OVERCOMING PBL PARALYSIS
3 Tips to transition from a project to a
project based LEARNING EXPERIENCE
It can be intimidating to start the planning process with nothing at all.
So start by tackling the components every project has in common:
Title
High Impact Content & Supporting Content
High Impact Takeaways
Umbrella Question
Learning targets
Progress Assessment Tool, etc.
Once these components have been determined, the rest of the planning
should be that much easier.
Think about what you will distribute to students for every project:
One-page directions (one-sided)
Interactive directions
Progress Assessment Tool
Folder for all project-related papers
Digital hub (website or learning management system) that contains
all project-related resources.
Working with all of these common denominators creates a routine for
teachers, students, and families, and helps to alleviate what could
otherwise be a chaotic process. These common denominators are explored
in-depth in Chapter 6.
Build on top of your most recent project, which should be your best. As
teachers, for every project we designed, we referenced our most recent
project and then improved upon its structure while sometimes asking for
student feedback. As a result, we were never starting with a blank slate,
and our work was always getting better.
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2 WAYS TO MODEL FEEDBACK FOR STUDENTS

GRADUAL RELEASE
TEACHER-TO-STUDENT
STUDENT-TO-SELF

Instead of starting with
student-to-self feedback, start with
teacher-to-student. Over time students can
take the lead in these conversations. Then,
lter in more and more student-to-student,
followed by more and more student-to-self.
This way, students are prepared for studentto-self by rst learning how to give
feedback from both their teacher and
their peers.

STUDENT-TO-STUDENT

EXPLICIT MODELING
This activity is usually done as an entire class or in small groups. It involves
the teacher and students working together to assess a piece of work:
Choose a piece of work, either authentic student work or teachergenerated. Special consideration can be given to using exemplars or
work with common mistakes, if appropriate.
Assess the work by working through the learning targets, one at a
time.
For each target, discuss the feedback that should be given.
If the work encompasses many learning targets, it may be best to
focus on only a few of them.
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OVERCOMING PBL PARALYSIS
THE SCIENCE OF AN EFFECTIVE COMPLIMENT

To promote growth mindset in our
students, we want the compliment
to objectively focus on student
actions and efforts, not abilities.
This way, we intentionally avoid
conditioning our students to need
us for personal validation.

We don’t use such phrases as:
You're so smart!
I love how you…
I like the way you…
Great job!

Al e Kohn (2001) explains, “The reason praise can work in the short
run is that young children are hungry for our approval. But we have
a responsibility not to exploit that dependence for our own
convenience.” Instead, we simply and objectively name what was
done and then add why it’s helpful.

Here are three examples:
I noticed you added more adjectives to your story. These additions
will help the story come alive for the reader.
You positioned the solar panel at approximately a 30 degree angle.
This angle maximized its retention of solar energy.
You took it upon yourself to contact an outside expert for help.
Taking this kind of initiative helps you to own your work, and it is a
life skill that will be valuable beyond your time in school.
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OVERCOMING PBL PARALYSIS
5 WAYS TO SUPPORT DEEP LITERACY INTEGRATION
Include ELA
standards in
your Progress
Assessment
Tool.

No matter the subject area we teach, we can incorporate
ELA standards into our project. Making them part of our
Progress Assessment Tool - along with a relevant task(s)
in our project’s directions - emphasizes their importance
while helping to ensure they are taught.

Explicitly teach
literacy for
your content
area.

Each content area has a unique style of reading and
writing. Teaching students about the typical structure of
content-speci c text improves comprehension.
Understanding the rules and structure of content area
writing will help students to produce higher quality work.

Meet students’
needs with
leveled texts.

No matter the grade level we teach, students’ reading
comprehension skills will vary. By using leveled texts,
possibly created using an online tool, we can expose
students to approachable material while maintaining our
expectations for content understandings.

Collaborate
with peers.

Before/During project roll-out we can collaborate with
literacy teachers at our school. This collaboration can
help us to better meet students’ needs while also
integrating consistent literacy strategies and
expectations across all subject areas.

Broaden your
de nition of
literacy.

Literacies now include: being intentional with our digital
footprint, proper use of hashtags, condensing a powerful
message into a few sentences, quality commenting on
blog posts, etc. If skills are relevant in the real world, we
should be teaching them in our classrooms.
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OVERCOMING PBL PARALYSIS
6 Steps to students uncovering collaboration

One approach is to simply tell students the features of effective
collaboration and then make sure these features are followed. A better
approach, to promote student ownership and deeper understanding, is to
have students uncover these features. Here’s a process to consider:
1. The teacher poses the question: What is collaboration?
2. Students are exposed to various collaboration exemplars through
classroom observations (in person and in video) and by reading articles
on the topic, which don’t necessarily have to be school related.
3. In groups, students are asked to consider these exemplars and their
experiences in order to list the features of effective collaboration - while
also considering what collaboration should look, sound, and feel like.
4. Everyone comes together as a class to share their features. A de nitive
class list is created by eliminating duplicates, combining similar
features, and by including those that are most relevant.
5. The de nitive class list is added to an anchor chart, which is hung up so
it can be referenced and reinforced throughout the year.
6. Throughout the year, the list is revised as necessary.
Each item on the de nitive class list can serve as a teaching point and the
basis for a lesson on collaboration, which is far less overwhelming than
attempting to teach collaboration all at once, in its entirety.
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4 Time Management Tips

For project based learning newbies, start small, such as by having
students all create a similar product (e.g., a podcast), but give them
some exibility in de ning the process and what the nal product
looks like. This approach follows a Product Track.
When planning, less is more. On paper, it
always looks exciting when so much is
planned: “First students are gonna do this,
then they’re gonna do this, then they’re
gonna do this, etc.” In reality, projects
generally take longer than expected. If we
plan too much, we could end up having to
choose between pulling the plug on a
project in progress or painstakingly limping
toward the nish line.
When determining a project’s duration,
consider these factors: students’ strengths
and needs, our comfort level, the demands
of the content, available resources, the
amount of time per day/week dedicated to
the project, and the amount of time
required for everything else that needs to
be taught during the day/year.
Lay out the project, week-by-week, and regularly communicate this
schedule with students and possibly post it to the project’s digital hub
(keeping in mind, things might change).
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3 WAYS TO GET STUDENTS TO ASK QUESTIONS

ONE
We react appropriately to students’ questions.
Students may be conditioned to believe their questions won’t matter if they
don’t align with what they’re learning (or anything else in our curriculum).
When we react in a genuine way to our students’ questions, regardless of
what they may be, we send the message we value their unique curiosities
and interests. As a result, even more questions are likely to emerge.

TWO
We let students use their questions.
Of course, these questions won’t mean much if we don’t let students act
upon them. In some instances, if we’re not taking too much of a learning
detour, we can immediately tackle certain questions. In other instances,
students can document their questions (in a journal, on a classroom
parking lot, etc.), and then look into them during time set aside for such
inquiries, such as Genius Hour.

THREE
We ask our own questions.
But, if students are the only ones asking and exploring questions, they may
be led to believe they’re playing the game of school. Instead, as students
ask questions, we can ask questions of our own. As students dive into their
questions, we can do the same, while also facilitating student learning.
When we share our questions with our students, we’re modeling the types
of questions we want them to be asking.
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3 reasons to Use Real World Technology Tools
Teaching digital
citizenship is a nonnegotiable.

If we’re having students leverage “safe” made for
school technology because we’re afraid of what
might happen, they’re missing out on valuable
learning opportunities. Experiences with
authentic tools allow for students to apply what
they’ve learned in settings that very much mimic
the real world, and at the same time we’re present
to turn mistakes into bene cial lessons.

Teaching
entrepreneurialism
or the
entrepreneurial
spirit is quickly
becoming a nonnegotiable.

Not only should students be learning how to do
their work, they should be learning and
experiencing how to share and market their
creations. In time, students can be creating and
promoting their own businesses, gaining loyal
audiences with podcasts, publishing and
marketing eBooks, etc. All of this is made possible
with an authentic platform.

Your digital footprint
is your new résumé.

If our students are applying for colleges without
digital footprints, we're doing them a disservice.
We need to make sure our students are
searchable - giving them a leg up on the
competition due to their digital footprints. Most
made for school technologies don’t show up in
search engines. And, we want students to get
acquainted with the tools they’ll most likely
employ once they leave school.

We’ll refrain from mentioning speci c technologies.
The tools will change; our philosophy will not.
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