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Exploring Project Design

Activity 2

Well-designed projects encourage active inquiry and higher-order thinking (Thomas, 1998) and address curriculum standards through relevant tasks that ensure that learners understand the essential concepts. Brain research underscores the value of these learning activities. Learners' abilities to acquire new understanding are enhanced when they are "connected to meaningful problem-solving activities, and when learners are helped to understand why, when, and how those facts and skills are relevant" (Bransford, Brown, & Conking, 2000, p. 23).

Step 1: Understanding the Characteristics of Well-Designed Projects

There are many definitions of and degrees of project-based approaches in units, but most definitions have a common set of characteristics. Nine of these characteristics are described below.

· Learners are at the centre of the learning process.

Projects empower learners to direct their own learning as it allows them to build on their interests and passions. Projects put learners in an active role—problem solver, decision maker, investigator, documentarian. They monitor decisions about how they will approach project tasks.

· Project work aligns with standards and is central to the curriculum.
A project is developed around core curricular concepts that address assessment standards and critical outcomes. The project has clear outcomes that focus on what learners should be able to do as a result of their learning.

· Projects are driven by Curriculum-Framing Questions.

Projects help learners explore Curriculum-Framing Questions in a meaningful and authentic way. These questions help to immerse learners in complex, real-world problems and investigations. The questions encompass Critical, Unit, and Content Questions.
· Projects involve on-going and multiple types of assessment.

Clear expectations are set for all learners and are articulated throughout the project with varied types of assessment and multiple checkpoints. Models and guidelines for high quality work are made available so that learners know what is expected of them. Opportunities for reflection and feedback are embedded in the project.

· The project has real-world connections.

Projects are relevant to learners' lives and the world outside the classroom, providing a context for learning. This means that learners are exploring authentic problems and issues and may present their learning to an authentic audience, connect with community resources, tap into experts in the field of study, or communicate through technology. A project is not simply a 

set of thematic activities, but has a guiding purpose. Often learners take on real-world roles—such as biologist, journalist, senator—and have a task to complete or a problem to solve.

· Learners demonstrate knowledge through a product.

Projects typically culminate with learners demonstrating their learning through products or presentations. These final products allow for learner expression and ownership of learning.

· ICT supports and enhances learner learning.

ICT is used to support the development of thinking skills as well as content expertise. Learners can reach beyond the walls of the classroom by collaborating with distant classes sharing information on Web sites or conducting presentations outside of the classroom for an authentic purpose.

· Thinking skills are integral to project work.

The project supports the development of both metacognitive and cognitive thinking skills such as self-monitoring, problem solving, and decision making. 

· Teaching and learning strategies are varied and support multiple learning styles.

A range of instructional strategies ensures that the curricular material is accessible to all learners and provides opportunities for every learner to succeed. Instruction may include the use of different cooperative grouping strategies, graphic organizers, teacher and peer feedback, and others.
A teacher's role changes in a project that uses learner-centred learning.

Characteristics of the teacher's role are:

· “Guide on the side,” no longer “sage on the stage”

· More coaching and modeling, less telling

· More finding out with the learners, less being the expert

· More cross disciplinary thinking, less specialization

· More performance-based assessment; less paper-and-pencil, fact-recall assessment

The learner's role changes as well.

· More choices and decisions in learning activities

· More opportunities

· More responsibilities to manage project tasks and timelines

· More interdependence with other learners in group work

When working on projects, learners develop real world skills—many of the same skills desired by today's employers, such as the ability to:

· Work well with others

· Make thoughtful decisions

· Take initiative

· Solve complex problems

· Self-manage

· Communicate effectively
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