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	Begin With the End in Mind 

What do PBL Teachers Say ? 

	Get to know your students and their strengths before beginning a project so you can tailor the project to their needs. 
 

· Teachers need to assess students' abilities and interests before beginning a project. 

· We start the year in our academy with a mini-project that pairs incoming juniors and returning seniors. We do ten days of team building and getting to know each other. During this time, seniors teach juniors how we work. 

· Students have to understand what the need is for the project, and I have to understand what their thinking is before I can get them involved in the project work. 

· There will always be students and classes that are quicker or slower than others. Students who move more quickly have more opportunities with projects. You end up having to tailor the curriculum to your classes or groups because some projects may include additional activities while other omit certain activities. 

· If you are teaching students who are less academically able, you have to take this into account when planning the project. The project won't be the same as you might have with an Advanced Placement class. You have to lighten up and find a way for students to use the skills they bring with them. Perhaps they aren't skilled in math but are great writers, or good artists. You can still develop a project so students can express themselves, which will encourage their skill development. You can use the same topics with students of differing ability. But change the final product so that it provides a better match for their skills. 

If you or your students are new to PBL, start small. 

 

· Less is more--start small. The project is only part of the picture. You also have to reengineer the learning environment to change the way you work with kids. It's difficult to attack everything at once. 

· The advantage of small projects is that you have time to analyze what you are doing, reflect on it, and make adjustments.  This should be done with any project, but it's easier with a small project. 

· I would advise people to choose one project and do it really well. Don't start out with a lot of projects or a very broad project. Projects get overwhelming, and more complicated. You're always trying to rein the project in and get back in control. 

· When a teacher is working on his or her first project, it's not necessarily the best thing to involve multiple teachers and make it a collaborative project. The struggle to get the logistics down can undermine the whole project. Once you have experience, collaborate with teachers in other content areas. 

· Start by tweaking assignments that you ordinarily give; add some new elements to them. Many teachers can take an assignment that they've given for years and add something to make it more PBL-focused: for example, adding an interview with an adult outside of school when students are doing a research assignment. 

To do well in PBL, students have to develop skills not needed in more traditional educational settings. Design incremental projects that give students the opportunity to develop those skills over the course of the year. 

 

· With students who understand PBL, or who are mature and ready to participate, you can introduce a project in day one. With others, you have to teach them what PBL is all about. If kids don't know about PBL, I don't introduce a project before October.  Before that I have them do mini-units, work on group skills, cooperative learning, and I introduce them to self-monitoring. 

· Repeated experiences build on one another. Our students begin projects in the 6th grade. By 8th grade, kids come in knowing how to do projects. I can start at the beginning of the year, and they know the ropes. They know how to work in teams. 

· Think of the first project as an icebreaker; don't expect the world. As they work on more and more projects, kids get more efficient. Things that take two weeks in September will take only one week in April. Student skills improve: getting information, organizing, making decisions. 

Plan projects that take place outside the classroom. 

 

· The more you can do outside the context of the school, the more student engagement you have. If you are simply trying to develop skills or learn information that is not connected to current events, then don't do a project. Look through your curriculum for opportunities to take learning outside of your classroom. 

Get kids excited about a new project. 

 

· Before starting a project, we get students thinking about it so they'll be ready to plunge in when it's time. Last year, we did a project in April on the physics of music, but we started talking about it in January, when the semester began. I suggested a number of questions they might want to pursue, and we discussed how they might form their work groups. The earlier students start thinking about it, the more prepared they are. 

· When we started a new school wide project, we have a kickoff event that gets the students excited about the project and marks it as something different from typical schoolwork. This event has taken different forms. Most recently, we had an assembly and a group of faculty members put on a silly skit. Another time, we had a slide show that demonstrated the diversity of living things. After getting the students interested, we describe the project. We tell them what it's all about and what our expectations are for student work. 

Establish a culture that stresses student self-management and self-direction. 

 

· Schools don't necessarily acculturate students to be learners, at least not self-managing learners. We have to undo what's been done to them. In our academy, we have students for two years. We maintain a dialogue with them throughout that period. It can have a lot of starting points: curriculum standards, what kind of a person you want to be, what's required for college, how to study, or working in a high-performance environment. 

· Part of your new role is not just to teach content, but also to teach kids how to learn content.  The high-achieving kids already know this. They know when they go to the library they have to get more than one book. They know not to choose broad topics like John F. Kennedy, because there is too much information available. Your role now is to work with kids who have never tackled a difficult question and to teach them the research and study skills necessary to tackle it. 

· I had to learn to be patient as students develop adult time management and organization skills. We don't generally teach students how to manage time. In fact, traditional teachers and classrooms set up structures so that students don't need to know how to manage their time--it's managed by the teacher and the bell schedule. 

· I had to unlearn the idea that teaching was about my content; I had to learn it was about their thinking. Most of the content students get is dismissed as soon as they graduate (or pass the test). I needed to learn how to help students think through the project work and to decide what it is going to look like, and not make all the decisions myself. 

· Reengineering the learning environment means moving from the sage on the stage to the guide on the side. It means creating a more collaborative environment with students where projects are a mutual responsibility. You have to rethink your whole relationship with students and become more of a facilitator and coach. Bring the problems to the students to decide rather than solving the problems yourself and bringing the solutions to the students. Make the design of the project itself part of the curriculum. It looks like you are giving up control, but you aren't. You still have ultimate control of things, but you have decided what decisions students are able to make, and you are holding them accountable for making them. 

· The transition from being teacher-directed to student-directed takes enormous changes and can be frustrating because there are a lot of new things to learn. I'm trying to become as dependent upon my kids as my kids are on me. At the beginning of the year, kids are very dependent on me. At the end of the year, I want to be depended on them. 

· I had to learn not to give the answers and to ask students more questions--I would want to answer the questions for them. I also had to learn not to tell students what to do. You also have to ignore what other teachers think of your chaotic class--you've got kids moving around, going to the library, going to the computer lab. 

Create a physical environment that will facilitate project work. 

 

· When we start projects, I create workspaces in my room and make sure I have basic supplies that all students will use. (As projects progress, students sometimes bring in additional materials from home.) You need files and boxes to keep materials together from each class period. At the end of class, I tell students, "All projects need to be stacked on the center table," and then I move all projects into specific storage areas for each period. Don't give students the opportunity to touch projects from another period. 




