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Picturing the Possibilities… 

Project-Based Learning

Most classroom teachers have, at one time or another, used elements of project-
based learning in their classroom to enhance a particular learning experience for their 
students. 

Project-based learning asks students to look at their learning in a new way, and 
incorporates state and national standards seamlessly by pulling the standards out of 
the project, not the project out of the standards. Project-based learning builds trust 
between staff and students because students are given a voice and teachers are 
put in a place of learning right alongside students. Projects ask students to tap into 
their prior knowledge, helps them express their culture, builds on their strengths, and 
validates their passions.

Project-based learning:
• Is inherently holistic in scope and depth. Students see a project from start to 

finish in both a linear and cyclical process.

• Offers students choice in their learning. Whether the choice begins under 
the structure of a teacher-developed project or whether the project is entirely 
student-derived and the teacher provides the support for the student to carry 
out the project, there are impacting choices being made by the student.

Planning Resources from SSP, 2003

As you watch the video look for examples of student choice and the 3Rs of rigor, 
relevance, and relationships and compare them to the mission and practice at 
your own school. Also look for the ways that project-based learning supports your 
instructional framework and other initiatives that may already be in place at your 
site. Project-based learning, service learning, Understanding by Design, integrated 
curriculum, place-based learning, and the use of Essential questions can all connect 
synergistically.

The video and support materials in this package present multiple examples and tools 
for your exploration of project-based learning. We encourage you to explore these 
materials with an eye toward making them your own. Designing and implementing 
project-based learning is not the result of a fail-safe recipe complete with a standard 
set of ingredients. Instead, successful project-based learning is the result of the mix 
and magic of your local flavors and expertise in response to your students’ learning 
needs and your context.

In the resource section you will find contact information for representatives from the 
Small Schools Project as well as teacher contacts for the schools in the video. We 
hope you will be in touch with these representatives to share your challenges and 
your successes in support of your students.
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Reflection
Essential question:  Why should we integrate 
the curriculum?
Purpose: 
To surface your assumptions about the relationship of project-based 
learning to the 3Rs. To explore your collective experiences with project-
based learning before initiating its use at your school.

Process: 
Before watching the video and examining other people’s experience with 
project-based learning, set your purpose and questions by taking stock of 
your understanding and expertise on the topic.

Review the menu of activities and choose all or some according to the 
needs of your staff. The activities are differentiated so as you progress 
in your understanding and implementation of project-based learning, 
the activities progress with you. The descriptions of the protocols and 
processes will help guide your choice of where to begin. We hope that 
you will not choose to skip this section despite the demands on your time. 
Surfacing assumptions and histories from the start will help you as you set 
your norms, goals and plans of work.

Documentation: 
Collecting and reviewing your responses to the video segments, the 
activities and your readings will make your learning visible and increase 
its value as a planning resource. Plan on keeping a binder that tracks your 
collective progress on the project-based learning journey. In addition, you 
should keep a record of your personal progress.

What, So What, Now What? A Sample Reflection Sheet 
This sheet can be used with each activity throughout your work on 
project-based learning as a record of learning and questions that 
surfaced. You’ll want multiple copies of this one. 

Qualities of Excellence
Remembering a project you’ve done in your personal life that you are 
proud of can help your staff generate a common understanding of what 
constitutes a quality project.
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This activity is not only fun because of its storytelling element but is a 
“must” for the future work all staffs will do to develop an assessment 
rubric for project-based learning.

Microlabs
Tapping into your own expertise—an exercise in reflection and sharing.

This activity will help you reflect on your own experiences and will help 
build a sense of collective expertise around project-based learning.

Places Everyone: A Human Continuum 
Prompts to promote conversation about your comfort and experience 
levels using project-based learning.

Similar to the previous activity, this experience gets people to think about 
their current level of experience/expertise with project-based learning. In 
addition, this activity offers a physical visual of where your entire team 
stands in the journey toward project-based learning implementation.

Peaks and Pitfalls
Mapping your current assessment of the peaks and pitfalls of your 
instructional program and its alignment to the 3Rs in order to explore 
the ways project-based learning can help you become more successful 
in your work with your students.

In this activity you begin to reflect on both the highs and lows of your 
current instruction as you search for ways to align your efforts with the 
3Rs. The final step in this activity asks you to explore the ways project-
based learning can help strengthen the alignment of your curriculum.

Project-based Learning Atlas
Using authentic artifacts from student projects and a modified atlas 
protocol, staff members reflect on the level of student engagement in 
project-based learning.

Looking at authentic pieces of student work will establish your 
understanding of both the power of your collaboration as a team and the 
value of project-based learning as an instructional strategy.
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1. Looking over today’s session, what stood out for you? How might you use it 
in your work with project-based learning?

2. What are your biggest questions/challenges about project-based learning?

3. Other comments, questions, ideas?

4. What’s next? What will your next steps be?
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Qualities of Excellence
Purpose: 
To develop a common understanding of the qualities that you consider 
to be the project-based learning hallmarks of excellence. To connect your 
prior experience of working on a project with your exploration of project-
based learning through this guide and video.

Time Allotted: 
Two hours

Group Format: 
Pairs or whole staff

Facilitation Tips:
Before the meeting you will need to ask staff to bring an artifact of theirs 
that they have used that they considered excellent work. Remind staff 
members of the 3Rs. (Have copies available.)

The Activity:
• Ask teachers to think about a project they’ve done in their life that 
they are proud of. It could be planting a rose garden, a dance performance, 
publishing an article, remodeling a kitchen—anything. Using this work that 
they are really proud of, ask them to make a list of the qualities that made 
the work excellent. (15 minutes)    

Write about a time you did your very best work, a time you really “nailed 
it.” Describe the work. Use the following guiding questions to fully 
describe your work:

• What was it that you did?  

• Why were you doing it?

• Did you have support? What did that support look like?  

• Did you work alone or with other people?

• Was this work hard? risky? safe?

• What motivated you?

• How did you know your work was good? What were the qualities of 
your work?
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• Did you know you “nailed it” immediately or did that knowledge 
come to you later?

With a partner, share what you wrote. As you talk, your partner will 
be listening for “working conditions.”  Working conditions can be the 
structures, supports, atmosphere, purpose, standards, risk level, etc. that 
you describe as aspects of your situation that led to your success. 

Partners may ask clarifying and probing questions to gain a better sense of 
your “working conditions.”

Partners take notes and then tell you what “working conditions” they 
heard you describe. Check for accuracy and agreement. Put these 
conditions on newsprint to be posted.

Switch roles and repeat the sharing process. (15 minutes for each person).

• Full Group 

Post newsprint lists of “working conditions.”

Graze and React. What do we see?  Any surprises?

What does this mean for our project-based learning work? What “working 
conditions” do we need, individually and collectively, to do our best project-
based learning work? (20 minutes)

Debrief the protocol experience. (10 minutes)

Extension: How could this activity be used with students? (10 minutes)  

Next Steps: 
Document your list(s) and reflections in your collective binder. You will also 
need to refer back to this list once you begin designing your project-based 
learning rubric in the Exploration section of this guide.

Adapted by D. Bambino from Baron and Fischer-Mueller 7/05
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Project-based Learning Microlab
Purpose:
To tap into individuals’ experience with project-based learning in a 
structured format with small groups, using active listening skills. 

Time allotted: 
40 minutes

Group format: 
Triads (number off—1, 2, 3) 

Facilitation Tips: 
The facilitator will direct what the triads will talk about. Everyone will do a 
quick write for one minute. Each participant will then get two minutes to 
share their thinking without interruption.

While the speaker is speaking, the other two in the group simply listen. 
When the time is up, the next person speaks, and so on. The facilitator will 
let triads know when to switch. Emphasize that talk has to stop when time 
is called, and conversely, that if the person is done speaking before time is 
up, the three people should sit in silence, using the time to reflect. 

The Activity:
After instructing the group, read the first question aloud (twice). Give 
everyone time to write in preparation. Tell people when to begin, and then 
tell them when each one/two minute segment is up. Start with a different 
participant for each question. 

Project-Based Learning Prompts
Round One: Describe your current understanding or experience with 
project-based learning. (10 minutes)

Round Two: How is project-based learning different from the occasional 
use of a project as an assessment tool? (10 minutes)
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Round Three: Describe the defining characteristics of teacher and 
student roles in a project-based learning setting. (10 minutes)

As a whole group discuss anything that surprised you, and any new 
questions or ideas that might be helpful in future planning.

Debrief of the process: (5 minutes)

Reflect: (5 minutes)

Next Steps: 
Store your discussion documentation in your collective binder. Feel free to 
generate additional questions for further reflection. For further resources 
around project-based learning, staff members might read The Six A’s of 
Designing Projects by Adria Steinberg. This piece will be used in future 
activities in this guide.

Adapted 7/5/05 by Debbie Bambino, Phila. NSRF
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Places Everyone
A Project-based Learning Continuum

Purpose: 
To promote conversation about project-based learning and to develop a 
sense of your collective experience with this instructional framework.

Time Allotted: 
One hour 

Group Format: 
Whole group

Facilitation Tips: 
Make sure you have enough space for your team to stand and move 
around in a “U” shaped configuration. You will want everyone to be able to 
see and hear both ends of your line. You will need to “read” your group as 
you will decide when to move from one set of prompts to the next.

The Activity: 
• Assemble your group in a large open area.

• Explain that you are about to become actors on a human continuum, 
or Likert Scale. (2 minutes)

• Practice Round (11-12 minutes)

o Ask members to assemble at designated ends of your 
continuum. One end for the people who would vacation in a 
bustling metropolis like New York City, and the other for those 
that would vacation as deep into the remote jungle as possible. 
(3minutes)

o Ask participants to talk with others around them and move up or 
down the line until they are comfortably situated near those with 
similar vacation preferences. (5 minutes)

o Sample the “clumps” on the line by asking them to describe 
their location for the group. Allow time for a final readjustment 
as some members may still need to search for their niche. (3 
minute)
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• Round One

o Using the following prompts, designate your endpoints:

People who have used a project as a culminating assessment 
during a unit of instruction  

OR

People who have started a unit with a project that determined the 
content and competencies that would be taught and learned.

Remember to allow time for discussion, movement, and reflection. (7-10 
minutes)

• Round Two

People who have designed projects for their students to complete 

OR

People who have supported students in the completion of projects 
that students have designed.

• Round Three

People who have used projects as home assignments that are 
brought to school when they are completed 

OR

People who have spent the bulk of their class time supporting 
students’ work on their projects.

Debrief: 
Discuss the content and process of the activity. (10 minutes)

Reflections: (5 minutes)

Next Steps: 
Document your team’s debrief in your binder. Keep personal number lines 
that correspond to this activity with the prompts written at each end of 
the line. File these reflective number lines in your binders so that you 
can revisit them periodically to assess changes in your thinking. Develop 
further prompts for the continuum process that deal with The Six A’s of 
Designing Projects by Adria Steinberg. 
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Document changes in your thinking on this form. 
Use arrows and describe your reasoning. Date your entries.

People who have 
used a project 
as a culminating 
assessment 
during a unit of 
instruction.

People who 
have designed 
projects for 
their students to 
complete.

People who 
have started 
a unit with a 
project that 
determined the 
content taught 
and learned.

People who 
have supported 
students in the 
completion 
of projects 
that they have 
designed.

People who have 
spent the bulk of 
class supporting 
students work 
on their projects.

People who’ve 
used projects 
as home 
assignments 
brought to 
school when 
completed.
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Purpose: 
To fully explore your group members understanding about the potential of 
PBL for your students.

Time Allotted: 
One hour

Group Format: 
Whole group, similar to chalk talk

Facilitation Tips: 
Divide butcher block or chart paper into two sections labeled “Peaks of 
Project-based learning” and “Pitfalls of Project-based learning.” Explain 
to participants that this is a silent activity at the start. Ask participants to 
indicate connections of the peaks/pitfalls to one or more of the 3Rs.

 For example, a teacher might have an experience with project-based 
learning that was engaging for students but failed to address the 
standards. Such an experience would be a pitfall because it lacked rigor. 
Another teacher might see this same experience as a peak that engaged 
students and could be improved vis a vis rigor by “tuning” the lesson. 

Advise participants that you can relate ideas, questions, and comments 
with arrows, etc. Stress the importance of dealing with the ideas/content 
without connecting individuals to the specific content.

The Activity:
• Distribute markers and copies of the definitions of the 3Rs (see 

resource section).

• Read over the 3Rs to frame your groups’ thinking. (5 minutes)

• Step back and ask participants to look for patterns, surprises, and 
conflicts the group can use as learning opportunities, etc. (12 minutes)

• Reflection: First as individuals and then as a group, respond to the 
prompts: So what? Now what? (15 minutes)

• Debrief. (6 minutes)
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Next Steps: 
Ask your participants to reflect on their own instructional “Peaks and 
Pitfalls” using the template provided. At your next meeting review the 
individual reflections in small groups with an eye toward an exploration 
of the ways project-based learning can help students scale the peaks. 
Document your learning individually and collectively in your binders.



Reflection

Reflect
Reflection

Reflect
PICTURING THE POSSIBILITIES — REFLECTION       14

R
E

F
L

E
C

T
I

O
N

R
ig

o
r

R
el

ev
an

ce

R
el

at
io

n
sh

ip
s

P
ea

ks
P

it
fa

lls
P

o
ss

ib
ili

ti
es

M
ap

p
in

g
 t

h
e 

Pe
ak

s 
an

d
 P

it
fa

lls
 o

f 
C

u
rr

en
t 

In
st

ru
ct

io
n

 w
it

h
 a

 3
R

s 
R

o
ad

m
ap



Reflection

Reflect
Reflection

Reflect
15       PICTURING THE POSSIBILITIES

R
E

F
L

E
C

T
I

O
N

Project-based Learning Atlas
Purpose: 
To examine student work in order to assess the potential of project-based 
learning in support of the 3Rs.

Time allotted:  
One hour

Group Format: 
Groups of 6-12

Facilitation Tips: 
Make sure your team understands that you are looking at the student 
work for evidence of learning and possibility, not to evaluate or grade the 
individual student or the teacher who made the assignment. Inform staff 
that this assignment was one component of a semester-long project. 
They don’t need to know more than that to complete the activity. Practice 
describing without judgment as needed. Review feedback norms before 
you begin, i.e.—feedback should be given with care etc.

The Activity:
• Copy and distribute the student work sample.

• Examine the work with the following questions in mind:

o What did you see in this student’s work that was interesting or 
surprising?

o What did you learn about how this student thinks and learns?

o What connections do you see between project-based learning 
and the student’s learning? (10-12 minutes)

• In rounds discuss the questions above. (5 minutes per prompt)

• Group reflection rounds:

o What did you learn from listening to your colleagues that was 
interesting or surprising?   (5 minutes)

o What new perspectives did your colleagues provide? (5 minutes)

• Reflecting on one’s own thinking …
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o What questions about project-based learning did looking at the 
students’ work raise for you?

o How can you pursue these questions further?

o Are there things you would like to try in your classroom as a 
result of looking at this student’s work? (12 minutes)

Debrief: (5 minutes)

Next Steps: 
You’ll learn more about the components of this project in the video but if 
you would like more information this project is documented on the web 
at http://codmanacademy.org/branches/jus04-05/index.php?andMMN_
position=1:1. 

Invite team members to begin exploring the web for examples of possible 
projects and approaches before your next meeting. (See the resource 
section for websites to share.)
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The Atlas Protocol Student Work Sample

Dear ____________,

    I am writing to you to see how you feel about justice and injustice, to see if we have the same 
understanding about it. What do you think the role of justice and injustice  is in the world? Does it have 
an effect on people? I believe that it is the role of justice and injustice to have a big effect on everyone 
in the world. I believe that one who acts justly or unjustly will have their lives changed forever because 
these forces are powerful and can influence the direction of people’s lives.

    To me justice and injustice are a mixture. They will never separate. For example, last year in the 
summer time my grandmother was telling me all about the racisms she was facing in her time. One 
story she had told me  was about a white man who called her a bad name. It was in the summer 
of the 70’s on a Sunday, it was very hot that day. My grandmother was coming back from church. 
She was at a red light patiently waiting for the light to turn green, when all of a sudden a white man 
rammed into the back of her car. She got out of her car to check and see what happened. All of a 
sudden they started arguing. She don’t remember what they was arguing about, but she does and 
will always remember this sentence, “so what nigger”, the white guy said. My grandmother told me 
that, “right then and there she was ready to whoop his ass” I was laughing when she told me this. 
I asked her, “so did you whoop his A-S-S?” She said, “I didn’t need to cause every black person 
around me heard it. They was ready to bust his ass. But even though I wanted them to, I stopped it. 
I said get in your car and go about your business right now and then he left.” I asked, “why?” “Why 
what?”, She said, Why didn’t you let them bang on him. If that was me I would of whooped him my 
self.” She said, “ In my head I wanted him to get his Ass beat, but in my heart I knew it wasn’t right.” 
I was thinking about what she said and she had a good point. It was injustice when he called my 
grandmother a nigger, but she knew justice was served cause the white guy had to go home every 
day knowing that he just called a black person a nigger who then actually saved his life. He don’t 
regret the “nigger” part, he regrets the day he had got saved by a black person.

    I have acted unjustly a few times in my days. I remember when I was five or four. My family and I 
were at Bradlees. I was holding my mommy’s hand, then I saw it, a big snickers Bar breaking in half. 
You can see the caramel clinging on to the other piece. Looking goooooooooood and yummmmmmy, 
it looked so good that all I was thinking in my head was “ssssssllllllippppp”, the sound of my mouth 
when the bar touched my tongue. It was coming towards me like a Hostess Twinkie commercial. As I 
was getting closer, and closer, and closer, and closer, I thought of my self as being the hunter and the 
snickers being the hunted. Then I pounced on my pray. However, my celebration on my victory did not 
last that long. Like an idiot I tried to put the candy bar in my mom’s coat pocket. Of course, she caught 
me. I thought she was about to bust my ass in front of all those people. But instead, she bent down 
to my height, snatched the snickers out my hand and talked to me in a more silent and more vicious 
manner . I could see it in her face that she was ready to beat me right then and their. She didn’t want 
to seem suspicious, but she didn’t hit me so I thought I was going to “catch it” when we get home. 
However, “she was scared to hit me, U know how I do she knows the deal when she tries to hit me 
I’ll give it to her”. Y’all know I was just saying this in my head right, I’m not that stupid to say it in 
her face. However, still to this day I don’t know why I tried to steal the snickers bar. I didn’t even like 
Snickers and I still don’t like “em”. Guess once You are a kid you just want anything, don’t matter if 
you do like it or not. You just want to have it just to have it.

    Three years ago in mid June the summer of 2002, I was so thirsty. It was “Blaze zing” hot, the sun 
was just beaming on me. I couldn’t even see. I didn’t have any money on me too that day and 
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so I was “Highly pissed” because I was “fiening” for some cranberry juice. I had the perfect plan. 
I went to this corner store right on Washington St. around the conner from my best best best best 
best best bud’s house. This was before we even met. That store always be “packed” so I went next 
to the refrigerator door, opened the door, picked up the coldest cranberry juice I could find looked at 
it like I was going to buy it then looked up one good time to see if no one was looking, then I walk 
out, not run, but walk. It felt so good when the cranberry just hit my throat. I didn’t get caught so I 
thought I could do it again. The next week I did it again, same plan about the same day. I was on the 
roll. However, I felt kind of bad this time. My throat was felling good but my conscience was felling 
bad. Ever since that day bad stuff has been happing to me. I knew I was being punished in some way. 
I think my punishment is over because things kind of slowed down a bit. Justice can be served in 
many different ways. You can do something wrong and never get caught but you are still going to be 
punished.

    When I see Injustice I see my friend and I, my best best best best best bud. Every one is always 
“hating” on us I guess cause our friendship is the only one that is lasting in this school. Even the 
teachers can’t stand us. I DON’T KNOW WHY, we didn’t do nothing wrong. Out of every event that 
we do, they only pick on us but when other kids do it, it is all “gravy” to them. But you know what 
I always say, [fuck em they always trying to screw me over and I’m not going to let them.] Certain 
teachers think I’m slow in the head so you know what I say forget em. I know that I am not slow. 
Teachers, students, everyone thinks I’m not going to make it. I say forget em. I know what I’m doing, 
I am going to make it. No one is going to stop me. That’s the type of attitude you need in order to 
succeed. It’s injustice that no one believes in you. All I know is that I have one person that will always 
have my back and that’s all you need.

    I don’t know who to trust any more cause so many people have acted unjustly towards me. I 
always used to get taken advantage of in my younger childhood years. This was before I was in high 
school. I had friends here and there but I always wanted to hang out with the cool kids. I used to give 
them money like a dumb ass. My own best friends used to take advantage of me. I used to dog my 
real friends to hang out with the stupid ones. I was so naive. I knew it but I just didn’t want to believe 
it. But not any more. I got rid of them and went back to my old friends. I was blind but now I can see. 
It’s kind of hard for me to trust people. I can only trust one person and that’s my best best best best 
best best bud Joaquina (jack-qeen-a). Stereotypes are something I have been going through my whole 
life just because I dress different. I dress in baggy clothes, loose jeans, jerseys, and nice sneakers. 
People who don’t even know me judge me before they even know how I think. This is real injustice 
to me. I know a few people who tried to kill themselves just over stereotypes. There is nothing wrong 
with stereotypes but judging a book by its cover is wrong.

    I would like to give a special thanks to my best friend Joaquina and Aaron for believing in me

1luv,

member of the class of 2007

Student work sample from Codman Academy Charter Public School, Justice and Injustice Project, 2005
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Investigation
Essential question: How does project-based 
learning align with the 3Rs in support of 
student success?
Purpose: 
To accurately assess your current instructional environment through 
the lens of the 3Rs. To interface the conversations about the potential 
of project-based learning as a tool that supports the 3Rs with your 
assessment of your current instructional profile.

Process: 
As you watch the teachers and students in the video, reflect on your own 
instruction. What’s already working in your classroom and school? How are 
current practices aligned with the 3Rs of rigor, relevance and relationships? 
What’s not working well? What’s out of alignment with the 3Rs? How 
could the development of project-based learning support and extend your 
successes and help you address the gaps in both climate and instruction?

We suggest that you watch the video together at the beginning and the 
end of this section. The first time, you’ll be observing the teachers and 
students, taking it all in. At the end of the activities, you’ll be viewing with 
a critical eye, formulating your questions and ideas for the way project-
based learning might look at your school.

Review the menu of activities and choose all or some according to the 
needs of your staff. The activities are differentiated so as you progress 
in your understanding and implementation of project-based learning, 
the activities progress with you. The descriptions of the protocols and 
processes will help guide your choice of where to begin.

Documentation: 
Collecting and reviewing your responses to the video segments, the 
activities, and your readings will make your learning visible and increase 
its value as a planning resource. Plan on keeping a binder that tracks your 
collective progress on the project-based learning journey. In addition, you 
should keep a record of your personal progress.

It’s Showtime
Watch the video with your 3R glasses of rigor, relevancy and 

relationships. Capture the experiences with colleagues.
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This activity should be completed by all staffs. Discussing the film will help 
you surface areas of unity and disagreement, and will inform your ongoing 
planning.

And the Research Says
Using a variety of text-based activities, teams will study current 

research about project-based learning

• Tea Party—a pre-reading strategy that promotes conversation 
about project-based learning

• Seed Conversations—participants share a quote or idea that they 
think is critical

• 4As Text-Based Protocol—participants share assumptions, 
agreements, arguments, and applications about project-based 
learning and its benefits for students

Taken as a whole these activities and readings will provide teams with a 
basic understanding of the current research into project-based learning. 
These activities will also help the staff as they get to know and understand 
their varied perspectives about project-based learning.

Sights and Sounds
An activity that asks you to investigate effective teaching strategies 

in a project-based context through the use of T-Charts.

This activity will focus on creating a vision for novice staff members, but 
should cite evidence when used by experienced staff.

An Encore Presentation
Watch the video again. Now that you have conducted some 

research and done some reflection on your own context, you 
may notice things you missed during your first viewing. You’ll 
also be introduced to a project-based learning continuum and 
asked to place the schools in the video on the continuum.

This activity can be useful for your entire team or it might be useful for 
individuals or small groups on their own. You decide.

It’s Showtime

Purpose: 
To observe various examples of project-based learning at work in search of 
concrete evidence of rigor, relevance and relationships.
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Time Allotted: 
70-90 minutes

Group Format: 
individual, small & large group

Facilitation Tips: Remind your participants to bring their binders as you will 
be building on the data you collected in the “Peaks & Pitfalls” activity in 
the reflection section. Make sure members are prepared to offer evidence 
to support their observations. You might want to conduct a few practice 
rounds before viewing the video. You might also thank participants in 
advance for their willingness to be reminded gently about giving evidence 
as needed.

The Activity:
• Divide participants into three equal groups and ask each group to 
look for evidence of rigor, relevance or relationships.

• Distribute evidence sheets and review the format. (3 minutes)

• View the video. (20 minutes)

• Take time for individual reflection (5-7 minutes)

• Ask each group to share their evidence in a round. Each person 
shares their richest example and evidence until all members have shared. 
Evidence is documented on chart paper. (15 minutes)

• Each group shares their findings with the whole group and answers 
any clarifying questions as needed. (10-12 minutes)

• Individuals compare the evidence from the video to the pitfalls they 
recognized in their own instruction in the previous activity. (7-10 minutes)

• In triads, participants share an implication the evidence has for their 
teaching. (6-9 minutes)

• Debrief  (5 minutes)

• Reflections (4 minutes)

Next Steps:
 Document new thinking and place it in your binder. If your group, or some 
members of your group are ready, encourage them to develop a mini 
project that they can pilot in the next marking period.
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It’s Showtime — It’s all about the evidence!
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Tea Party: A Pre-reading Activity
Purpose: 
To promote discussion using provocative quotes. This activity can be used 
with a variety of texts, poems, articles, or books. It works well with large 
groups.

Time Allotted: 
30-40 minutes with reflection

Facilitation Tips:
Facilitator writes quotes on index cards prior to session. You may choose 
one quote per participant, or repeat some quotes. Using different colored 
cards or paper for each quote can be helpful. You will monitor the time 
and tell participants when to switch partners. You will also decide on the 
number of rounds.

The Activity: 
Participants randomly select quotes/cards and spend a few minutes 
reflecting upon their quote’s meaning for them and their work. (3 minutes)

Participants mingle and share quotes in pairs. Participants are encouraged 
to share with three other participants in 5-minute segments. (15 minutes)

Form triads or quads and share quotes and insights about the text and its 
implications for our work. (Optional)

Whole-group sharing of ideas and questions raised by the experience. This 
can be done popcorn style or as a round, but is usually not a conversation. 
(10-12 minutes)

Facilitator shares the source(s) of the quotes, posting the link, distributing 
the article, etc. (1 minute) 

Debrief the process. (5 minutes) 

Reflections: 
Ask participants to complete reflections and place them in their personal 
binders.
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Tea Party Quotes
Please choose four or five of the quotes below and use them as text for 
the appended Tea Party Activity.

I [the teacher] am not at the center of learning—those students are. The 
information is there. And so I have had to train them on what that looks 
like, or what I expect. So having those expectations laid out, this is what 
should happen in project-based learning.

~Angela Dye, Teacher, Preparatory school for Global Leadership

I don’t just think, “Oh, this would be fun to do.” [As the teacher] I’m 
looking at my state standards and part of my state standards are surface, 
area, and volume. So I try and think, “Ok where is that used in a real 
world application?” And I go from there…Math doesn’t have to be dry and 
boring, you know? There are applications for math; that’s why math exists.

~Megan Pacheco, Teacher, New Tech High School 

…my classroom is based on a series of pedagogical principles around 
what good teaching looks like…but there are also a series of questions that 
students are investigating and those questions have been designed [by 
the teacher] based on…trying to create work that would push students to 
inquire deeply into and wrestle with questions of injustice that are phrased 
through the essential questions we have.

~Aaron Schildkraut, Teacher, Codman Academy

I think that’s a lot of people’s fear is it’s [project work] all this fluff and there 
is no rigor, but that’s all in the design. You can build in as much rigor into 
something as you want to be there.

~Marianne Zemanek, Teacher, Quest High School

It makes education more valid…And for these kids, that traditional modes 
of teaching have failed for, this is the kind of engaging, exciting thing that 
they need to bring them into their education.

~Kyle Knight, Teacher, New Urban High School

Next Steps: 
After documenting your team’s reflections in your collective binder, 
continue with one of the other readings and text-based activities.
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Seed Conversation
Purpose: 
To share multiple perspectives and questions about project-based learning 
among team members ( to seed your thinking) and to promote active 
listening.

Time Allotted: 
30 minutes

Group Format: 
Whole group working in pairs (Inside and outside circles facing each other)

Facilitation Tips: 
Choose an article that expresses strong opinions about project-based 
learning. Advise members to read the article in advance and select a point 
or quote that they feel strongly about. Make sure your members know that 
they will be writing their thought down for others to read so that they write 
legibly and in full sentences.

Make sure your space will accommodate an inside/outside circle or circles 
in terms of area and acoustics.

The Activity:
Distribute the reading “A Brief History of PBL” from the Buck Institute’s 
Project-Based Learning Handbook and directions to your team at least 
three days before your meeting. The reading can be found in your 
handbook or at http://www.bie.org/pbl/pblhandbook/intro.php#history.

• Distribute index cards and ask team members to legibly jot down their 
idea or quote. (3-5 minutes)

• Form concentric circles of team members so that everyone has a 
partner who is facing them. (3-5 minutes)

• Explain the process: (2 minutes)

o The partner on the outside circle will go first and they will have 
1.5 minutes to share their thoughts with their partner without 
interruption.
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o Remind participants to use quiet voices.

o The inside partner will then share for 1.5 minutes.

o The partners will then have 2 minutes to discuss each other’s 
ideas.

o Each round will last 5 minutes.

o Partners will then exchange cards and the facilitator will ask the 
outer circle to move two to three persons to the left.

• First round of sharing. (5 minutes)

• Repeat for three to four rounds, making sure to rotate whether inside 
or outside goes first. (15-20 minutes)

• Debrief the process. (5 minutes)

• Reflect.

Next Steps:
 Your may want to re-read the entire article now that they are armed 
with the insights of others. You may also be interested in reading other 
perspectives on the topic. Collect individual and group reflections in your 
binders.

Assumptions, Agreements, Arguments, and 
Applications: The 4 As Text-based Protocol
Purpose: 
To read PBL articles critically and discuss their implications for your 
planning and implementation.

Time Allotted:   
One hour

Group Format: 
Groups of 10-12

Facilitation Tips: 
Choose a substantive text that is likely to provoke discussion. This activity 
does not work well with short texts or expository pieces. Ask your group 
to read the text in advance, highlighting it and writing notes in the margin 
or on Post-It notes in answer to the following four questions (you can also 
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Adapted from The 4 As Protocol by Judith Gray, Seattle, WA  2005

add your own additional A:

• What assumptions does the author of the text hold?

• What do you agree with in the text?

• What do you want to argue with in the text?

• What parts of the text do you want to apply to your work around 
project-based learning?

The Activity:
• Distribute the text and directions for highlighting in advance. A 

possible text for this activity is “The Hope Study” by Ron Newell. 
It can be found online at: http://www.edvisions.coop/. Read it in its 
entirety or focus on the opening section.

• In a round, have each person identify one assumption in the text, 
citing the text (with page numbers, if appropriate) as evidence. (8-10 
minutes)

• Continue in rounds until the group talks about the text in light of each 
of the remaining As, taking them one at a time – what do people want 
to argue with, agree with, and apply from the text? (25-30 minutes)

• End the session with an open discussion framed around a question 
such as:  What does this mean for our work with students? (15 
minutes)

• Debrief the text experience. (7 minutes)

• Reflect. (3-5 minutes)

Next Steps: 
You may want to review all the reflections you’ve collected from this series 
of text-based activities. After all members have reviewed their notes you 
could conduct a round in response to the prompt: “I used to think, but 
now I think,” OR “now I wonder…” You should scribe the new learning 
and distribute it to the team for consideration as you move into the next 
activity.
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Sights and Sounds
Purpose: 
To envision or investigate what effective strategies look like and sound like 
in a project-based context.

Time Allotted: 
Two hours

Group Format:  
Pairs and whole group

Facilitation Tips: 
Ask staff members to be as concrete as possible in their descriptions 
of what effective strategies look like and sound like in a PBL context. 
Use your own experiences, ideas generated from your readings and 
conversations, and what stood out for you in the video to identify 
strategies of effective practice in a project-based context. Prepare and post 
enlarged T-Charts around the room. (Pairs should receive 8.5x11 T-Charts 
for their work at the tables.)

The Activity:
• Ask staff members to get into pairs. (3 minutes)

• Have the pairs discuss and record their ideas on small charts at their 
tables in preparation for a whole-group sharing. (50 minutes)

• Share out through a “popcorn” or “call out” with the whole group. (15 
minutes)

• Discuss new learning in pairs. Share a strategy that you have not used 
and would like to try in your classroom. (7-10 minutes)

• Share new learning as a whole group. (10 minutes)

• Debrief (5 minutes)

• Reflect. (7 minutes)

Next Steps: 
File all reflections in your collective project-based learning binder. Ask staff 
to look for evidence of the strategies in their classrooms between this 
meeting and the next.
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An Encore Presentation
Purpose: 
To view the video with a critical eye, informed by your own reflection and 
research, and the project-based learning continuum.

Time Allotted: 
One hour and twenty minutes

Group Format: 
Individual and whole group

Facilitation Tips: 
Remind your staff to review their outstanding questions about project-
based learning before this session.

The Activity:
• Distribute copies of the project-based learning continuum.

• Read over the continuum. Using the continuum, your questions and 
new thinking as your lens, watch the video again. (20 minutes)

o Make note of any new evidence or questions as you watch.

o Make note of where each school in the video would fall on the 
project-based learning continuum.

• As a whole group, share your reasoning for placing each school 
where you did on the continuum. How can this information inform 
your work? Where would your school fall on the continuum? Where 
would you like to be? (20 minutes)

• Share as a whole group your new thinking.

o I was looking for____and I noticed_____ OR I’m still wondering 
about____.

o I worry about____at our school, and I did or did not see evidence 
of this concern in the film.

o This time I noticed____. (20 minutes)

• Chart outstanding questions that you want to explore further. (7 
minutes)
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• Debrief. (5 minutes)

• Reflect. (5 minutes)

Next Steps: 
Publish your outstanding questions for the entire group and prioritize them 
as you move into the exploration stage. Document your reflections and 
your continuum in your binders.
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Exploration
Essential question: What will it take to embed 
project-based learning into my practice and 
into our school culture?
Purpose: 
To provide an opportunity for teachers to examine the role of project-based 
learning in their instructional practice.

Process:
Now that you’ve had the opportunity to dig deep into identifying the 3Rs 
in your instructional practice and have begun to unearth the distinguishing 
characteristics of project-based learning, you are ready to turn the spotlight 
on your school’s needs and mission. 

What goals do you have for your students and how can you use project-
based learning to support those goals? How will you incorporate your 
district and state standards? How has student data informed the direction 
of your project-based learning planning? These are all questions that the 
activities in this section will push you to answer. 

Review the menu of activities and choose all or some according to the 
needs of your school. The activities are differentiated so as you progress 
in your understanding and implementation of project-based learning, 
the activities progress with you. The descriptions of the protocols and 
processes will help guide your choice of where to begin.

Documentation: 
Collecting and reviewing your responses to the video segments, activities, 
and your readings will make your learning visible and increase its value as a 
planning resource. Plan on having staff members keep a binder that tracks 
your collective progress on the project-based learning journey. In addition, 
you should keep a record of your personal progress.

Mingling Metaphors
Uncovering your metaphors for the roles of students, teachers, and 
family and community members in the project-based learning process. 
This activity will help you surface your metaphors so that you can utilize 
your combined strengths to your greatest advantage.

This activity can strengthen any staffs understanding of their collective will 
and skill as they approach this work with their students.
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Crystal Clear – Creating a Project-based Learning Rubric
Using the qualities of excellence you developed in the reflection 
section, you’ll create a rubric that will personalize project-based learning 
for your unique setting and your student’s needs.

This activity is a necessity for staff at any stage. Developing a rubric can 
help novice staffs come to agreement on how project-based learning will 
be implemented, and can help veteran staff assess the effectiveness of 
their project-based learning practice.

Projects from Passions
Using personal interests as a starting point and going step by step 
through the project planning process to gain practice designing a 
project.

This is the place where you can create a project-based unit plan, share it 
with your colleagues, get feedback on it, and even implement it. If you 
have extensive experience designing projects this activity may spark new 
project ideas.

Neighborhood Shuffle
Using the neighborhood to simulate the steps of a long-term place-
based learning activity in a shorter amount of time.

For staff ready to learn about how to bring project-based learning to life by  
getting out into the community and practicing the skills it takes to design 
and carry out a project.

Putting Project-based Learning on the Map
Mapping your upcoming curriculum and looking for “windows” of 
opportunity to introduce project-based learning as a vehicle for greater 
student understanding.

This activity will allow novice groups to embed projects into their current 
practice and will afford experienced groups with the big picture of their 
instructional curriculum.

Readers’ Note: As you complete your exploration of these activities, review 
the reflections you have documented as a group. Your documentation will 
inform your efforts as you take steps to translate your vision into projects 
and the relationships, structures, and practices that will support your 
students.
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Mingling Metaphors
Purpose: 
To create individual metaphors for our roles in the project-based learning 
process in order to share our images and investigate both their strengths 
and their shadows as we prepare to initiate projects with our students.

Time Allotted: 
45-60 minutes

Group Format: 
Groups of 6-12

Facilitation Tips: 
Remind all members of the norm of confidentiality. Distribute 5x8 inch 
index cards to all participants. Make sure that you have your journals to 
complete your reflections. Be prepared to model your own metaphor for 
the group.

The Activity:
• Fill in the blank: When I am at my best as a [teacher, administrator, 

librarian, counselor], I am  _______________. Write your metaphor 
on your index card.

• Underneath the written description, draw a picture, symbol, or some 
other graphic representation of your metaphor.

• Respond in your journal: What guidance might this metaphor offer me 
in tough or sticky situations as I implement project-based learning? 
What are the “shadows” of this metaphor? [10 minutes for these first 
three steps]

•  In triads, colleagues discuss each of their metaphors in turn. The first 
presenter explains his or her metaphor (using their journal writing), 
and answers just a few clarifying questions from the rest of the 
group. (1 minute to present and 2 minutes of questions)

(For example, if my metaphor is a mirror, the strength might be that I 
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Adapted from The Courage to Teach, Parker Palmer, pp. 148-150 Gene Thompson-Grove, National School 
Reform Faculty, modified by D. Bambino 7/05

reflect my students’ thinking back to them in ways that help them clarify 
their thinking and their project implementation. The shadow could be that 
my own biases might cloud the mirror and distort the reflection that I share 
with my kids.)

• Then the presenter is silent and listens to the group members discuss 
what they heard. What did we hear? What are some additional 
strengths of this metaphor? What might be some additional shadows 
of this metaphor? (3 minutes each)

• The presenter then comes back into the discussion, and talks with 
his or her colleagues about what especially resonated for him or her 
while listening to them. (2 minutes each)

•  Then, the next person presents.

[Each of the three presentation/discussion “rounds” takes about 8 
minutes.]  

• Now the participants think about their metaphors for the family 
members and the students with whom they work. (If students 
and family members are present they will complete this step for 
themselves at the same time as the teachers.) (10 minutes)

• Individual reflective writing in response to the prompt: How are your 
metaphors for yourself, your students, and their family members 
evident in your relationships and project-based learning work at your 
school? What can you do to challenge the shadows and support the 
strengths of these metaphors? (10 minutes)

• Debrief about the process as a group. What did we learn? What 
should we do differently next time? [5 minutes for debriefing.] 

• Reflect. (5 minutes)

Next Steps: 
Document your group’s reflections in your collective binder. 
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Crystal Clear – Creating a Project-based 
Learning Rubric
Purpose: 
To design a rubric to establish goals for how project-based learning will 
be implemented in your setting or how well you are meeting your current 
goals. By developing descriptors for each criterion you will be able to 
measure your progress and plan your next steps.

Time Allotted: 
One to two hours, ongoing

Group Format: 
Six small groups, with feedback from whole staff

Facilitation Tips: 
Use your collective binder as your starting point for your rubric 
development. Everyone should have the qualities of excellence that 
they generated in the reflection section to help them, as well. Remind 
participants that this is NOT a content-specific rubric to assess students, 
but a whole-staff rubric for what you want project-based learning to look 
like in your setting.

The Activity: 
A rubric is comprised of three components: criteria, levels of performance, 
and descriptors. Criteria are components or characteristics of the objective 
you want to assess. Criterion typically run vertically down the left side of 
the page. Levels of performance are identifiers that distinguish between 
one standard (or level) and the next. Sometimes it is no more than a 
number and sometimes it is very specific. In this example the levels 
of performance are: exploring, emerging, engaging, and embedded. 
Descriptors are the “meat” that tell us what is expected or desired at each 
level of performance. Descriptors help us more precisely and consistently 
distinguish between levels. 
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The following sample rubric is just one example of how to develop a 
project-based rubric. The criteria we’ve used is the “Six A’s” from Adria 
Steinberg’s Real Learning, Real Work (1997). For a further description of 
the Six A’s go to http://www.smallschoolsproject.org/index.asp?siteloc=to
olandsection=sixa.

You can use this template or design your own. For another sample 
provided by a teacher featured in the video see page ??

• Divide into 6 small groups and assign each group an A. (5 minutes)

• Print off copies of the 6 A’s handout from the link above. (2 minutes)

• Develop descriptors for your particular A. Ask yourselves, what do 
we want our students to know and be able to do in a project-based 
learning experience? Use your qualities of excellence to assist you. 
Keep in mind that the point of this rubric is to act as an assessment 
tool when you are designing a project, looking at a colleague’s project 
design, or discussing project-based learning expectations as a staff. 
(30 minutes)

• Once groups have completed their A, share back to the whole 
group and refine and tweak the rubric. Have one person type up the 
final and distribute it to all staff. (20 minutes)

• Debrief: (5 minutes)

Next Steps: 
Schools might also invite critical friends from other schools to join them 
by lending fresh eyes to their assessment tools and processes. Visit the 
websites of schools in the video to see their rubrics (see resource section). 
Use your rubric as you design a project in the Application to Practice 
section of this guide.
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Teacher’s Artifact

At this level, students are connecting themselves 
to the problem-solving process. Here is where 
they commit to learning the problem by 
completing specific subject matter tasks. They 
take responsibility for building their knowledge 
base for the project. They use the computer 
effectively to collect and display data. They 
collaborate with others for accuracy of data/
information. They learn to view the teacher as an 
advisor and not the central source for knowledge 
and learning.

At this level, students are able to use their global 
awareness of the problem to identify outcomes 
(needs) of the problem. By connecting these 
needs to a social institution, they then design a 
solution that is either a concrete object, and event 
(or activity), or a process. Although the solution 
is not carried out at this level, the design is valid 
(researched) and applicable (realistic), and ready 
for implementation.

At this level, students analyze the global aspects 
of the problem. They are able to take the data 
collected to articulate a sound description of the 
problem. In addition, they use the Internet and 
other resources (other than the teacher) to add 
depth to their analysis.

At this level, students are acting as true social 
scientists by taking more initiative in identifying 
a problem or executing a solution. Here is where 
students make a personal investment in social 
change by connecting their time, energy, and 
experiences out of school in with their studies. 

At this level, others will be able to attribute social 
progress to the awareness, scholarship, creativity 
and citizenship of students. Here is where they 
find and study problems, as well as design and 
execute solutions.

Students are social change agents. The timeline 
for projects cover months, semesters, and/or an 
entire school year. In addition, projects consist of 
an internship where they spend extended time 
executing solutions or collecting data to define 
problems and solutions.

1. Report of problem  
 (outlined by facilitator)

1. Report of problem  
 (outlined by facilitator)

2. Problem analysis

1. Report of problem  
 (outlined by facilitator)

2. Problem analysis

3. Project design

1. Report of problem  
 (outlined by facilitator)
2. Problem analysis
3. Project design
OR
1. Report of problem  
 (outlined by facilitator)
2. Problem analysis
3. Project design
4. Executed solution

1. Report of problem  
 (outlined by facilitator)
2. Problem analysis
3. Project design
4. Executed solution

1. Report of problem  
 (outlined by facilitator)
2. Problem analysis
3. Project design
4. Executed solution in  
 the form of both social  
 action and a product

Step 6 and 7: Social 
change Agents

Step 5: Project 
Manager

Step 4: Project 
Engineer

Step 3: Project 
Leader

Step 1: Project 
Task-Master

Step 2: Project 
Scholar
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Developing Projects from Interests and 
Hobbies

Purpose:  
To deepen our understanding of the potential of projects for student 
learning, practice elements of successful project based-learning, and 
generate new ideas for single-discipline and integrated projects.

Time allotted: 
130 minutes

Facilitation Tips: 
Refer back to the qualities of excellence and “working conditions” that 
your staff developed in the reflection section. Present participants with the 
following guiding question: What are the elements of successful project-
based learning experiences for all students?  Allow individuals to reflect 
upon this question, using their previous work as a guide, before proceeding 
with the activity in which participants will develop a plan for a project-
based curriculum unit that incorporates the interests or hobbies of each 
member of the group. 

The Activity:
1. Discuss the following: (20 minutes)

First, in your group, conduct a group inventory. Each person states:

• a skill/strength you bring to the group

• “something to watch out for”

• a signal the group can use when you do what you’ve told them to 
watch out for

The group generates:

• a group process goal

• criteria for group process success: “How will we know we have 
achieved our goal?”
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• your group name or slogan or motto

Now, each member describes an interest or hobby. In each case, discuss 
what skills are developed and employed in pursuit of this interest. 

2. Plan a Unit (40 minutes)

Group task: develop a plan for a project-based curriculum unit that would 
incorporate the hobbies of each member of the group. As you work, 
remember your group process goal!

Unit and Presentation Parameters:

• The visual component must include

o your group name/motto/slogan

o your Essential question or theme

o your group process goal

o a list of skills/understandings to be developed in the unit aligned 
with the state standards (EALRs)

o the product that will be developed in the unit

o community or adult-world connections that will be made in the 
unit 

o at least one coaching or scaffolding strategy you will use

o your means of assessment – how might this project be 
presented and exhibited to the larger community?

• Each member of the group must participate in the presentation

• Presentation time limit: five minutes for each group

3. Prepare a Presentation (15 minutes)

Using newsprint and any other means available, prepare a presentation 
of your project-based unit to the larger group. Refer to the presentation 
parameters above. 

4. Present (25 minutes)  

Each group has five minutes to present their project ideas. At the close of 
each presentation ask audience members the following questions: What 
strikes you? What questions are raised? 

Adapted from work by Rob Roirdan, High Tech High
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Reflect: (30 minutes) 

Do a quick reflection and journal writing:

• What happened in this exercise?  

• What moments stand out? 

• What surprised you?  

• What are the implications of this activity for your work with students?

Report out to the larger group.

Debrief the process.

Next Steps:  
You may want to take your unit plan and carry it out with students. It is 
often helpful to pick a topic you are passionate about as a “first” project 
because your comfort level with the material is high. Or use this activity 
with students to survey their interests and hobbies. Now that you know 
how to develop a project-based unit let their interests shape your project 
designs.

Neighborhood Shuffle
Purpose: 
To gain hands-on exposure to the many aspects of project-based learning 
and to look at an “all aspects of the industry” approach to inquiry—in this 
case, “all aspects of the neighborhood.” 

Time Allotted:
Three hours

Group Format: 
Five to six-member groups

Facilitation Tips: 
Advise your staff that they will be conducting a simulation of a long term, 
place-based project. They will be investigating all the steps of a project: 
observation, inquiry, collecting and analyzing data, writing and reflection, 
team-building, networking and exhibition.
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The Activity:
• Form groups of five to six members (2 minutes)

• Group members introduce themselves and share a facet of the 
neighborhood they find intriguing/are interested in and a skill they 
bring to this place-based learning experience. (5-7 minutes)

• Groups decide which aspect of neighborhood life they would like to 
explore. (10 minutes)

Aspects of neighborhood life for exploration (groups choose one):

o Architecture   Government

o Communications   Health

o Culture    Housing

o Demography   Retail and Business

o Entertainment   Street Life

o Food    Transportation

o Other

• Groups develop a guiding question for their inquiry.

o Brainstorm ideas and questions about the aspect of 
neighborhood life that they chose.

o Look for patterns or a theme in their brainstorm.

o Choose a guiding question and any sub-topics or questions they 
hope to pursue in this simulation. (15-17 minutes)

• Groups develop a plan for their inquiry.

o Where will they go?

o Who will they consult or interview?

o What evidence will they search for and examine?

o How will they collect/record ideas?

o How will they present their findings? (30 minutes)

• Groups implement their planned investigation out in the neighborhood 
and document their process in writing, with photos and with artifacts 
where possible. (90 minutes)

• Groups synthesize their learning and prepare their presentations. (30 
minutes)
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Presentations must include:

o An artifact or two

o A quote from a person who was interviewed

o The group’s thoughts about an interview

o The group’s responses to their guiding questions

o Some sort of visual display

Other considerations:

o All group members must be part of the presentation

o Presentations should be engaging

o You will have only three minutes

• Presentations. (3 minutes each)

• Debrief. (15 minutes)

• Reflections: 

o What have you learned from this simulation?

o How might your students benefit from a similar experience?

o What would it take to make place-based learning work in your 
school community? (15 minutes)

Next Steps:
 For additional readings around place-based learning download Rural Roots 
Volume 4, No. 1, February 2003 found at:  http://www.ruraledu.org/roots/
pdf/rr4.1.pdf

This volume shares examples of what students are doing in five states 
around place-based learning. Articles in this issue discuss specific ways 
to achieve academic goals through place-based learning while sharing 
specific examples of place-based learning projects. 

In addition, staff members might review their curriculum for possible 
entry points for place-based projects. Staff members could also conduct 
the simulation with students. Remember to file all reflections and 
documentation in your collective binder.

Adapted from work by Katy Karschney, Small Schools Coaches Collaborative, and the Small Schools Project
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Putting Project-based Learning on the Map
Purpose: 
To look at your upcoming content to be covered in search of opportunities 
where project-based learning can support greater student understanding of 
the material and skills being presented.

Time Allotted:  
One to two hours each

Group Format: 
Individual, pairs, or small groups

Facilitation Tips: 
Before the meeting you will need to ask staff members to bring the 
content that they’re planning to teach in the next three to six months 
– their plan books, curriculum materials, unit plans, etc. Stress that this 
is not an opportunity to critique individuals, or their teaching, rather it is 
an opportunity to accurately map the curriculum to find “windows” for 
project-based learning.

Checking in with staff members to make sure preparation directions are 
clear will also be important. This process will require individual reflection 
and members must bring their individual maps back to the table for small 
and whole group discussion. 

The Activity: 
• Ask staff members to respond to the following questions:

o Have you ever been frustrated because your students learn a 
concept for assessment purposes and seem to forget it the very 
next week? 

o Have you ever expected your students to apply content you’ve 
taught only to find that their understanding is limited to the recall 
of facts without any connection to the real world?

o Have you ever wondered if your students see the big picture 
behind your content?
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o Have you ever worried about whether you’ve addressed all the 
standards and objectives your district requires?

Give members a few minutes to reflect on each question and ask them to 
jot down some notes to support their yes/no responses. (5-7 minutes)

• Ask staff to share a few examples from their responses. (3-5 
minutes)

• Tell staff that if they answered “yes” to any of the questions, 
curriculum mapping and project-based learning are for them!

• Distribute the curriculum map. (2 minutes)

• Model the way you expect the maps to be completed. (15-20 
minutes)

o Stress the need to jot down big ideas and concepts, NOT 
chapters or page numbers.

o Add standards and objectives (words, not “standard 1:3”)

o Do include assessment tools and resources like trips, guest 
speakers, etc.

• Ask staff to spend time completing their maps for the next three to 
six months. (30-45 minutes)

• In small groups ask each person to share one place in their curriculum 
where project-based learning could enrich the teaching of the material 
and skills. If a staff member struggles they can ask for help from 
other members in examining their map. 

• Group discussion: What are the barriers? How can we create 
possibility?

• Ask individuals to make a verbal commitment to use the “window” 
they have found in their curriculum to plan a project-based learning 
experience. This will happen in the activity Planning a Project in the 
Application to Practice section of this guide. 

• Debrief.  (5-7 minutes)

• Reflect.  (5 minutes) 

Next Steps: 
You may ask teachers who teach the same subject to develop a subject 
map for one grade, or across the grades. Some teachers may be ready to 
pilot a mini project at this point. Teachers should keep all their mapping 
materials in their collective binder and their individual responses in their 
personal binders.
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Application to Practice
Essential question: How do we make project-
based learning a reality and commitment in 
our practice and at our school?
Purpose: 
To ensure that adequate consideration has been given to working as a 
staff, team, or individually to acquire knowledge of project-based learning 
models, gain the skills necessary to design and carry out a project-based 
learning activity, and to assess the alignment of project-based learning with 
your school’s mission. 

Process: 
Now that you’ve had the opportunity to decide on qualities of excellence, 
develop a project-based learning rubric, design a project from your 
interests, and simulate a project in your community you’re ready to take 
your learning to a new level. This section will draw on the video to help you 
refine, design, and implement a project, then assess its effectiveness.

Review the menu of activities that are designed for use in conjunction 
with your viewing and planning. The activities are differentiated so that as 
you progress in your understanding and implementation of project-based 
learning the activities progress with you. The descriptions of the protocols 
and processes will help guide your choice of where to begin.

Documentation: 
Collecting and reviewing your responses to the video segments, activities, 
and your readings will make your learning visible and increase its value as 
a planning resource. Plan on keeping a binder that tracks your collective 
progress on the PBL journey. In addition, you should keep a record of your 
personal progress.

Four Corners
This activity will help you determine the scope of your projects. 

Will they be school-wide or limited to one teaching team or 
classroom? Will you allow individual student choice or will there 
be a common format?

This activity can be used by novice and veteran staffs as you review 
your needs and goals at the start of a new project cycle.
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Planning a Project
Using the skills you’ve gained around project-based learning, develop 
and carry out a project.

You’re ready to make it happen! If this isn’t your first go at designing a 
project this activity has many refining questions to ask yourself to make 
new or existing projects air tight. For those unfamiliar with project design 
we’ll take you step by step.

The Working Rubric
Design a content-specific rubric to assess your project.

This activity is a necessity to make learning objectives transparent for 
students and to properly assess content and skills learned.

Community Close-Up: A Graphic Rendering
Using the Community Based Learning Graphic staff members reflect 
upon the possibilities for community connections to project, place and 
problem-based learning.

This activity is helpful for staffs that have done a project and want to make 
it stronger through community connections. Novice staffs can use material 
from teachers featured in the video to practice their savvy with including 
the community in project-based learning.

What, So What, Now What?
Planning next steps and clarifying your rationale and responsibilities are 
the end results of this protocol.

This activity will be especially useful for staffs new to project-based 
learning as they check-in about their projects.

A Rubric Reckoning
Assessing the effectiveness of your content-specific rubric after you 
have carried out your project.

This took gives you a chance to discuss your project-based learning 
experience, make your work public, and get feedback from colleagues.
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Microlabs Revisited
The importance of ongoing communication and reflection with your 
team or among staff members cannot be overstated. Using this 
tool and other collaborative conversation structures will nourish your 
process.

This tool will be especially important for veterans of project-based learning 
who need to revisit team building and envision future work.

 Four Corners: A Final Cut
Purpose: 
To help participants tease out the unique characteristics of each school’s 
use of project-based learning for the purpose of further analysis.

Time Allotted: 
90 minutes

Group Format: 
Small and large groups

Facilitator Tips: 
The facilitator should model an example of the type of characteristics 
you’re looking for, i.e. number of subjects being integrated into a project, 
use of Essential questions, amount of dedicated time in the schedule, 
connections with the community, individual or group projects, etc. Post 
chart paper in each corner and place the name of one school at the top of 
each sheet: Codman Academy Charter Public School, Preparatory School 
for Global Leadership, New Technology High School and your school.

The Activity: 
• Divide your group so that each person is focused on just one school 

as they view the video segment. 

• Ask viewers to make note of the characteristics of their assigned 
school’s use of project-based learning as they watch the video. (20 
minutes) 
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• After the video has been watched, ask participants to gather in front 
of their assigned school’s chart and reflect on both the practices they 
observed and their alignment with the 3Rs.

• Each group shares and documents the characteristics they observed. 
(12 -15 minutes)

• Groups then move to the next chart in a clockwise fashion.

• The group discusses the characteristics on the next chart, making 
note of anything that is different from the school they viewed closely. 
(7-8 minutes)

• Using Post-Its, participants add questions and observations to the 
characteristics on the chart. (3-5minutes)

• Groups move again, repeating the process for all three schools/charts 
until they are back to their starting points.

• Each group discusses the feedback and questions they received. (7-9 
minutes)

• Each participant shares a new idea or a question raised for them 
about the way project-based learning will work at their school. (10-12 
minutes)

• Questions and ideas are recorded for follow up on the fourth chart 
(the one with your school’s name on it.)

• Debrief the process. (5 minutes)

• Reflect. (5 minutes)

Next Steps: 
Staff members may decide to contact representatives from the featured 
schools for further information by phone or email (see resource section). 
You might also decide to research project-based learning units or curricula 
online. All reflections and follow up research should be shared with the 
staff and collected in the binder.
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Planning a Project
Purpose:  
To provide strategies and collaborative time for planning a project.

Time allotted:  
Ongoing

Group format: 
Collaborative teams

Facilitation Tips:  
Ask staff members to come to this session with an idea for a project (refer 
back to the work done in the activity Putting Project-based Learning on 
the Map where staff identified a “window” in their upcoming curriculum) 
that they would like to design and implement either individually or with 
other staff members interested in developing an integrated, project-based 
learning unit. Participants should bring content materials and standards, 
their work from the mapping activity, and possible resources. There are 
a variety of planning processes for designing projects. You may have one 
that your school has designed or uses. If not, you might consider using the 
steps outlined in the Project Development Process. This process aligns 
with the handout entitled, Project Development Process: Questions to 
Ask yourself. In addition, you can find a Project Planning Form in the Buck 
Institute’s Project-Based Learning Handbook on page 179.

The Activity:
Divide participants into collaborative planning teams. Have each group 
decide on a planning process and provide time for groups to plan a project 
together. No matter which planning process they decide upon remind 
participants to make sure their project designs contain the following 
elements:   

Engagement/ student voice
Essential questions
Clear and rigorous learning aligned with state and district standards
Authentic project/product



Applicatio

o Prac
Applicatio

o Prac
PICTURING THE POSSIBILITIES — PRACTICE       54

P
R

A
C

T
I

C
E

High stakes audience/community connection
Assessment of student learning
Celebration
Evaluation and continuous improvement

Remind groups that as they plan they will want to consider the following 
aspects of managing projects. This might include grouping strategies, 
individual and group roles and responsibilities, processes for tracking 
student progress (weekly planning sheets, learning logs, research logs, 
etc.)

After the initial planning session provide time for groups to share their 
ideas and designs. As appropriate have groups decide on the time and 
place for their next planning session.

Once individuals and groups have designed their projects, consider using 
Project Development Process: Questions to Ask Yourself to assess how 
each element has been addressed. Use your staff project-based learning 
rubric to assess components of your project design (created in the activity 
Crystal Clear). 

Take a look at the project planning sheet that Angela Dye from PSGL uses 
when designing weeklong projects for her students. How can you learn 
from her work? What is missing? Is your project planning reflective of your 
school setting and culture? How?

Next Steps:  
Put project designs in collective binder. Encourage individuals and teams 
to share their implementation timelines. You may also want to set up 
additional sessions to conduct a tuning protocol prior to implementation for 
tweaking of the plan. During and after implementation, sessions designed 
around looking at student and teacher work might be beneficial as a way 
to make the work public and grapple with any challenges associated 
with implementing project based learning units. As individuals and teams 
implement you might also want to set up times for peer observations. 
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Title of Project:  Safe Driving Save As:  Driving.[last name]

Circle One:  SS or Science Leadership:   Students will examine how sobriety checks affect 
the 4th amendment.

Level:  Step:  
Standard:  .

C.8.7 Locate, organize, and use relevant information to understand an issue of public concern, take a 
position, and advocate the position in a debate

C.8.1 Identify and explain democracy’s basic principles, including individual rights, responsibility for 
the common good, equal opportunity, equal protection of the laws, freedom of speech, justice, and 
majority rule with protection for minority rights

Reading

Summarizing 
information.

One Driver Changed Lives

1. Read the article.
2. Take notes on the important information:  who, what, when, why, how.

3.Summarize information
     2 paragraphs for “East” group.
    1 paragraph for “West” group.

Use http://www.jsonline.com/news/racine/apr04/222093.asp.

Date 
Finished/
Grade

Math Skill

Reading charts/
graphs for 
information

More Money, More Money, More Money

1. What day of the week do most deaths from drunk driving occur?
“Crashes by Time of Day and Day of Week,”  

2. At what time of the day do most fatal accidents happen (caused 
by drunk driving)?
“Percent of Crashes by Severity and Time of Day”

3. Where does the highest level of accidents occur (urban or rural)?  
Provide a rational (reason) for your answer.
“Fatal Crashes by Time of Day and Urban/Rural”

4. Where do most accidents occur (intersection, non-intersection, 
parking lot, or private property)?  Are you surprised by this answer?  
Why/why not?
“Hit and Run Crashes by Location Type and Severity”

Use the different graphs and charts for each question (in bold) found on this website:  
http://www.dot.wisconsin.gov/safety/motorist/crashfacts/docs/crash-crashes.pdf  

(Be patient. It will take a while to upload.)

Date 
Finished/
Grade

Social Studies

Understanding, 
interpreting, 
and analyzing a 
political cartoon.

Fourth Amendment

1. Complete Review Questions.
2. What statement is the cartoonist making about the privacy of 

American citizens?
Use:  “Law and Society,” We The People, pg. 134. Table 2

Don’t Drink and DriveArt

Teacher’s Artifact
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Creative 
Expressions

Create a Don’t Drink and Drive Ad.

Be sure to include vital/shocking information to make people think/stop!  
Use: You’re your internal resources. 

Politics

Examining state 
laws (state to 
state)

Wisconsin is BAC

1.What is the “Blood Alcohol Content” (BAC) that defines intoxication?
2.What are five laws that Wisconsin has to curb drunk driving cases?

3.Compared to other states, is Wisconsin too harsh in its laws, to easy, 
or just right?  Explain your answer.

Use  “State Laws Curbing Drunk Driving,” 
http://www.iii.org/media/hottopics/insurance/drunk/

Analysis

Analyzing 
the national 
Constitution 

Does the 4th Amendment Have Teeth?
1.Has applying the 4th Amendment to automobiles been easy?  

Why/Why not?
2.Do you need evidence to pull over a vehicle for intoxication?

3.What is the “one-clear rule”?
4.What is the “exclusionary rule” help or hurt the 4th Amendment?  

Explain your answer.
Use:  “Automobiles” and “The Exclusionary Rule” on page 524 out of 
the American Government book. Table 1

Geography

Reading a Map

Sobriety Checkpoints Legal in the States?

1. What are “sobriety checkpoints”?
2. Are “sobriety checkpoints legal”

3. What Constitutional Amendment affects sobriety checkpoints?
4. Define “prohibit” (be sure to cite the source that gave you this definition.

5. How many states “prohibit” sobriety checkpoints?
6. Are sobriety checkpoints legal in Wisconsin?

Use:  http://www.drink-drive-lose.com/index.php
YOU MUST DO THIS TASK LAST!!!!

Governor, Oh Governer!
Write a letter to the governor of Wisconsin expressing your views on 

sobriety checkpoints in Wisconsin.
Your letter must:
 Include: correct information/correct format
 Be engaging: using a personal anecdote to make your point.
 Be informative: must mention the 4th amendment.
Use answers and other information from the Reading Task.

Writing Skill

Writing a business 
letter.

Skills Grade
Angela Dye, PSGL 2005
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Project Development Process

Step One – Engagement
This is where we as teachers try to set the stage to develop interest for 
the project. It is important that we find connections to the real world 
to give the project relevance and to spark buy-in and motivation in our 
students.

Step Two – Essential question
This is how the standards or content connects to the real world. Why 
is this topic important?  How does the topic affect people or our world?  
This question can provide an avenue for deep exploration of a topic or 
issue. “What” kind of questions are too easily answered. These Essential 
questions need to be deep and rich as well as open ended for the richest 
type of exploration by some students.

The teacher’s Essential question when looking at a subject or piece of 
content to teach is to ask the question “so what?”  This will help the 
teacher identify how to make the content of value or meaningful to the 
student. Questions that relate content to our real world either on a local or 
global basis are valuable.

Step Three – Standards
National Standards have been developed that delineate what students 
should know and be able to do. We as teachers can attend to standards 
through the process of developing and implementing projects. Projects 
should include two or three applied learning standards and three to four 
content or subject area standards.
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Step Four – Product or Performances
How will kids demonstrate their skill and knowledge? In three possible 
areas:

Performance
experiment
poetry reading/
mime
simulation
author talk
role play/puppet 
show
oral presentation
media supported 
presentation
concert
debate
dance

Media
sculpture
computer program
TV program
radio show
museum exhibit
brochure
video
multi media
power point

Written Products
poetry
journal
news article/newspaper
oral history magazine
portfolio piece
questionnaire
survey
song
letter to the editor
research paper 

Step Five – Assessment Criteria (Rubric or Scoring Guide)
A scoring guide can be developed by teachers and/or students, which 
delineates evaluation criteria. It sets up the achievement targets for 
students. The scoring guide should include all project components, i.e. 
technology, research, group work, presentation, content, aesthetics, etc. 
The rubric should be directly tied to the standards.

Step Six – High Stakes Audience
This is a group of people to whom the topic or issue is important. The high 
stakes audience must have a genuine interest or background in the project 
or subject matter. These are the people who answer the question, “Who 
cares?” Who are they? PTSA, local community, people, public library 
reference, chamber of commerce, experts, administration, friends and 
family, open house (parents occupation), public relations.

Step Seven – Lessons/Activities
Develop mini-lessons and activities, which provide skills and information 
to produce the project. What fits together? What is necessary to teach 
first?  Sequencing? What comes next?  More than likely, these will be the 
lessons that you already have been teaching. Now we can put them into 
focus by determining their substantive value to the project.
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Plan for various multiple intelligences, learning styles, and an individualized 
approach

Projects can allow for students to demonstrate their knowledge and skills 
through various formats, i.e. presentations, three panel displays, debates, 
multimedia presentations, computer based quiz or test (HyperCard stack), 
booklets, pamphlets, meaningful correspondence to people in the subject 
area, etc. All of these formats can capitalize on the strengths and develop 
the potential strengths of all students. Individual responsibilities will be 
identified within the group setting. The rubric can help delineate which 
student is responsible for which part of a project.

Step Eight – Evaluation
There are two questions to be answered with regard to evaluation. First, 
how do these projects affect your students learning?  We need to ask 
our students and our high stakes audience to give us feedback about the 
project they have been involved with. If they were to do the project again, 
what would they do differently to increase student learning?  Second, what 
are the implications school wide and class by class when you develop 
projects with this method?

Project Development Process: Questions to 
Ask Yourself
Step 1 Engagement:

Is their student voice in this project?

What impact will this project have beyond the classroom? For the 
student?  For the community?

Are the connections to the real world relevant to the student? The 
content?

 Step 2 Essential question:
Is the question important to the students?

Do the students understand the question?

Is the language of the question written in broad, organizational 
terms to reflect the focus of a set of activities?
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Does the question identify the conceptual priorities that the 
students will examine in the course of their study?

Does the question have value beyond the student?

How does the question help to guide the inquiry?

Step 3 Standards
Does the Essential question and project align with the standards?

Do the students understand how the standards align with and 
influence the project?

Can the students articulate this?

Step 4 Product or Performance
How are students guided to choose their product or performance?

What are influences that impact how students make their choices?

How am I an influence?

Are students asked to choose products or performances outside of 
their comfort zone or familiar (mastered) zone?

Are students asked to brainstorm and expand on current list of 
products and performances?

Is what we are asking students to do in alignment with their cultural 
background?

Step 5 Assessment Criteria (Rubric or Scoring Guides)
Are students involved in the creation of the project or product/

performance rubric?

Is the rubric understandable to students?  Can they articulate its 
components?

Does the rubric assess new skills, content and higher order 
thinking?

Is it complex?

Have my peers evaluated it?

Do I have a general rubric to assess process and one that is content 
specific as related to the essential question and standards?
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Step 6 High Stakes Audience
Does the high stakes audience have a genuine interest in the 

product/performance/topic?

Is the high stakes audience properly informed on the project and 
assessment methods?

Does the high stakes audience represent the cultural make-up of 
the students in my class?

Step 7 Lessons and Activities around Processes and Content
Do the lessons and activities provide students with the necessary 

skills and information to produce the project?

Does the project challenge students with content that is complex, 
ambiguous, provocative, and personally challenging?

Do the mini lessons and activities use strategies to help students 
learn to manage rigor?

Does the project and related lessons and activities demonstrate 
the five disciplines of thought:  inquiry, knowledge acquisition, 
problem solving, communication and reflection?

How is each lesson/activity of value to the project and developing 
deeper understanding of the essential question? 

Step 8 Evaluation
What evidence do you have that your project affected student 

learning?

What could be done differently to increase student learning?

What would you do differently if you were to do this project again 
and why?

Erin Thomas and Micki Evans, Small Schools Coaches Collaborative, 2003
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The Working Rubric
Designing a content-specific rubric

Purpose: 
A rubric or scoring guide to assess how well students are meeting the 
learning objectives you want them to meet. By developing descriptors for 
each learning objective you will be able to measure their progress and plan 
for future project-based learning experiences.

Time Allotted: 
Ongoing

Group Format: 
Small groups with feedback from entire constituency

Facilitation Tips: 
Use your collective binder as your starting point for your rubric 
development. Review the project you designed in the last activity, Planning 
a Project. Use this project as the basis for the rubric you would like to 
create.

The Activity: 
The following format and example can be used as a tool for developing 
your own rubric
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What is being 
assessed? 1 2 3 4

Exploring Emerging Engaging Embedded

Research 
(example)

Little evidence 
of research or 
understanding. 

Two-three sources 
are listed, but APA 
format has not 
been followed. 
The connection 
between the 
research and the 
project is weak.

Three sources 
are cited in APA 
format and there 
is some evidence 
of synthesis and 
application to the 
student’s project.

At least 5 primary 
and secondary 
sources are cited in 
APA format.
The materials has 
been synthesized 
and applied 
creatively by the 
student. 

• With your staff or group members, look at your goals for your specific 
project(s) and the practices and behaviors you would expect to see in 
a rigorous, relevant, culminating project. 

• Develop your rubric descriptors for all major skills and standards 
covered by your project.

• Once your rubric is in place, distribute it to all team members and 
students for feedback.

• Finally, use your rubric as an ongoing instructional guideline as 
students design their projects and you design your instruction to 
support their learning.

Next Steps: 
Visit the websites of schools in the video to see their rubrics. Go online 
to view rubrics and rubric making tools.Rubistar is a good place to begin: 
http://rubistar.4teachers.org/index.php
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Community Close-Up
Purpose: 
To explore the possibilities of relevant community connections to project-
based learning instruction.

Time Allotted: 
One hour

Group Format: 
Small groups, whole group

Facilitation Tips: 
Ask staff members to bring any outlines of project based-learning that they 
have implemented to date. Use the video teacher’s artifacts if they have 
none of their own.

The Activity:
• Distribute the community based learning graphic to all staff members.

• Ask staff to form groups of four. (2 minutes)

• Everyone carefully reads the text on the graphic and underlines a 
word, a phrase and a sentence that resonates with them. (5 minutes)

• All staff members share their words, phrases and sentences, and 
their reason for choosing it, within their quads. A recorder scribes 
their responses. (5 minutes)

• Staff members choose one project-based activity from those shared 
in their quads for closer reflection—either their own or the video 
teacher’s artifacts. (5 minutes)

• The presenter of the selected work gives a brief description of it with 
an emphasis on the strengths and weaknesses of the effort in terms 
of its community connections. (3 minutes)

• Quads brainstorm ways to deepen and extend the community 
connection of the work. (10 minutes)

• Quads chart a very brief description of the work along with their top 
three to five ideas for community connections. (4 minutes)

• Whole-group sharing of possible community connections.
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• Rap Around: a sampling of the members share their new ideas about 
community connections without elaboration. (8-10 minutes)

• Debrief. (3 minutes)

• Reflect. (5 minutes)

Next Steps: 
View the project-based learning video and look for community connections 
present in the work that is showcased. Look for opportunities for 
community connections that might have been missed. File all reflections 
and community connection possibilities in your collective binder.
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Place-Based 
Learning

Å Typically incorporates elements 
of service learning and environ-

mental education with a project-based 
structure. 

Å Student education is a whole community ef-
fort, whereby the design of the program or 
project should encompass multiple facets 
of the local community and intersect 

many learning disciplines.

Problem-Based 
Learning

Å Modeled after the medical profession, 
it emphasizes skill building through real-

world challenges.
Å Organizes curriculum and instruction around 

carefully crafted ñill-structuredò problems.
Å Guided by teachers, students develop critical 

thinking, problem solving, and collaborative 
skills as they identify problems, formulate 

hypotheses, conduct data searches, perform 
experiments, formulate solutions and 

determine the best ñýtò of solu-
tions to the conditions of 

the problem.

Possible Strategies and Processes

Collaboration Focus groups
Oral histories Surveys
Ethnographies Networking
Grant writing Student entrepreneurships
Action plans Internships
Research Data collection
Reþection Public awareness
Negotiation Interviews
Town meetings Needs assessment

Project-Based Learning
Å Emphasizes depth of understanding over content cover-

age; comprehension of concepts and principles rather than 
knowledge of facts; development of complex problem-
solving skills rather than learning building block skills in 
isolation.

Å Emphasizes student interests rather than following a ýxed 

curriculum; emphasizes a broad, interdisciplinary focus 
rather than a narrow discipline based focus; uses direct, 
primary or original sources rather than texts, lectures and 
secondary sources; emphasizes data and materials devel-
oped by students rather than by teachers.

Å Offers students choice in their learning.

Products
Å Public works (public art/perfor-

mances; creek restoration, tree 
planting, etc.)

Å Publications (brochures, 
posters, pamphlets, books, 

CD/videos/DVDs, websites
Å Public presentations
Å Grant proposals
Å Consumer products/services
Å Audits/assessments

Å Journals
Å Poetry/creative writing
Å Presenting ideas/solutions 

(public agencies, organizations 
and/or businesses)

Small Schools Project May, 2005

Community-Based Learning/Service Learning
Å Involves the community Å Linked to classroom content

Beneýts
Å Provides opportunities to 

apply newly acquired skills 
and knowledge in real-life 
situations.

Å Enhances what is taught in 
school by extending student 

learning beyond the classroom 
and into the community.

Å Helps foster the development of 
a sense of caring for others.

Å Promotes a social justice ethic.
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Project Overview

Facts and Stats

Subject Areas: 
Geometry

Length (Weeks): 
Two to three weeks

Grade Levels: 
Ninth

Quarter Used: 
Third

Project Summary 
Students design packages for mini-oreos using cylinders, prisms, cones, 
and pyramids. They will calculate the surface area and volume of each 
container in order to determine the cost of the packaging material and the 
capacity.

Project Overview 
The goal of this project is for students to develop the formulas used for 
surface area and volume for the four basic solid shapes: prism, pyramid, 
cylinder, and cone. Using a hands-on approach, the students will build 
the shapes and use nets to find surface area. They will investigate how 
surface area and volume are different, and how volume is calculated. 
These skills will be applied to a real-world problem, of designing a package 
for a product. Students are placed in the role of the designers for Nabisco. 
Their challenge is to design packages for the new Mini Oreos. Each group 
must decide what factors are important in packaging designs, and build 
their package under those specifications. Considerations need to be made 
for cost of production, capacity, and size. As a final activity, students will 
present their packages for judging.

Teacher’s Artifact
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Content Standards Addressed
8.0 Students know, derive, and solve problems involving volume, lateral 
area, and surface area of common geometric figures. 

9.0 Students compute the volumes and surface areas of prisms, pyramids, 
cylinders, cones, and spheres; and students commit to memory the 
formulas for prisms, pyramids, and cylinders. 

10.0 Students compute areas of polygons, including rectangles, scalene 
triangles, equilateral triangles, rhombi, parallelograms, and trapezoids. 

S.C.A.N.S. or 21st Century Skills Addressed
Math Content - students develop and use formulas
Collaboration - students work in groups to design their packages
Written Communication - students compose a written report
Oral Communication - students present their work to a panel
Technology Literacy - students use word processing, power point, internet, 
etc.
Critical Thinking - students derive formulas

Driving Question or Problem Statement
How can we determine the surface area and volume of a package?

Scaffolding Activities and Assignments
 Derive surface area formulas
 Create packages for each shape
 Calculate the surface area and cost for each package
 Derive volume formulas
 Calculate volume and capacity of each package

Megan Pacheco, 2005
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Project Outline
Objective:  
Design a line of containers for mini-oreos using the following shapes - 
Prism, Cylinder, Pyramid, Cone

Day 1 – Feb 28
Bring in several different products - Have students critique each product 
package
 What makes it a good or bad package?
Give students entry document - Assign group roles and review project 
calendar
Individual Journal - What considerations should we make when designing a 
package?
Have students share their responses with group and begin research for 
design

Day 2 – March 2
Complete research
Develop surface area formulas from nets of each shape/ create formula 
sheet
Practice problems with surface area

Day 3 – March 4
More practice problems with surface area
Begin working on package designs and calculations for surface area and 
production costs

Day 4 – March 7
Packaging Problems Activity 
Work on designs and calculations

Day 5 – March 9
Quiz on Surface Area
Experiment with volume - develop volume formulas
Add volume formulas to formula sheet
Create model of packages

Teacher’s Artifact
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Day 6 – March 11
Practice with volume
Work on project - calculate volume and number of oreos the container can 
hold

Day 7 – March 14
Finish project report
Prepare for presentations

Day 8 – March 16
Present
Review for test

Day 9 – March 18
Test

Megan Pacheco, 2005
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What? So What? Now What?
Purpose: 
To provide staff members with feedback about individual challenges they 
are facing in the project-based learning implementation stage.

Time Allotted: 
70-90 minutes

Group Format: 
Triads and whole group

Facilitation Tips: 
There is an overall introduction of protocol goals, norms, and agenda. The 
group is then subdivided into groups of three with a designated facilitator, 
who also participates.

The Activity:
• Small group activity – completed in groups of three 

o Participants have a segment of time devoted to examining an 
area of growth or challenge in their work around project-based 
learning. Facilitators gently but firmly keep the group focused on 
task and mindful of time. (5 minutes)

• Participants individually outline a current challenge or success related 
to designing, implementing and/or assessing project-based learning.

o They answer two questions:  WHAT?  (What did I do?  What am 
I working on?) and, 

o SO WHAT? (Why is this important to me?). 

(Talking points are briefly recorded on the top half of a sheet of 
newsprint by each participant.) (5 minutes)

• Individual Presentations 

o First presenter explains what they’ve written to their group. 
Participants take notes/write questions.

o Group asks two or three clarifying questions.

o Participants reflect back:  “What we hear you saying is ____,” 
and “Why this seems important to you is ________.”
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o Participants reflect back:  “What we wonder about is____,” 
or “The questions this raises for me are_____,” or “What this 
means to me is____,” along with any other focused discussion 
the group decides to have, i.e., “How could this presenter learn 
about this question?” “What could this presenter bring to a group 
of colleagues as a way to learn more about what is important to 
him or her?”

o The presenter silently considers next steps. Some groups may 
decide to hear a couple of minutes of reflection by the presenter.

o Repeat the process for each participant. (15 minutes per person)

NOW WHAT?

Each participant completes the bottom half of their own newsprint chart 
with some possible next steps, listed as NOW WHAT? WHAT’S 
NEXT?

Silent “Gallery Walk (approximately 10 minutes)

All participants will bring their completed sheets of newsprint to the 
“Gallery” and everyone will have an opportunity to view your collective 
work. All participants will be encouraged to use available post-its to place 
comments/questions on posted newsprint. 

Debrief. (5 minutes)

Reflect. (7 minutes)

Next Steps: 
After documenting your progress in your individual and collective binders, 
your team will be continuously involved in reflection and the regular 
adjustment of your instructional supports for your students. In the resource 
section, you will find a list of resources that you can use to support this 
ongoing process of refinement. 

Adapted from Gene Thompson-Grove, National School Reform Faculty 2004
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Rubric Reckoning
Purpose: 
To engage in self and peer assessment of your project-based learning 
experience using your staff project-based learning rubric that you created 
during the activity Crystal Clear.

Time Allotted: 
105 minutes

Group Format: 
Whole group

Facilitation Tips: 
Let staff know ahead of time that this is an activity designed to help 
assess the project-based learning work they have been doing. They will 
be making their work public in a safe space. Pre-conference with the 
presenting team or individual teacher to clarify their feedback focus and to 
help them shape their ten-minute presentation and their development of a 
display and/or packet of project materials to show their work.

The Activity:
• Distribute packet of project materials to staff.

• Distribute a copy of the staff project-based learning rubric created in 
the Crystal Clear activity.

• Presentation by project-based learning team and/or individual teacher 
with emphasis on area of the project-based rubric where feedback 
is to be focused. Example: “I would like the feedback to focus on 
finding evidence of my project’s authenticity.” (10 minutes)

• Examination of work/evidence that was presented. (5-7 minutes)

• Clarifying questions. (5-7 minutes)

• Using the staff project-based learning rubric to score the focus 
section in small groups. (15 minutes)

o Individuals, pairs and then quads examine the work and score it, 
citing evidence to support their scoring decisions.

• Fishbowl discussion with one representative from each quad 
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discussing what their group saw, heard etc. and how they scored 
the focus section. (Presenting team or individual takes notes.) (15 
minutes)

• Presenting team or individual fishbowls a discussion or shares what 
they heard and next steps they are considering. (12-15 minutes)

• Entire group discusses implications for their work in quads. (10 
minutes)

• Whole group sharing of new insights. (15 minutes)

Debrief. (10 minutes)

Reflect. (7 minutes)

Next Steps: 
You may use this same activity with staff and/or students to assess a 
particular component of a project using a content-specific rubric, as well. 
This is the time for completion and sharing of I-MAPS (see the resource 
section), individual reflections, culminating reflections about the project-
based learning process with students and community members. Then 
begin this process again!
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Project-based Learning Microlab Revisited
Purpose: 
To address a specific sequence of questions around the process of 
implementing a project. Microlabs is a structured format with small groups, 
using active listening skills. 

Time allotted: 
About 10 minutes per question.

Group format:
 Form triads. Number off—1, 2, 3. 

Facilitation Tips:
Ask everyone to do a quick-write for one minute using the prompts listed 
below. Each participant will then get two minutes to share their thinking 
without interruption. While the speaker is speaking, the other two in the 
group simply listen. When the time is up, the next person speaks, and so 
on. The facilitator acts as the timekeeper. Emphasize that talk has to stop 
when you call time, and conversely, that if the person is done speaking 
before time is up, the three people should sit in silence, using the time to 
reflect. 

The Activity:
After instructing the group, read the first question aloud (twice). Give 
everyone time to write in preparation. Then, tell people when to begin, 
and then tell them when each one/two minute segment is up. Start with a 
different participant for each question. 

Project-based Learning Prompts
• Round One:  What was your biggest challenge/biggest success as a 

teacher/coach in this project-based learning process? (10 minutes)

• Round Two:  What keeps you energized about project-based learning 
week after week? (10 minutes)

• Round Three:  What do you understand about project-based learning 
and the 3Rs now that you did not understand a year ago? (10 
minutes)
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As a whole group discuss anything that surprised you, and any new 
questions or ideas that might be helpful in future planning.

Debrief of the process. (5 minutes)

Reflect. (5 minutes)

Next Steps: 
Document your discussion in your collective binder. Feel free to generate 
additional questions for further reflection.
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Reflection and 
Assessment: 
A Continuous Loop
Essential question: How can ongoing 
reflection and assessment inform our 
commitment to the 3Rs and project-based 
learning?
Purpose: 
To help you stay in touch with each other and your community 
stakeholders. New and veteran staff must continue to address questions of 
communication as your student body and faculty grow and change.

Process: 
As you implement your plans for project-based learning you will be 
involved in a continuous process of reflection and refinement. As you get 
to know your students and their needs for instructional support, your plans 
will necessarily change.

Review the menu of activities that are designed for use in conjunction 
with your ongoing implementation of project-based learning. The activities 
are differentiated so that as you progress in your understanding and 
implementation the activities progress with you. The descriptions of the 
protocols and processes will help guide your choice of where to begin.

Documentation: 
Collecting and collaboratively reviewing your students’ responses to your 
lessons will inform your ongoing efforts. Continue to keep a binder that 
tracks your collective progress on the project-based learning journey. In 
addition, you should keep a record of your personal progress. File all your 
reflections and documentation in your project-based learning binder.

Menu of Activities: 

Project-Based Learning Walkthrough
This activity offers a structure for peer visits that will provide focused 

feedback in support of your ongoing efforts.

Walkthroughs are a powerful tool for novice and veteran groups that can be 
used in a reciprocal fashion and on an ongoing basis.
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Adapted 7/05 by D. Bambino from the Tuning Protocol by Gene Thompson-Grove and David Allen.

Quarterly Tune-Ups
This activity is an opportunity to receive focused feedback based 

on the collaborative examination of student or adult work.

Looking at student and adult work is an ongoing practice that will be of 
benefit for novice and experienced staffs and/or teams.

Celebration of Your Successes
 What’s working, how, and why? How can you extend your 

successes as you look to the next round of projects?

This activity will be useful for all staffs as part of their ongoing reflection 
and refinement of the project-based learning process.

Project-based Learning Walkthrough
Purpose: 
To establish structures and channels of consistent, reciprocal feedback 
with colleagues.

Allotted Time: 
One to two hours (It can be two separate hours.)

Group Format: 
Triads, teaching teams, departments, etc.

Facilitation Tips:
Establish feedback norms and a focus for the visit before the walkthrough 
team arrives. Meet with the host team or their representative in advance to 
develop the framing question for the walkthrough. 

Next, meet with the walkthrough team to share the framing question and 
brainstorm what they might expect to find in classrooms where project-
based learning is supporting the 3Rs.
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The Activity:
• Distribute feedback norms or review feedback norms before the visit. 

(For example: Feedback should always be invited, specific, given with 
care, be actionable, etc.)

• Share the host team’s framing question with the visitors. (3-5 
minutes)

 Here are two examples of framing questions:

• What evidence of student ownership and direction do you see in 
our project-based learning work?

• How are our students experiencing their power as future citizens 
through our project-based learning work?

• Brainstorm expectations in light of the 3Rs and the framing question. 
(15-20 minutes)

• Visitors silently walkthrough the classrooms and make note of 
evidence/feedback. (15 minutes)

• Optional: Visitors have the opportunity to check-in with student and 
teachers for confidential conversations about their experiences with 
project-based learning.

• Visitors regroup and discuss what they saw and heard. (10 minutes)

• Hosts join the visitors to receive the feedback. ( 10 minutes)

• Hosts take a few minutes to discuss what they heard, what surprised 
them, etc. (7-10 minutes)

• Hosts respond to anything that pushed their thinking. (10-12 minutes)

• Debrief. (5-7 minutes)

• Reflect. (7 minutes)

• Schedule a reciprocal visit.

Next Steps: 
You may choose to share the feedback with your students. All feedback 
should be documented in the collective binder. You may also conduct 
“ghost walks” at the end of the day to facilitate the inclusion of working 
parents on the walking teams.
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Quarterly Tune-Ups
Purpose: 
To provide a context and structure for regular reflection and feedback about 
project-based learning.

Time allotted: 
50 minutes

Group Format: 
Collaborative teams

Facilitation Tips: 
Facilitator helps the group stay focused on the presenter’s framing 
question and reminds the group of the principles of giving and receiving 
feedback. The facilitator meets with the presenting member to help them 
shape a question that will give the entire group the feedback they need 
about their process and their content.

The Activity/Protocol:
• Members are part of collaborative teaching teams of four to six staff 

members.

• A designated member presents their assessment of the current 
state of their project-based learning instruction, sharing evidence of 
student work and teacher reflections, surveys, etc. that supports their 
proposed rubric rating. Presenting member then poses a framing 
question to their group for feedback. (7-10 minutes)

• Group members examine the evidence presented and ask clarifying 
questions. (7 minutes)

• Group members share warm and cool feedback focused on the 
presenter’s question. (10-12 minutes)

• Group members discuss the evidence in light of their project rubric, 
the school’s mission, and the 3Rs, focusing on further wondering to 
be done with the presenter. (10 minutes)

• The whole group has an opportunity to respond, request clarification, 
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and/or ongoing support from their peers. (5 minutes)

• Closing the loop – all members complete and share their reflective 
I-Maps with the other group members in the next day or two (see 
resource section). 

• Debrief of the process. (5 minutes)

Next Steps: 
Teachers might agree to keep response journals or blogs. Teachers might 
invite students and or family members into the process. It may also be 
useful to refer back to Questions to Ask Yourself from the activity, Planning 
a Project.

Adapted 7/05 by D. Bambino from the Tuning Protocol by Gene Thompson-Grove and David Allen.

Celebration of Your Successes

Purpose: 
To reflect on a success in your ongoing project-based learning work in 
order to understand the features of the successes so that they may be 
applied and extended in other situations.

Time Allotted: 
40 minutes

Group Format: 
Quads and whole group

Facilitation Tips: 
Remind groups of the time and ask questions to draw out strategies that 
are transferable versus finite.

The Activity:
• Reflect on and write a short description of a successful strategy using 
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Adapted from the Success Analysis Protocol by Mohr, Baron and Thompson-Grove by D. Bambino, 7/05

project-based learning. Note what it is about the practice that makes 
it so successful. (5 minutes)

• In groups of four, the first person shares their strategy and why it 
is/was so successful. (3-5 minutes)

• The group of four discusses how this practice is different than other 
practices. (3-5 minutes)

• Each of the other three members of the group shares their strategy 
and why it was so successful, followed by a group discussion, 
analyzing how this practice differs from other practices. (Each round 
should take 6-10 minutes.)

• The small group discusses what was learned by the analysis and the 
implications for other project-based learning work. (10 minutes)

• Debrief the protocol and document the successful strategies for the 
rest of the school community. (5 minutes)

• Reflect. (5 minutes)

Next Steps: 
Document your findings and store them in your binder. Consider a 
publication of staff successes to be shared among your current staff and 
as a gift for new staff members.
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Are We There Yet?
A Conclusion by Any Other Name

As you come to the end of these support materials, we suggest that you 
are actually back at the beginning. Your successful advocacy on behalf of 
your students through your use of project-based learning will always be a 
destination that beckons from just over the horizon. As the landscape of your 
needs shifts in response to each new wave of students, their families and 
changes in your staff, so will your journey grow and change. We hope that 
you will revisit these tools regularly as you continue to reflect and collaborate 
as student advocates.

Each student will begin at their own personalized starting point and with your 
support they will arrive at commencement in their own unique ways. With 
rigor, relevance and powerful relationships as your signposts, we believe 
that your students will be well prepared to continue on in their journey as 
life-long learners, joining you as fellow travelers and active citizens on the 
road to social justice.
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PBL Resources

Planning Resources for Teachers in Small High Schools
Published by the Small Schools Project, this four-volume series includes a 
collection of promising curricular resources and pedagogical practices that 
promote powerful teaching and learning in small high schools. Resources 
include practical tools, school profiles, sample classroom activities, and 
critical readings on these topics. Volume one focuses on Project-Based 
Learning, volume two addresses integrating the curriculum and volume 
three addresses rubrics. More information can be found at http://www.
smallschoolsproject.org under “Tools/Classroom Resources.”

Horace
Published by the Coalition of Essential schools, this quarterly journal 
combines educational research with resources and examples of innovative 
and effective practices from CES schools around the country. There are 
numerous articles on integrating curriculum and project-based learning. 
More information can be found at: http://www.essentialschools.org.

The National School Reform Faculty
Numerous protocols and activities that support teacher reflection and 
collaboration through the work of Critical Friends Groups (CFG) can 
be found on the website along with archived articles from the NSRF 
journal, Connections. Additional information can be found at http://www.
nsrfharmony.org

The Buck Institute for Education
The Buck Institute for Education is a research and development 
organization working to make schools and classrooms more effective 
through the use of problem and project-based instruction. For more 
information visit: http://www.bie.org

The Rural School and Community Trust
The Rural School and Community Trust believes deeply in equal 
opportunity for all children. They are rooted in rural places and respect the 
value and uniqueness of each place. They believe that rural people are the 
most effective advocates for their children and their schools. For more 
information about their approach to place-based education visit: http://
www.ruraledu.org/
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3Rs Definitions

Rigor:
The capacity to understand content and ideas that are complex, 
ambiguous, and provocative and lead to an attainable, satisfying 
conclusion. The work is substantial, taps into students’ prior knowledge, 
and requires metacognitive growth (awareness into their own thought 
processes) through an endeavor that is personally or emotionally 
challenging. A rigorous task takes students beyond where they would 
otherwise go. 

Relevance:
Relevance weaves the background knowledge (both cultural and personal) 
and experience of students with the content, material, and culture of 
the classroom. A relevant learning environment has elements of trust, 
ownership, urgency, and authenticity, and addresses the basic needs of all 
its members.

Relationships:
Relationships in the school setting are collaborative, safe, nonviolent, 
nonjudgmental, and equitable. The culture of relationship building is formed 
through time, common understandings, and democratic practices where 
every student and teacher’s voice is valued. This can only occur when 
differences are valued, languages are respected, and there is a willingness 
to sacrifice, push one another, and compromise.
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Schools featured in “Projects in Action: Real Work, Real World”

Preparatory School for Global Leadership (grades 6 and 7) 
Program Director: Angela Dye, M. Ed
1916 North 4th Street
Milwaukee WI 53212
Phone Number: 414.264.3380
Email: adye@psgl.org
URL: http://www.psgl.org/index.html

PSGL is a charter school in Milwaukee that shared philosophical and design structures with the 
Minnesota New Country School. Learning is interactive, project-based, and student-led. Through 
service learning, the real world becomes a classroom for students. With a strong academic focus, 
students are prepared for postsecondary learning. Social change readiness is developed through 
authentic assessments, portfolios, and high-stakes testing. Teachers, staff, families, students and 
community partners model leadership in the school and community, and continuously set goals 
for personal and professional development. 

New Tech High School (grades 9-12)
Teacher: Megan Pacheco
920 Yount Street
Napa CA 94559
Phone Number: 707.259.8557
URL: http://www.newtechhigh.org/School/

A project-based, class-based school in Napa, New Tech High is a model school that has been 
replicated at several sites in California and nationwide by the New Tech Foundation. Unique 
teaching methods and an independent learning environment enhance the technology focus. 
Individualism and communication are encouraged, primarily through project-based learning.

Codman Academy Charter Public School (grades 9-12) 
Teacher: Aaron Schildkrout
637 Washington Street
Dorchester MA 02124
Phone Number: 617.287.0700
For more information contact Griffin Rankin at: grankin@codmanacademy.org
URL: http://codmanacademy.org/ 

Codman’s education philosophy is guided by the expeditionary learning/outward bound program 
with equal emphasis on intellectual and character development. Codman prides itself on the 
many partnerships it has with community organizations, including the Huntington Theatre 
(students have a drama-based humanities program). Codman’s curriculum is college preparatory 
courses, which are project-based and interdisciplinary. 

To learn more about the projects you’ve seen in the video and see additional artifacts 
from teachers and students, go to the Small Schools Project website, click on the 
teaching and learning section, and visit the Picturing the Possibilities resources.
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