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FROM THE EDITOR’S DESK

Tips for project-based  
learning

I’ve been using project-based learning (PBL) in my classroom for the past three 
years, and I love it—most of the time. At first, I struggled with creating strong 
questions for students to explore, making the product visible to others outside 

the classroom, such as parents or even experts in the field related to the project 
(such as master birders when students are studying bird behavior), counseling a 
student group that wasn’t functioning well, knowing when to step in and when to 
let the kids figure it out, and … well, you get the idea. Then, I realized that teach-
ing is one giant PBL lesson! We, as teachers, are performing the key parts of PBL all 
the time and, therefore, teachers shouldn’t be afraid to embark on a PBL project or 
panic if things don’t go as originally planned. If PBL is new to you, here are a few 
suggestions based on the bumps I’ve encountered along the way:

• Use the Next Generation Science Standards (NGSS Lead States 2013) to find 
ideas for projects and crosscurricular connections. You can also find ideas 
online. Avoid projects designed for the end of a unit, after all the learning 
has happened. Use projects in which key knowledge and understanding are 
gained throughout (and as a result of) the project, and that have students 
use skills such as critical thinking, communication, collaboration, and self-
management.

• Plan thoughtfully before presenting the project to your students. I use a free 
template designed by the Buck Institute for Education (see Resource) to 
ensure that all key project components are included and to create my daily/
weekly lesson plans. The template is where I record the standards being 
addressed, the 21st-century skills (such as communication, collaboration, and 
critical thinking that will be needed in their future jobs), and the big idea of 
the project and driving question (see next bullet point). The template helps 
me plan how the product will be made public, resources needed (e.g., people, 
facilities, equipment, materials, community resources), reflection methods, 
learning outcomes, checkpoints, formative assessments, and instructional 
strategies.

• Start your project with a meaningful question that you want students to 
explore. Begin the question with “How might we …” Using the word “might” 
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suggests that there are multiple ways to answer 
the question. End products in PBL should look 
different from group to group (and not be 
“cookie cutter” projects). For example, when my 
students and I noticed that there were no birds 
in our school courtyard, one of the questions 
they asked was how might they create a bird-
friendly environment in the courtyard. Students 
researched types of birds and tested different 
bird feeders, feeder locations, and additions 
such as nesting materials and water, and they 
collected data from the feeders to determine 
their success.

• Once the project is running, conduct mini-
sessions on topics students need to know to 
be successful. For example, with the courtyard 
project, students needed to learn about local 
birds and how to identify those birds by flight 
patterns, songs, and colors. Looking at bird 
structures such as beaks helped students decide 
on the type of food the birds needed.

• At the start of a project, have students sign a 
group contract with basic rules and expectations 
for group work. If a problem occurs within the 
group, have students try to solve it on their own. 
If that doesn’t work, have them ask you to act as 
a mediator.

• Vary the ways in which students are grouped 
throughout the year to give them the 
opportunity to work with different personalities, 
abilities, and learning styles. 

• When appropriate, have students follow 
the engineering design process and create a 
prototype. Encourage feedback and revision, as 
things are rarely perfect the first time.

• Provide opportunities early in the process for 
students to receive feedback. I often use gallery 
walks because students learn a great deal about 
how to proceed from both giving and receiving 
feedback. Teams write or sketch their plan 
on a large piece of paper, which can then be 
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displayed around the room. Individuals armed 
with sticky notes and a pencil can examine the 
plans and add a note such as “I like …” for items 
they feel are good and “I wonder …” for items or 
statements that are not clear or that might need 
to be revisited.

• Set deadlines (and keep them) for deliverables so 
the time allotted for the project doesn’t double. 
Evaluate deliverables and give timely feedback.

• Have students contact an “expert.” This doesn’t 
have to be a science expert (although that 
would be great!). When my students created 
super heroes (or villains) based on chemical 
compounds, one group consulted an expert 
on how to design a business card for its hero. 
Another group consulted with the owner of a 
spa to learn more about acetone, since it is used 
at the spa to remove nail polish. The expert may 
provide information on a process, technique, or 
use of a product in real life. The important thing 
is to give students experience finding the expert 
and asking meaningful questions. It is a good 
idea to have students record the conversation 
(after asking permission) so answers are 
captured and can be listened to repeatedly, if 
necessary.

• Make team products public. For the courtyard 
project, teams presented their design in the 
library to teachers and administrators. The 
audience asked the presenters questions 
and scored the groups on the plan and 
presentation. For other projects, teams have 
posted designs online with a link for viewers 
to vote for their favorite; presented findings 
and products in classrooms, the library, and 
the cafeteria; explained the designs to parents, 
community members, and students walking 
past the designs; and read books they created to 
elementary students. I have found that student 
understanding, the quality of the product, and 
presentation skills all increase when students 



February 2 0 18 3

share their product with people outside of the 
classroom.

• At the end of the project, allow time for students 
(and you!) to reflect. Ask your students questions 
such as, “Name one thing about attracting birds 
that you learned from your team’s project. What 
was one challenge for you on this project and 
how did you overcome it? Describe the key parts 
of the engineering design process and what you 
did for your project at each step. What could you 
have personally done to improve your team’s 
ability to work more effectively? On a scale of 
1 to 5, with 1 being the lowest and 5 being the 
highest, rate your 21st-century competencies, 
your group’s 21st-century competencies, and 
your group’s product.”

• I also encourage you to take notes as you go 
through the project. What worked and what didn’t? 
Where did the class need more time and why? Also 
be sure to note resources that worked well.

Take a look at the ideas presented on the follow-
ing pages. Pick one, modify one, or create your own. 
Have fun and let us know how it goes!
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Buck Institute for Education—www.bie.org
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