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Project work involves viewing traditional practices and methods from a new perspective.





Standards and Tests


In the past, standards were taught through activities, learning was assessed with tests and exams, and teaching was geared to standardized tests. With this shift, standards are used to help design the project, assessment is planned ahead of time and embedded throughout, and tests are just one of many types of assessment. Performance tasks, rubrics, checklists, and tests are used as assessment tools. These multiple forms of assessment, implemented throughout learning, account for learning as a process, instead of a single event. Through ongoing assessment, teachers can feel confident that they have reached their objectives and that students understand the content. 





Classroom Organization


Some teachers may find the organized chaos of classroom projects disconcerting. A project-based classroom is a student-centered classroom, where collaboration, conversation, and movement are necessities. Desks may be organized in pods for collaboration and big tables provide space for project work. Resources and supplies are accesible to students and the classroom tone is established for risk-taking. The environment is one where students feel comfortable to share opinions and ideas, and are encouraged to think for themselves and at higher levels. Clear expectations and organization are essential, but teachers will find that advance planning will lead to engaged and productive students.





Time


Project-based learning takes time, and this is often a major concern of many teachers shifting to this type of curriculum planning. A well-designed project-based unit should first determine, What knowledge is worth spending time to uncover? (Wiggins, 2001).The answer to this question is key to effective time management. By focusing on big ideas that have enduring value beyond the classroom, students become actively engaged and own more of the decisions and direction of their work and ultimately think and produce at higher levels. In order to turn more control over to students yet maintain standards and academic rigor, projects must be planned to the smallest detail. Students must have very clear direction that defines expectations, responsibilities, processes, and timelines. Essentially, what takes longer to prepare, pays off in learning outcomes.








A Shift in Views





Learning for the 21st Century





Using Project Based Learning in the Classroom





Paredes Middle School








A Shift in Roles





As teachers and students work together on projects and integrate technology their roles change.





Role of the Teacher


Project work in the classroom requires a shift in the role of the teacher. Teachers who are accustomed to lecturing and relying on textbooks or pre-created materials may have trouble shifting to a more student-centered classroom which entails giving up control and allowing students to work in multiple directions on different activities at the same time. While planning project work requires more time upfront on the part of the teacher, once a project is underway, the teacher has less preparation to do on a daily basis and acts as a coach or facilitator throughout the project. Teachers find this exciting and a way to connect with students’ individual styles and creativity.





Role of the Student


Project work also calls for a shift in the role of the student. Students may not be used to being placed in an active role in the classroom. In projects, they are called upon to make many decisions, to work collaboratively, to take initiative, to make public presentations, and in many cases, to construct their own knowledge. Although this may be challenging for students at first, most students find project work more meaningful, relevant to their lives, and engaging. Thus, they are generally more motivated, perform better on projects, and retain new learning.





Role of the Technology


Although technology is not essential to project work, it can enhance the learning experience and allow students the  opportunity to make connections to the outside world, find resources, and create products. Some teachers may not be comfortable with newer technologies or may feel that a one-computer classroom is a barrier to using computers as part of project work. These challenges can be overcome. Many teachers may need to accept that they are not the experts of everything and that their students may know more, especially when it comes to technology. Learning the technical skills side-by-side with students or having students act as technical mentors are some ways to overcome this barrier.
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What Is Project Based Learning?








Project-based learning is a student-centered, instructional model. It develops content area knowledge and skills through an extended task that promotes student inquiry and authentic demonstrations of learning in products and performances. Project-based curriculum is driven by important Curriculum-Framing Questions that tie content standards and higher-order thinking to real-world contexts.





Project-based units include varied instructional strategies to engage all students regardless of their learning style. Often students collaborate with outside experts and community members to answer questions and gain deeper meaning of the content. Technology is used to support learning. Throughout project work multiple types of assessment are embedded to ensure that students produce high quality work.








