
sional persona and make sure people 
know we mean business.”

Now, under the watchful eye of a Pin-
nacol adviser, she’s rotating through un-
derwriting, claims adjustment, and other 

Marco Knight, a junior at High Tech 
Early College in Denver, shadows workers 
during his paid apprenticeship program 
at Pinnacol Assurance, a local insurance 
company.

—
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departments. Over the next three years, 
Byoncé, a junior, will try her hand at vari-
ous posts, spending more time at work, 
and less on her high school campus, as she 
gets closer to graduation.

By her third year, she’ll be taking 
community college classes and work-
ing three or four days a week at Pinna-
col, building expertise in one specific 
area of the company.

Twenty-two other apprentices are 
working at Pinnacol, too. They all learn 
the 26 workplace competencies Colorado 
has built into the program, such as being 
a self-starter, teamwork, and thinking 
logically. But beyond that, they will find 
unique niches in the company as they ro-
tate through various departments.

Some might gravitate toward work-
ing with clients over the phone, and oth-
ers might take a shine to underwriting. 
Still others might choose to build their 
technology skills by developing content 
for Pinnacol’s website, said Mark Tapy, 
who is overseeing the company’s appren-
ticeship program.

Wading into the program is no small 
matter for companies. Pinnacol has 
agreed to pay 23 apprentices $9.60 per 
hour for two full days a week and as much 
as $12 or $15 per hour, three days a week, 
as they progress through the program.

Participating companies also pay 
$2,000 to $5,000 per apprentice for their 
courses at community colleges and other 
training providers.

There’s also the time and effort of 
writing the curriculum, which lays out 
specific weekly goals, and supervising 
teenagers as they learn. Pinnacol’s is a 
blend of general workplace competencies 
agreed upon by business, K-12, and high-
er education, and an insurance-specific 
course it developed with The Institutes, 
an organization that confers credentials 
for the insurance industry.

The way Pinnacol sees it, the effort is 
worth the payoff. The company and the 
industry nationwide anticipate a big wave 
of retirements in the coming decade, Tapy 
said, so Pinnacol can’t just wait around to 
see what happens.

“We’re trying to create a new talent-
acquisition strategy for our organization, 
and our industry, to ensure that we retain 
some of the institutional knowledge we’ve 
had,” he said.

These kinds of economic shifts were on 
the minds of leaders in Colorado’s busi-
ness and education sectors as they start-
ed to explore the apprenticeship idea last 
year. Led by Gov. John Hickenlooper, they 
organized a trip to Switzerland, where 

40 percent of companies offer apprentice-
ships in more than 200 professions. About 
70 percent of Swiss students participate 
in the world-renowned program.

They learned that companies make 
a net profit on their apprenticeship in-
vestments. Over three years, a Swiss 
economics professor told the delegation, 
companies spend $86,000 on average on 
each apprentice but get contributions 
valued at $95,000.

Research shows that Swiss students 
who take part in apprenticeships have 
lower unemployment and higher earnings 
than peers who stick to the exclusively 
academic track. Apprentices don’t end up 
stuck with their early job choices, either; 
Swiss research shows that later occupa-
tional changes are common.

With the Swiss system as a model, 
Colorado began planning its program as 
a way to keep students in the school pipe-
line, set them up for good jobs, and serve 
industry’s need for a skilled workforce. It 
decided to put businesses in the driver’s 
seat, using their needs as a starting point.

“If they’re not at the table, if they can’t 
tell us what they need, we’re flying blind” 
in trying to provide it, said Golombek, the 
state labor and employment director.

The state chose four focus areas for 
the apprenticeship program—finance, 
information technology, advanced man-
ufacturing, and business operations—
based on which businesses expressed 
interest in being part of the new sys-
tem, she said. But they also had to be 
areas with high growth potential in 
Colorado’s economy.

A nonprofit organization, CareerWise 
Colorado, coordinates the many moving 
parts of the system. The organization 
convenes conversations with business and 
education to define apprenticeship compe-
tencies and figure out how to monitor and 
assess students’ progress.

It works with K-12 schools to infuse ca-
reer exploration and specific career skills 
into coursework.

And it’s working with the state’s two- 
and four-year colleges to create articula-
tion agreements that guarantee that stu-
dents can transfer the credits they earn 
in the program.

“This requires new thinking, new mod-
els, and new partnerships, but this is a 
new economy,” said Kim Hunter Reed, the 
executive director of Colorado’s depart-
ment of higher education.

The project has pushed education and 
business into a new, positive kind of rela-
tionship, said Gretchen Morgan, Career-
Wise Colorado’s president.

“In the United States, it’s hard for 
business and schools to have a practi-
cal way to be connected to each other to 
ensure that schools know enough about 
changing industry to be responsive,” 
she said. “When they share responsibil-
ity for apprentices, they have this very 
practical way to be in touch about the 
relevant competencies.”

Colorado has set ambitious goals for its 
initiative, and national experts are watch-
ing to see how it unfolds. One such expert 
sees big challenges ahead.

“The biggest challenge is getting em-
ployers to seriously play in this game,” 
said Robert B. Schwartz, who leads the 
Pathways to Prosperity Network, a group 
of states that work on career-readiness 
policies with Harvard University and 
Jobs for the Future.

In the United States, employers tend 
to “wait around to see what shows up on 
their doorstep,” while Swiss companies 
“get in at the front end” and help shape the 
education system so it produces the talent 
pool they need, said Schwartz, who has 
studied the Swiss apprenticeship system.

Creating a nationwide Swiss-style 
apprenticeship system would require 
that big shift in thinking from U.S. com-
panies, he said.

And it would demand a radical restruc-
turing of high schools that Schwartz said 
he doubts most schools would embrace: a 
“lower secondary” and “upper secondary” 
model, in which students spend the first 
two years on academics and career readi-
ness, and the second evenly divided be-
tween work and study. 

If they’re not at the table, 
if they can’t tell us what 
they need, we’re flying 
blind.”
ELLEN GOLOMBEK 
EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR, COLORADO’S LABOR  
AND EMPLOYMENT DEPARTMENT



American businesses need an educatedworkforce to successfully fill 21st-century STEM jobs, yet 

38% of CEOs say at least half of their entry-level applicants lack basic STEM skills. As educators, we 

must prepare our students for the jobs of the future. We need to ensure that students have the 

knowledge and skills they need to succeed. Project-based learning (PBL) supports 21st-century 

student-learning outcomes. Research shows that students who learn through PBL are often more

engaged in the learning process and develop a deeper understanding of the content and skills 

required for college, work, and life beyond school.

In 2015, the Kankakee School District in Illinois

transitioned their K-8 general education program from a 

traditional model of teaching to a career-focused project- 

based learning model. Superintendent Dr. Genevra Walters 

made this shift to expose her student to careers as early as

possible.  Walters uses the motto, “The transition to 

adulthood starts in preschool.”  Today, this phrase is the

mantra that pushes her teachers and principals to think

past the traditional style of teaching and incorporate 

hands-on learning that offers students a chance to explore

a plethora of careers.

Kankakee put STEM at the core of their general education

overhaul and added a cross-curricular focus on real-life

application, Next Generation Science Standards, and 

career exploration through project-based learning. PBL

makes STEM feel relevant because students have to use

knowledge from all areas of study to complete a 

task. Demonstrating their skills through projects also 

prepares students for the challenges they will face after

graduation and helps them build future-ready skills. 

To help make all of her students aware of the career

options available to them, Walters created a virtual career

wheel for Kankakee teachers to follow.   

The career wheel provides each grade with different 

clusters of careers to focus on so as students move

through elementary and middle school they are able to 

explore a variety of fields and recognize where their

interests lie.

During the year, students do four hands-on, cross- 

curricular projects to further experience what it takes to 

work in a specific career. Kankakee’s teachers use a 

web-based PBL resource, Defined STEM, which provides

project-based lessons that are based on real-world

STEM careers. Walters says, "The projects make careers

come alive because students can apply their classroom 

knowledge and make connections to the real world".  

Since Kankakee switched to a career-focused PBL

model, they've have seen an increase in students’ 

performance in math and reading.  

"Data shows that inoneyear (2016 to 2017) our 

reading comprehensionscores increased 8 percent, 

math application increased 9 percent, and math 

computationhad a 42 percent increase. We'vealso 

seen increased engagement in all of our K-6", states

Walters.

Connecting Classroom to Career Through PBL

Preparing Today's Students for the Jobs of Tomorrow

ADVERTISEMENT



Project-based learning (PBL) represents a significant shift in

teaching and learning. For PBL to reach its full potential,

educators must learn to step back and be facilitators in the

classroom —a change that requires ongoing planning and 

professional development. Here, three K-12 district leaders offer 

their insights on what it takes to support teachers with PBL

implementation.

Preparing Teachers to 

Effectively Implement PBL

Implement in Small Steps

Use a Hands-On TrainingModel

Dr. Joanne Mullane, Director of Curriculum and Instruction for 

Hopatcong Borough Schools in New Jersey, set out to provide 

her educators with the support they needed to break away

from traditional teaching styles.  To help them shift to a project- 

based learning model, Mullane provided her teachers with 

hands-on training sessions that were facilitated by their PBL

resource, Defined STEM.  Using a train-the-trainer model, 

Mullane created a handful of PBL experts who facilitated

training and implementation at each school. In the training,

teachers were split into groups and completed a performance

task just as students would. During the first year of the

implementation, each building had the freedom to implement 

PBL in their own way, but all teachers were required to do at

least one performance task with their students. This approach

was wildly successful for Hopatcong.

Teri Fleming, STEM Curriculum and Professional Development 

Director for Stoughton Public Schools in Massachusetts, is

responsible for helping educators implement PBL and 

supporting them in blending their role as teacher and 

facilitator. Based on years of experience, Fleming has found it’s

best to break PBL implementation into three parts:

"Educatorswant to know what directionyourdistrict is

heading, so planning goals and communicating them is

important. Theyneed to understand where and howPBL 

fits into thecurrent curriculum and how it aligns with the

standards".  

Fleming explains that it works well to roll out new concepts 

and tools in small groups and have the group provide 

feedback before implementing to a larger cohort.

Plan for your goal;

Implement in small steps; and 

Support as much as possible throughout. 

Provide Proper PBL Tools

Superintendent of the Community Consolidated 

School District in Illinois, Dr. Art Fessler, explains that 

the teaching and learning in his district "reflects the

actual work being done in the world, empowers the

learner, solves real-world problems and provides for 

student agency".  His teachers prepare students to 

be successful in life through project-based lessons 

that require critical thinking, collaborative problem- 

solving, and creativity.

To ensure successful PBL implementation, Fessler's

leadership team spends a significant amount of time 

discussing and building a shared understanding of

best practices so they have the requisite skills to 

inspire and lead. Both building and district leaders 

are required to spend a portion of their day in the

classroom and grade-level meetings to gain an

understanding of the challenges staff face.

They ensure every resource they provide allows

teachers the flexibility to modify and personalize 

lessons to meet the needs of their students. They

use multiple PBL resources including the Buck 

Institute and Defined STEM. 

"While theBuck Institutehas helped us kick-start 

our PBL programby providing educational blogs

and units, DefinedSTEM’sproject-based learning 

resources havesaved us valuable time spenton 

curriculum planning.  Thebottom line is that we 

provideeducators the tools to make the learning 

applicableand engaging and to prepareour 

students to be successful for life," saysFessler. 

ADVERTISEMENT



"Defined STEM provides my teachers with everything

they need to implement engaging performance tasks in 

the classroom. The hands-on projects make careers 

come alive for students because they can apply their

classroom knowledge in a real-world setting."

Enhancing Student Learning

with PBL Resources

- Dr. Genevra Walters, Superintendent IL D111

High-quality project-based learning (PBL) enhances teaching and 

learning by providing students with opportunities to build the 4Cs

(Communication, Collaboration, Creativity, and Critical Thinking) —

skills which are critical for future success.  But this type of teaching

requires thoughtful planning and resources.  For teachers to 

effectively implement PBL that drives student outcomes, it is

essential that district leaders support their teachers with high-quality 

PBL solutions. Here are three ways to deliver that support. 

Providing a structure and planning process for PBL can significantly 

improve the teaching and learning in the classroom. The 

Understanding by Design Framework® (UbD), created by nationally 

recognized educators Jay McTighe and Grant Wiggins, is a 

planning process and structure that guides teachers in

implementing effective standards-based performance tasks. 

Research shows this framework improves students understanding

and achievement. Teachers can follow the UbD framework when

creating and implementing their own tasks (go to 

www.performancetask.com) or they can save valuable time by

utilizing resources like Defined STEM that offer performance tasks 

that follow the UbD framework.

Content is a critical consideration in the PBL planning process. For 

PBL to bemeaningful and effective, educators must engage

students with projects or performance tasks that are authentic, 

relevant and tied to the curriculum.  While designing tasks on their

own can seem like a viable solution for teachers, often what seems

like a good project does not actually require students to deepen 

their learning related to academic content and skills. To help avoid 

this issue, many districts use online resources like Defined STEM for 

project-based lessons that tightly align with state and national 

standards, practices and competencies.  

  

Authentic projects that help students connect classroom content to 

career pathways empower students to build the critical skills they 

need for success.  Defined STEM’s performance tasks are based on

scenarios in STEM careers to help students develop the critical 21-st

century skills they need to thrive in college, career, and life.  

Defined STEM is a web-based K-12 project-based 

learning solution that provides performance tasks 

that follow the Understanding by Design

Framework® by Jay McTighe and Grant Wiggins.  

Our engaging hands-on lessons are based on

scenarios in STEM careers to help students

connect career opportunities in context. 

Designed to enhance core curriculum and save 

teachers time, we provide everything teachers 

need in one place: standards-aligned 

performance tasks, videos, research resources, 

rubrics and more!

Defined STEM's projects create excitement about 

STEM career opportunities and empower 

students to build 21st-century skills – providing a 

pathway to a promising future. 

For more information, visit:

www.definedstem.com

2018 © Copyright Defined Learning, LLC.

About Defined STEM

2. Provide Standards-BasedMaterials that 

Build Skills and Competencies

1. Follow a Research-Based Curricular 

Framework

3. Encourage Real-World Challenges
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COMMENTARY

Published November 22, 2017, in Education Week’s Global Learning Blog 

Teaching Collaborative Problem-Solving Skills 
Through Career and Technical Education 
By Heather Singmaster 

W
orkforce readiness 
skills. Employabil-
ity skills. Professional 
skills. Soft skills. 21st 
century skills.

It’s no secret that we are in a time 
where skills, whatever you want to call 
them, are at a premium. Look at almost 
any survey of what business people are 
looking for in their employees and you will 
see the same things repeated: problem 
solving, critical thinking, communication, 
team work.

According to Mick Normington, a 
workforce researcher at Lee College in 
Texas, the biggest HR trend right now 
is a demand for soft skills with oral and 
written communication skills the most de-
sired, followed by problem solving, team-
work, and integrity.

Employer demand and the ever-grow-
ing skills gap make it clear that stu-
dents must possess these skills if they 
are going to be successful working in the 
interconnected economy. Let’s not forget 
‘global’ as a key word here—employees 
today are commonly functioning as part 
of international teams or working on 
projects with an international dimen-
sion. And even if they aren’t, they more 
than likely are working with people from 
different backgrounds as the U.S. grows 
increasingly diverse, so workforce readi-
ness skills must be learned through a 
global lens as well.

But how do we ensure students gradu-
ate with these skills?

PISA Test Results for Collaborative 
Problem Solving

Newly released data from OECD’s 
2015 PISA exam shows that school sys-
tems across the globe are struggling to 
teach students what they are calling, “so-
cial skills” or “collaborative problem solv-
ing,” defined as solving complex problems 
as part of a team and taking initiative 
while being aware of group dynamics and 
working to overcome obstacles and dis-

agreements. The data shows that only 8 
percent of students across the countries 
administering the PISA exam scored in 
the top tier for these skills—meaning 
that all schools are struggling with how 
to teach them.

There were thought-provoking find-
ings in the results of the collaborative 
problem solving section of the PISA 
exam. Girls outscored boys across the 
board. Students that value teamwork 
and relationships have better social 
skills. The more physical education a 
student had access too, the better their 
social skills—OECD posits 
this is because they must 
collaborate in many 
activities, including 
in team sports. 
Students who ac-
cess the internet 
through online 
chat rooms 
or social me-
dia networks 
score slightly 
higher as well, 
whereas those 
who play video 
games score low-
er. And most in-
teresting, students 
scored higher if they 
attended a school with 
higher numbers of immigrant 
students, leading OECD to recom-
mend, “Education systems should inves-
tigate whether, in their own context, di-
versity and students’ contact with those 
who are different from them and who 
may hold different points of view can aid 
in developing collaboration skills.”

CTE and Project Based Learning
What can we extrapolate from this? 

One of the main strategies being used to 
promote the learning of these skills in U.S. 
classrooms today is project-based learn-
ing, as well as flipped classroom models, 

where teachers serve as mentors to stu-
dents who take charge of their learning, 
often working in teams. In light of the re-
sults showing the collaborative approach 
of physical education having a positive 
effect on development of soft skills, this 
seems like a strategy worth pursuing.

While this may be a more recent tac-
tic in “academic” school settings, career 
and technical education (CTE—for-
merly known as vocational education) 
classrooms have engaged in hands-on 
projects for decades. PISA unfortunately 
doesn’t provide us with any insight into 

the role of vocational educa-
tion in the development of 

these skills. However, 
there has been a na-

tional spotlight on 
CTE programs 
and improving 
them to address 
the skills gap—
which includes 
ensuring that 
students are 
learning these 
employabi l ity 

skills alongside 
technical skills 

and academics. 
Add to this the fact 

that students enrolled 
in even one CTE course 

are 13 percent more likely to 
graduate from high school and more 

than 75 percent of those who concentrate 
in CTE enroll in some form of higher ed-
ucation, and there is a strong argument 
to focus on CTE as the delivery vehicle 
for soft skills education.

Don’t Forget Global
Global learning emphasizes inter-

action and working with people from 
different backgrounds—whether in 
person or online. Adding real-world 
problems and issues to curriculum en-
gages students in their learning and 

http://blogs.edweek.org/edweek/global_learning/2017/11/teaching_oecds_collaborative_problem_solving_skills_through_cte.html
http://blogs.edweek.org/edweek/global_learning/2017/11/teaching_oecds_collaborative_problem_solving_skills_through_cte.html
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helps them see how the content 
they are learning can be applied 
in the world of work. Using online 
technologies to connect students 
and classrooms in different coun-
tries so they can work together on 
projects exploits students’ natural 
curiosity about the world and their 
interest in connecting with others 
online. In Asia Society’s Interna-
tional Studies Schools Network, 
where these activities are a regu-
lar occurrence, data proves this—
ISSN schools have higher gradu-
ation rates compared to similar 
schools in their districts.

Combining global learning with 
CTE curriculum can be powerful. 
Project based learning is a criti-
cal component of global education. 
Around the world, employees work 
on projects with other people. By 
helping CTE students explore the 
global nature of the careers and 
the skills they will need to be suc-
cessful, we are giving students a 
leg-up on their peers. 

To assist CTE educators in 
teaching global employability 
skills, Asia Society, together with 
partners ACTE and Advance CTE, 
recently released the new free 
online professional development 
course and tools, “Global Compe-
tence Through Career and Tech-
nical Education.” Online, and in-
teractive, the materials help CTE 
educators integrate global content 
and skills into what they are al-
ready teaching in their classrooms 
in order to prepare students for the 
global world of work. Importantly, 
the course also helps educators 
understand project management 
skills, noted by Mick Normington 
to be the 7th most in-demand soft 
skill. These skills can help stu-
dents be more successful in com-
pleting projects by helping them 
understand timelines, budgets, 
and team dynamics. But they can 
also assist educators in organizing 
their classrooms while students 
are in the midst of completing 
projects.

We are on the precipice of a new 
working dynamic. One that eschews 
rote work for higher-level thinking 
skills like collaborative problem solv-
ing. Globally focused career and tech-
nical education programs can be the 
vehicle to prepare our students for 
success in this new world.  

COMMENTARY

Published September 11, 2017, in Education Week’s Global Learning Blog 

Virtual Exchange as  
Career Preparation 
By Mohamed Abdel-Kader

O
ne of the most common 
misperceptions about 
virtual exchange—edu-
cational programs that 
use technology to connect 

young people around the world—is that it 
is just a tool for cross-cultural dialogue. 
Communication between young people 
from different backgrounds is certainly 
needed these days, but virtual exchange 
can achieve more than this worthy goal. 
Educators are increasingly utilizing on-
line, collaborative, international learning 
to help young people build a wide array 
of skills that will prepare them for their 
careers and prepare them to contribute to 
society.

An Interdisciplinary Approach
By using interactive tools and address-

ing real-world issues, virtual exchange 
can engage students in material that 
might otherwise leave them disinterested 
or discouraged. Students can collabo-
rate with peers overseas on a technology 
project and simultaneously learn about 
cultural nuances or regional challenges 
that may affect how technology is ad-
opted around the world. They can learn 
together about how an issue like hunger 
differs in global and local contexts and 
think about solutions that can be imple-
mented in their communities through ser-
vice learning projects. In the workplace, 
managers often supervise teams across 
borders, nurses and doctors often deliver 
care to patients who speak different lan-
guages, and corporate leaders have to 
understand growth opportunities in other 
regions. Success in all of these fields re-
quires a combination of several skills, and 
familiarity with complex subjects, rather 
than expertise on one place or topic in iso-
lation. Addressing an academic discipline 
through a global, applied, and collabora-
tive lens can make a significant difference 
in engaging learners and preparing them 
for the world outside the classroom.

A Global Flavor to Project-Based 
Learning

I get most excited about virtual ex-
change projects and programs that inte-
grate project-based learning experiences 
into collaborative learning activities fo-
cused on addressing real world issues. It 
takes planning by educators, but seeing 
high school students participate in these 
activities can be great. For instance, I’m 
inspired by a project in Chicago where 
high school students and their peers in 
Casablanca working together—virtual-
ly—are building an exhibit of a dinosaur 
fossil for an online STEAM museum. Not 
only are the students learning about a 
dinosaur and its extinction and fossiliza-
tion, but they’re also building digital lit-
eracy and research skills, as well as hav-
ing the experience of collaborating across 
borders, and managing a project. As a hir-
ing manager looking for talent, I regularly 
find myself looking for candidates who 
have managed and completed complex 
projects, have solid research and analy-
sis experience, and can communicate and 
thrive in dynamic environments while 
understanding diverse perspectives. Vir-
tual exchange, when coupled with project-
based learning can open a student’s eyes 
to real world tasks, global complexity, and 
context—and give them an opportunity to 
try to solve the problem.

Language, Cultural Competence, 
and Empathy

One of the most obvious benefits of in-
ternational virtual exchange is its ability 
to instantly connect classrooms thousands 
of miles apart. This gives students the op-
portunity to practice their world language 
skills with one another while also gaining 
a greater understanding of their similari-
ties and differences. Students who have 
participated in virtual exchange activities 
supported by the Stevens Initiative have 
immersed themselves in discussions on 

http://blogs.edweek.org/edweek/global_learning/2017/09/virtual_exchange_as_career_preparation.html
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topics such as faith, gender, and race. They 
have shared personal narratives about 
hunger and violence in their communities. 
Sometimes, the similarities can be strik-
ing despite the long distance—and the dif-
ferences insightful. A student who grew up 
in Kentucky felt that a school trip to Wash-
ington, DC was too far a distance to travel 
from her family, but happily engaged with 
a new friend in Pakistan through virtual 
exchange because they could talk about 
their mutual interest in agriculture. For 
so many of the students participating in 
virtual exchange, they may never meet a 
[fill in the blank with: American, city-per-
son, Muslim, tuba player, Jew, farmer, Af-
rican American, Arab, pole-vaulter, or hi-
jabi]. Technology gives them the chance to 
have that incredibly valuable experience, 
and gives them the chance to realize that 
they may have more in common than they 
expected. In today’s workplace, language 
skills are certainly needed, but so is the 
modern worker’s ability to understand and 
empathize with colleagues, counterparts, 
and customers who have different back-
grounds and beliefs. Particularly, when we 
have limited interaction in our immediate 
communities, a virtual exchange experi-
ence can be transformational in broaden-
ing a young person’s perspectives.

Automation
Many Americans fear their jobs or 

their children’s jobs will disappear be-
cause of automation. While machines will 
continue to accomplish many of the tasks 
that humans currently do, they don’t 
have the ability to be creative. Creativity 

is the heartbeat of innovation and plays 
a critical role in how ideas evolve into so-
lutions to address community challenges 
or products and services for the market-
place. As students interact with peers 
from other countries and backgrounds, 
they share their lived experiences in a 
way that can help them see their sur-
roundings and the challenges they face 
in creative, new ways.

Access 
Every student should have an op-

portunity to study abroad and immerse 
themselves in a rich cultural experience. 
The reality is that the vast majority of 
students face barriers that stand in the 
way of traveling or studying overseas—
financial, curricular, familial, cultur-
al—or just fear of going abroad. For sig-

nificantly less than the cost of studying 
abroad, a virtual exchange experience 
can give a student a meaningful, sus-
tained, interaction with peers around 
the world. An initial international expe-
rience through virtual exchange can be 
a great way to mitigate those first time 
jitters and spark interest in travel, or 
actually give a student the confidence 
to make an investment to go abroad. 
For many young people who engage in 
virtual exchange, it could be their only 
way to get a first-hand international ex-
perience, and I would certainly rather 
have students have the exposure than 
not. For students who have fewer oppor-
tunities to spend time abroad, a virtual 
exchange experience is about leveling 
the playing field to give—and get—that 
global experience.

With all of the world’s challenges, no 
one country’s people can or will advance 
the human condition on their own. Be it 
the devastation caused by environmental 
degradation, navigating the peaks and 
valleys of the global economy, or calming 
the scourge of war and violence, the young 
people in our classrooms and programs—
not just in the United States, but in every 
classroom around the world—will have 
to tackle these challenges head on and 
together as peers. Our highest responsi-
bility is to train and prepare them for the 
road ahead—be it in business, healthcare, 
science fields, or in civic life. 

Mohamed Abdel-Kader, Executive Director of 
the Stevens Initiative at the Aspen Institute, 
shares the power of virtual exchange for learn-
ing skills valuable in the world of work.

COMMENTARY

Published June 14, 2017, in Education Week’s Learning Deeply Blog

How My Project-Based School Prepared  
Me for Columbia University 
By Luna Eve Rey

F
rom the day I was born it 
was statistically expected 
that I would fail. On paper 
I was a low-income Latina 
whose mother had dropped 

out of high school, and whose father had 

barely graduated. In the United States, 
those born into the same circumstances 
as myself are categorized as disadvan-
taged. From birth, it is likely that our 
backgrounds will dictate our success both 
academically and professionally. Yet, ac-
cording to the American dream, if we 
work hard enough, we too can overcome 

the obstacles set forth by our income and 
backgrounds. Unfortunately, this dream 
is not the reality for many Americans.

I am one of the lucky ones. Despite 
my background, I was given the opportu-
nity to obtain a great education at a local 
charter school. I was 11 years old when I 
started my career at High Tech Middle 

http://blogs.edweek.org/edweek/learning_deeply/2017/06/how_my_project-based_school_prepared_me_for_columbia.html
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Media Arts. While I had attended charter 
schools for most of my educational career, 
until that point I had never experienced a 
system quite like High Tech High (HTH). 
Students learned through hands-on proj-
ects which demanded a deep understand-
ing of subject matter through real-world 
application of knowledge. For the first 
time, I was challenged not only academi-
cally, but intrinsically to become a better 
student and person.

At HTH, I was asked to become an ex-
pert by putting to use what I learned in the 
classroom. Oftentimes projects were cross-
curricular, demonstrating the way that 
literature, art, and social sciences interact 
with STEM subjects in the real world.

Throughout my time at HTH, I became 
a scientist, a filmmaker, an artist, a jour-
nalist, a mathematician, and an editor. 
I wrote and illustrated children’s books 
in Spanish for ESL classrooms, devel-
oped politically charged street art for my 
neighborhood, ran a study on the effects of 
urban runoff on local beaches for the com-
munity’s use in environmental science, 
and published books ranging from stories 
of work and internships to history in hu-
manities. What I learned in the classroom 
held meaning in my life as the projects I 
completed had a purpose for my commu-
nity and myself, thus empowering me to 
strive to produce quality work. I learned 
how to be a good leader and partner, and 
became comfortable as a follower as well. 
I learned the value that each role brings 
to a project, understanding how being a 

strong group member does not always 
mean you are in charge, and valuing the 
moments when I listened to my peers 
speak and present new ideas.

The smaller class sizes helped me 
build close relationships with my teach-
ers, which allowed them to challenge, sup-
port, and inspire me. When it came time 
to apply to college, they were my greatest 
allies. They went beyond writing letters 
of recommendation, offering help practic-
ing for exams and providing application 
advice outside of class. Leaving HTH felt 
like leaving home. From my teachers and 
friends at my school, I had learned to love 
the process of creating--the failures and 
successes--and to value the struggle need-
ed to create beautiful work.

I left HTH feeling prepared for the 
real world, but worried about what life in 
college would look like. When I came to 
Columbia, I thought that I would be un-
derprepared for the coursework. While 
my peers had taken AP courses, which 
covered a wider variety of content, I had 
spent the last few years building a deep 
understanding of a smaller array of topics 
and developing soft skills such as public 
speaking and collaborative work.

When I arrived on campus, I was told 
that, as a first-generation college student 
from a school with a non-traditional back-
ground, I would likely need additional tu-
toring for my courses. I entered my first 
semester nervous for what was to come, 
wondering if I had made the wrong choice 
in attending a project-based school over 

my local public high school. These fears 
quickly dissipated with the start of class-
es as I realized how much I had gained 
from HTH.

Amidst graduates from some of the 
best high schools around the world, I 
was struck by the intelligence that sur-
rounded me. Yet, I felt better prepared 
than many of my peers for school and life 
at Columbia. While they had no problem 
taking notes in lectures or studying for 
exams, in seminars where deep learning 
happens at college and where relation-
ships are formed with professors, I found 
myself speaking up on the literature, pos-
ing questions, and interacting more with 
texts while other students worked to feel 
comfortable doing so.

Outside of class, I built relationships 
with my professors, attending office 
hours so that I could better engage with 
their courses and learn from their ex-
pertise. When asked to work in groups, I 
was excited to collaborate with my peers 
rather than fearful of the experience or 
hesitant to relinquish control. Though I 
love humanities and have had a tenuous 
relationship with STEM subjects, my ex-
periences at HTH had shown me how to 
find a link to my passions through any 
field, even if it was not my favorite subject. 
While many of my peers found themselves 
overwhelmed by the stress culture at Co-
lumbia, I navigated systems and found 
ways to personalize my education around 
my passions. It became clear to me that, 
in choosing a project-based school, I had 
been given many tools necessary for suc-
cess that my peers hadn’t.

I didn’t come to Columbia as prepared 
to sit in a lecture hall, study for exams, 
or take notes--skills I was able to learn 
first semester of freshman year--but I ar-
rived prepared to engage with my peers 
and professors. It did not take me four 
years to learn the proper study habits, or 
how to properly take notes, but I still see 
many of my fellow seniors struggling to 
speak up in class, dreading group work, 
overwhelmed by the thought of job inter-
views, or hesitant to reach out to a profes-
sor. My time at Columbia has taught me 
many things about art, literature, philos-
ophy, and the world around me. Yet, the 
skills I believe will be most valuable to 
me when I graduate are the ones I gained 
at HTH. With each challenge the future 
brings, I know I can communicate, think 
critically, and collaborate with others to 
push through it. 

This post is by Luna Eve Rey, an alumna of 
High Tech High Media Arts.

—
Ph

ot
o 

by
 L

un
a 

Re
y



 Project-Based Learning  / edweek.org 11

COMMENTARY

Published February 1, 2017, in Education Week’s Finding Common Ground Blog 

5 Non-Negotiables of 
Project-Based Learning 
Professional Development
By Ross Cooper

R
unning any form of profes-
sional development can be 
a daunting task, whether it 
is at the district level, at a 
conference, etc. At the begin-

ning of the planning process, facilitators 
often don’t have much more than a blank 
slate and a job such as, “You have [insert 
amount of time] to teach your audience 
about [insert topic].” I have been leading 
project based learning (PBL) professional 
development for several years, and I have 
found that preparing with certain non-ne-
gotiables in mind (1) always provides me 
with a comfortable starting point, and (2) 
assists in making my sessions that much 
more effective.

Here are my five non-negotiables of 
project based learning professional devel-
opment.

1. Offer several entry points.
As participants plan their projects, it

could be tempting to tell them something 
like, “Start with what you want students 
to know, understand, and be able to do, 
and then work backwards from there!” 
Or, if you are taking a wider lens, you 
might encourage participants to first 
work on establishing a culture of inquiry 
and creativity in their classrooms. Howev-
er, these aren’t the only two possible entry 
points.

As Erin Murphy and I declare in our 
book, Hacking Project Based Learning, 
“The more we have familiarized ourselves 
with PBL, the more we have come to re-
alize it is a series of best practices joined 
together.” Some of these practices include: 
rethinking learning spaces, explicitly 
teaching collaboration skills, facilitating 
student self-assessment, providing ef-
fective feedback, and student reflection 
and publishing. And, every one of these 
practices (and more) can be leveraged as 

a PBL entry point, with each participant 
deciding where to begin based on his or 
her comfort level. 

2. Ask participants to start small.
As classroom teachers, Erin and I

participated in our school district’s PBL 
initiative in 2010. In the first year of 
the initiative, district administration 
asked the pilot team, as a soft start, to 
implement and then share just one PBL 
unit at some point during the upcoming 
school year.

If your participants are new to PBL, 
you can challenge them to do the same. 
Then, have them reflect on their expe-
riences with their students and expand 
and improve upon their use of PBL in 
years to come. At the same time, make 

sure everyone has a common under-
standing of what a PBL unit involves, 
as I have seen many initiatives stumble 
when it is assumed everyone is on the 
same page with academic vocabulary 
(e.g., personalized vs. differentiated vs. 
individualized learning). In addition, 
participants with PBL experience can 
push themselves further by implement-
ing more than one unit and/or by pro-
moting PBL with more open-ended in-
quiry and exploration.

3. Keep the Futures Thinking to a
minimum.

According to the Organization for 
Economic Cooperation and Development 
(OECD), “Futures Thinking is a meth-
od for informed reflection on the major 
changes that will occur in the next 10, 
20 or more years in all areas of social 
life, including education.” On a daily ba-
sis I bump into countless “Futures” ar-
ticles and resources as I scroll through 
my social media feeds, and I have heard 
several speakers call for schools to 
change with such lines as, “[Insert per-
centage] of our students’ jobs don’t even 
exist yet!” I get it.

And, while I believe this kind of talk 
does have a place in PBL professional de-
velopment (start with the why to tap into 
emotions), waxing poetic about the future 
shouldn’t supplant the hard work of fol-
lowing up with the how, which will vary 
based on context. From what I have ex-
perienced, vague directives in the absence 
of explicit instruction typically generate 
anxiety, and the majority of teachers sim-
ply want practical strategies to move their 
students forward.

4. Teachers can work inside
classroom walls.

Speaking of meeting teachers where 
they are, participants can be intimated 
when PBL is portrayed as learning that 
must take place outside the classroom 
for it to be authentic: connecting with 
experts, making a difference in the com-
munity, going on a field trip, etc. While 
projects like these are undoubtedly ben-
eficial, don’t hesitate to remind teachers 
that breaking down classroom walls isn’t 
always necessary.

In Hacking Project Based Learning, 
Erin and I explain,

“Authentic can be described in terms 
of process and product. An  authentic 
process involves consistent iteration  and 
personal feedback related to the learn-

http://blogs.edweek.org/edweek/finding_common_ground/2017/02/5_non-negotiables_of_project_based_learning_professional_development.html
http://blogs.edweek.org/edweek/finding_common_ground/2017/02/5_non-negotiables_of_project_based_learning_professional_development.html
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ing  process...authentic products have a 
personal connection to students and/or an 
impact outside of the classroom walls.”

For example, the pinball machines 
made by my fourth graders never made 
their way into an arcade, but (1) the en-
gineering process included constant it-
eration and reflection, and (2) what stu-
dents learned involved real world skills 
related to electricity & magnetism and 
force & motion.

5. Intentionally move away from
PowerPoints.

The last thing you’ll want is for your 
project based learning initiative to result 
in nothing but more opportunities for 
students to simply churn out PowerPoint 
presentations, or something comparable 
because they were given the freedom 
to “dump” their research/information 
somewhere else. You can try to circum-
vent this potential issue by encouraging 
participants to design PBL experiences 
in which students must solve a problem 
(Problem Track), or in which students 
can demonstrate their understanding of 
designated content however they choose 
(Open-Ended Track).

If these approaches seem a bit over-
whelming for teachers (and possibly, 
students), start with units in which all 
students produce the same product (Set-
Product Track), but the journey to the 
product can look different depending on 
students’ creative decisions and trials and 
errors. In all instances, if students are 
assessed and/or graded based on learn-
ing targets, and not their ability to follow 
directions, they will naturally carve out 
pathways and products that move away 
from traditional slides. 

These five points represent what I 
believe are the five non-negotiables 
when planning any form of project 
based learning professional develop-
ment. So the next time you have the 
task of rolling out PBL, call upon these 
ideas to get you started! 

What are your non-negotiables?

Ross Cooper, Supervisor of Instructional Prac-
tice K-12 in the Salisbury Township School Dis-
trict, is the co-author of Hacking Project Based 
Learning with Erin Murphy. 
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Schools Find Uses for 

Predictive Data Techniques

By Sarah D. Sparks 

Published June 30, 2011 in Education Week

T he use of analytic tools to predict 

student performance is exploding 

in higher education, and experts say 

the tools show even more promise for K-12 

schools, in everything from teacher place-

ment to dropout prevention.

Use of such statistical techniques is 

hindered in precollegiate schools, however, 

by a lack of researchers trained to help 

districts make sense of the data, according 

to education watchers.

    Predictive analytics include an array of 

statistical methods, such as data 

mining and modeling, 

used to identify 

the factors that 

predict the 

likelihood of 

a specifi c 

result. 

They’ve long been a standard in the 

business world—both credit scores and 

car-insurance premiums are calculated 

with predictive analytic tools. Yet they have 

been slower to take hold in education.

“School districts are great at looking an-

nually at things, doing summative assess-

ments and looking back, but very few are 

looking forward,” said Bill Erlendson, the 

assistant superintendent for the 32,000-stu-

dent San José Unified School District in 

California. “Considering our economy sur-

vives on predictive analytics, it’s amazing to 

me that predictive analytics 

don’t drive public edu-

cation. Maybe in 

Editor’s Note:  Access to quality 

data provides district leaders with 

the opportunity to make informed 

instructional and management 

decisions.  This Spotlight 

examines the potential risks and 

advantages of data systems and 

the various ways in which data can 

be used to improve learning.
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Education WEEK Spotlight on implementing common StandardS  n   edweek.org        

1

2012

  On Implementing Common StandardsEditor’s Note:  In order to implement the Common Core State Standards, educators need instructional materials and assessments.  But not all states are moving at the same pace, and some districts are finding common-core resources in short supply. This Spotlight highlights the curriculum, professional development, and online resources available to help districts prepare for the common core.
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Challenges for Preschools 

10 Common Core Raises PD Opportunities, Questions
cOmmentary:  
 11  Standards: A Golden 

Opportunity for K-16  Collaboration

12 The Common-Core 
Contradiction 

 
reSOurceS: 
14 Resources on 
  Common Core

   

Published February 29, 2012, in Education Week
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By Catherine Gewertz   

A s states and districts begin the work of turning com-
mon academic standards into curriculum and instruc-
tion, educators searching for teaching resources are 
often finding that process frustrating and fruitless. 

 Teachers and curriculum developers who are trying to craft 
road maps that reflect the Common Core State Standards can
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Wanted: Ways to assess 
the majority of teachers   

Editor’s Note: Assessing teacher 
performance is a complicated 
issue, raising questions of how to 
best measure teacher 
effectiveness. This Spotlight 
examines ways to assess teaching 
and efforts to improve teacher 
evaluation.
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  On Teacher Evaluation

By Stephen Sawchuk 

T 
he debate about “value added” measures of teaching may 
be the most divisive topic in teacher-quality policy today. 
It has generated sharp-tongued exchanges in public forums, 
in news stories, and on editorial 

pages. And it has produced enough 
policy briefs to fell whole forests.

But for most of the nation’s 
teachers, who do not teach sub-
jects or grades in which value-
added data are available, that 
debate is also largely irrel-
evant. Now, teachers’ unions, 
content-area experts, and 
administrators in many states 
and communities are hard at work 
examining measures that could be 
used to weigh teachers’ contributions to 
learning in subjects ranging from career and technical 
education to art, music, and history—the subjects, 
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