
Where Project Ideas Come From
• A tried-and-true unit of instruction with potential for more 

meaningful learning

• Project plans developed by and for other teachers

• News stories and current events

• Community issues

• Student questions or interests

• A classroom irritant (such as texting) put to educational use

Summing Up the Plan in a Project Sketch
To Prepare:

1. Return to the conceptual framework you created during your 
planning. Start a new page called “Project Sketch.”

•  Make a fi nal list of learning objectives for core subjects and 
allied disciplines.

• Decide on the specifi c skills you want to address and roles 
that students will take in the project. 

• Consider how you will build students’ project management 
skills, such as effective teamwork and time management.

• Identify learning dispositions to foster, such as persistence 
or refl ection.

2. Establish evidence of understanding. What should students 
know or be able to do to show that they have learned?

3. Plan the “vehicle” (the project theme, challenge, or narrative). 
What will students inquire about, do, create? 

4. What are the fi rst things you might say or do to get students’ 
attention and build excitement for the learning ahead? What will 
captivate your students and get them asking questions? 

At this point your project may be blurry around the edges. Great! If 
you were to design down to the last action right now, you might limit 
where students can take it.

Planning Your Project

Planning a student-centered project is like planning a voyage across uncharted seas. You have a 
destination in mind, but not knowing your route, you and your students build a trusty ship, and, bringing 
all your seamanship to bear, get wind in your sails and set off. It helps to have a clear picture of your 
destination so you’ll recognize it when you see it!

Design Pitfalls to Avoid
Long on activity, short on learning outcomes. If students could 
learn as much through a brief lecture or by reading about the topic, 
then the project falls short. 

Technology layered over traditional practice. Having students 
research a topic on the internet and then present it in an electronic 
slideshow is not a quality project—it is just a dressed-up version of a 
research report.

Thin thematic units. If the work is not interdisciplinary, 
collaborative, or rigorous, students are likely following the teacher’s 
lead through a series of activities, rather than learning through rich 
inquiry experiences.

Overly scripted with many steps. Be wary of over-prescriptive 
project plans that have many discrete steps. You and your students 
may be following a recipe that leads to limited and predictable 
results.

Not enough focus on formative assessment. Assessment needs 
to happen early and often. Think about whether the project plan 
has phases with natural milestones and work products that offer 
opportunities for constructive feedback. 

Assessment that doesn’t feel authentic. Student work on projects 
should be assessed in a way that mirrors real-world measures of 
quality. Make sure students will have an authentic task or project, 
and an authentic audience for their efforts.

Sample Project Sketch
Here is a sample project sketch to get your thoughts fl owing:

The Project Sketch
The project sketch is a synthesis of what you have thought about 
so far. Describe the project in a paragraph. Give it a title if that 
gets your ideas fl owing. Write it again from another angle. This is 
a light, quick treatment, not a painting that captures every detail.

Share your project sketches with your colleagues. Together, ask 
hard questions and suggest ways to make each project better. 
Think of ways to capture students’ interests and involve other 
teachers, school specialists, and experts from outside education.

Imagine the paths of inquiry teams might take as they make the 
project their own. Give your project a name or involve students in 
generating a project name later. An appealing name will give the 
project a “brand” and help generate buzz.

Designing Your Project

When teachers facilitate well-designed projects 
that maximize digital tools, they do much more 
than create memorable learning experiences. 
They prepare students to thrive in a world 
that’s certain to continue changing.

Microbes Ate My Driveway
SUBJECTS: Science, Math

DRIVING QUESTION: What is the best bioremediation 
strategy for mitigating oil on our school parking lot?

Equipped with a basic understanding of the hazards of 
motor oil to the environment, students study microbes, 
bioswales, and other bioremediation methods, and plan 
investigations that ultimately lead to recommendations for 
ridding the pavement of motor oil before it runs off into the 
groundwater system.

Assessment and Reflection

Assessment
By taking advantage of assessment opportunities throughout 
the project cycle, you help students learn more than if you leave 
assessment to the end. Assessing along the way—formative 
assessment—lets you tap into students’ thinking so you can adjust 
the project, address misunderstandings, or guide effort in new 
directions.

To assess students’ learning at the end of a project—summative 
assessment—teachers might grade against a rubric, present a 
performance task, give a test, or ask other teachers or subject-
matter experts to help them evaluate student work. They can 
also evaluate the project itself, determining the degree to which 
it was the right vehicle for getting students to the intended 
learning outcomes. 

Tools for Assessment
A variety of tools support assessment—both formative and 
summative—during all stages of PBL:

Kaizena. A tool for providing feedback on student work. 
(kaizena.com) 

Socrative. Instant response tool designed for K–12. 
(socrative.com) 

Kahoot! Game-based formative assessment. (kahoot.com)

Poll Everywhere. Allows one-question polls to be answered from 
any connected device, with real-time responses showing on a 
presentation slide. (polleverywhere.com)

PlayPosit. A platform in which users can add questions, 
discussions, and media elements to any video, driving deeper 
learning. (playposit.com/learn/k12)

Refl ection
Refl ection needs to take place throughout a project, not only at 
the end. While the project is underway, plan for brief refl ection 
activities that encourage students to identify challenges, recognize 
breakthroughs, and consider next steps. Returning to refl ection 
at the end of the project will prompt students to celebrate their 
journey, recalling where they have been and what they have 
gained along the way. 

Students aren’t the only ones who benefi t from refl ection. Turn the 
culmination of a project into a meaningful experience for you and 
your students, and take time to refl ect, celebrate, and look ahead.

Sample Refl ection Questions for Students
•  How was our project important to you?

• How did your expectations of what you could do as learners 
change?

• In what ways did you become more persistent or tolerant?

• What satisfi ed you most about this project?

• What parts of the work really matched your style?

• What will you always remember about this project?

•  What do you want to learn now, and how do you want to 
go about it?

Sample Refl ection Questions for Teachers
• What were the high points of the project? (For example: 

Student engagement? Deep learning? Breakthroughs in 
student problem solving, self-direction, or teamwork?) 

• If you were to repeat the project, what would you change? Why?  

• How could you involve community partners or outside experts? 

Tools for Refl ection
Make refl ection more engaging and powerful for students with 
these digital tools: 

Storyboard That. A platform to encourage students to create 
frame-by-frame narratives of their learning experience. 
(storyboardthat.com/storyboard-creator)    

Padlet. A cooperative bulletin board useful for many functions, 
including gathering student refl ections. (padlet.com) 

Flipgrid. A tool that enables students to share short video 
responses to refl ection prompts. (fl ipgrid.com)

Socrative. One of several tools that can be used for gathering 
digital exit tickets. (socrative.com)

Developing a Conceptual Framework of Your Project
As you plan a project, use a wiki space, Google site, or other shared site and make it accessible to colleagues by adding them as coauthors, so that 
they can make suggestions and add responses to your questions. 

On your fi rst page, write: “Core Concepts to Teach This Year,” then use these prompts to defi ne the framework of your project:

1. Which important and enduring concepts are fundamental to each 
subject you teach? Limit the list to two or three big concepts for each 
subject. Refer to content standards to determine big “umbrella” 
concepts.

2. Why do these concepts matter? Why are they important?

3. Outside school, who cares about these topics? What is their relevance 
in different people’s lives and in different parts of the world?

4. Select one or two of the most promising of these topics and 
think about real-life contexts to answer the following: What are 
the interdisciplinary connections? Which other subjects might be 
incorporated?

5. How might you push past rote learning into analysis, evaluation, 
and creation?

6. Imagine authentic ways students might engage in the project and the 
ways digital-age skills might be addressed. Hint: The terms collaboration, 
digital tools, and information literacy should appear in your answer!

7. What about these topics will interest your students? A cultural trend, 
current event, or other feature that may be tangential but fascinates 
students can give you entrée into more essential matters, so brainstorm 
as many connections as you can. 

8. Which learning dispositions (such as persistence or risk-taking) should 
you cultivate and ask your students to pay attention to?

9. Most importantly, imagine what expressions of learning might look like 
for each of these project ideas. In what ways might students demonstrate 
and share what they know or can do? What will be the evidence of 
understanding?

What follows is a quick guide for teachers to use while planning a project. The fi rst step is identifying the core concepts and processes 
at the heart of the subjects being taught. Think about the “big ideas” of the curriculum. Scan the tables of contents of teaching guides. 
Review curriculum standards for subjects. Look at state or local standards, ISTE Standards for Students, Next Generation Science Standards, or 
other learning goals. After the overarching concepts and processes are identifi ed, refl ect on why these concepts are important:

Who cares about this? Who does it touch? Who interacts with this topic in their work or daily life?
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