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ABOUT THIS TOOLBOX
Chances are, you’re probably curious about project-based learning. Maybe 
you’ve heard the term before but you’re not sure what it means. Perhaps 
you’ve tried to do projects before but they fell flat or they weren’t aligned to 
the standards or the groups didn’t function well. For me, the PBL journey 
started back when I was in middle school when I did this epic project that 
changed my life forever. Later, when I was a teacher, I wanted to be that 
same kind of teacher for my own students. Maybe your story is like mine. 
Perhaps you have that epic teacher who inspired you to become a teacher 
and now you want to do the same thing for your students but you’re not 
sure where to start. If so, this toolbox is designed for you.   



Teachers around the world have 
the same questions . . .

For the last few years, I’ve done PBL 
training throughout the world and I’ve 
surveyed teachers who are just starting 
out with project-based learning. I 
expected to see huge regional and 
national differences but the questions we 
have are pretty universal.
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The ten most common questions
#1: Why do we need PBL? 
#2: What is the “right way” to do PBL? 
#3: What if I don’t have the best technology? 
#4: What about the standards?  
#5: What about the test? 
#6: How do you make time for PBL? 
#7: Won’t classroom management be a nightmare? 
#8: How do we assess it?  
#9: What are some PBL ideas in my content area? 
#10: Where do I start? 
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Why do we need  
project-based learning?
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this was me 
in the 

8th grade
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When I was in the 8th grade, I was a combination of shy and nerdy. My 
whole goal was to remain invisible. I had one friend, this kid named Matt. 
We were two nerds in a pod.  And, fortunately for me, he had perfect 
attendance year after year. Until, one day he was sick. I stood in the 
cafeteria, looking out at the sea of students, someone would invite me 
over. But it didn’t happen. I hid in boy’s restroom for the next 24 minutes.  
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i was 
invisible
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but not to mrs. 
Smoot or mr. 

darrow
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they  
knew Me

9



social justice

They took the time to see me and realize I was 
more than just a shy nerd. They knew I cared 

about social justice and baseball and history, so 
they invited me to do a History Day project.

Baseball

History
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history day project
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Although it was fun, it was also terrifying. I had to plan the entire project and 
track my own progress. I had to figure out what questions to ask and where to 
find the answers. I had to narrow down my topic to something I cared about—in 
this case, Jackie Robinson and the integration of baseball. I wrote letters to 
newscasters and made phone calls to former players. I remember picking up 
the phone, my hands trembling, as I read aloud my pre-recorded script and 
waited for the stranger to respond. I eventually worked on a slide presentation. 

The most nerve-wracking moment occurred when I sat in a radio studio 
recording my script. When I listened to my voice for the first time, I hated it. 

At one point, I threw my hands up in the air. “I’m not doing this,” I said. 

But she said something that stuck with me forever. 
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“when you hide your voice, 
you rob the world of your 

creativity.”
- mrs. Smoot -
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I ended up sharing it with my class and then in the district competition, state 
competition and eventually in Washington D.C. 

Although I didn’t realize it at the time, Mrs. Smoot was why I became an 
educator. That project helped me grow into a creative thinker and problem-
solver. And that experience is why I ultimately embraced project-based 
learning.  

creative thinker Problem-solverand
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The same is true 
of our students!
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And yet, it’s  
more necessary 

than ever.
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Our world is changing
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According to Moore’s Law, technological developments tend to 
double every six months. Things that sounded like science 
fiction a generation ago are now so commonplace we take them 
for granted. We are in an era of rapid changes in social, 
technological, and economic  systems.  

We live in an era where robotics and artificial intelligence will 
replace many of our current jobs. Global connectivity will 
continue to allow companies to outsource labor to other 
countries.    
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At one time, we could depend on 
a formula: do well in school, go 
to college, and climb the 
corporate ladder.  

But things have changed.
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The ladder is gone and in its place is a maze. Our students will need 
to know how to problem-solve and navigate this maze. As automation 
and artificial intelligence continue, they will need to know how to 
work within the Creative Economy. They will need to think like 
engineers and entrepreneurs. Our current students will enter a 
workforce where instability is the new normal and where they will have 
to be self-directed, original, and creative in order to navigate this 
maze. 

This might sound terrifying but there’s also a hidden opportunity. Our 
students will have the opportunity to build the future. 
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but this requires projects.  
Real projects. 

The kind that students own.
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When students engage in project-based learning, they learn 
how to engage in project management, how to collaborate 
with their peers, how to design products, how to solve 
problems, and how to think critically. They are prepared for the 
Creative Economy while also growing into passionate, life-long 
learners. 

Note that PBL is different from a culminating project, because 
here students are learning through the project.
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isn’t this what we  
want for our students?
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Why is the “right way” to do 
project-based learning?
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There are many different PBL models out there and you might be 
feeling a little overwhelmed about the “right way” to engage in 
project-based learning. What if you do it wrong? What if it’s not “real” 
PBL? Which framework should you choose?  

Here’s the good news: there is no single right way to do PBL. You are 
the teacher and you know what’s best for your own classrooms. So, try 
out different models and see what works best for you. Treat it as an 
experiment.  

While there are many different PBL models, there are a few key 
elements that make up PBL design. 
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Reflection student voice and choice

Authenticity

sustained inquiry
challenging problem 

or question

critique and 
Revision

public product

The Buck Institute for 
Education identifies seven 
key design elements of 
project-based learning. 

These are the key 
elements. How you 
organize it might depend 
on the timing, the 
stanards, and the subject 
you teach.

design elements 
of PBL

28



What if I don’t have the best 
technology?
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The cool thing with PBL is that it’s learning driven rather than 
technology driven. I’ve seen cool projects where students had 3d 
printers or one-to-one devices. They used CAD machines to fabricate 
things they had developed collaboratively.  

But I’ve also seen amazing projects with duct tape and cardboard. I’ve 
seen students plan service learning projects or write novels or do 
photo documentaries with their cell phones. Technology can enhance 
PBL but sometimes the vintage option is the best option. 
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often the best choice in 
technology is a  
roll of duct tape
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If you look at the resources, I have included specific PBL-centered 
maker projects that are low-tech. Recently, I had the chance to lead an 
entire high school in a two-day maker project expedition. By the end 
of the first day, students were leaving their cell phones in their 
pockets (or, in some cases, taking snapshots of their low-fi pinball 
machines). There was something powerful about doing hands-on 
learning that actually required them to use their own two hands. So, 
while technology is often a great way to amplify PBL, low-fi options 
are also a powerful way to increase engagement. 
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How do I do p.b.l. and still 
teach to the standards?
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It’s easy to remember the highlight reels of the project-based approach 
I used when I taught eighth grade. I think about the moment we 
finished our second mural and my students were so excited they 
started spontaneously cheering or the moment students asked 
thoughtful questions to our guests during the immigration 
documentary or the way students continued to surprise me with their 
blogging projects year after year or the creativity in their STEM-related 
engineering projects. 

But for all the highlights, there are also a string of failures. I’ve made a 
ton of mistakes in my PBL journey. Big mistakes. pic mistakes. I 
designed project-based units that were cringe-worthy; where I had to 
stop after a few lessons and say, “This was a bad idea. I tried 
something and it failed. We’re going to change this up a bit.” 34



One such project was the Great Linear Equation Debacle of 2011. As 
an eighth grade self-contained teacher, I wanted to prove that our 
math block could be fully project-based. After a successful statistics 
project, I decided we would do a “Linear Equations in Real Life” 
project. I challenged students to find real examples of linear 
equations and interview experts who used this skill in their daily life. 
It tanked. Students couldn’t find enough real examples, much less, 
experts they could interview. The project felt forced and the end goal 
was something they didn’t find relevant. To make matters worse, 
students struggled to determine linear functions while looking at a 
graph or to solve a linear equation using an algorithm. The bottom 
line is that the project didn’t fit the standards. 
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Geek out blogs
However, I had more success with our Geek 
Out Blogs (which are in the webinar 
resources below). Here, my middle school 
students had to make sure that their blogs 
included persuasive and explanatory texts. 
Here are the two main standards we used. 
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Here’s a student 
example.

3722



It was choice-
driven but aligned 

to standards
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Driving standards
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Research standards
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Writing process standards
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Publishing standards
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This project included nearly every single Common Core Writing Standard in the first few 
weeks of school. Notice, also, how none of those standards mention specific topics. 
These were all topic-neutral standards, which meant students could choose 
skateboarding or fashion or history or video games and they’re still learning the same 
standards. As long as they were practicing discreet skills in reading and writing, they 
could choose their own topics. This was an interest-driven approach to PBL. 

Our Tiny House Projects, by contrast, required students to master specific conceptual 
standards with the freedom to use multiple modalities. We combined volume, surface 
area, and proportional reasoning with standards around budgeting and finance. This 
was a problem-driven approach with a tight focus on specific concepts. 

However, when we did our Wonder Day projects, the PBL process was much more 
inquiry-driven. You can find an example of each approach in the resources folder of 
this toolbox. 
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Notice in the previous three examples how the types of standards required vastly 
different approaches to project-based learning. That’s not a bad thing. There isn’t one 
single, perfect PBL approach. Sometimes, the best option is an open-ended topical 
project. Other times, it’s more inquiry-based. Still other times, you might choose an 
empathy-driven design thinking framework. Check out the following table to see the 
connection between the types of standards you teach and the corresponding PBL 
approach. 

Different frameworks for 
different standards

44



45



Note that sometimes you will use a hybrid approach. For example, I have combined 
elements of inquiry-based learning when I had students do interest-driven PBL. Many of 
our design thinking projects also had elements of problem-based PBL. And every single 
PBL approach had elements of product-driven PBL. So, there is always going to be 
some overlap between the models. However, the key idea here is the 
word driven. What is the key driver in the project your students are working on? 

If you’re interested in taking a deeper dive into these frameworks, you might want to 
sign up for the PBL Master Course. Here, we explore specific frameworks you might 
want to use and walk through each of the steps of creating a PBL unit.  
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What about the test?
47



This was my biggest fear in doing PBL. I was always scared about the test. But, in my 
experience, our test scores were nearly always toward the top in the district. The key 
reason is that in PBL, studnets are more motivated. They are moving from what Philip 
Schlechty called “strategic compliance” into true engagement. And when that happens, 
they learn at a deeper level.  

Some nuance here. PBL was so different that I used to take a day or two to teach 
students test-taking strategies and I always felt nervous about it. But that’s why I 
recommend you start small. Try one project. I’d even choose a low-risk time like the 
week after state testing or the week before winter break.  

Note, too, that the research on PBL and student achievement is mixed. We cannot say 
definitely that it will raise test scores — though there is also no evidence that it leads to 
lower student achievement scores, either.  
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Increases motivation
PBL is built on the idea that students will achieve at 
a higher level if they are fully engaged in the 
learning process. Here, they are able to move from 
Strategic Compliance into true Engagement (and 
empowerment)  

If you look at Schechty’s Levels of Engaement, you’ll 
see how PBL reaches those higher levels.
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How do you make time for 
project-based learning?
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P.b.l. takes time
Project-based learning takes time. There’s no way around this. 
So, how do you make time for this when you already have so 
much on your plate?  Actually, PBL isn’t about adding 
something new to your plate so much as re-arranging your 
plate so that students are the chefs. You still teach the same 
standards but you are connecting them and creating longer 
units. Meanwhile, you spend less time doing worksheets, tests, 
and direct instruction and more time doing inquiry, research, 
ideation, and prototyping.  
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PBL Can Actually save time
Project-based learning has the potential to actually save time in 
the following ways: 

1. Standards are grouped together, so you hit multiple standards 
with the same task rather than teaching in isolation 

2. Students spend more time finding the answers on their own 
rather than doing direct instruction and guided practice first 

3. Assessment happens as you go, freeing up time for testing and 
test preparation 

4. The learning is longer and uninterrupted, meaning you spend 
less time in transition 53



Re-arrange your plate
Take some time to do a 
time audit of the wasted 
tasks that happen in a 
traditional lesson. How 
can you cut these things 
out in a PBL unit?
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Won’t classroom management 
be a nightmare?
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Classroom management
When I interview PBL teachers, they often describe 
how scared they were about losing control of their 
classroom. But what they found is that when 
engagement increased, management issues 
decreased. With that said, there are some changes 
you’ll need to think strategically about classroom 
management. It helps to visualize each part of the 
project process and make a list of what expectations 
you’ll need to teach your students. This is one of the 
reasons we included a module in the PBL Master 
Course that leads you through the creation of a PBL 
classroom management plan. 
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How do we assess it?
57



Assess as you go.
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We often use the words “give” and “take” to describe assessments. But what if 
assessment is something you do? What if it’s an embedded part of the process? 

In a PBL unit, you don’t need to stop the project to take an assessment.  Students 
don’t need to take a weekly quiz. Instead, they can engage in self-assessment, peer 
assessment, and teacher-directed assessment. This is an opportunity for students to 
see their own progress, set goals for the future, and determine next steps. The 
assessment should be happening all over the place. Here, they are judging the 
quality of their product while also reflecting on the process and determining their 
mastery of the standards.  

If you check out the Assessment Toolkit in the Resources folder, you will find specific 
assessments you can use to guide you along the way.
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Self-assessment
Project-based learning often 
involves collaborative work. For 
this reason, it’s vital that students 
get the opportunity to engage in 
self-assessment surveys, 
reflections, and rubrics.
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The following are some self-assessment options: 

• Tracking Goals: Students create their own goals. Then they keep track of the 
progress. It might mean a graph, a progress bar, or simply a description of progress. 

• Self-reflections: Here students answer reflective questions about what they are 
learning, where they are struggling, and what they need to do next.   

• Student Surveys: Sometimes students struggle with open-ended self-reflection 
questions. Surveys provide a blend of the objective and the subjective. So, they 
might use a Likert scale, selecting specific words from a bank, or ranking items. 

• Self-Assessment Rubrics: Students are able to look at the progression from 
emerging to mastering with specific descriptions in various categories. 

• Checklists: These can be a powerful diagnostic tool that students use before, 
during, and after a task.  
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peer assessment
Peer assessment is a powerful way 
to prevent groupthink and help 
groups refine their work. I’ve 
included the 20-minute peer 
feedback system in the Resource 
folder. 
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The following are some peer  assessment options: 

• The 10-Minute Feedback System: This critical friends approach begins with one 
student sharing their work or pitching an idea while the other student actively listens. 

• Structured Feedback with Sentence Stems: Here, you as a teacher provide specific 
sentence stems that your students can use to provide diagnostic, clarifying, or critical 
feedback. 

• 3-2-1 Structure: This is simple. Students provide three strengths, two areas of 
improvement and one question that they have. 

• Feedback Carousel: Each group gets a stack of sticky notes and offers anonymous 
feedback as they move from group to group.  

• Peer Coaching: Students interview each other about the process, using the coaching 
questions from the student-teacher conferences to guide them if they struggle to come 
up with reflection questions.
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student-teacher Conferencing
One of the best parts of PBL is that students 
can work independently and you, as a 
teacher, can engage in one-on-one 
conferences. This might be coaching 
conferences, which help students reflect on 
their learning. Or it might be a consulting 
conference, where you give students 
feedback and advice. 
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The following are the three types of conferences I have used with students: 

• Advice Conference: This empowers students to ask for advice. This conference is all 
about learning specific skills that students are missing. Each student must ask the 
teacher a series of questions based on an area where he or she is struggling. This is a 
chance for targeted one-on-one attention and explicit help with a strategy.  

• Reflection Conferences: This empowers students to reflect on their learning. Instead of 
telling students what to do, the goal is to draw out student reflection. The teacher uses 
a series of reflective questions to lead students through the process of metacognition 
and into the setting and monitoring of goals. 

• Mastery Conference: Unlike the reflection conference, the focus here is less about 
reflecting on the process and more about students judging their own mastery of the 
content. We use the Standards-Based Assessment Grid.
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Rubrics
Rubrics are a pretty normal 
aspect of teaching, right? But in 
PBL, you can have students use 
rubrics as diagnostic tools in 
self-assessment. It becomes a 
more authentic, student-
centered way to engage in 
formative assessment.
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What about my 
content area?
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When I taught 8th grade self-contained (all subjects), I 
was initially reluctant to use the PBL approach in math. 
I had used it in social studies and I could see the tie-in 
to science and social studies. But then we did the Tiny 
House project, where students had to use proportional 
reasoning, scaling, volume, and surface area. I realized 
that PBL could work in any subject.
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PBL isn’t limited to one subject area. We’ve already looked at how 
the math standards aligned to the Tiny House project and how the 
Geek Out Blogs hit the ELA standards. I mentioned, too, how my 
documentary projects connected to social studies.  

A key question to ask is, “Where is the creativity in my subject? What 
kinds of projects do people naturally do in this subject area outside 
of school?”  

It also helps to reach out collaboratively to the people in your 
department.
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but it has to be 
real.
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Students know when a project is fake. Dan Meyer 
warns against the idea of “pseudo-context,” when 
students are doing a project or solving a problem in a 
way that nobody in the real world actually does.  

So, it’s important that you make sure to connect the 
project to standards that allow students to solve 
problems and engage in creative thinking. Otherwise, 
it won’t be real.

71



If you’re looking for additional ideas, check out the site I 
created called videoprompts.com. I have maker projects 
connected to each subject area. I also provide the complete 
curriculum for a full project in each of the 4 core content areas 
in the 10-pack of maker projects you get with the PBL Master 
Course. 

Looking for more?
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Where do I even start?
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Start out small. Choose a time period that is low-risk 
and low-pressure (like the week after testing) and try it 
out. The following are a few options you might want to 
check out.
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Design thinking project
Design thinking is a flexible 
framework that moves 
students from awareness into 
inquiry, research, ideation, and 
eventually prototyping. I have 
included two design thinking 
projects inside the Resource 
folder in this toolkit.
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Inquiry-based project
Inquiry-based projects begin 
with student curiosity rather 
than a teacher-defined 
problem. They can be a bit 
simpler than design thinking 
projects. I have included 
Wonder Week, an inquiry-
based project, inside the 
Resource folder in this toolkit.
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genius hour project
Genius Hour or 20% Time is modeled 
after the independent project time that 
Google gives its employees. This allows 
students to pursue their passions and 
ultimately create something they send 
to an authentic audience. I have 
included a Genius Hour student and 
teacher video in the Resource folder of 
this toolkit.
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Divergent thinking project
A divergent thinking project is a 
short-term project that forces 
students to use creative constraint 
to design something innovative. I 
have included a Divergent Thinking 
mini-project inside of the Resource 
folder in this toolkit.
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Take the 
leap!

PBL 79



You might be afraid 
right now.
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And that’s okay. 
(Really, it is.)
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Mrs. Smoot and Mr. Darrow were the reasons I became a teacher. I never forgot that 
epic experience. And I knew that I was more engaged and learned at a deeper when 
I learned through a project. However, it took me awhile to embrace a PBL approach. 

Don’t get me wrong. My students completed projects. However, they were recipes. I 
chose the end product and reverse engineered it for them with detailed step-by-step 
instructions. I set tight parameters so they would know exactly what to do. In other 
words, these weren’t projects. 

I was doing all the work. 

Often, on my ride home from work, I would daydream about doing a PBL unit. But I 
was afraid. What if the students misbehaved? What if they didn’t do their work? 
What if the groups just talked to each other about football instead of actually 
collaborating? What would my principal think? How would I possibly connect it to 
the standards?
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i was 
terrified



Then everything 
changed . . .
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But this changed on a lame duck testing week toward the end of my second year of 
teaching. I had the same group of kids for a full week during standardized testing. 
Instead of watching movies, we decided to do a PBL unit. After a short class 
discussion, we landed on a documentary project about immigration. Students 
formed small groups and began researching the topic. I gave mini-lessons on how to 
conduct interviews, how to shoot video, and how to tell a non-fiction story. I met 
with students one-on-one to go over how to find more credible sources. We shared 
scripts back and forth on a shared document. 

Things didn’t go perfectly. A few students didn’t finish their parts. We never 
launched it to a real audience. Some of my highest performing students were more 
frustrated and more afraid than ever before. They had never failed like this. 

Still, something emerged from the mess. 
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My students were 
different.
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They were no longer 
following recipes.  

they were the chefs.
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Students who had never turned in homework before began voluntarily shooting 
videos of interviews with immigrants in their neighborhoods. Students who had 
never asked questions in class were asking hard-hitting interview questions. Students 
who had once told me, “I’m not very creative” were setting up storyboards and 
editing videos. What began as a short, one-week project grew into something 
bigger, with students coming in before and after school to add to their project. 

This was the start of a decade-long PBL journey. It wasn’t always pretty. I had 
projects that totally tanked and times when we had to regroup and change course. 
But if you’re thinking about taking the leap, just go for it!  
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So, again, 
take the 
leap!
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Take it to the 
next level!



Still curious 
about project-
based learning? 
Take the PBL 
Master Course 
for a deeper look 
at how to 
implement 
project-based 
learning in your 
content area. 



 Visit  
blendeducation.org/p/pblcourse/  

for more details

http://blendeducation.org/p/pblcourse/

