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Course Outline

1. What is Active Learning (AL)?

a. Review of main points 

b. Levels of Engagement (LOE)

c. LOE and Group Work

2. What is Project Based Learning (PBL)?

a. Project Based Learning and Activities

i. What is an Activity? 

ii. What is a Project?

b. Principles of PBL

c. Phases in PBL

3. Managing Project  Based Learning 

a. Project 1 - Mini

b. Practice in Preparing for Project Work
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Active Learning and the Limited English Proficient Student 
By Veronica Fern, Kris Anstrom, and Barbara Silcox 


In June 1993, the U.S. Department of Education, Office of Bilingual Education and Minority Languages Affairs (OBEMLA) convened a focus group which studied active learning and its implications for limited English proficient (LEP) students. Discussions focused on the following questions: 
1) What is active learning? 
2) What does active learning mean for LEP students? 
3) What are the instructional implications of active learning in the LEP classroom? and 
4) What are the implications of active learning for teacher training? 

The conclusions reached by the focus group were published by the Special Issues Analysis Center (SIAC), Special Issues Analysis Center focus group report: Active learning instructional models for limited English proficient (LEP) students; Volume 1: Findings on active learning , by L. Lathrop, C. Vincent and A.M. Zehler (1993). This synthesis is based largely on that report. 

What Is Active Learning? 
All learning is in some sense active, but active learning refers to the level of engagement by the student in the instructional process. An active learning environment requires students and teacher to commit to a dynamic partnership in which both share a vision of and responsibility for instruction. In such an environment, students learn content, develop conceptual knowledge, and acquire language through a discovery-oriented approach to learning in which the learner is not only engaged in the activity but also with the goal of the activity. Essential to this approach is the view of the learner as responsible for discovering, constructing and creating something new and the view of the teacher as a resource and facilitator.

In an active learning environment the students should gain a sense of empowerment because the content presented and ideas discussed are relevant to their experiences and histories. For example, the teacher might present a list of thematic units to the students, who then decide what aspects of the themes they wish to investigate and which activities will allow them to pursue that theme.

Theoretical Bases of Active Learning
Active learning derives its theoretical basis from the situated cognition theorists such as Paolo Freire, whose main pedagogical philosophy revolves around the idea that instruction is most effective when situated within a student's own knowledge and world view. Thus the student's culture and community play a significant role in learning. L.S. Vygotsky's "zone of proximal development" theory supports the idea that students learn best when new information presented is just beyond the reach of their present knowledge.

What Does Active Learning Mean For LEP Students?
Active learning implies the development of a community of learners. Essential to this development is communication which involves all students, including LEP students, in sharing information, questioning, relating ideas, etc. This emphasis on communication provides many situations where students can produce and manipulate language to support a variety of goals. In other words, active learning supports opportunities for authentic communication rather that rote language drills.

Additionally, integration of the student's home, community and culture are essential elements of the active learning approach. A strong home-school connection is often cited as a positive factor in the achievement of minority students. For example, Luis Moll's "Funds of Knowledge" model assumes that language minority students come to school with knowledge and strengths that should be utilized by the school.
Parent and Community Involvement
Because of the importance of the home/school connection for implementation of the active learning model, it is essential to keep certain considerations in mind for limited English proficient students. For example, often parents of LEP students face socioeconomic, cultural, and linguistic barriers which prevent them from being active participants in their children's schools. Getting these parents involved in the active learning process usually necessitates a systematic program of reaching out to parents and the community.

Goals for LEP Students
In an active learning environment all students, including LEP students, work toward certain goals. These include "engagement in learning; the development of conceptual knowledge and higher order thinking skills; a love of learning; cognitive and linguistic development; and a sense of responsibility or 'empowerment' of students in their own learning." (Lathrop et al., 1993, p. 6) However, LEP students also need to learn to speak, understand, read and write English. Active learning provides the context LEP students need to meet these goals by giving them opportunities to practice English and providing them with the motivation to do so. A second goal which active learning emphasizes for LEP students is equal access to the content curriculum. Finally, depending upon circumstances within each school, native language development may also be a goal.

Modifications for LEP Students 
The use of active learning for limited English proficient students necessitates certain modifications of the model to ensure its effectiveness with these students. Teachers must be aware of and sensitive to cultural and linguistic differences of their students and remain open to the possibility of learning about them. Furthermore, they need to be skilled at teaching language and content simultaneously, as students are learning both at the same time. Teachers should provide a safe and predictable environment for their students, which reduces student anxiety and nurtures contextual meaning for them. Also, teachers need to explicitly teach sociolinguistic behaviors such as, when students should and should not speak, how students should interact with others, and what school routines and norms are.

Instructional Implications of Active Learning in the LEP Classroom
Effective active learning principles 

Certain principles or practices have proven to be highly effective when implemented in the active learning classroom for LEP students. These principles can be classified into the following areas: classroom environment, including organization and ambiance; structure of interaction; and approaches to making content instruction more comprehensible for LEP students.
The general classroom environment should be such that students feel safe and comfortable. A predictable structure, explicitly defined rules, and structured routines help to reassure students; graphic organizers aid students' understanding. Classes of fewer students function better in the context of this model. The physical environment of the classroom reflects the active learning process: furniture is made into flexible, moveable arrangements; and learning centers or small group discussion areas are typical of the active learning classroom.
The active learning classroom promotes a variety of interactive structures including, but not limited to, whole-group teacher- directed instruction. A range of groupings such as small group work, one-on-one instruction with the teacher, and peer teaching should be used. Student groupings should be carefully planned for heterogeneity of English skill level and content level knowledge. On the other hand, if a particular skill needs to be developed, homogeneous groups may be used for that purpose.
Approaches for making content instruction more comprehensible include: cooperative learning; the use of manipulatives; visual organizers and other extra-linguistic support; avoiding idioms, unless explained to students; one-on-one conferencing; availability and use of support materials in the student's native language; the use of dialog journals; and content that is relevant and meaningful to students. Activities and assessments should be compatible with each student's English level.
Suggestions and strategies for using the active learning instructional model with limited English proficient students can be found in Working with English Language Learners: Strategies for Elementary and Middle School Teachers. NCBE Program Information Guide, No. 19 1994

Active learning at the secondary level 

Elementary schools, in many cases, already practice many behaviors associated with the active learning model; therefore, the model is more easily adaptable to the elementary school culture than it is to the secondary schools. Moreover, the traditional methods of instruction in secondary schools are generally not conducive to the active learning model. Thus, changing over to this model requires a whole-school restructuring effort. Secondary teachers generally see many students for short periods of time each day and deliver their instruction in lecture format. The secondary disciplines tend to be compartmentalized rather than integrated; teachers are expected to be experts in their field and often do not know their individual students very well. Further complicating matters for LEP students, each content area has discipline-specific discourse structures and ways of knowing which must be learned. At the secondary level, there is tremendous diversity among LEP students in terms of their years of schooling and patterns of success and failure.

Additionally, most secondary schools operate on a system of credits, causing many LEP students to race against the clock in order to earn enough credits to graduate while attempting to catch up simultaneously in both content knowledge and English skills.

Measurement of Outcomes (Assessment)
Assessments should be aligned with the instructional activities and goals of the active learning model. For this reason, the model depends on the use of a variety of standard and alternative assessment instruments. For example, instruction involving use of the scientific method to solve a problem would be better assessed through a performance based method than with a multiple choice test. Positive instructional outcomes of active learning anticipated for LEP students include: an interest in and love of learning; improved higher order thinking skills; concept acquisition and content knowledge; and English language skills. Furthermore, students in active learning classrooms should be assessed for engagement in learning.

What Do Active Learning Approaches Imply For Teacher Training?
All teachers, including mainstream teachers, should be trained to work with LEP students using active learning approaches. Preservice teachers can be taught via active learning activities in order to give them firsthand experience with the model. In addition they need more school-based experiences in multicultural settings than is provided by student teaching. At the inservice level, implementing the active learning model involves understanding the most effective ways to promote change. All school personnel need to be involved in developing commitment and support for school-wide change to the active learning model. Inservice teachers need ongoing staff development tailored to their needs as well as training in the theory and methodology of second language acquisition. Most importantly, they need to be provided with the time and opportunity to reflect on their own practice, to share experiences with one another, discuss problems, and build future goals together for their students and schools.

Recommendations for Active Learning in the Classroom
· Use flexible room arrangements to encourage interaction and sharing of ideas and tasks. 

· Specifically explain rules and procedures to students. 

· Create predictability in classroom routines. 

· Provide for small class sizes where possible. 

· Make the teacher a guide and facilitator, rather than a disseminator of information. 

· Encourage students to tap into each other's knowledge and experience and build networks for accomplishing goals. 

· Integrate language, culture and community resources into instructional activities. 

· Incorporate out-of-school experiences into classroom practice. 

· Be flexible and create in the use of resources, curricula, and teaching strategies. 

· Use a variety of grouping strategies: small groups, pairs, individual. 

· Vary the composition of the groups in terms of the mix of LEP and non-LEP students, depending upon the goals of the activity and the skill levels of the students. 

· Focus on activities that promote production of language. 

· Assess for content achievement and progress using a variety of assessment measures, including performance and portfolio assessment, that are appropriate and consistent with instruction. 

· Monitor continuously to ensure student engagement. 

Recommendations for Active Learning in the School 
· Involve the principal to get his or her full support. 

· Involve all teachers, not only those whose instruction is focused on LEP students. 

· Empower the teachers to make decisions and take a leadership role. 

· Build teamwork within the school community by developing mechanisms for collaboration among staff. 

· Develop a multi-year staff development plan. 

· Incorporate the home and community in planning and carrying out activities. 

· Develop multicultural awareness throughout the school, in which non-English home languages and cultures are integrated in all curricula and activities. 

· Represent non-English language groups in faculty and support staff positions. 

Recommendations for Parents and the Community 
· Involve parents in the school at many levels. 

· Explain the goals of active learning to parents. Help them understand the rationale behind what their children do in school in an active way. 

· Inform parents explicitly about ways in which they can help their children learn and/or assist the school. 

· Open up the school to the community. 

· Develop mechanisms for drawing on community knowledge and resources. 

· Develop support for teachers and the principal to carry out home visits and other means of learning about the homes/communities of the students. 

Recommendations for Teacher Preparation 
· Give pre-service teachers a variety of school-based experiences that involve learning about students and their communities. 

· Use active learning approaches to train teachers. 

· Give teachers experiences in a language and culture different from their own. 

· Encourage reflective practice. 

· Develop multi-year plans for inservice training. 

· Base inservice training on the needs identified by teachers. 

· Provide inservice training on an ongoing basis, including classroom-based support for teachers involved in implementing active learning. 

· Encourage highly skilled teachers to act as coaches or mentors for peers. 

· Encourage teachers to attend professional conferences both as learners and presenters. 

· Provide training in active learning approaches to all teachers, not just ESL/bilingual education specialists. 
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Group Work, Interlanguage Talk, and Second Language Acquisition
Michael H. Long, University of Hawaii at Manoa and Patricia A. Porter, San Francisco State University
The use of group work in classroom second language learning has long been supported by sound pedagogical arguments. Recently, however, a psycholinguistic rationale for group work has emerged from second language acquisition research on conversation between non-native speakers, or interlanguage talk. Provided careful attention is paid to the structure of tasks students work on together, the negotiation work possible in group activity makes it an attractive alternative to the teacher-led, “lockstep” mode and a viable classroom substitute for individual conversations with native speakers.

For some years now, methodologists have recommended small group work (including pair work) in the second language classroom. In doing so, they have used arguments which, for the most part, are pedagogical. While those arguments are compelling enough, group work has recently taken on increased psycholinguistic significance due to new research findings on two related topics: 1) the role of comprehensible input in second language acquisition (SLA) and 2) the negotiation work possible in conversation between non-native speakers, or interlanguage talk. Thus, in addition to strong pedagogical arguments, there now is psycholinguistic rationale for group work in second language learning.

Pedagogical Arguments for Group Work

There are at least five pedagogical arguments for the use of group work in second language (SL) learning. They concern the potential of group work for increasing the quantity of language practice opportunities, for improving the quality of student talk, for individualizing instruction, for creating a positive affective climate in the classroom, and for increasing student motivation. We begin with a brief review of those arguments.

Argument 1 - Group work increases language practice opportunities.

In all probability, one of the main reasons for low achievement by many classroom SL learners is simply that they do not have enough time to practice the new language. This is especially serious in large EFL classes in which students need to develop aural-oral skills, but it is also relevant to the ESL context.

From observational studies of classrooms (e.g., Hoetker and Ahlbrand 1969 and Fanselow 1977), we know that the predominant mode of instruction is what might be termed the lockstep, in which one person (the teacher) sets the same instructional pace and content for everyone, by lecturing, explaining a grammar point, leading drill work, or asking questions of the whole class. The same studies show that when lessons are organized in this manner, a typical teacher of any subject talks for at least half, and often for as much as two thirds, of any class period (Flanders 1970). In a 50-minute lesson, that would leave 25 minutes for the students. However, since 5 minutes is usually spent on administrative matters (getting pupils in and out of the room, calling the roll, collecting and distributing homework assignments, and so on) and (say) 5 minutes on reading and writing, the total time available to students is actually more like 15 minutes. In an EFL class of 30 students in a public secondary school classroom, this averages out to 30 seconds per student per lesson—or just one hour per student per year. An adult ESL student taking an intensive course in the United States does not fare much better. In a class of 15 students meeting three hours a day, each student will have a total of only about one and a half hours of individual practice during a six-week program. Contrary to what some private language school advertisements would have us believe, this is simply not enough.

Group work cannot solve this problem entirely, but it can certainly help. To illustrate with the public school setting, suppose that just half the time available for individual student talk is devoted to work in groups of three instead of to lockstep practice, in which one student talks while 29 listen (or not, as the case may be). This will change the total individual practice time available to each student from one hour to about five and a half hours. While still too little, this is an increase of over 500 percent.

Argument 2 - Group work improves the quality of student talk.

The lockstep limits not only the quantity of talk students can engage in, but also its quality. This is because teacher-fronted lessons favor a highly conventionalized variety of conversation, one rarely found outside courtrooms, wedding ceremonies, and classrooms. In such settings, one speaker asks a series of known information, or display, questions, such as Do you work in the accused's office at 27 Sloan Street?, Do you take this woman to be your lawful wedded wife?, and Do you come to class at nine o’clock? —questions to which there is usually only one correct answer, already known to both parties. The second speaker responds (I do) and then, in the classroom, typically has the correctness of the response confirmed (Yes, Right, or Good). Only rarely does genuine communication take place. (For further depressing details, see, for example, Hoetker and Ahlbrand 1969, Long 1975, Fanselow 1977, Mehan 1979, and Long and Sato 1983)

An unfortunate but hardly surprising side effect of this sort of pseudo-communication is that students’ attention tends to wander. Consequently, teachers maintain a brisk pace to their questions and try to ensure prompt and brief answers in return. This is usually quite feasible, since what the students say requires little thought (the same question often being asked several times) and little language (mostly single phrases or short “sentences”). Teachers quickly “correct” any errors, and students appreciate just as quickly that what they say is less important than how they say it.

Such work may be useful for developing grammatical accuracy (although this has never been shown). It is unlikely, however, to promote the kind of conversational skills students need outside the classroom, where accuracy is often important but where communicative ability is always at a premium.

Group work can help a great deal here. First, unlike the lockstep, with its single, distant initiator of talk (the teacher) and its group interlocutor (the students), face-to-face communication in a small group is a natural setting for conversation. Second, two or three students working together for five minutes at a stretch are not limited to producing hurried, isolated “sentences.” Rather, they can engage in cohesive and coherent sequences of utterances, thereby developing discourse competence, not just (at best) a sentence grammar. Third, as shown by Long, Adams, McLean, and Castaños (1976), students can take on roles and adopt positions which in lockstep work are usually the teacher’s exclusive preserve and can thus practice a range of language functions associated with those roles and positions. While solving a problem concerning the sitting of a new school in an imaginary town, for example, they can suggest, infer, qualify, hypothesize, generalize, or disagree. In terms of another dimension of conversational management, they can develop such skills—also normally practiced only by the teacher—as topic-nomination, turn-allocation, focusing, summarizing, and clarifying.

(Some of these last skills also turn out to have considerable psycholinguistic importance.) Finally, given appropriate materials to work with and problems to solve, students can engage in the kind of information exchange characteristic of communication outside classrooms—with all the creative language use and spontaneity this entails—where the focus is on meaning as well as form. In other words, they can in all these ways develop at least some of the variety of skills which make up communicative competence in a second language.

Argument 3 - Group work helps individualize instruction.

However efficient it may be for some purposes—for example, the presentation of new information needed by all students in a class— the lockstep rides roughshod over many individual differences inevitably present in a group of students. This is especially true of the vast majority of school children, who are typically placed in classes solely on the basis of chronological and mental age. It can also occur in quite small classes of adults, however. Volunteer adult learners are usually grouped on the basis of their aggregate scores on a proficiency test. Yet, as any experienced teacher will attest, aggregate scores often conceal differences among students in specific linguistic abilities. Some students, for example, will have much better comprehension than production skills, and vice versa. Some may speak haltingly but accurately, while others, though fluent, make lots of errors.

In addition to this kind of variability in specific SL abilities, other kinds of individual differences ignored by lockstep teaching include students’ age, cognitive/developmental stage, sex, attitude, motivation, aptitude, personality, interests, cognitive style, cultural background, native language, prior language learning experience, and target language needs. In an ideal world, these  differences would all be reflected, among other ways, in the pacing of instruction, in its linguistic and cultural content, in the level of intellectual challenge it poses, in the manner of its presentation (e.g., inductive or deductive), and in the kinds of classroom roles students are assigned.

Group work obviously cannot handle all these differences, for some of which we still lack easily administered, reliable measures. Once again, however, it can help. Small groups of students can work on different sets of materials suited to their needs. Moreover, they can do so simultaneously, thereby avoiding the risk of boring other students who do not have the same problem, perhaps because they speak a different first language, or who do have the same problem but need less time to solve it. Group work, then, is a first step toward individualization of instruction, which everyone agrees is a good idea but which few teachers or textbooks seem to do much about.

Argument 4 - Group work promotes a positive affective climate.

Many students, especially the shy or linguistically insecure, do experience considerable stress when called upon in the public arena of the lockstep classroom. This stress is increased by the knowledge that they must respond accurately and above all quickly. Research (see, for example, Rowe 1974 and White and Lightbown 1983) has shown that if students pause longer than about one second before beginning to respond or while making a response, or (worse) appear not to know the answer, or make an error, teachers will tend to interrupt, repeat, or rephrase the question, ask a different one, “correct,” and/or switch to another student. Not all teachers do these things, of course, but most teachers do so more than they realize or would want to admit.

In contrast to the public atmosphere of lockstep instruction, a small group of peers provides a relatively intimate setting and, usually, a more supportive environment in which to try out embryonic SL skills. After extensive research in British primary and secondary school classrooms, Barnes (1973:19) wrote of the small group setting:

“An intimate group allows us to be relatively inexplicit and incoherent, to change direction in the middle of a sentence, to be uncertain and self-contradictory. What we say may not amount to much, but our confidence in our friends allows us to take the first groping steps towards sorting out our thoughts and feelings by putting them into words. I shall call this sort of talk exploratory.”

I his studies of children’s talk in small groups, Barnes found a high incidence of pauses, hesitations, stumbling over new words, false starts, changes of direction, and expressions of doubt (I think, probably, and so on). This was the speech of children “talking to learn” (Barnes 1973:20) —talking, in other words, in a way and for a purpose quite different from those which commonly characterize interaction in a full-class session. There, the “audience effect” of the large class, the perception of the listening teacher as judge, and the need to produce a short, polished product all serve to inhibit this kind of language. Barnes (1973:19) draws attention to another factor: “It is not only size and lack of intimacy that discourage exploratory talk: if relationships have been formalized until they approach ritual; this, too, will make it hard for anyone to think aloud.” Some classrooms can become like this, especially when the teacher controls very thoroughly everything that is said. In other words, freedom from the requirement for accuracy at all costs and entry into the richer and more accommodating set of relationships provided by small-group interaction promote a positive affective climate. This in turn allows for the development of the kind of personalized, creative talk for which most aural-oral classes are trying to prepare learners.

Argument 5 - Group work motivates learners.

Several advantages have already been claimed for group work. It allows for a greater quantity and richer variety of language practice, practice that is better adapted to individual needs and conducted in a more positive affective climate. Students are individually involved in lessons more often and at a more personal level. For all these reasons and because of the variety group work inevitably introduces into a lesson, it seems reasonable to believe that group work motivates the classroom learner.

Empirical evidence supporting this belief has been provided by several studies reported recently in Littlejohn (1983). It has been found, for example, that small-group, independent study can lead to increased motivation to study Spanish among beginning students (Littlejohn 1982); learners responding to a questionnaire reported that they felt less inhibited and freer to speak and make mistakes in the small group than in the teacher-led class. Similarly, in a study of children’s attitudes to the study of French in an urban British comprehensive school (Fitz-Gibbon and Reay 1982), three quarters of the pupils ranked their liking for French as a school subject significantly higher after competing a program in which 14-yearold non-native speakers tutored 1l-year-old non-natives in the language.

Group Work: A Psycholinguistic Rationale

In addition to pedagogical arguments for the use of group work as at least a complement to lockstep instruction, there now is independent psycholinguistic evidence for group work in SL teaching. This evidence has emerged from recent work on the role of comprehensible input in SLA and on the nature of non-native/non-native conversation. It is to this work that we now turn.
Comprehensible Input in Second Language Acquisition

A good deal of research has now been conducted on the special features of speech addressed to SL learners by native speakers (NSs)of the language or by non-native speakers (NNSs) who are more proficient than the learners are. Briefly, it seems that this linguistic input to the learner, like the speech that caretakers address to young children learning their mother tongue, is modified in a variety of ways to (among other reasons) make it comprehensible. This modified speech, or foreigner talk, is a reduced or “simplified” form of the full, adult NS variety and is typically characterized by shorter, syntactically less complex utterances, higher-frequency vocabulary items, and the avoidance of idiomatic expressions. It also tends to be delivered at a slower rate than normal adult speech and to be articulated somewhat more clearly. (See Hatch 1983 for a review of the research findings on foreigner talk, Chapter 9; for a review of similar findings on teacher talk in SL classrooms, see Gaies 1983a and Chaudron in press)

It has further been shown that NSs, especially those (like ESL teachers) with considerable experience in talking to foreigners, are adept at modifying not just the language itself, but also the shape of the conversations with NNSs in which the modified speech occurs.

They help their non-native conversational partners both to participate and comprehend in a variety of ways. For example, they manage to make topics salient by moving them to the front of an utterance, saying something like San Diego, did you like it?, rather than Did you like San Diego? They use more questions than they would with other NSs and employ a number of devices for clarifying both what they are saying and what the NNS is saying.

The devices include clarification requests, confirmation checks, comprehension checks, and repetitions and rephrasing of their own and the NNSs’ utterances. (For a review of the research on conversational adjustments to NNSs, see Long 1983a.)

It is important to note that when making these linguistic and conversational adjustments, speakers are concentrating on communicating with the NNS; that is, their focus is on what they are saying, not on how they are saying it. As with parents and elder siblings talking to young children, the adjustments come naturally from trying to communicate. While their use seems to grow more sophisticated with practice, they require no special training.

A recent study by Hawkins (in press) has shown that it is dangerous to assume that the adjustments always lead to comprehension by NNSs, even when they appear to have understood, as judged by the appropriateness of their responses. On the other hand, at least two studies (Chaudron 1983 and Long in press) have demonstrated clear improvements in comprehension among groups of NNSs as a result of specific and global speech modifications, respectively. Other research has demonstrated that the modifications themselves are more likely to occur when the native speaker and the non-native speaker each start out a conversation with information the other needs in order for the pair to complete some task successfully. Tasks of this kind, called two-way tasks (as distinct from one-way tasks, in which only one speaker has information to communicate), result in significantly more conversational modifications by the NS (Long 1980, 1981, 1983 b). This is probably because the need for the NS to obtain unknown information from the NNS makes it important for the NS to monitor the NNS’s level of comprehension and thus to adjust until the NNS’s understanding is sufficient for performance of his or her part of the task.

There is also a substantial amount of evidence consistent with the idea that the more language that learners hear and understand or the more comprehensible input they receive, the faster and better they learn. (For a review of this evidence, see Krashen 1980, 1982 and Long 1981, 1983b) Krashen has proposed an explanation for this, which he calls the Input Hypothesis, claiming that learners improve in a SL by understanding language which contains some target language forms (phonological, lexical, morphological, or syntactic) which are a little ahead of their current knowledge and which they could not understand in isolation. Ignorance of the new forms is compensated for by hearing them used in a situation and embedded in other language that they do understand: A necessary condition to move from stage i to stage i + 1 is that the acquirer understand input that contains i + 1, where “understand” means that the acquirer is focused on the meaning and not the form of the utterance (Krashen 1980:170).

Whether or not simply hearing a nd understanding the new items are both necessary and sufficient for a learner to use them successfully later is still unclear. Krashen claims that speaking is unnecessary, that it is useful only as a means of obtaining comprehensible input. However, at least one researcher (Swain in press) has argued that learners must also be given an opportunity to produce the new forms—a position Swain calls the “comprehensible output [italics added] hypothesis.” What many researchers do agree upon is that learners must be put in a position of being able to negotiate the new input, thereby ensuring that the language in which it is heard is modified to exactly the level of comprehensibility they can manage.

As noted earlier, the research shows that this kind of negotiation is perfectly possible, given two-way tasks, in NS/NNS dyads. The problem for classroom teachers, of course, is that it is impossible for them to provide enough of such individualized NS/NNS opportunities for all their students. It therefore becomes essential to know whether two (or more) non-native speakers working together during group work can perform the same kind of negotiation for meaning.

This question has been one of the main motivations for several recent studies of NNS/NNS conversation, often referred to in the literature as interlanguage talk. The focus in these studies of NNSs working together in small groups is no longer just the quantity of language practice students are able to engage in, but the quality of the talk they produce in terms of the negotiation process. 

Studies of Interlanguage Talk

An early study of interlanguage talk was carried out by Long, Adams, McLean, and Castaños (1976) in intermediate-level, adult ESL classes in Mexico. The researchers compared speech samples from two teacher-led class discussions to speech from two small group discussions (two learners per group) doing the same task. To examine the quantity and quality of speech in both contexts, the researchers first coded moves according to a special category system designed for the study. Quality of speech was defined by the variety of moves, and quantity of speech was defined by the number of moves. The amount and variety of student talk were found to be significantly greater in the small groups than in the teacher-led discussions. In other words, students not only talked more, but also used a wider range of speech acts in the small-group context.

In a larger study, Porter (1983) examined the language produced by adult learners in task-centered discussions done in pairs. The learners were all NSs of Spanish. The 18 subjects (12 NNSs and 6 NSs) represented three proficiency levels: intermediate, advanced, and native speaker. Each subject participated in separate discussions with a subject from each of the three levels. Porter was thus able to compare interlanguage talk with talk in NS/NNS conversations, as well as to look for differences across learner proficiency levels.

Among many other findings, the following are relevant to the present discussion:

1. With regard to quantity of speech, Porter’s results supported those of Long, Adams, McLean, and Castaños (1976): Learners produced more talk with other learners than with NS partners. In addition, learners produced more talk with advanced-level than with intermediate-level partners, in part because the conversations with advanced learners lasted longer.

2. To examine quality of speech, Porter measured the number of grammatical and lexical errors and false starts and found that learner speech showed no significant differences across contexts. This finding contradicts the popular notion that learners are more careful and accurate when speaking with NSs than when speaking with other learners.

3. Other analyses focused on the interfactional features of the discussions; no significant differences were found in the amount of repair by NSs and learners. Repair was a composite variable, consisting of confirmation checks, clarification requests, comprehension checks, and three communication strategies (verification of meaning, definition request, and indication of lexical uncertainty).

Porter emphasized the importance of this finding, suggesting that it shows that learners are capable of negotiating repair in a manner similar to NSs and that learners at the two proficiency levels in her study were equally competent to do such repair work. A related and not surprising finding was that learners made more repairs of this kind with intermediate than with advanced learners.

4. Closer examination of communication strategies, a subset of repair features, revealed very low frequencies of “appeals for assistance” (Tarone 1981), redefined for the Porter study to include verification of meaning, definition request, and indication of lexical uncertainty. In addition, learners made the appeals in similar numbers whether talking to NSs or to other learners (28 occurrences in 4 ¼ hours with NSs versus 21 occurrences in 4 ½ hours with other learners.) Porter suggested that her data contradict the notion that other NNSs are not good conversational partners because they cannot provide accurate input when it is solicited. In fact, however, learners rarely ask for help, no matter who their interlocutors may be. It would appear that the social constraints that operate to keep foreigner-talk repair to a minimum (McCurdy 1980) operate similarly in NNS/NNS discussions.

5. Further evidence of these social constraints is the low frequency of other-correction by both learners and NSs. Learners corrected 1.5 percent and NSs corrected 8 percent of their interlocutors’ grammatical and lexical errors. Also of interest is the finding that learners miscorrected only .3 percent of the errors their partners made, suggesting that miscorrections are not a serious threat in unmonitored group work.

6. The findings on repair were paralleled by those on another interactive feature, labeled prompts, that is, words, phrases, or sentences added in the middle of the other speaker’s utterance to continue or complete that utterance. Learners and NSs provided similar numbers of prompts. One significant difference, however, was that learners prompted other learners five times more than they prompted NSs; thus, learners got more practice using this conversational resource with other learners than they did with NSs.

Overall, Porter concluded that although learners cannot provide each other with the accurate grammatical and sociolinguistic input that NSs can, learners can offer each other genuine communicative practice, including the negotiation for meaning that is believed to aid SLA. Confirmation of Porter’s findings has since been provided in a small-scale replication study by Wagner (1983).

Two additional studies of interlanguage talk (Varonis and Gass 1983, Gass and Varonis in press) should be mentioned. In the first study, the researchers compared interlanguage talk in 11 non-native conversational dyads with conversation in 4 NS/NNS dyads and 4 NS/NS dyads. Like the learners in Porter’s (1983) study, the NNSs were students from two levels of an intensive English program; unlike Porter’s subjects, these learners were from two native language backgrounds (Japanese and Spanish). Varonis and Gass tabulated the frequency of what they term nonunderstanding routines, which indicate a lack of comprehension and lead to negotiation for meaning through repair sequences.

The main finding in the Varonis and Gass study was a greater frequency of negotiation sequences in non-native dyads than in dyads involving NSs. The most negotiation occurred when the NNSs were of different language backgrounds and different proficiency levels; the next highest  frequency was in pairs sharing a language or proficiency level; and the lowest frequency was in pairs with the same language background and proficiency level. On the basis of these findings, Varonis and Gass argue for the value of non-native conversations as a nonthreatening context in which learners can practice language skills and make input comprehensible through negotiation.

Building on this study, Gass and Varonis (in press) next examined negotiation by NNSs in two additional communication contexts: what Long (1981) calls one-way and two-way tasks. In the one-way task, one member of a dyad or triad described a picture which the other member(s) drew. In the two-way task, each member heard different information about a robbery, and the dyad/triad was to determine the identity of the robber. The participants, who were grouped into three dyads and one triad, were nine intermediate students from four different language backgrounds in an intensive ESL program.

Gass and Varonis looked for differences in the frequency of negotiation sequences across the two task types; they found that there were more indicators of nonunderstanding in the one-way task, but the difference was not statistically significant. They suggest that there may have been more need for negotiation on the one-way task because of the lack of shared background information. 

A second concern in the study was the role of the participant initiating the negotiation. The finding was not surprising: The student drawing the picture in the one-way task used far more indicators of nonunderstanding than the describer did. A third finding related to the oneway task was a decrease in the number of nonunderstanding indicators on the second trial: Familiarity with the task seemed to decrease the need for  negotiation, even though the roles were switched, with the students doing the describing and those doing the drawing changing places.

As in their earlier study, Gass and Varonis argue that negotiation in non-native exchanges is a useful activity in that it allows the learners to manipulate input. When input is negotiated, they maintain, conversation can then proceed with a minimum of confusion; additionally, the input will be more meaningful to the learners because of their involvement in the negotiation process.

The importance of learners’ being able to adjust input by providing feedback on its comprehensibility was also stressed by Gaies (1983b). Gaies examined learner feedback to teachers on referential communication tasks. The participants were ESL students of various ages and proficiency levels and their teachers, grouped into 12 different dyads and triads. The students were encouraged to ask for clarification or re-explanation wherever necessary to complete the task of identifying and sequencing six different designs described by the teacher. On the basis of the audiotaped data, Gaies developed an inventory of learner verbal feedback consisting of 4 basic categories (responding, soliciting, reacting, and structuring) and 19 subcategories. Of interest here are Gaies’ findings that 1) learners used a variety of kinds of feedback, with reacting moves being the most frequent and structuring moves the least frequent, and 2) learners varied considerably in the amount of feedback they provided.

In another study of non-native talk in small-group work, this time in a classroom setting, Pica and Doughty (in press) compared teacher-fronted discussions and small-group discussions on (oneway) decision-making tasks. Their data were taken from three classroom discussions and three small-group discussions (four students per group) involving low-intermediate-level ESL students.

Their findings on grammaticality and amount of speech are similar to those of Porter (1983). Pica and Doughty found that student production, as measured by the percentage of grammatical T-units (Hunt 1970) per total number of T-units, was equally grammatical in the two contexts. In other words, students did not pay closer attention to their speech in the teacher’s presence. In terms of the amount of speech, Pica and Doughty found that the individual students talked more in their groups than in their teacher-fronted discussions, confirming previous findings of a clear advantage for group work in this area.

Pica and Doughty also examined various interfactional features in the discussions. They found a very low frequency of comprehension and confirmation checks and clarification requests in both contexts and pointed out that such interfactional negotiation is not necessarily useful input for the entire class, as it is usually directed by and at individual students. In the teacher-led context, it serves only as a form of exposure for other class members, who may or may not be listening, whereas such negotiated input directed at a learner in a small group is far more likely to be useful for that learner. Finally, an examination of other-corrections and completions showed those features to be more typical of group work than of teacher-led discussions, thus supporting the arguments for learners’ conversational competence made by Porter and by Varonis and Gass.

In a follow-up study, Doughty and Pica (1984) compared language use in teacher-fronted lessons, group work (four students per group), and pair work on a two-way task. The participants, who had the same level of proficiency as those in Pica and Doughty (in press), had to give and obtain information about how flowers were to be planted in a garden. Each started with an individual felt board displaying a different portion of a master plot. At the end of the activity, all participants were supposed to have constructed the same picture, which they compared against the master version then shown to them for the first time. The researchers compared their findings with those from their earlier study, in which a one-way task had been used.

Doughty and Pica found that the two-way task generated significantly more negotiation work than the one-way task in the smallgroup setting but found no effect for task type in the teacher-led lessons. Negotiation was defined as the percentage of “conversational adjustments”; these adjustments included clarification requests, confirmation checks, comprehension checks, self- and other repetitions (both exact and semantic), over the total number of T-units and fragments. Clarification requests, confirmation checks, and comprehension checks, in particular, increased in frequency (from a total of 6 percent to 24 percent of all T-units and fragments in the small groups) with the switch to a two-way task in the second study.

When task type was held constant, Doughty and Pica found that significantly more negotiation work (again measured by the ratio of conversational adjustments to total T-units and fragments) occurred in the small group (66 percent) and in pair work (68 percent) than in the lockstep format (45 percent), but that the difference in amounts between the small group and pair work was not statistically significant.

More total talk was generated in teacher-fronted lessons than in small groups on both types of task, and more total talk on two-way than on one-way tasks in both teacher-fronted and small-group discussions. However, the 33 percent increase in the amount of talk in the small groups for the two-way task was six times greater than the 5 percent increase provided by the two-way task in teacher-led lessons. Teacher-fronted lessons on a two-way task generated the most language use, and small-group discussion on a one-way task produced the least. As Doughty and Pica noted, however, the high total output in the teacher-fronted, one-way discussions was largely achieved by close to 50 percent of the talk being produced by the teachers, whereas teachers could not and did not dominate in this way on the garden-planting (two-way) task. Thus, students talked more on the two-way task, whether working with their teachers or in the four-person groups.

Doughty and Pica also noted that negotiation work as a percentage of total talk was lower in teacher-fronted lessons on both oneway and two-way tasks. This finding, they suggested, may indicate that students are reluctant to indicate a lack of understanding in front of their teacher and an entire class of students and for that reason do not negotiate as much comprehensible input in wholeclass settings. This suggestion was supported by the researchers’ informal assessment of students’ actual comprehension, as judged by their lower success rate on the garden-planting task in the teacher-led than in the small-group discussions. Doughty and Pica concluded by emphasizing the importance not of group work per se, but of the nature of the task which the teacher provides for work done in small groups.

Finally, two nonquantitative studies have contributed insights into interlanguage talk. Bruton and Samuda (1980) studied errors and error treatment in small-group discussions based on various problem solving tasks. Their learners were adults from a variety of language backgrounds, studying in an intensive course. The main findings were that 1) learners were capable of correcting each other successfully, even though their teachers had not instructed them to do so, and 2) learners were able to employ a variety of different error treatment strategies, among which were the offering of straight alternatives (i. e., explicit corrections) and the use of repair questions.

In general, the learners’ treatments were much like those of their teachers, except that the most frequent errors treated by the learners were lexical items, not syntax or pronunciation. Bruton and Samuda also noted that in ten hours of observation, only once was a correct item changed to an incorrect one by a peer; furthermore, students did not pick up many errors from each other, a finding also reported by Porter (1983). Bruton and Samuda make the point that while learners seemed able to deal with apparent, immediate breakdowns in communication, several other, more subtle types of breakdown occurred which the students did not (and probably could not) treat.

They suggest that learners be given an explanation of the various kinds of communication breakdowns that can occur, that they be taught strategies for coping with them, and that they be given explicit error-monitoring tasks during group work.

Somewhat related to this work on error treatment is the analysis by Morrison and Low (1983) of monitoring in non-native discussions.

Morrison and Low point out that their subjects, in addition to monitoring their own speech, self-correcting for lexis, syntax, discourse, and truth value without feedback from others and in a highly communicative context, also monitored the output of their interlocutors.

This interactive view of monitoring, of making the struggle to communicate “a kind of team effort” includes the kind of negotiation that Varonis and Gass are describing. The transcripts presented by Morrison and Low, however, show a wide divergence in the extent to which groups pay attention to and provide feedback on their members’ speech. While some groups seemed to be involved in the topic and helped each other out at every lapse, other groups appeared totally absorbed in their own thoughts and inattentive to the speaker’s struggles to communicate.

Summary of Research Findings

The research findings reviewed above appear to support the following claims:

Quantity Of Practice Students receive significantly more individual language practice opportunities in group work than in lockstep lessons (Long, Adams, McLean, and Castaños 1976, Doughty and Pica 1984, Pica and Doughty in press). They also receive significantly more practice opportunities in NNS/NNS than in NS/NNS dyads (Porter 1983), more when the other NNS has greater rather than equal proficiency in the SL (Porter 1983), and more in two-way than in one-way tasks (Doughty and Pica 1984).

Variety Of Practice The range of language functions (rhetorical, pedagogic, and interpersonal) practiced by individual students is wider in group work than in lockstep teaching (Long, Adams, McLean, and Castaños 1976).

Accuracy Of Student Production Students perform at the same level of grammatical accuracy in their SL output in unsupervised group work as in “public” lockstep work conducted by the teacher (Pica and Doughty in press). Similarly, the level of accuracy is the same whether the interlocutor in a dyad is a native or a non-native speaker (Porter 1983).

Correction The frequency of other-correction and completions by students is higher in group work than in lockstep teaching (Pica and Doughty in press) and is not significantly different with NS and NNS interlocutors in small-group work, being very low in both contexts (Porter 1983). There seems to be considerable individual variability in the amount of attention students pay to their own and others’ speech (Gaies 1983b, Morrison and Low 1983), however, and some indication that training students to correct each other can help remedy this (Bruton and Samuda 1980). During group work, learners seem more apt to repair lexical errors, whereas teachers pay an equal amount of attention to errors of syntax and pronunciation (Bruton and Samuda 1980). Learners almost never miscorrect during unsupervised group work (Bruton and Samuda 1980, Porter 1983).

Negotiation Students engage in more negotiation for meaning in the small group than in teacher-fronted, whole-class settings (Doughty and Pica 1984). NNS/NNS dyads engage in as much or more negotiation work than NS/NNS dyads (Porter 1983, Varonis and Gass 1983). In small groups, learners negotiate more with other learners who are at a different level of SL proficiency (Porter 1983, Varonis and Gass 1983) and more with learners from different first language backgrounds (Varonis and Gass 1983).

Task Previous work on NS/NNS conversation has found two-way tasks to produce significantly more negotiation work than one-way tasks (Long 1980, 1981). The findings for interlanguage talk have been less clear, with one study (Gass and Varonis in press) not finding this pattern and another (Pica and Doughty in press) appearing not to do so, but actually not employing a genuine twoway task. The latest study of this issue (Doughty and Pica 1984), which did use a two-way task, that is, one requiring information exchange by both or all parties, supports the original claim for the importance of task type, with the two-way task significantly increasing the amount of talk, the amount of negotiation work, and—to judge impressionistically—the level of input comprehended by students, as measured by their task achievement. Finally, it seems that familiarity with a task decreases the amount of negotiation work it produces (Gass and Varonis in press). 

Implications for the Classroom

The research findings on interlanguage talk generally support the claims commonly made for group work. Increases in the amount and variety of language practice available through group work are clearly two of its most attractive features, and these have obvious appeal to teachers of almost any methodological persuasion.

The fact that the level of accuracy maintained in unsupervised groups has been found to be as high as that in teacher-monitored, lockstep work should help to allay fears that lower quality is the price to be paid for higher quantity of practice. The same is true of the findings that monitoring and correction occur spontaneously (although variably) in group work and that it seems possible to improve both through student training in correction techniques, if that is thought desirable. The apparently spontaneous occurrence of other-correction probably diminishes the importance sometimes attached to designation of one student in each group as leader, with special responsibility for monitoring accuracy. However, group leaders may still be needed for other reasons, such as ensuring that a task is carried out in the manner the teacher or materials writer intended. (See Long 1977 for further details concerning the logistics of organizing group work in the classroom) For many teachers, of course, concern about errors occurring and/or going uncorrected has diminished in recent years, since second language acquisition research has shown errors to be an inevitable, even “healthy,” part of language development. In fact, some teachers have been persuaded by theories of second language acquisition, such as Krashen’s (1982) Monitor Theory, and/or by new teaching methods, such as the Natural Approach (Krashen and Terrell 1983), to focus exclusively on communicative language use from the very earliest stages of instruction. Many others, while not abandoning attention to form altogether, are eager to ensure that their lessons contain sizable portions of communication work, even though this will inevitably involve errors.

For such teachers, the most interesting findings of the research on interlanguage talk do not concern quantity and variety of language practice or accuracy and correction, but rather, the negotiation work in NNS/NNS conversation. The findings of each of five studies which have looked at the issue of whether learners can accomplish as much or more of this kind of practice working together as with a NS are very encouraging.

The related finding that students of mixed SL proficiencies tend to obtain more practice in negotiation than same-proficiency dyads suggests that when students with the same needs are working in small groups on the same materials or tasks, teachers of mixed-ability classes would do well to opt for heterogeneous (over homogeneous) ability grouping, unless additional considerations dictate otherwise.

The fact that groups of mixed native language backgrounds tend to achieve greater amounts of negotiation also suggests grouping of students of mixed language backgrounds together where possible.

For many teachers of multilingual classes, this would in any case be preferable, since it is one means of avoiding the development of “classroom dialects” intelligible only to speakers of a common first language—a phenomenon also avoidable through students having access to speakers of other target language varieties in lockstep work or outside the classroom.

The finding concerning mixed first language groups does not mean, of course, that group work will be unsuccessful in monolingual classrooms, which is the norm in many EFL situations. To reiterate, the research shows clearly that the kind of negotiation work of interest here is also very successfully obtained in groups of students of the same first language background. Things simply seem slightly better with mixed language groups.

Finally, the findings of research to date on interlanguage talk offer mixed evidence for the claimed advantages of two-way over oneway tasks in NS-NNS conversation. However, recent work on this issue seems to indicate that the claims are probably justified in the NNS-NNS context, too. Further, it appears to be the combination [of small-group work (including pair work) with two-way tasks] that is especially beneficial to learners in terms of the amount of talk produced, the amount of negotiation work produced, and the amount of comprehensible input obtained.

In this light, teachers might think it desirable to include as many two-way tasks as possible among the activities students carry out in small groups. It is obviously useful to have students work on oneway tasks, such as telling a story which the listener does not know or describing a picture which the listener attempts to draw on the basis of the description alone. However, because one participant starts with all the information in such tasks, the other group members have nothing to “bargain” with; this limits the ability of the latter to negotiate the way the conversation develops. (Some one-way tasks in fact become monologues rather than conversations.)

In conclusion, it should be remembered that group work is not a panacea. Teacher-fronted work is obviously useful for certain kinds of classroom activities, and poorly conceived or organized group work can be as ineffective as badly run lockstep lessons. Furthermore, additional information is still needed on such issues as the optimum size, composition, and internal organization of groups; about the structuring and management of tasks to be done in groups; and about the relationship between group work and teacher-led instruction.

Despite these caveats, the authors are encouraged by the initial findings of what we hope will develop into a coherent and cumulative line of classroom-oriented research: studies of interlanguage talk. Together with theoretical advances concerning the role of input in second language acquisition, the studies we have reviewed have already contributed a psycholinguistic rationale to the existing pedagogical arguments for group work in the SL classroom.
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Project-Based Learning for Adult English Language Learners 


Project-based learning is an instructional approach that contextualizes learning by presenting learners with problems to solve or products to develop. For example, learners may research an aspect of one of their hobbies or their environments and create a report or handbook to share with other language learners in their program, or they might interview local citizens and create a bar graph mapping responses to questions quantitatively or qualitatively. This digest provides a rationale for using project-based learning with young English language learners, describes the process, and gives examples that demonstrate how the staff of an adult English as a Second Language (ESL) program has used project-based learning with their adult learners at varying levels of English proficiency. 

RATIONALE FOR PROJECT-BASED LEARNING

Project-based learning functions as a bridge between using English in class and using English in real life situations outside of class (Fried-Booth, 1997). It does this by placing learners in situations that require authentic use of language in order to communicate (e.g., being part of a team or interviewing others). When learners work in pairs or in teams, they find they need skills to plan, organize, negotiate, make their points, and arrive at a consensus about issues such as what tasks to perform, who will be responsible for each task, and how information will be researched and presented. These skills have been identified by learners as important for living successful lives (Stein, 1995) and by employers as necessary in a high-performance workplace (U.S. Department of Labor, 1991). Because of the collaborative nature of project work, development of these skills occurs even among learners at low levels of language proficiency. Within the group work integral to projects, individuals' strengths and preferred ways of learning (e.g., by observing, reading, writing, listening, or speaking) strengthen the work of the team as a whole (Lawrence, 1997). Project-based learning is particularly applicable in the context of Technological Universities where practice and the practical application of knowledge acquired is given significant weight (70% of class time) in the curriculums of all career departments. This article and the work of the Editor (The PRIME Approach and Curriculum) justify the inclusion of project work in the English as a Foreign Language (EFL) Programmes developed by the Editor for the Technological Universities of Mexico.
THE PROCESS OF PROJECT-BASED WORK

The basic phases found in most projects include:

A. selecting a topic
B. making plans
C. researching
D. developing products, and
E. sharing results with others (reporting) (Wrigley, 1998)
However, because project-based learning often hinges on group effort, establishing a trusting, cooperative relationship before embarking on a full-fledged project is also necessary. Activities that engage learners in communication tasks and in peer- and self-evaluation help create the proper classroom environment. Information gap activities (where the assignment can only be completed through sharing of the different information each learner contributes), learner-to-learner interviews, role plays, simulations, field trips, contact assignments outside of class, and process writing with peers, prepare learners for project work. 
"Selecting Topics" 

A project should reflect the interests and concerns of the learners. Teachers can begin determining project topics at the start of an instructional cycle by conducting a class needs assessment to identify topic areas and skills to be developed. As the teacher and learners talk about projects and get to know each other, new topics and issues may come to light that are appropriate for project learning (Theme Webbing in the PRIME Approach). Projects will focus on the objectives spanning several units. They may be limited to one or two classes and/or culminate in a final event (presentation or report). Whatever the project, learners need to be in on the decision making from the beginning (Moss, 1998). 

"Making Plans and Doing Research" 

Once a topic is selected, learners work on their own or together (depending on learning style and the nature of the project selected) to plan the project, conduct research, and develop their reports, presentations, or products. Learners with low language proficiency or little experience working as part of a team may require structure and support throughout the project. Pre-project activities that introduce problem-solving strategies, language for negotiation, and methods for developing plans are useful. Learners may also need practice in specific language skills to complete project tasks. For example, learners using interviews as an information gathering technique may need instruction and practice in constructing and asking questions as well as in taking notes. 

"Sharing Results with Others" 

Project results can be shared in a number of ways. Oral presentations can accompany written reports or products developed within the classroom or in other classes within the program. Project products can also be disseminated in the larger community, as in the case of English language learners from an adult program in New York City, whose project culminated in the creation and management of a cafe and catering business (Lawrence, 1997; Wrigley, 1998). 

ASSESSING PROJECT-BASED WORK

Project-based work lends itself well to evaluation of both employability skills and language skills. Introducing learners to self-evaluation and peer evaluation prior to embarking on a large project is advisable. Learners can evaluate themselves and each other through role plays, learner-to-learner interviews, and writing activities. They can become familiar with completing evaluation forms related to general class activities, and they can write about their learning in weekly journals where they reflect on what they learned, how they felt about their learning, and what they need to continue to work on in the future. They can even identify what should be evaluated and suggest how to do it. 

Assessment can be done by teachers, peers, or oneself. Teachers can observe the skills and knowledge that learners use and the ways they use language during the project. Learners can reflect on their own work and that of their peers, how well the team works, how they feel about their work and progress, and what skills and knowledge they are gaining. Reflecting on work, checking progress, and identifying areas of strength and weakness are part of the learning process. (See Iverson, S. The Five Dimensions of Learning) Assessment can also be done through small-group discussion with guided questions. What did your classmates do very well in the project? Was there anything that needed improvement? What? Why? The ability to identify or label the learning that is taking place builds life-long learning skills. Questionnaires, checklists, or essays can help learners do this by inviting them to reflect critically on the skills and knowledge they are gaining. In a New York City initiative using project-based learning with adult English language learners called Expanding Capacity in ESOL programs (EXCAP), assessment occurred daily in dialogue journals, checklists, and portfolios (Lawrence, 1997). 
EXAMPLES FROM THE FIELD

At the Arlington Education and Employment Program (REEP) in Virginia, a team of teachers designed and implemented several projects for their students, ranging from literacy level to advanced pre-TOEFL. They developed a framework for projects including learning strategies and affective behaviors that have a positive effect on progress and language learning. These behaviors include risk taking; using technological, human, and material resources; and organizing materials (Van Duzer, 1994). The project followed the four purposes for literacy identified by the Equipped for the Future initiative of the National Institute for Literacy--to access information, voice ideas and opinions, act independently, and continue learning throughout life (Stein, 1995). The two projects described below, developed by REEP staff, illustrate the range and complexity of project work. 

In one group project, parents in a family literacy program and their elementary school children created a coloring and activity book of community information for families living in their neighborhood in Arlington, Virginia. All of the parents and children took part in brainstorming sessions. They selected information, text, and graphics topics for each page of the book and contributed to the creation of the pages. Parents in the intermediate level class managed the production of the book and researched the topics selected (e.g., immunization, school). The adult literacy class located addresses and phone numbers of local agencies that provide needed services and illustrated a shopping guide of local stores they liked. They also designed a page of emergency telephone numbers. The children worked on drawings and activity pages for children. When the book was completed, the families presented it to the principal of the local elementary school. Some of the families participated in a "Meet the Authors" day at the local library. 

Parents and children alike kept their work in portfolios and completed assessment questionnaires. They shared their evaluations with each other and explained why they evaluated themselves the way they did. The teachers evaluated the parents on language skills, team participation, and successful completion of tasks. 

In another project, learners in an advanced intensive ESL class worked in pairs to present a thirty-minute lesson to other classes in the program. They worked collaboratively to determine the needs of their audience, interview teachers, choose topics, conduct research, prepare lessons, practice, offer evaluations to other teams during the rehearsal phase, present their lessons, and evaluate the effort. Topics ranged from ways to get rid of cockroaches to how the local government works. 

Before the lesson planning began, learners identified lesson objectives and evaluation criteria. They shared ideas on what makes a presentation successful, considering both language and presentation skills. The evaluation criteria used for feedback on rehearsals as well as for final evaluations include the following: 

· Introduces self and the topic clearly, respectfully, and completely. 

· Includes interactive activities in the lesson. 

· Speaks in a way that is easy to understand. 

· Is responsive to the audience. 

· Shows evidence of preparation and practice. 

· Shows knowledge of the topic. 

In addition, the teachers and learners in the classes receiving the presentations wrote evaluations of the lessons. The presenters also wrote an evaluation essay reflecting on their own work and the value of the project itself. 
CONCLUSION

Project-based work involves careful planning and flexibility on the part of the teacher. Not all problems can be anticipated because of the dynamic nature of this type of learning. Moreover, sometimes a project will move forward in a different direction than originally planned. Project work is organic and unique to each individual, group, or class. This makes it exciting, challenging, and meaningful to young adult and adult learners. 

PRINCIPLES OF PROJECT-BASED LEARNING 

Project-based learning is characterized by the following principles: 

1. Builds on previous work; 

2. Integrates speaking, listening, reading, and writing skills; 

3. Incorporates collaborative team work, problem solving, negotiating and other interpersonal skills; 

4. Requires learners to engage in independent work; 

5. Challenges learners to use English in new and different contexts outside the class; 

6. Involves learners in choosing the focus of the project and in the planning process; 

7. Engages learners in acquiring new information that is important to them; 

8. Leads to clear outcomes; and 

9. Incorporates self-evaluation, peer evaluation, and teacher evaluation. 

REFERENCES

Dewar, T. (1996) Adult learning online [WWW doc] URL: http://www.cybercorp.net/~tammy/lo/oned2.html 

Fried-Booth, D. L. (1997) Project Work (8th Ed.) Oxford University Press 

Iverson, S. Five Dimensions of Learning - online at: www.cwrl.utexas.edu/~syverson/olr/dimensions.html

Lawrence, A. (1997.) Expanding capacity in ESOL programs (EXCAP): Using projects to enhance instruction Literacy Harvest: The Journal of the Literacy Assistance Center 6 (1), 1-9 

Moss, D. (1998) Project-based learning and assessment: A resource manual for teachers The Arlington Education and Employment Program (REEP). 

Stein, S. (1995). Equipped for the future: A customer-driven vision for adult literacy and lifelong learning National Institute for Literacy (ED 384 792) 

Tweedie, J.W.M. 1998 Theme Webbing in the PRIME Approach - Korea TESOL Conference, Pusan

U.S. Department of Labor: The Secretary's Commission on Achieving Necessary Skills. (1991). What work requires of schools: A SCANS report for America 2000 Author (ED 332 054) 

Van Duzer, C. (1994) Report to the adult education network Arlington Education and Employment Program (REEP) 

Wrigley, H.S. (1998) Knowledge in action: The promise of project-based learning Focus on Basics, 2 (D), 13-18 
The Project Approach
Lilian G. Katz
Although project work is not new to early and elementary education (Sharan & Sharan, 1992), interest in involving children in group projects has been growing for several years. This renewed interest is based on recent research on children's learning (Kandel & Hawkins, 1992), a trend toward integrating the curriculum, and the impressive reports of group projects conducted by children in the pre-primary schools of Reggio Emilia (Edwards et al., 1993). 

What Is a Project?

A project is an in-depth investigation of a topic worth learning more about. The investigation is usually undertaken by a small group of children within a class, sometimes by a whole class, and occasionally by an individual child. The key feature of a project is that it is a research effort deliberately focused on finding answers to questions about a topic posed either by the children, the teacher, or the teacher working with the children. The goal of a project is to learn more about the topic rather than to seek right answers to questions posed by the teacher. 

The Place of Project Work in the Curriculum

Advocates of the project approach do not suggest that project work should constitute the whole curriculum. Rather, they suggest that it is best seen as complementary to the more formal, systematic parts of the curriculum in the elementary grades, and to the more informal parts of the curriculum for younger children. Project work is not a separate subject, like mathematics; it provides a context for applying mathematical concepts and skills. Nor is project work an "add on" to the basics; it should be treated as integral to all the other work included in the curriculum. 

Systematic instruction: (1) helps children acquire skills; (2) addresses deficiencies in children's learning; (3) stresses extrinsic motivation; and (4) allows teachers to direct the children's work, use their expertise, and specify the tasks that the children perform. Project work, in contrast: (1) provides children with opportunities to apply skills; (2) addresses children's proficiencies; (3) stresses intrinsic motivation; and (4) encourages children to determine what to work on and accepts them as experts about their needs. Both systematic instruction and project work have an important place in the curriculum. 

For older children able to read and write independently, project work provides a context for taking initiative and assuming responsibility, making decisions and choices, and pursuing interests. For younger children, project work usually requires teacher guidance and consultation. 

Themes, Units, Projects: Some Important Distinctions

Related to project work are themes and units. A theme is usually a broad concept or topic like "seasons," or "animals." Teachers assemble books, photographs, and other materials related to the theme through which children can gain new awareness. However, in theme work children are rarely involved in posing questions to be answered or taking initiative for investigation on the topic. Nevertheless, theme topics can provide good subtopics for project work. 

Units usually consist of preplanned lessons and activities on particular topics the teacher considers important for the children to know more about. When providing information in units, the teacher typically has a clear plan about what concepts and knowledge the children are to acquire. As with themes, children usually have little role in specifying the questions to be answered as the work proceeds. 

Both themes and units have an important place in the early childhood and elementary curriculum. However, they are not substitutes for projects, in which children ask questions that guide the investigation and make decisions about the activities to be undertaken. Unlike themes and units, the topic of a project is a real phenomenon that children can investigate directly rather than mainly through library research. Project topics draw children's attention to questions such as: How do things work? What do people do? and What tools do people use? 

Activities Included in Project Work

Depending on the ages and skills of the children, activities engaged in during project work include drawing, writing, and reading, recording observations, and interviewing experts. The information gathered is summarized and represented in the form of graphs, charts, diagrams, paintings and drawings, murals, models and other constructions, and reports to peers and parents. In the early years, an important component of a project is dramatic play, in which new understanding is expressed and new vocabulary is used. 

Project work in the early childhood and elementary curriculum provides children with contexts for applying the skills they learn in the more formal parts of the curriculum, and for group cooperation. It also supports children's natural impulse to investigate things around them. 

The Phases of a Project

In Phase 1 of a project, called Getting Started by Katz and Chard (1989), the children and teacher devote several discussion periods to selecting and refining the topic to be investigated. The topic may be proposed by a child or by the teacher. 

Several criteria can be considered for selecting topics. First, the topic should be closely related to the children's everyday experience. At least a few of the children should have enough familiarity with the topic to be able to raise relevant questions about it. Second, in addition to basic literacy and numeracy skills, the topic should allow for integrating a range of subjects such as science, social studies, and language arts. A third consideration is that the topic should be rich enough so that it can be explored for at least a week. Fourth, the topic should be one that is more suitable for examination in school than at home; for example, an examination of local insects, rather than a study of local festivals. 

Once the topic has been selected, teachers usually begin by making a web, or concept map, on the basis of "brain-storming" with the children. Displaying a web of the topic and associated subtopics can be used for continuous debriefing discussions as the project work proceeds. During preliminary discussions the teacher and children propose the questions they will seek to answer through the investigation. During the first phase of the project, the children also recall their own past experiences related to the topic. 

Phase 2, Field Work, consists of the direct investigation, which often includes field trips to investigate sites, objects, or events. In Phase 2, which is the heart of project work, children are investigating, drawing from observation, constructing models, observing closely and recording findings, exploring, predicting, and discussing and dramatizing their new understandings (Chard, 1992). 

Phase 3, Culminating and Debriefing Events, includes preparing and presenting reports of results in the form of displays of findings and artifacts, talks, dramatic presentations, or guided tours of their constructions. 

Projects on Everyday Objects

One example of an investigation of an everyday object in the children's environments is a project called "All about Balls." A kindergarten teacher asked the children to collect from home, friends, relatives, and others as many old balls as they could. She developed a web by asking what the children might like to know about the balls. The children collected 31 different kinds of balls, including a gumball, a cotton ball, a globe of the earth, and an American football (which led to a discussion of the concepts of sphere, hemisphere, and cone). The children then formed subgroups to examine specific questions. One group studied the surface texture of each ball, and made rubbings to represent their findings; another measured the circumference of each ball with pieces of string; and a third tried to determine what each ball was made of. 

After each group displayed and reported its findings to the others, the class made and tested predictions about the balls. The children and the teacher asked which balls would be the heaviest and which the lightest, how the weight of the balls was related to their circumference, which balls would roll the farthest on grass and gravel surfaces after rolling down an inclined plane, and which balls would bounce the highest. While the children tested their predictions, the teacher helped them explore such concepts as weight, circumference, and resistance. Following this direct investigation, the children engaged in a discussion about ball games. They discussed which balls were struck by bats, clubs, mallets, hands and feet, racquets, and so forth. 

Conclusion

A project on a topic of real interest to children, such as the "All About Balls" project described here, involves children in a wide variety of tasks: drawing, measuring, writing, reading, listening, and discussing. From working on such a project, children learn a rich new vocabulary as their knowledge of a familiar object deepens and expands. 
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Foreword
This booklet is the 20th in a series of "hot topic" reports produced by the Northwest Regional Educational Laboratory. These reports briefly address current educational concerns and issues as indicated by requests for information that come to the Laboratory from the Northwest region and beyond. Each booklet contains a discussion of research and literature pertinent to the issue. 

One objective of the series is to foster a sense of community and connection among educators. Another is to increase awareness of current education-related themes and concerns. Each booklet gives practitioners a glimpse of how fellow educators are addressing issues, overcoming obstacles, and attaining success in certain areas. The goal of the series is to give educators current, reliable, and useful information on topics that are important to them.

Introduction
Tell me and I forget. Show me and I remember. Involve me and I understand. - Chinese proverb

Keeping children engaged and motivated in school is challenging, even for the most experienced teachers. Although it is difficult to prescribe a "one-size-fits-all" approach, research shows that there are practices that will generally encourage students to be more engaged. These practices include moving away from rote learning and memorization to providing more challenging, complex work; having an interdisciplinary, rather than departmentalized focus; and encouraging cooperative learning (Anderman & Midgley, 1998; Lumsden, 1994). Project-based instruction incorporates these principles.

Using projects as part of the curriculum is certainly not a new concept; teachers often incorporate projects into their lesson plans. Project-based instruction is different: It is a holistic instructional strategy rather than an add-on. Project-based work is an important part of the learning process. This approach is becoming even more meaningful in today's society as teachers increasingly teach groups of children who have different learning styles, cultural and ethnic backgrounds, and ability levels. The so-called cookie-cutter approach to learning does not help all kids achieve high standards. Project-based instruction builds on children's individual strengths, and allows them to explore their interests in the framework of a defined curriculum.

This booklet provides an introduction to project-based instruction. It explains the research-based rationale for using the approach and outlines how the approach can increase students' engagement and knowledge retention. The booklet offers guidelines for planning and implementing projects, and includes a checklist of important things to keep in mind when developing appropriate projects. Assessment considerations are addressed; potential pitfalls and ways to avoid them are discussed. The Northwest Sampler section profiles schools that are implementing project-based instruction. Finally, a list of resources for further reading is offered to provide more indepth tools for project-based learning implementation. 

What Is Project-Based Instruction
Project-based instruction is an authentic instructional model or strategy in which students plan, implement, and evaluate projects that have real-world applications beyond the classroom (Blank, 1997; Dickinson, et al, 1998; Harwell, 1997). Learning activities that are interdisciplinary, long term, and student centered are emphasized, rather than short, isolated lessons (Challenge 2000 Multimedia Project, 1999). Project-based instructional strategies have their roots in the constructivist approach evolved from the work of psychologists and educators such as Lev Vygotsky, Jerome Bruner, Jean Piaget and John Dewey. Constructivism views learning as the result of mental construction; that is, children learn by constructing new ideas or concepts based on their current and previous knowledge (Karlin & Vianni, 2001). 

Most important, students find projects fun, motivating, and challenging because they play an active role in choosing the project and in the entire planning process (Challenge 2000 Multimedia Project, 1999; Katz, 1994). 
Elements of an Authentic Project
There are a wide range of project types—service learning projects, work-based projects, and so forth, but authentic projects all have in common these defining features (Dickinson et al., 1998; Katz & Chard, 1989; Martin & Baker, 2000; Thomas, 1998).

1. Student centered, student directed 

2. A definite beginning, middle, and end 

3. Content meaningful to students; directly observable in their environment 

4. Real-world problems 

5. Firsthand investigation 

6. Sensitivity to local culture and culturally appropriate 

7. Specific goals related to curriculum and school, district, or state standards 

8. A tangible product that can be shared with the intended audience 

9. Connections among academic, life, and work skills 

10. Opportunity for feedback and assessments from expert sources 

11. Opportunity for reflective thinking and student self-assessment 

12. Authentic assessments (portfolios, journals, etc.) 
Benefits of Project-Based Instruction
How does project-based instruction benefit students? This approach motivates children to learn by allowing them to select topics that are interesting and relevant to their lives (Katz & Chard, 1989). Additionally, 20 years of research indicate that engagement and motivation lead to high achievement (Brewster and Fager, 2000). Research on the long-term effects of early childhood curricula supports the rationale for incorporating project-based learning into early childhood education and secondary education (Katz & Chard, 1989). 

Teachers are increasingly working with children who have a wide range of abilities, come from various cultural and ethnic backgrounds, and are English language learners. Schools are seeking ways to respond to the needs of these students. Project-based instruction provides one way to introduce a wider range of learning opportunities into the classroom. It can engage children from diverse cultural backgrounds because children can choose topics that are related to their own experiences, as well as allow them to use cultural or individual learning styles (Katz & Chard, 1989). For example, traditional Native American ways of teaching stress hands-on and cooperative learning experiences (Clark, 1999; Reyes, 1998).

Incorporating projects into the curriculum is neither new nor revolutionary. Open education in the late 1960s and early 1970s strongly emphasized active engagement in projects, firsthand learning experiences, and learning by doing (Katz & Chard, 1989). The Reggio Emilia approach to early childhood education, recognized and acclaimed as one of the best systems of education in the world, is project-based (Abramson, Robinson, & Ankenman, 1995; Edwards, Gandini, & Forman, 1993). 

Particular benefits of project-based instruction include:

· Preparing children for the workplace. Children are exposed to a wide range of skills and competencies such as collaboration, project planning, decision-making, and time management (Blank, 1997; Dickinson et al., 1998).

· Increasing motivation. Teachers often note improvement in attendance, more class participation, and greater willingness to do homework (Bottoms & Webb, 1998; Moursund, Bielefeldt, & Underwood, 1997). 

· Connecting learning at school with reality. Students retain more knowledge and skills when they are engaged in stimulating projects. With projects, kids use higher order thinking skills rather than memorizing facts in an isolated context without a connection to how and where they are used in the real world (Blank, 1997; Bottoms & Webb, 1998; Reyes, 1998).

· Providing collaborative opportunities to construct knowledge. Collaborative learning allows kids to bounce ideas off each other, voice their own opinions, and negotiate solutions, all skills that will be necessary in the workplace (Bryson, 1994; Reyes, 1998).

· Increasing social and communication skills
· Increasing problem-solving skills (Moursund, Bielefeldt, & Underwood, 1997)

· Enabling students to make and see connections between disciplines
· Providing opportunities to contribute to their school or community
· Increasing self-esteem. Children take pride in accomplishing something that has value outside the classroom (Jobs for the Future, n.d.).

· Allowing children to use their individual learning strengths and diverse approaches to learning. (Thomas, 1998) 

· Providing a practical, real-world way to learn to use technology (Kadel, 1999; Moursund, Bielefeldt, & Underwood, 1997). 

A teacher in Washington State who has used project-based instruction in his math and science classes reports that many students who often struggle in most academic settings find meaning and justification for learning by working on projects (Nadelson, 2000). The teacher also notes that by facilitating learning of content knowledge as well as reasoning and problem-solving abilities, project-based instruction can help students prepare for state assessments and meet state standards. 
Implementing Project- Based Instruction
Essentials for Structuring Projects Effectively

Projects come from different sources and develop in different ways. There is no one correct way to implement a project, but there are some questions and things to consider when designing effective projects (Edwards, 2000; Jobs for the Future, n.d.)

Outlining Project Goals

It is very important for everyone involved to be clear about the goals so that the project is planned and completed effectively. The teacher and the student should develop an outline that explains the project’s essential elements and expectations for each project. Although the outline can take various forms, it should contain the following elements (Bottoms & Webb, 1998):

· Situation or problem: A sentence or two describing the issue or problem that the project is trying to address. Example: Homes and businesses in a lake watershed affect the lake’s phosphorus content, which reduces the lake’s water quality. How can businesses and homeowners improve the quality of the lake water?

· Project description and purpose: A concise explanation of the project’s ultimate purpose and how it addresses the situation or problem. Example: Students will research, conduct surveys, and make recommendations on how businesses and homeowners can reduce phosphorus content in lakes. Results will be presented in a newsletter, information brochure, community fair, or Web site.

· Performance specifications: A list of criteria or quality standards the project must meet. 

· Rules: Guidelines for carrying out the project. Include timeline and short-term goals, such as: Have interviews completed by a certain date, have research completed by a certain date.

· List of project participants with roles assigned: Include project teammates, community members, school staff members, and parents 

· Assessment: How the student’s performance will be evaluated. In project-based learning, the learning process is being evaluated as well as the final product. 

The outline is crucial to the project’s success—teachers and students should develop this together. The more involved the students are in the process, the more they will retain and take responsibility for their own learning (Bottoms & Webb, 1998). 

Identify Learning Goals and Objectives

Before the project is started, teachers should identify the specific skills or concepts that the student will learn, form clear academic goals, and map out how the goals tie into school, state, and/or national standards. 

Herman, Aschbacher, and Winters (1992) have identified five questions to consider when determining learning goals:

1. What important cognitive skills do I want my students to develop? (e.g., to use algebra to solve everyday problems, to write persuasively). Use state or district standards as a guide.

2. What social and affective skills do I want my students to develop? (e.g., develop teamwork skills). 

3. What metacognitive skills do I want my students to develop? (e.g., reflect on the research process they use, evaluate its effectiveness, and determine methods of improvement). 

4. What types of problems do I want my students to be able to solve? (e.g., know how to do research, apply the scientific method).

5. What concepts and principles do I want my students to be able to apply? (e.g., apply basic principles of ecology and conservation in their lives, understand cause-and-effect relationships).

Be as specific as possible in determining outcomes so that both the student and the teacher understand exactly what is to be learned.

Other things that teachers and students need to consider:

· Do the students have easy access to the resources they need? This is especially important if a student is using specific technology or subject-matter expertise from the community.

· Do the students know how to use the resources? Students who have minimal experience with computers, for example, may need extra assistance in utilizing them.

· Do the students have mentors or coaches to support them in their work? This can be in-school or out-of-school mentors.

· Are students clear on the roles and responsibilities of each person in a group?
Cross Curriculum Project Planning

Many projects can involve teachers from several subject areas. Cross-curriculum projects allow students to see how knowledge and skills are connected in the workplace (Bottoms & Webb, 1998). These projects require advance planning and teamwork among teachers, but can be well worth it. 

The principal plays a key role in the success of across-the-curriculum projects. If teachers are given the resources and time to develop such projects and have the enthusiasm and backing of the principal, they will feel freer to launch into projects. 

Here are some ideas for successful cross-curriculum project planning:

· Start early. Staff members might need to spend more staff development time in the summer to plan adequately for complex projects.

· Be clear about alignment of content to standards. Teachers could map out what concepts each teacher plans to teach month by month, so that teachers can see overlap in different classes and can identify what content will be covered to ensure that the students learn a concept necessary for a project. Teachers can see clearly how working together on a project will tie in with their curriculum goals (Bottoms & Webb, 1998).

· Schedule time for students in different classes to work on projects together. If this isn’t possible during the day, teachers may find that as students get more involved and excited about working on projects, they are more willing to come in before or after school to meet with other students.

Project Ideas
There are many types of effective projects. Some projects can address a specific community or school need, transform existing work experiences or jobs into projects, or develop a project based on classroom curriculum (Dickinson, et al., 1998; Martin & Baker, 2000). Other projects can focus on career research (Bottoms & Webb, 1998). 

Here are some ideas for projects:

1. Design a living history museum or recreate an historical event. 

2. Design and plan a community garden. 

3. Develop a newsletter or Web site on a specific issue relevant to the school or community (school safety, recycling, how businesses can save energy and reduce waste, etc). 

4. Conduct a survey of historical buildings. 

5. Create a book on tape for senior center or elementary school class. 

6. Create a wildlife or botanical guide for a local wildlife area. 

7. Compile oral histories of the local area by interviewing community elders. 

8. Create an exhibit in a local museum or community center, produce audiotapes, videotapes, and books with historic photographs. Produce a Web site as a "virtual tour" of the history. 

The possibilities for projects are endless. The key ingredient for any project idea is that it is student driven, challenging, and meaningful.

It is important to realize that using project-based instruction does not mean doing away with a structured curriculum. Project-based instruction complements, builds on, and enhances what children learn through systematic instruction. Teachers do not let students become the sole decisionmakers about what project to do, nor do teachers sit back and wait for the student to figure out how to go about the process, which may be very challenging (Bryson, 1994). This is where the teacher’s ability to facilitate and act as coach plays an important part in the success of a project. The teacher will have brainstormed ideas with the student to come up with project possibilities, discuss possibilities and options, help the student form a guiding question, and be ready to help the student throughout the implementation process (e.g., setting guidelines, due dates, resource selection, etc.) (Bryson, 1994; Rankin, 1993)

Because there are so many more types of projects than room to list them here, a list of resources for projects is included in the reference section. One book for project selection ideas for younger children is Engaging Children’s Minds: The Project Approach by Lilian G. Katz and Sylvia C. Chard. This book gives excellent suggestions on how to brainstorm topics with students and offers many project ideas. Another excellent resource for grades K-8 is: Creating and Assessing Performance-Based Curriculum Projects: A Teacher’s Guide to Project-Based Learning and Performance Assessment by Janet C. Banks. This practical how-to guide provides strategies for planning and writing thematic curriculum projects with authentic assessment tools. 

What to Watch for: Potential Pitfalls
Here are some possible problem areas to be aware of when undertaking project-based instruction (Harwell, 1997; Moursund, Bielefeldt, & Underwood, 1997; Thomas, 1998):

1. Projects can often take longer than expected. 

2. Projects often require a lot of preparation time for teachers. 

3. Teachers sometimes feel a need to direct lessons so students learn what is required. 

4. Teachers can give students too much independence—students have less than adequate structure, guidelines, coaching, etc. 

5. Teachers without experience using technology as a cognitive tool may have difficulty incorporating it into the projects. 

6. Non-traditional assessment may be unfamiliar to some teachers. 

7. Arranging parents and community members to be important parts of the project is not easy to arrange and can be time-consuming. 

8. Intensive staff development is required; teachers are not traditionally prepared to integrate content into real-world activities. 

9. Resources may not be readily available for many projects. 

10. There might be a lack of administrative support—the district focus is covering the basics and standards in traditional curriculum methods. 

11. Aligning project goals with curriculum goals can be difficult. 

12. Parents are not always supportive of projects. 

How to Avoid Pitfalls
1. Cover the basics first. If you are worried about not covering the curriculum content, make sure that basic content is covered before students embark on the projects. 

2. Don’t let the activity drive the instructional content. Let the instructional content drive the activity. Students might want to choose a project and then try to fit it into the instructional content. 

3. Make sure the project’s purpose is tied to the curriculum or performance standards. 

4. Provide sufficient time for students to learn new skills or technologies, such as learning to use software programs or designing Web sites. 

5. Divide up the labor. For collaborative projects, help the students define their roles in project planning and implementation so that everyone is able to gain the critical skills and knowledge as outlined by the project goals. For example, everyone in the group can be an interviewer, and take part in the presentation of the final project. 

6. Set up timelines and project deadlines in advance to provide a structure for project activities. 

7. Work together with other teachers to share resources. Consider cross-classroom projects. (Bottoms & Webb, 1998; Thomas, 1998) 
Assessment of Project Work
Assessing student performance on project work is quite different from assessing traditional classwork. Because students are working on different projects with different timelines, the teacher’s task of assessing student progress is more complex than for typical classroom instruction where everyone is evaluated together. 

Purpose of the Assessment

Before determining what assessment strategies would work best, the teacher needs to determine what the purpose of the assessment is. Most purposes fall into two general categories (Bonthron & Gordon, 1999): 

· Achievement: Focus on outcomes of student learning to monitor progress and determine grades. 

· Diagnosis and Improvement: Focus on process and look at student strengths and weaknesses to identify appropriate programs and students’ learning strategies 

Identify Instructional Goals and Outcomes to Develop Appropriate Assessments

Assessments measure how well the students have met the instructional goals. If the instructional goals are identified before starting the project, both the teacher and student will better understand what needs to be learned and how the learning will be assessed. 

Here is an example. A project is entitled: "How do phosphates affect the water quality of a lake? Identify the causes of increased phosphate levels, and find out how to decrease phosphates to improve water quality." The identified instructional goal is to understand the effects of waste on the environment; specifically, to determine how phosphate levels increase in lakes over time. Students are assessed on the presentation of statistical information using graphs and ratios, written explanations of what the data mean, and the communication of what they have learned through educational brochures, posters, videos, or Web sites.

Selecting Assessment Tasks 

Select tasks that require students to demonstrate specific skills and knowledge. 

Here are some questions to answer when specifying tasks (Bonthron & Gordon, 1999; Bottoms & Webb, 1998; Jobs for the Future, n.d.; Moursund, Bielefeldt, & Underwood, 1997). Do they:

· Match specific instructional intentions? (use models, graphs to solve problems, analyze relationships) 

· Represent skills students are expected to attain? 

· Enable students to demonstrate progress and capabilities? 

· Match real-world activities? 

· Cut across disciplines? 

· Provide measures of several goals? 

For example, an assessment task can be using graphs to compare phosphate levels in various lakes. The graphs are a visual representation of the student’s attaining the instructional intentions: analyzing relationships among variables and mathematical analysis. The graphs match real-world activities by measuring real-world data from the community. Explanation of what the graph shows (whether verbal or written) not only demonstrates mathematical ability, but also reasoning and interpretive skills, and the ability of students to use the graphs to analyze social implications of the data. 

Ongoing assessment on the part of the teacher and students is important so that the students can adjust projects to meet expectations and keep on track with timelines and goals. Teachers should determine if there are checkpoints at various stages, if students are expected to meet certain milestones while working, and if students are receiving timely feedback on work-in-progress from teachers, mentors, and peers (Jobs for the Future, n.d.). 
Student Self-Assessment

Because project learning is student driven, assessment should be student driven as well. Students can keep journals and logs to continually assess their progress. A final reflective essay or log can allow students and teachers to understand thinking processes, reasoning behind decisions, ability to arrive at conclusions and communicate what they have learned.

Some questions the student can answer in a reflection piece are (Edwards, 2000):

1. What were the project’s successes? 

2. What might I do to improve the project? 

3. How well did I meet my learning goals? What was most difficult about meeting the goals? 

4. What surprised me most about working on the project? 

5. What was my group’s best team effort? Worst team effort? 

6. How do I think other people involved with the project felt it went? 

7. What were the skills I used during this project? How can I practice these skills in the future? 

8. What was my final project evaluation rating? Horrible, OK, pretty good, great? Why? 

How Are You Doing?

The Six A’s of Project-Based Learning Checklist (adapted from Steinberg’s Six A’s of Successful Projects in Steinberg, 1998) can be used throughout the process to help both teacher and student plan and develop a project, as well to assess whether the project was successful in meeting the instructional goals.

Authenticity
· Does the project stem from a problem or question that is meaningful to the student? 

· Is the project similar to one undertaken by an adult in the community or workplace? 

· Does the project give the student the opportunity to produce something that has value or meaning to the student beyond the school setting? 
Academic Rigor
· Does the project enable the student to acquire and apply knowledge central to one or more discipline areas? 

· Does the project challenge the student to use methods of inquiry from one or more disciplines (e.g., to think like a scientist)? 

· Does the student develop higher order thinking skills (e.g., searching for evidence, using different perspectives)? 

Applied Learning
· Does the student solve a problem that is grounded in real life and/or work (e.g., design a project, organize an event) 

· Does the student need to acquire and use skills expected in high-performance work environments (e.g., teamwork, problem solving, communication, or technology)? 

· Does the project require the student to develop organizational and self-management skills? 

Active Exploration
· Does the student spend significant amounts of time doing work in the field, outside school? 

· Does the project require the student to engage in real investigative work, using a variety of methods, media, and sources? 

· Is the student expected to explain what he/she learned through a presentation or performance? 

Adult Relationships
· Does the student meet and observe adults with relevant experience and expertise? 

· Is the student able to work closely with at least one adult? 

· Do adults and the student collaborate on the design and assessment of the project? 

Assessment Practices
· Does the student reflect regularly on his/her learning, using clear project criteria that he/she has helped to set? 

· Do adults from outside the community help the student develop a sense of the real world standards from this type of work? 

· Is the student’s work regularly assessed through a variety of methods, including portfolios and exhibitions? 
Professional Development for Teachers
Developing and planning project-based instructional curricula is quite different from planning traditional curricula. Teachers who aren’t experienced with implementing project-based instruction may feel overwhelmed at first. Administrators can provide essential support to teachers by providing coherent, sustained professional development that focuses on teachers building the skills needed to plan and manage project-based learning (Bottoms & Webb, 1998). Teachers need to know how to formulate guiding questions for students, help provide resources and community members who can relate the project to real-world issues and problems, encourage students to work productively in small groups and independently, and use appropriate assessment tools. In addition, staff meeting and project-planning time need to be allocated so teachers can share ideas and discuss problems. Teachers are much more enthusiastic about implementing new strategies when they have the backing of the administration. 

Skills of an Effective Coach

The teacher's role in project-based instruction is very important. The teacher often acts as a coach in guiding students through the process. Some necessary skills include (Martin & Baker, 2000): 

· Analyzing tasks and skills needed to carry out the project 

· Facilitating the process of analyzing project tasks, setting up the plan of action, and implementing and evaluating the project 

· Determining how the project will contribute to the students’ learning 

· Facilitating decisionmaking, thinking, and problem-solving skills 

· Facilitating students’ demonstration of personal responsibility, self-esteem, and integrity 

· Facilitating students’ growth of interpersonal skills, such as working as teams, working with community members, and working with people who are of diverse backgrounds 
Conclusion
This booklet only touched the surface of project-based instruction. The reference and resources sections list additional tools to guide teachers through the process.

Planning and implementing effective projects can be challenging at first, but if teachers are given time to plan and are supported by their administrators, they can make education come alive for their students and encourage students to take initiative for their own learning. 

Some Examples:
Rediscovering Coyote And Raven: 
The Ancient Art Of Spirit Masks Moves Into The Digital Age - By Joyce Riha Linik
Around campfires, generations of masked dancers have re-enacted legends of a long-ago world. They’ve told stories of Coyote the trickster and of clever Raven, said to have stolen the sun and brought light to the skies. Today, one small-town school in the Alaskan wilderness is bridging these tales of the ancients with modern technology as students take the study of spirit masks high-tech.

At Tri-Valley School near the northeast edge of Denali National Park, middle school students are researching animal symbolism on the Web, designing three-dimensional masks with computer graphics programs, and making and editing digital movies of their mask-making endeavors. Along the way, they learn about differences in world cultures, practice their writing skills, and gain exposure to the fine arts.

This 10-week interdisciplinary project is the brainchild of Tri-Valley technology teacher Sheila Craig. She came up with the idea after participating in an intensive professional development program called ARCTIC (Alaska Reform in the Classroom through Technology Integration and Collaboration) two years ago. This effort, funded by the U.S. Department of Education, helps teachers learn to weave technology into instruction in relevant and useful ways and to design effective learning environments that incorporate technology.

"ARCTIC introduced me to project-based teaching and made me think about using technology tools in a different way," Craig says. "I used to teach computer applications courses," where technology skills were separated from other academic disciplines. "Now," she says, "I teach academic content using technology as a tool" to support learning. 

The difference for students is clear. Craig reports that lessons are "more meaningful and more relevant" to them—"things make a lot more sense." In short, she says, "It’s a more holistic way of learning." 

It wasn’t only the technological angle of the spirit mask project that resulted from Craig’s ARCTIC experience. It was there that she saw the artistic potential, as well. During the training, Craig spent a semester team teaching in Columbus, Ohio, with another Alaska participant, Marilyn McKinley, a fine arts specialist. Because Craig’s little school in Healy had no art teacher, she seized on the chance to blend art and technology for the enrichment of her students back home. Craig credits McKinley with helping her develop the spirit mask unit and figure out how best to integrate the subject areas. 

Craig had another motivation for teaching the spirit masks unit. "We have a very diverse population in Alaska," she observes. Alaska Native populations in the state include the Inupiaq, Yup’ik, Alutiiq, Athabaskan, Tlinkit, and Tsimshian, among others. Craig felt her students, who are primarily white, should learn about and gain an appreciation for these rich and varied cultures. "It’s important," she says, "that kids have tolerance for people whose ideas are different than their own." 

During the course of the project, students study animal symbolism in indigenous cultures, not only in Alaska and the Pacific Northwest, but around the world. They also examine values and beliefs regarding such fundamental issues as the passage of time, treatment of the elderly, and child-rearing practices. Comparing traditional Native American and European values leads students to higher levels of thinking and inspires animated discussions among those who identify with elements of both cultures. Ultimately, Craig says students see that "we are this melting pot of cultures." 

The exploration eventually brings students to the study of Northwest Coast and Yup’ik spirit masks, which were often used for telling stories about daily life (for instance, stories of the hunt). They were also employed for teaching lessons through cautionary tales, not unlike such European American classics as "The Tortoise and the Hare" and "The Ant and the Grasshopper." Finally, students choose an animal that intrigues them—one whose characteristics and qualities they admire, feel they possess, or hope to develop. They then create a mask to represent their "spirit animal," designing it first on the computer and then building a three-dimensional plaster version with their hands. 

Sam, an eighth-grader, is moved by native legends of the raven. In his journal, he writes that he has chosen the raven not only because it is intelligent and sometimes tricky, but also because it is "a leader," a trait he himself hopes to attain. His mask, painted black with highlights of blue, features a prominent orange beak. At each temple, he incorporates a traditional Native American element by attaching a feather on a beaded leather string.

Another student, Jessie, selects the clever and discreet fox as her inspiration. To mimic the texture of fur on her mask, Jessie attaches red and white feathers. 

While a lot of students create images of local animals such as caribou, moose, and bear, Craig is surprised to see how many kids are drawn to exotic animals from distant places. Letitia, for example, picks the tropical clown fish because of its colorful body and its graceful way of moving through the water, "kind of like dancing or flying in a dream." 

Throughout the mask-making process, students work collaboratively, documenting the experience with digital photographs and videos, and helping each other with technical challenges. They then create their own movies and multimedia HyperStudio stacks. The students keep an online journal throughout the project and write a variety of essays. Finally, they present their work to their classmates.

A number of state standards are braided into project goals. For example, students:

1. Gain an understanding of the historical and contemporary role of the arts both inside and outside Alaska 

2. Use technology to explore ideas, solve problems, and derive meaning 

3. Organize and use information to create a product 

4. Apply elements of effective writing and speaking 

5. Learn to create and perform in the arts 

"It’s really an alternative-type class," says Craig. "Some kids are motivated by the hands-on element of art and technology." For that reason, this project reaches students who might otherwise be left behind. It has been especially effective with troubled and learning disabled students. "Adults sometimes have misconceptions that these students won’t be successful at technology," Craig says, "but that isn’t the case." Often, in fact, "they pick it up and blow people away. Technology is one area where kids who don’t experience success in other areas can experience success."

The students in Craig’s multiage class voice disappointment that the mask project comes around only once in their middle school years. But she is working to develop other projects that are equally "exciting and inspirational and motivating." In fact, Tri-Valley School now provides common prep time for teachers precisely so they can collaborate on just this kind of interdisciplinary project—an owlish gesture, to be sure. 
Lessons In The Loop: 
Idaho Kids Learn Physics, Math, And PR When They Design And Market A Roller Coaster - By Joyce Riha Linik
"The Regurgitator" seems an appropriate name for a roller coaster that sends one’s stomach lurching, spiraling, and somersaulting through dramatic maneuvers known as batwings, corkscrews, and loops. At least, that’s what some 14-year-olds at Twin Falls’ Vera C. O’Leary Junior High School think. Childhood visits to amusement parks taught these kids that the bigger the gastrointestinal challenge, the better the ride. So when they were asked to design a roller coaster as part of their eighth-grade curriculum, they were more than happy to oblige, devising detailed plans for a super hurler that could outdive, outspin, and outloop the best coasters on the planet.

This unusual course of study is part of a technology-supported, interdisciplinary project called "It’s a Wild Ride." The eight-week unit, led by teachers Theresa Maves, Meile Harris, and Jill Whitesell, integrates science, math, and language arts. And it brings some complex concepts into clearer focus for kids.

When students first discover they’ll be studying roller coasters, they’re "surprised," says Maves. "They’re amazed that something like a roller coaster could be academic instead of just recreational." They think the project will be fun.

It is. But students quickly learn that there’s more to a roller coaster than churns the stomach. The project isn’t just playtime; it includes real work as students grapple with the laws of motion, linear and nonlinear equations, and technical reporting. But the high fun quotient keeps students moving through what might otherwise be rocky academic terrain.

Concepts come alive through hands-on learning. Instead of just reading about Newton’s laws of motion in a textbook, students get to see how these principles determine the movement of a car (or, for classroom purposes, a marble) on a roller coaster track. Instead of just practicing mathematical equations through classroom drills, students get to see how these equations can predict whether the moving object will be able to stay on track through a 360-degree vertical loop. In short, kids get to see real-world applications for the material they’re covering in school. 

As a math teacher, Harris says, "Kids are always asking, 'Are we ever going to use this?’" They often see math as "boring number-crunching" unrelated to the real world. "But there’s so much more to it," the teacher asserts. Math is, in fact, best taught in interdisciplinary projects where students can see the connections, she says. "Projects like this show kids that math is everywhere, behind everything, including a roller coaster." 

Students discover that the real world isn’t divided by subject matter. "We really want students to see that outside our school world, science does not stand alone," Maves reports. Nor does language arts, adds Whitesell, noting that the project allows her to "weave" reading and writing into science and math curriculum. Kids find out that literacy skills are necessary for most real-world jobs, even if you don’t plan to be the next great American novelist. 

The concepts and skills covered in the project are tied closely to district learning goals and state standards. "When we design learning activities," Maves says, "we start with standards and benchmarks and let those be our guide." Deciding on the "what" comes first. The roller coaster project simply provides the "how," serving as an application example. 

Additionally, technology is used in a variety of ways to support learning. This includes access to computers for help with calculations and design, as well as access to the Web for research. Students also use graphics programs for their group projects.

Phases of the project include:

1. Accessing prior knowledge about roller coasters 

2. Investigating content-specific skills and knowledge with experiments in math and science that build understanding about force and the laws of motion 

3. Expanding knowledge of roller coaster design with research and further experimenting related to roller coasters 

4. Applying new knowledge to the design and construction of a roller coaster model 

5. Contributing knowledge to a group roller coaster design in one of four careers: engineering, architecture, research, or public relations

In the application stage, students design and build their own scaled-down roller coaster, using such materials as old garden hoses, foam pipe-insulation tubing, and anything that can be stacked or connected into a kind of scaffold. Students then cut the hose or foam tubing to create a track that is draped, twirled, and secured to a frame. Elements of the coaster must include a drop, a loop, and an inversion. Different-sized marbles serve as vehicles for a series of experiments on how mass, weight, speed, and acceleration interact when the marbles hit the track. 

One of the things students learn from these experiments is that "the marble must have enough velocity to make it through the inversion," says Maves. This means the inversion needs to be near the beginning of the track where force and velocity are greatest, and before too much friction has come into play. 

The expansion phase includes using K’nex-brand building models in math and science, as well as probeware, computer-based data collection tools that help students with various calculations. One such calculation involves the use of "photogates"—electronic timers that can calculate the acceleration of a marble traveling through a vertical loop. Harris says last year’s students were perplexed when they came up with a negative value. This led them to repeat the experiment several times, each time getting the same result. Suddenly, the class had an "Aha!" moment when they realized that the loop absorbs energy, slowing the marble down. It was possible to have negative acceleration! 

After individual projects, groups of students work together to design a real-world coaster, taking on job assignments as engineers, architects, researchers, and public relations specialists. This work is more indepth than the individual coaster project, requiring multiple calculations and laborious research, as well as the development of marketing and advertising plans for selling their product. This group work provides another learning opportunity for students and increases their knowledge of possible career paths down the road. 

Everyone involved agrees that the project has been a success. "Students’ excitement for roller coasters keeps them motivated," observes Maves. "And that gets them to problem solve and attain high-level thinking." 

Adds Harris, "Anytime students personalize learning, they take away more meaning." In short, "Things make sense." 

And that makes Twin Falls’ "wild ride" well worth the trip. For more details on this and other projects that integrate technology into the curriculum, check out Intel’s “Innovating in Education” Web site at www.intel.com/education/index.htm. 
New Life for an Old War: Even the Graffiti Suggest History Has Taken On New Meaning for Flathead Students - By Maya Muir
When English teacher Christa Umphrey began a unit on World War II with her high school freshmen, her initial thought was how very long the next months would be. When she asked for questions about Pearl Harbor, the students came up with such insightful queries as, "Why did we bomb them?" and "What country is it in?" Many of her students couldn’t figure out why they should care about the war at all. To these kids growing up on the Flathead Indian Reservation at the turn of a new century, the war seemed awfully long ago and far away.

But by the time those freshmen had completed a semester-long project involving history, earth science, math, drama, band, and choir in addition to English, Umphrey found the perspective of those same kids transformed.

"When one of the four schools in our district was found a 'School in Need of Improvement,’ the superintendent mandated that all schools adopt a comprehensive whole-school reform model," says Ronan Principal Sandy Welch. "We chose a project-based model because the staff said that we’d get the same results if the teaching didn’t change. Project-based teaching was a real change."

Umphrey broke the ice by having her students look through a number of books on the war, followed by brainstorming questions. Then she took them to see the movie "Saving Private Ryan." Immediately, she sensed a breakthrough. Students were caught, curious. Umphrey followed with readings such as Elie Wiesel’s Night and John Hersey’s Hiroshima. The class examined war memorabilia at a museum and heard a woman talk about having been in the Resistance in Holland. 

Then students interviewed local WWII veterans, bringing the war home in a new way. "My favorite project was my interview," says student Stacy Harris. "I got to know my grandma better and find out about World War II from someone who lived through it." Students wrote up these biographies. In art class, they drew portraits of their subjects from photographs. 

In math, students studied the invention and use of radar. They researched the physical activity and caloric intake of a European soldier, a U.S. soldier, a Holocaust survivor, and a French farmer, then graphed their findings using Microsoft Excel. In earth sciences, the kids mapped Germany and Japan and studied their natural resources.

Midsemester, a drill instructor arrived in Ronan to put students through a simulated "boot camp." He taught drills and rudimentary first aid, and gave them a small dose of military history along with some MREs (Meals Ready to Eat). Even initially skeptical students enjoyed the experience.

At Christmas, the drama and choir classes collaborated in a wartime musical, I’ll Be Home for Christmas. The choir sang 1940s songs while the drama classes designed sets and costumes and took on the roles of a family from that era. 

The culmination of the semester came in January with the presentation of a World War II open house in the high school gym. The room was filled with exhibits, computer-generated images of the war projected on the walls, and proud students ready to explain their particular project to anyone interested. "It was so nice to see all the elders’ faces when they saw everything we’d been working on," says freshman Krystle Slover. "They looked so happy." In one corner, Cathy Gillhouse’s choir put on a USO-style show, singing "Boogie Woogie Bugle Boy" and other 1940s hits in front of the red, white, and blue.

Another high point of the open house was the band’s recital of "Dresden in Memoriam," a commemoration of the firebombing by Montana composer Dan Bukvich. A difficult piece under any conditions, it was a challenge for the Ronan band, starting with the piece’s nontraditional notation. But it intrigued students from the first time bandleader Jeff Long played them a recording of it. One student said, "Mr. Long, if we play this, the audience will cry." Long replied, "That’s the point of music." The kids rose to the occasion, perhaps inspired by a visit from the composer who came to work with them on the piece.

The unit was deemed such a success that it is being repeated this year with only minimal changes. Sandy Welch notes that through the project, teachers were able to engage many students who weren’t normally high achievers. For example, a perennially disgusted and uninvolved student of Umphrey’s arrived one day with a backpack full of material on the war gathered from family members, along with already-underlined Internet printouts. And Umphrey found herself laughing one day at some new graffiti on one of her already battered desks. A previously existing hole in the desk had been labeled "Hiroshima." "Maybe that student could even tell me where Hiroshima was," Umphrey observes, "or what country bombed it." 
Marimba Magic: An African Music Tradition Fills After-School Hours With Rhythm—And Learning—At A Willamette Valley School - By Bracken Reed
Crystal, a fifth-grade student at Bush Elementary School, stands over the bass marimba, all of her energy focused on executing a complicated new part. Two, three, four times she makes a mistake and starts over.

"That’s OK," says the director, Martin Sobelman. "That’s what rehearsal is all about."

The 13 other students in the band sit patiently, focused on Crystal’s playing, nodding their heads or tapping their feet in time with her rhythm. No one laughs when she makes a mistake; no one squirms with impatience or yells out that they could do better.

"There you go," says Sobelman, as Crystal begins to lock into the part. "All right now!" He turns to face the rest of the band. "Are you ready to join her?" he asks with obvious enthusiasm, as Crystal continues to lay down the complicated pattern behind him, her brow still furrowed but a smile showing at the corners of her mouth. Crystal stops playing, and her bandmates give her a quick round of applause. Then Sobelman counts out the time and the full band begins. The room is suddenly alive with rich, full chords and a fabulously syncopated rhythm - Pure marimba magic.

A few bars later the sound collapses in a train wreck of missed parts and embarrassed laughter from the whole group. But it doesn’t matter—the moment was wonderful and they can feel it. A little more practice and they’ll have it. This is serious fun.

The Bush Elementary Marimba Band is part of an after-school learning program run by the Salem-Keizer School District. Partly funded by a federal 21st Century Community Learning Center (CCLC) grant, it has been a runaway success. The project consists of two different groups, one for fourth-graders and one for fifth-graders, each meeting once a week from 3 to 5 p.m., and during one lunch break. 

"To build a successful project," says Gaelen McAllister, a parent volunteer at the school and the co-writer of the grant, "you have to start with someone’s passion."

It’s the same with the other projects in the after-school program, says Teri Urban, who directs 21st CCLC projects for Salem-Keizer. "You have to have someone who goes out in the community and finds volunteers or teachers with specific interests. You find out what they’re good at and design project around that, rather than telling them what to do."

Sobelman, the school’s music teacher, was the genesis of the marimba project. A fellow music teacher in the region first told him about a similar marimba band project. It seemed like a perfect fit for his school. Bush Elementary ranks among the 10 highest-needs schools in the state. A Title I Schoolwide school with more than 80 percent of the students on free or reduced-price lunch, it is also a bilingual school with nearly 50 percent of the students coming from Spanish-speaking homes. While marimba music originated in Africa, it spread to the Caribbean and from there to Latin America and beyond.

"The main elements of marimba music are found in every culture," says Sobelman, "It’s something that appeals to people from many different backgrounds."

One of the main goals that Sobelman and the grant writers set for the program was to connect it with the larger curriculum. "We wanted to tie it to academics in a very concrete way," says McAllister. This has been done in two different ways. First, the students must maintain a high level of attendance and academic achievement to be a member of the touring band. This is a rigorous, "no excuses" policy. Yet, as Sobelman points out, the program has had "very, very few" students who have been unable to meet these requirements.

Second, Sobelman makes every attempt to teach marimba music in a cross-curricular manner, tying it to a wide variety of subjects as explicitly as possible. Practices are spiced with details about the cultural background of each composition, the mathematical patterns underlying the music, the social-historical context, the technology and craft involved in the design of the instruments, and the similarities with other art forms and styles of music.

"Kids, who hear a lot of music, are better at math," says Sobelman, pointing out that marimba, with its complex rhythms and interweaving of patterns, is particularly easy to relate to the larger math curriculum. 

The marimba band has also tied in with several of the school’s other goals. "It’s one more way to get parents involved," says Rita Glass, the school’s community school outreach coordinator. All the after-school programs include an afternoon snack and buses that arrive at 5:30 p.m. to take the students home. "When you eliminate barriers - food, driving - your chances for success are much greater," says Glass. "Just providing transportation has increased the program by half."

The marimba band and other after-school projects have given parents a much greater identification with the school, which has helped reduce a traditionally high mobility rate. "Parents are saying, ’It’s worth keeping my kids at this school,’ “says Urban. "Because of all the good programs we have in place and the effort we make to be bilingual, if they do have to leave for a while, they make an effort to come back here."

One further effect of the Marimba Band has been to increase community outreach. The band has performed at the state capitol, the local World Beat Festival, the Oregon fiesta, and several other events, to great acclaim. "People see these kids performing really complex music at a very high level - they get a different view of what Bush Elementary is," says McAllister. "Our philosophy has been to build a program, teach the kids, and take it to the community. The response has been very positive." 

Probably the greatest result of the project, however, has been its effect on the kids. The beaming smiles and obvious pride they take in the band are testament to the success of the project.

"We all have fun," says Whitney, one of the fifth-grade band members. "It’s fun to play an instrument and to know you can do things, accomplish things."

Her bandmate, Ana, puts the success of the project in succinct, fifth-grade terms: "It makes everybody jealous that we’re in the band," she says with a huge smile. 
A Talking Book: An Endangered Language Flourishes Again At A Puget- Sound School - By Amy Fisher
After the rumblings of the earthquake subside, teachers and students evacuate Tulalip Elementary School in Marysville, Washington, while administrators check to see that there is no damage to the building. Everyone is safe, and students, excited by this extra "recess," begin chatting, wiggling, jumping, and playing clap-and-rhyme games while trying to remain in their classroom lines.

Surrounded by this commotion, one class of fourth- and fifth-graders stands out. Instead of giggling and gyrating, these kids are concentrating intently on their teacher, who is calling out words and phrases in the ancient language of Lushootseed.

"ey,s-YAH-yah," he prompts. Kids’ hands shoot up. "Hello, friend!" a student responds. "us-CHAL chuwh," the teacher says. "How are you!" a student answers.

Eagerly, the youngsters volunteer English translations for words that were spoken for countless generations by the Tulalip Tribes that inhabited the evergreen forests and rocky beaches of east Puget Sound. The teacher even sneaks in a math problem, asking the students to estimate how long their arms and legs are in hweetl (a traditional Tulalip unit of measurement that is the distance from the middle finger to the thumb). Once again, nearly every hand shoots up to answer the question.

What is the reason for this high level of focus and engagement among 10- and 11-year-olds? What motivates these students to participate while their peers play? The students’ interest is particularly surprising at this school, whose student population is two-thirds American Indian, a group that typically struggles for academic success.

The reason for the children’s enthusiasm is clear to teacher David Cort. At Tulalip Elementary School in the Marysville School District, he says, culture and curriculum are being fully integrated, with the lyrical Lushootseed language at its center.

"Students learn about our rich local culture, which enhances the self-esteem and investment of Native students," says Cort, the Lushootseed teacher and technology coordinator for the district. "The program also increases the self-esteem and sense of place of non-Native students, as they develop a deep familiarity with the culture and first language of their home."

Located about 40 miles north of Seattle, the 22,000-acre Tulalip Reservation sits on the shores of Puget Sound. Tulalip Elementary School overlooks Whidbey Island, with the Olympic Mountains rising in the distance to the west. There are approximately 3,000 enrolled members of the Tulalip Tribes, which are made up of a number of smaller Puget Sound tribes, including the Snohomish, Stillaguamish, Skagit, and Skykomish. In 1992, there were only 17 elders of the Tulalip Tribes who spoke Lushootseed. About that time, the tribe established a Tribal Cultural Resources Department (TCRD) to preserve the tribe’s language and culture. The tribes and the school district began a multifaceted approach that provides culture and language learning opportunities at school and in the community. It includes classes taught by TCRD teachers in preschool and the early grades; high school Lushootseed classes; elementary school classes that incorporate technology and Tulalip language and culture; language camps; language classes for community members; and other community events and activities. 

A Tulalip-Based Classroom (TBC) in the fourth grade has been an option for Tulalip Elementary students in recent years when the school is able to hire needed staff. The classroom curriculum uses Tulalip language, literature, and culture along with project-based learning to connect children with their culture and to satisfy all state benchmarks. 

One example of a real-world project is the creation of CD-ROM "talking books" of traditional Tulalip stories. The CD-ROMs were originally created by students for inclusion in a take-home packet for prekindergartners attending the kindergarten registration. Because the Tulalip Tribes have given each family in the tribe a computer, the CD-ROMs are software resources that provide young children with unique literacy and technology experiences at home. The project develops and applies students’ skills in literacy, technology, art, language, and culture. Students learn to use Macromedia Flash 4, a widely used Web page design tool.

The CD-ROMs tell the stories in both English and Lushootseed, with both languages appearing side-by-side on the screen. When the user clicks on a phrase, a student narrator recites the words in an expressive voice. The students’ enthusiasm for the project was apparent as they showed visitors the witty animation and sounds that they had created for the book’s illustrations—spiders spinning webs and ants marching across the screen. 

The project has worked so well that additional projects that integrate Lushootseed and technology skills have been developed for other grades. For example, secondary students created a computer game that teaches the Lushootseed names for the geographic features of the local Tulalip using a recently published book of Lushootseed place names. To learn more, visit the school’s Web site at www.msvl.wednet.edu/elementary/tulalip_site/. 

Online Resources for Project Ideas
The Blue Web'N: A Library of Blue Ribbon Learning Sites on the Web 
http://www.kn.pacbell.com/wired/bluewebn/ 

Co-nect’s Teleprojects: Standards Based Project Page
http://exchange.co-nect.net/Teleprojects
Guide on the Side: Project-Based Learning Resources 
http://www.iearn-canada.org/guideontheside.html
Education World: Collaborative Projects K-12
http://www.education-world.com/projects/index.shtml
Global School House Internet Project Registry
http://www.globalschoolhouse.org/pr/
Handbook of Engaged Learning Projects
http://www-ed.fnal.gov/help/index.html
Montana Heritage Project 
Projects by Montana high school students
http://www.edheritage.org
Project Approach in Early Childhood and Elementary Education
http://project-approach.com
[Developed by Sylvia Chard, author of many research books and articles on the project approach]

Starting in the Middle 2000: Integrated Project Designs for Idaho Middle Level Students, Volume II 
http://www.nwrel.org/ecc/middle_2000/ 

Uncommon Knowledge: Projects That Help Middle School Age Youth Discover the Science and Mathematics in Everyday Life. Volume One: Hands On Science Projects (AEL, 2000, Carter, C.S., with Keyes, M., Kusimo, P.S., and Lundsford, C.)
http://www.ael.org/eric/voices/science.htm
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PROJECTS: Explore, Question, Ponder, and Imagine

Projects give kids the chance to delve deeply and find their own way through challenging intellectual terrain.

By Lee Sherman
With his little boy cradled in one arm, a young father hurriedly locks the front door and strides toward the family Volkswagen. He's running late for work, and he still has to drop 18-month-old Benjamin at the day-care center. He doesn't notice the trio of crows that is just then flapping over his northeast Portland home. But Ben's brown eyes turn to the beating wings at once. "Bird!" he exclaims, pointing toward the sky. His dad pauses in the walkway to look up. "Yes, Ben, look at those birds," he responds, smiling with pride at his son's growing vocabulary. Just for a moment, the harried dad shares his child's fascination with this plainest of creatures, this most ordinary of events to touch their urban neighborhood.

For little Ben, Tuesdays aren't days for routine stresses and rigid schedules—Tuesdays are days for mysteries and discoveries. Safe within his parents' ever-watchful love, he crawls over every inch of his world. He sops up sights and sounds like an insatiable sponge and delights in every new find.

In a few years, he'll take that roiling curiosity to school. If he's lucky, his teachers will work to nurture his innate longing for learning.

Wide-Eyed Wonder
It's children's natural bent for discovery that fuels the project approach. Arguing that a slavish devotion to textbooks and lectures too often leaves kids' intellects pinched and withered, project proponents point to the wide-eyed wonder with which toddlers like Benjamin meet life each morning. The challenge for schools, they say, is to keep that thirst for understanding unquenched—not only for the duration of formal education, but for the span of a lifetime.

A rich and full education encourages kids to "pose questions, pursue puzzles, and increase their awareness of significant phenomena around them," assert Lilian Katz of the University of Illinois and Sylvia Chard of England's College of St. Paul & St. Mary. "An overall aim" of the project approach, they write in their 1999 book Engaging Children's Minds: The Project Approach "is to cultivate the life of the child's mind. In its fullest sense, the term mind includes not only knowledge and skills, but also emotional, moral, and aesthetic sensibilities."

In Understanding by Design, Grant Wiggins and Jay McTighe argue this same point with passion and eloquence. "Students need to know what scholars know if they are to understand their work: how key facts and principles are the revealing and powerful fruit of pondering, testing, shaping, and rethinking of experience," the researchers write in the 1998 publication from the Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development. "When the student does get underneath or inside knowledge production, he learns something shocking. Much of what we call knowledge is the result of trial and error, inquiry, and arguments among experts." Knowledge, they say, is "pondered, imagined, analogized, tested, argued, and hammered out" - not, as some students may imagine, plucked whole from a metaphorical tree or lifted from a library book. Rather, to be fully understood, ideas need to be "explored, questioned, played with, used in realistic contexts, rephrased, and verified."

Wiggins and McTighe don't toss around all those active verbs just to liven up their writing. Rather, those strong images nail the mental athleticism of project learning: You could call it minds in motion. Or, like William Heard Kilpatrick, you could call it "more or less of an adventure." Kilpatrick's words, gleaned from a series of articles on the "project method" in the Teachers College Record, sound as if they could have come from the keyboard of any current proponent of active learning. So the publication dates on the series - 1921 - appears improbable. But Professor George Douglas Hofe, writing in the Record in 1966, traces project-based teaching to another professor from Teachers College, John Francis Woodhull. This trailblazer is on record for advocating projects for teaching science way back in the early 1900s, coinciding with writings by philosopher and educator John Dewey, who advocated learning by doing rather than learning by drilling.

Over the intervening years, other theories and trends have added weight to the project approach. Among them are Jean Piaget's theories of child development - which argue for concrete tasks and active learning over abstractions and passive learning - and the related but more recent notions of "constructivist," "experiential," and "discovery" learning. Influential also have been the "multiple intelligences" and "learning styles" ideas of Howard Gardner and others. Woodhull's notions - which he probably scrawled in longhand or banged out on one of the original manual typewriters - might seem prophetic now. Yet, on second look, it's clear that although kids have different toys and tools today, the essence of childhood is timeless and universal. The project approach was a good practice then and remains a good practice today because of the way kids take in and process concepts and information.

Some of the best ways of engaging kids are set out in a list by Wiggins and McTighe. They say kids respond to "hands-on tasks, mysteries, a combination of cooperation and competition, real-world challenges, role-play, provocative case studies or mock trials, audiences for products and performances, choices in process and product, and the ability to personalize work." This list captures the essence of project-based learning, though it's not all-inclusive simply because the possibilities for projects are infinite. In an effort to give shape to the endless project variants, Katz and Chard group them into three broad categories: investigations, constructions, and dramatic play. Rebecca Novick of the Northwest Laboratory echoes these notions in her 2000 report, The Unity Project. "Not only reading and writing, but play, visual art, music, dance, drama, observation, and investigation" allow kids to "get to the heart of a subject," she notes.

Where the Meaning Is
For maximum student engagement, a project should be bigger than the classroom, broader than the schoolhouse. It should reach into the community, into the world, maybe into the solar system - casting out into the farthest reaches of the starry universe, if that's where the child wants to take it. Researchers agree that projects should be linked, first, to things that matter in the real world. And second, they should have a connection to the child's personal history and particular place on the planet - her ancestors, her neighborhood, her village or city, her natural environment.

Researcher Fred Newmann says that applications and importance beyond the schoolhouse are what make schoolwork "authentic," and, therefore, laden with meaning for students. In Authentic Achievement: Restructuring Schools for Intellectual Quality, published by Jossey-Bass in 1996, Newmann defines authentic achievement in its broad sense as "intellectual accomplishments that are worthwhile, significant, and meaningful, such as those undertaken by successful adults: scientists, musicians, business entrepreneurs, politicians, craftspeople, attorneys, novelists, designers, and so on." Applied to academic achievement, authenticity can be discerned through three criteria, which Newmann judges to be critical to "significant intellectual accomplishment." They are:

· Construction of knowledge - Building on a foundation of prior knowledge, students "hone their skills and knowledge through guided practice in producing original conversation and writing, repairing and building of physical objects, or performing artistically" 

· Disciplined inquiry - To meet this test, student work must draw upon an existing knowledge base, strive for "in depth understanding rather than superficial awareness," and express ideas and findings through "elaborated communication" (verbal, symbolic, or visual) 

· Value beyond school - Student accomplishments should not be indicators of success in school alone 

Newmann and his associates at the Center on Organization and Restructuring of Schools at the University of Wisconsin recently contributed significant findings to the field. A five-year study in the 1990s funded by the U.S. Department of Education looked at student engagement in about 130 classrooms in 24 restructured elementary, middle, and high schools. After controlling for students' gender, race, ethnicity, socioeconomic status, and academic background, the researchers found that academic performance of students in both math and social studies skyrocketed after their teachers switched to "authentic pedagogy" (instructional practices rooted in the real world). If translated into rankings, the average student would have jumped from the 30th percentile to about the 60th percentile as a result of high versus low authentic pedagogy, Newmann reports.

Testing and rankings bring up one big worry of parents and teachers i.e., that kids will miss basic skills and fundamental knowledge in the free-wheeling project environment. How will these kids fare on standardized tests for college admission, or even high school graduation? This worry is related to a common misconception about project-based learning, the experts say. Project critics often assume that project-based instruction replaces systematic instruction in key content and skill areas. Project proponents are quick to reassure these doubters that projects are meant to complement and supplement - not shove out - basic instruction.

"Bear in mind the underlying principle of the project approach: Skills applied to meaningful activities are more likely to be mastered," Katz and Chard insist. "Systematic instruction is formal, and project work is informal."

Newmann expands upon this point. "Repetitive practice, retrieving information, and memorization of facts or rules may be necessary to build knowledge and skills as foundations for authentic performance," he writes. "The point is not to abandon all forms of unauthentic work in school, but to keep authentic achievement clearly in view as the ideal valued end."

Projects help anchor the discrete bits of information that might otherwise float around amorphously in a student's brain. The student in a sense makes that information her own as she examines it from every angle. As she tests its validity and worth; and, finally, as she finds where it fits inside her very own store case of knowledge and experience.

"Our research suggests that students who think carefully about subjects, study them in depth, and connect them to their personal experiences are more likely to remember the facts and definitions called for on conventional tests," Newmann reports.

And, as Newmann notes, even high-stakes tests are beginning to reflect the project philosophy. "Support for authentic achievement also can be found in the changing content of conventional tests themselves, which increasingly include more items requiring higher-order thinking, depth of understanding, and elaborated written communication."

Designing For Standards
A related worry on the minds of project critics is the value of the work for larger learning goals. Although they agree that projects are enjoyable for kids, they counter that schools can't afford the luxury of lively learning when virtually every state in the union is riveted on reaching challenging new standards for learning - and the public is watching for results. Schools, they say, need to pound away at facts and skills, hammer away at reading and math, and teach the textbook cover to cover, and practice, practice, practice. Otherwise, students will face a handicap when it comes time to take those all-important standardized tests.

Newmann argues against this viewpoint unequivocally: "A significant body of evidence contradicts this concern." He cites a study of alternatives to conventional practice by Michael Knapp, Patrick Shields, and Brenda Turnbull. In 1992, the research team examined the teaching of math, reading, and writing in 140 classrooms in 15 elementary schools serving disadvantaged students in six school districts. The researchers found, Newmann reports, "that when teachers taught for understanding and meaning rather than memorization, and when they connected the materials to students' experiences, their students consistently outperformed students in more conventional classrooms on advanced skills and did as well as or better on traditional tests."

Still, the danger of careening away from learning targets is a real one for teachers when they're working in the loosely structured project environment. Elaine Wrisley Reed, writing in the winter 1997-98 issue of American Educator, cautions that project-based learning has, for some practitioners, become "an educational fad gone awry." She charges that "projects frequently wind up keeping youngsters busy without really teaching them anything of importance."

Conceding that activity and inquiry alone do not guarantee educational value, project proponents affirm that standards ought to beat at the heart of the classroom, feeding and sustaining every activity. "The challenge," Wiggins and McTighe say, "is to point toward what is essential, not merely provide work that is entertaining. The design must blend what is engaging with what is effective."

Here's where the teacher's role becomes critical. “Hands-on for kids” doesn't mean hands-off for teachers. Fully eight decades ago, Kilpatrick was counseling teachers to plan projects strategically and guide students artfully to make sure important learning goals weren't lost or overlooked. "The teacher," he cautioned, "must set the stage and control the situation so that valuable purposes are likely to be proffered."

Nearly 80 years later, Novick reiterates the critical part a teacher plays as the project unfolds. "In the inquiry model of learning," she says, "the teacher's role moves from interrogator to collaboration in joint inquiry. The ability to ask meaningful questions and formulate alternative solutions is critical to higher-order literacy demanded by today's society."

The trick for teachers, the experts agree, is finding the balance point between too much and too little involvement. The project must provide enough latitude for student initiative, creativity, and exploration. At the same time, it must (gently) funnel students toward mastery of challenging standards. It's a tightrope for sure.

A "Big Idea"
When 18-month-old Benjamin sees a flock of birds go by, he's not yet ready to ponder the mystery and complexity of what he has seen. But as he grows, he'll begin to ask questions, and the answers to those questions will lead to new questions in a never-ending spiral of inquiry. Starting with the simple observation of a crow in flight, a child may take an intellectual journey through the vast landscape of natural and human history. If a teacher provides the avenue, that journey will trample the boundaries between academic disciplines and range naturally from physics to American history; from biology to ancient Greek literature; from paleontology to Egyptian art; from ecology to world geography.

This cross-disciplinary approach to instruction turns around what Wiggins and McTighe call a "big idea." To make a big idea understood, they say, educators should design activities not for "coverage" but for "uncoverage."

They write: "Beyond learning about a subject, students will need lessons that enable them to experience directly the inquiries, arguments, applications, and points of view underneath the facts and opinions they learn if they are to understand them. Students have to do the subject, not just learn its results."

Striking a Balance:
"With projects, a teacher has general aims, but the students set the course through their original work. Scoring guides and work outlines help students plan their course. A balance must be struck between giving enough structure to the project and at the same time allowing freedom so students can complete creative efforts. If a project is too structured or teacher driven, it becomes nothing more than a set of steps students follow to predictable results. None of the higher aims of project work (thoughtful decision making, creativity, and collaboration) are met. On the other hand, if a project has too little structure, students may toil aimlessly and produce questionable work that is difficult to evaluate. Striking a balance between too much and too little structure is a big challenge. I address it by starting with a teacher-directed project that teaches a lot of the skills and work attitudes that are repeated in the student-directed project."

The Teacher's Role:
In project learning, the teacher has a lot of "up-front" planning and preparation to do. Here are some of the activities the teacher engages in before presenting a project:

· Choosing a broad theme 

· Deciding the parameters of the project (length, products, assessment) 

· Writing curriculum 

· Addressing content benchmarks and developing scoring systems (scoring guides, self-evaluations) 

· Writing lesson plans 

· Outlining a schedule of the project on a calendar 

· Planning discrete lessons (example: how to take notes from a print source, or how to use an electronic library browser) 

· Collecting or preparing materials such as library books and films 

· Selecting groups for teamwork 

· Scheduling groups for work in the library, computer lab, or in the community 

· Enlisting help from parents and the community 

· Collaborating with specialists who may work with gifted or special education students 

· Preparing calendars, outlines, and other materials that help students structure time and products 

· Preparing culminating activities, or "celebrations of learning" 

Thematic Teaching in Action

Kappa Delta Pi Record, Spring - 2005 by Loughran, Sandra B

In classrooms where successful thematic work is in progress, ownership of learning is in the hands and minds of the students.

Envision, if you will, a four-year-old maître d', resplendent in his miniature tuxedo. This is the sight that greeted the patrons of La Petite Maison, the French restaurant created and staffed by a prekindergarten class-an example of thematic teaching at its best. Among the most captivating and exciting classrooms are those where successful thematic work is in progress. In these settings, the ownership of learning is in the hands and minds of the students.

Integrating Curriculum

The idea of teaching with themes as a means of integrating curriculum can be traced back to the reforms of the 1930s (Lipson et al. 1993). Dewey (1990, 140) discussed "meaningful learning" for young children as their attempt to "seek wholes, varied through episode, enlivened with action, and defined in salient features. There must be go, movement, the sense of use and operation-inspection of things separated from the ideas by which they are carried." Research by Yorks and Folio (1993) suggested that children learn more from thematic, integrated teaching than from traditional, single-subject curriculum.

Thematic teaching is about students actively constructing their own knowledge. Theorists Piaget and Vygotsky were strong proponents of this constructivist approach. Piaget (1926) believed that knowledge is built in a slow, continuous construction of skills and understanding that each child brings to each situation as he or she matures. He also emphasized the cognitive growth that takes place when students cooperate and interact with one another. Vygotsky (1997, 175) suggested that social interaction and collaboration were powerful sources of transformation in the child's thinking: "In education it is far more important to teach the child how to think than to communicate various bits of knowledge to him."

In the context of this article, thematic teaching can be defined as the process of integrating and linking multiple elements of a curriculum in an ongoing exploration of many different aspects of a topic or subject. It involves a constant interaction between teacher and students and their classroom environment. Among the important elements that foster success in any thematic project are initiation of the theme, the teacher's role, group exploration, integration of the theme with the curriculum and learning centers, and building and maintaining spirit and enthusiasm.

Let's go back to La Petite Maison and see how it started. The setting was a private preschool in a small village on Long Island. The class of 20 children was composed of four- and five-year-olds. The theme of La Petite Maison was evolutionary in nature. It began as a simple unit on nutrition. The teacher used a puppet-the National Dairy Council's Chef Combo®-to introduce the concept of healthful eating. As part of this project, students ground grains, made bread, prepared vegetables and fruits, and even planted a little outside garden adjacent to the classroom. These activities led to making play dough foods, which in turn presented an opportunity for the students to hawk their wares in their self constructed market.

After several weeks, the project had evolved to the point where the classroom and all the learning centers were transformed into a restaurant, complete with chef, sous chef, waiters, and waitresses. Tables were set, orders were taken, and the menu was displayed on the walls. All areas of learning were included, from money exchange in the market to art in the preparation of restaurant decorations, music chosen for background, and the writing of signs, menus, and customer orders. The project also included practicing the French language, which was already a part of the curriculum. An outstanding feature was the spirit and enthusiasm that spread quickly through the group. One little boy went home so excited that he insisted to his mother he had to wear his tuxedo to school - Voilà, le maître d'. The maître d' himself was changed in the process, from a follower to a leader of an excited and engaged group of peers. The whole classroom became a restaurant of learning.

Initiation of a Theme

In choosing a theme, it is important to consider where that theme can lead. The teacher who works thematically needs to have some ideas about how he or she will expand and build on the core element. In the case of La Petite Maison, the end result was unforeseen. However, the teacher, in initiating the theme, planned to introduce practical elements, such as making bread, preparing vegetables, and similar functions, as the first steps in the growth of the subject. The rest, as the saying goes, is history.

A number of textbooks and manuals are available on how to structure and develop thematic projects-for example, Young Investigators: The Project Approach in the Early Years (Helm and Katz 2001) and Teaching Young Children Using Themes (Kostelnik 1991). An aid in organizing and getting a thematic project off to a good start might be the KWL approach (Ogle 1986). This instructional technique uses the students' prior knowledge (K) to activate them to set specific goals for what they want to learn (W), ending with a discussion of what they have learned (L).

Various Web sites also can aid in the initiation of a theme. For younger students, visit the Web site of Jan Brett, author of Gingerbread Baby (1999) as well as many other children's books (www.janbrett.com). Older students can research their interest in particular aspects of a theme via the library and the Internet.

Introducing a theme can be accomplished in a variety of ways. A favorite piece of children's literature is a good start. One teacher, for example, read her class the story Where the Wild Things Are (Sendak 1963) to initiate a jungle theme. Students discussed the story and recounted the events. Various drawing exercises and art projects followed. A trip to the "jungle" (a local nature preserve) led to the creation of a fascinating science table. Masks and animal costumes were made, and a jungle was created in the dramatic play area. Two months later, the classroom had been transformed. Newspaper-stuffed trees climbed the walls, tissue-paper vines hung from the ceilings, and paper-maché animals peeked through the underbrush.

As an extension to the story and its reenactment, much conversation ensued about dreams and fears the children had experienced. The discussion provided a chance for students to express feelings that might not otherwise surface, and presented an opportunity for children to see that their peers experience similar feelings.

For the older grades, a theme can be introduced to reinforce curriculum. For example, to enhance a unit on history, the class can read a book such as Sadako and the Thousand Paper Cranes (Coerr 1999), which talks about what happened to the people of Japan after World War II. After discussing the book, students could use origami-as Sadako did-to create cranes. This activity might lead to other art forms, such as blowing paint through a straw to create oriental-looking images. As another facet, the class could divide into groups to research topics that interest them about Japan, such as martial arts, haiku poetry, brush painting, or flower arranging. Listening to Madame Butterfly, admittedly an Italian composer but written in a Japanese setting, adds ambiance to the work setting. The theme could be concluded with a study of Japanese food and a celebration lunch using chopsticks.

The variations are endless. The Zen belief that less is more might be contradicted here. The more teachers and students participate in the theme, the more will be taught, learned, and created.

Another start to introducing a theme is with a field trip. For instance, a trip to the local post office, a popular theme in preschool, can be developed by creating a post office in the classroom. Thank-you notes to the post office workers and letters to students' families bearing stamps purchased during the field trip bring both the experience to life and the neighborhood into the classroom.

The Teacher's Role

Perhaps the most important role a teacher plays is that of observer and guide. Where do students want to go with this theme? What has piqued their interest? Look for clues in their questions and activities, and then be prepared to sprinkle new ideas into the mix. The teacher is the facilitator, but also the catalyst. Knowing when to step in and when to stand back is one of the greatest challenges facing a teacher. By continuously checking responses and gauging the level of enthusiasm, the teacher can effectively guide activities to maximize learning.

An ideal mechanism for identifying ideas is brainstorming. Once a theme is chosen and introduced, the first order of business is a brainstorming session with the students.

Brainstorming initiates excitement about a theme. The technique also can give the teacher a sense of what students may know about a given topic and a chance to identify specific interests and curiosities students have.

The responsibilities of the teacher for the basic preparations of the classroom and ancillary supporting materials cannot be forgotten. Materials such as books, audiovisual equipment, field trip destinations, and visitors can help bring a theme to life. A local public library collection, as well as the Internet, can supplement the classroom library.

Group Exploration

Group activities, discussions, and play provide opportunities for students to communicate what they discover and how they are thinking. With a theme linking all these activities, group sharing is bound by a common focus. This approach lends itself to a cohesive curriculum, helping the teacher avoid implementation of disjointed activities that have little relation to the students' world and that do not allow students to draw comparisons to more than one situation. The ideal situation is one in which students can build on one another's experiences.

Group sharing also contributes to each student's sense of value as a member of the classroom community. In class discussions, the teacher can encourage and model good listening and communication skills, demonstrating respect for everyone's ideas. The classroom becomes a safe place where each student feels at ease expressing himself or herself in a group setting. However, for those students who are less comfortable in a large group, the theme also can find its way to the various centers of the classroom where each student will have a chance to feel successful.

For each student to play a contributory role in the building of the theme is essential. As proponents of the Reggio Emilia approach discovered, reciprocity between teacher and student is a key element in an effective learning environment (Edwards, Gandini, and Forman 1998). These educators likened the approach to a game of catch: the teacher catches the ball thrown by students, tosses it back in a way that makes them want to continue the game, and perhaps develops other games along the way.

When contributing to the development of a theme, each student has an important presence. This is crucial for creating an equitable environment where a classroom culture evolves from each student's individual cultural background. Making contact with parents and inviting them to participate also can enrich the exposition of a theme. Sending a letter home to parents that discusses the theme and how it is manifesting itself in the classroom can stimulate conversation between parent and child. This can lead to the child making connections between what is going on in the classroom and how it pertains to the family's home life.

If students can draw comparisons between ideas introduced at school and how they directly fit into their world at home, they are going to develop a greater understanding of those concepts. If students then share those family experiences with the class, the entire group of students can benefit by learning about the similarities and differences of each student's home culture. This process also can create a greater respect and interest among students in one another's lives, thereby strengthening the classroom community. Parents also can be terrific resources for books, props, and other materials that could be useful to the class, not to mention their potential as visitors in the classroom.

Group meetings, observation of individual play, and one-on-one discussions with students help teachers to assess what each student is gaining from these experiences. Through this type of assessment, the teacher can better formulate ideas about which materials, literature, and discussions or explorations would be appropriate to introduce next for building on the theme.

Curriculum and Learning Centers

A theme starts as a group exploration that can infiltrate into all learning centers of the room: the dramatic play corner, block corner, science center, math center, woodworking table, and book corner. For older students, a theme can begin with a topic that the curriculum demands. From the "mandated" piece of the curriculum, teachers can tangentially explore art, music, and literature and can seize opportunities to develop important skills. In the thematic classroom, students are immersed in a world that they helped to create, while continually making sense of and drawing comparisons to their own world.

A theme should be broad enough for a roomful of individuals to have enough opportunities to accommodate their varied learning styles. Through this type of teaching, students can be recognized for their individual abilities and skills (Gardner 1993). If a theme is too narrow, it will not capture the interest of all students in the group and may be difficult to incorporate into all areas of the classroom. Equally important, the teacher must be aware of the skill levels of the students, such as in counting, language, reading, and writing. The teacher must match the level of skill to the practical implementation of the theme and gradually stretch those skills as the theme evolves.

Spirit and Enthusiasm

Important to the implementation of a theme is an understanding of the spirit that drives the thematic classroom. Herein lays the crux of a successful thematic program. This spirit is what it is all about-finding the magnet, the attraction, the twist, or the point at which students can't wait to get to school to continue yesterday's activities. It is not possible to overemphasize the importance of the teacher's role in recognizing and building on the spark, the idea, and the excitement in the students' voices. An alert teacher knows those moments and fuels them by showing genuine enthusiasm, adding props, making simple changes in a center, or bringing in an item to add more energy.

Successful thematic teaching in action can be a joy for everyone involved. As in the case of La Petite Maison, it can become a contagious agent that expands each student's imagination and eagerness to learn. Teacher and students alike will savor the taste of a truly successful theme. Bon appetit!
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