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 A Is for… Authentic Learning 

Learning must be authentic and meaningful in order for the content to really be understood and usable.   While there are 

several education models that promote this idea, it is a necessity in a well-planned Project Based Learning (PBL) Unit. While 

memorizing and reciting facts may actually give some positive results on a test, it demonstrates only the lowest levels of 

learning as represented at the bottom of Bloom’s Taxonomy.  PBL provides students that authentic learning experience that 

allows for real world applications, purpose, student relevant, and an audience beyond their classroom walls. Read more about 

these four special indicators of an authentic learning experience.  While a PBL project may not always have every indicator, it is 

important to keep these qualities in mind when designing a project. 

A. Authentic Experience 

1. Real World 

2. Purposeful… “The …So What” and “Why Are We Doing This?” 

3. Relevant to the students’ “Here and Now… not Someday” 

4. Real Audience and Mentors 

 

 

1. True to the World - Learning must have meaning which extends to the real world, outside the walls of the brick and 

mortar classroom. The equations of math and the theories of science are a language of their own and reside in that 

real world. Today’s technology allows students to interact with the larger community, visit another continent, and 

even travel across the solar system. Curricular concepts and standards can become real and filled with meaning. 

2. Purposeful - PBL provides students a purpose, allowing students to work on purposeful projects that can make a 

difference to others. This project is the process and the final results not only provide a reason and purpose. While a 

diorama displaying a garden can demonstrate some basic learning at the end of the unit, a student initiated vegetable 

garden that provides food to the community provides real purpose. Students begin to see why they are doing and 

learning and are provided the opportunity to contribute to a greater community. As students envision the project and 

its results… it must really answer the… So What? 

3. Relevant to the Here and Now – A common question from students is often, “Why do we need to learn this?” The 

typical answer is often, “Because you will need it someday.  Students should be learning concepts and ideas now, 

because they also need it now. A PBL Unit might put them in the middle of saving a building, helping the less 

fortunate, communicating with a culture across the world, creating a museum, writing books for younger children, or 

authoring an article for Wikipedia. When students know why they are learning and using their knowledge to make a 

difference, a whole new  deeper learning results. They may actually be able to tell their parents what they learned in 

school today, and more importantly describe what they did! 

4. Real Audience and Mentors - A classroom is filled with students and a teacher and their interaction can be powerful. 

PBL promotes the idea of the classroom being the entire world. Providing students an authentic audience beyond 

their classroom is powerful.  It promotes rigor and quality work because students realize their work is to be on display 

and will be viewed by more than their teacher and peers.  It could be another classroom or better yet, of the world 

whether it is real or virtual. Audience can also be an ongoing part of any project in the form of mentors and experts. 

This capability can exist in the classroom or even online using proper procedures.  

. 

As you can see, an authentic learning experience is of prime importance when designing and planning Project Based Learning 

for students at any level. Through this practice students can see real world application that provides meaning. They are 

involved in a purpose that facilitates engagement and passion. They interact with an audience and mentors providing a gateway 

that employs rigor and quality work. Students are also able to see connections between disciplines allowing them to see 

importance of all content and disciplines. As teachers become more familiar with the PBL process the will learn to plan projects 

that employ more of the indicators. Please feel free to explore links that may help you better understand why A really is for 

Authentic Learning in PBL. 
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B is for… Blended in Technology 

1. Analog Tools 

2. Digital Substitution and/or Augmentation 

3. Digital Modification and/or Replacement 

4. Digital Tools beyond the device 

There are many educators that believe that Project Base Learning must be integrated with technology. In a sense this could be 

correct, although it depends on the definition of technology. One must remember that John Dewey was an advocate of projects 

long before the laptop computer, or even mainframe. He did believe that students must be doing and this does involve 

something beyond sitting in a row listening to a lecture. Doing involves using tools a basic definition of technology. It is for this 

reason that some form of analog and pre-analog technology should be blended into the learning experience.  In this increasing 

binary world it is also important to bring in digital devices including the computer, and so many other electronic tools. At the 

same time the SAMR Model based on the progressive steps of substitution, augmentation, modification, and replacement can 

truly transform the PBL experience amplifying with endless possibilities. Take a look at the four indicators that can blend the 

PBL experience.  

Analog Tools - Perhaps it is a paint bush, a carpenter’s tool, or some items from a maker’s workshop.  These may be referred to 

as the analog tools. It is the many pre-digital age tools that can still be used to engage learning. Take a moment and watch a 

child play with an old fashion toy and it will become obvious there is still a world of possibilities from the pre-digital era. In fact, 

there are some experiences that the world of advanced technology and computers could never replace. Never forget that smell 

of a first crayon. 

Digital Substitution and/or Augmentation - In the 21
st

 century classroom digital technology can also be infused. Many times 

this is used with the infusion of a digital device either one to one, or in a lesser extent.  Through the study of the SAMR Model, 

educators can learn to Substitute and even Modify activities using technology. This form of integration must be carefully 

thought-out. After all, there may be times and situations that could be more powerful and effective with the pre-digital 

approach. When these two steps are applied successfully, technology will foster a positive impact on PBL. 

Digital Modification and/or Replacement – This reflects the second two letters, Modification and Replacement, of the SAMR 

Model. At these levels of integration skilled use of technology allows for a true transformation to take place in the PBL 

environment. PBL experiences are amplified and new possibilities exist that were not possible in the analog only world.  

Digital Tools Beyond the Device – It must be remembered that the digital world goes beyond just the digital decide whether it 

be a computer or tablet.  There are a multitude of digital possibilities including toys, cameras, GPS units, games, robots, and 

electronic wonders. An investigation in the of the Makers World will not only enlighten the digital possibilities, it may also bring 

a new look to the analog world.  

One can only imagine what John Dewey may have done in today’s 21
st

 century classroom. It is certain that he would have had 

the students helping him make those decisions. PBL has always relied on some sort of technology, no matter how basic it may 

have been. After all, it is the tools that allow students to do. The modern technology of today can also amplify all of the other 

themes found in the ABC’s of PBL. It is important for educators to understand that digital technology can help foster a blended 

learning experience between the classroom and its physical walls, reaching to the community and a wonderful authentic world.   
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C is for… Centered on Students 

Centered on Students – One of the most powerful attributes of Project Based Learning is that it is both student centered and 

driven.  The student autonomy may come in varying degrees depending on student age, student experience with PBL, and 

teacher experience and comfort in both facilitating and activating a PBL learning experience. PBL at its most powerful stage is a 

deep learning experience allowing students to self-regulate and gain insight into their own learning process. PBL employs 

student ownership, voice and choice, personalized and relevant experiences, and a culture of learning that can drive 

engagement, rigor, and student success. 

1. Engagement and Activation 

2. Ownership (Self-Regulated) 

3. Personalized  

4. Student Driven Culture 

Engagement and Activation – A project engages and activates student learning through its authenticity and inquiry. This 

produced a learning culture where students are in a flow. The project begins with a staging activity event that provides an age 

appropriate and high interest hook. This activity activates student inquiry that should be aligned with curricular content and 

skill based outcomes. This is the very first step at getting each student to own their learning.  

Ownership (Self Regulated) – A goal of PBL is for the student to gain ownership of the learning and the process associated with 

learning. In a true PBL environment the teachers is a partner that not just facilitates, but activates this process. The goal is 

learning that becomes self-regulated by the student. The amount of ownership will depend on student maturity, comfort, and 

past experience with PBL. The teacher must also have a comfort level built on experience in the PBL classroom. The steps from 

teacher controlled to student autonomy may come in increments,, and teachers should feel free to begin at the bottom of the 

stairs when they first implement. As students begin to own the learning a new classroom synergy becomes evident. 

Personalized – A student centered learning environment allows student to choose how to learn within given parameters that 

can support essential content and skills. This personalized ownership begins with giving students voice and choice in certain 

areas, eventually growing to a large part of the process as comfort levels and experience rises. When students have a voice and 

choice there is an exciting empowerment which leads to powerful engagement. This voice and choice may be a say in classroom 

operations, creation of contracts, choosing tools to demonstrate learning, and even deciding on an interest within the 

boundaries of the standards.   The teacher in a PBL classroom provides differentiation using grouping, roles, one on one 

conversations during group work time, and tasks in the scaffold. At the highest levels of PBL students become familiar with their 

strength and strategies in learning. Through the ability to personalize the learning experience students can often see relevance 

of the why and what they are learning. They take with them an important skill of lifelong learning which will serve them beyond 

their formal schooling. 

Student Driven Culture – A student centered PBL classroom and related project portrays a unique and powerful culture that 

embraces and fosters learning. Students learn what it means to be a member of a Personal Learning Community. The classroom 

is a place of opportunity, wonder, expression, excitement, and knowledge. Critique and revision are a common place and 

performed in a kind, caring, and effective manner. Norms are established and protocols are honored. The idea of process and 

formative learning trumps content acquisition, although content is still rich and vibrant. Learning becomes student regulated. 

The students in a true PBL classroom genuinely display an understanding that they really do own their learning.  

Learning will always be most powerful when the student is in the center of the experience. Putting the student in the center 

provides a motivation and engagement that will serve well beyond the formal education years.  Perhaps the most learning a 

child ever does is in those years before school.  These are years when a child is in the center asking observing, questioning, and 

trying. There is no formal instruction, and perhaps that is for the best. PBL allows students to go back to that amazing time 

period of wonder and excitement while the teacher carefully craft experiences and activates possibilities while keeping in mind 

that the student must be in the center. 
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D is for… Developmental and Formative Processes  

Developmental and Formative – Project Based Learning is so much more then covering content though lecture and reading,  

and then doing a project to show what one has learned.  The project is the vehicle and highway that allows the students to get 

to a final destination. That final destination is a product that has been built along a highway filled with on and off ramps 

allowing for experiences filled with individual and collaborative investigation, research, experimentation, inquiry, 

metacognition, and learning,. These ramps have been built intentionally by the teachers to provide that important 

metacognition, process, cycles, and map that will allow the project to be so much more than a noun but a verb built on action 

and process. 

 

D. Developmental and Formative Processes 

1. Metacognition (Habits of the Mind) 

2. Emphasis on Process over Product 

3. Cycles of Formative Learning   

4. Map for Learning 

 

Metacognition (Habits of the Mind) – Often these two terms are used together to demonstrate the need for students to be 

aware and reflective in their learning. It allows for a deeper learning by asking students to think, critique, and apply learning. So 

many times, in a rush to get to the next content objective, education fails to allow students to focus on their learning. In PBL 

this happens at the entry, through out, and at toward the close of the project. Perhaps one of the most important post 

reflections might be… what can I now do with my learning? 

Emphasis on Process over Product – PBL emphasizes the importance of the journey and not so much the destination. While the 

final product can be a wonderful and exciting occurrence, the journey is filled with important contents standards, skills, 

experiences, and intellectual growth. As John Dewey reminds educators, it really is the doing.  There is an emphasis on the 

verbs found in the standards highlighting Bloom’s higher orders of process. It not just what one learned in school today… it is 

what one did.   

Cycles of Formative Learning – Note that the statement is a reminder, stating the importance of reflecting on the concept of 

formative learning. It is through a process of formative assessment that a teacher guides and activates student learning in a 

formative manner. As a student goes through setbacks and successes there is a growth, much like arriving at the next level of a 

video game. Students learn to produce quality working through cycles of teacher, peer, and self-critique, and maintain this flow 

through perseverance. Students conquer higher level content, while building on skills that will serve them in future schooling 

and the job place. 

Map for Learning – By looking at unpacked standards and student learning targets, educators design lessons and activities that 

allow learning to take place throughout a project. This may include using past lessons teachers may have always had, along with 

new lessons that might incorporate 21
st

 century skills and digital technology.  These activities are then placed in an intentional 

order along a unit timeline, culminating in a final product. This map allows the project to be so much more than a destination, it 

allows it to be a learning process.     

As one can see Project Based Learning is very intentional. The teacher truly is a designer, facilitator, and activator. There is a 

constant formative process allowing for student progress through metacognition, iterative cycles, and learning experiences. It is 

an exciting journey for both teachers and students, one where each side trip adds to the entire process. The destination is 

bound to be filled with a celebration of learning and new possibilities! 
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E is for… Endless Inquiry 

E. Endless Inquiry 

1. The Investigative Question 

2. Student Investigation 

3. Spiraling Questions and Answers 

4. Skill Based 

Project Based Learning supports a child’s natural tendency to acquire and learn more about the world they are a part of. The 

very hook that engages the student is a sense of inquiry that defined in a way can be understood. As in many Inquiry Based 

Models, PBL begins with an Investigative Question. This question could be called the open question, focus question, driving 

question, essential question, or probing question. The investigative nature of the question cannot be answered in a yes or no, 

but instead will call for student investigation. It will require students uncover their need to know.  As students find answers, 

they discover new questions of a more complex nature.  This begins an upward spiral allowing for complexity and deeper 

learning.. Students need to learn how to ask questions, understand various ways to investigate, and become familiar with 

research techniques whether it is through metacognition, collaboration, traditional fact finding, or digital literacy. 

Investigative Question (IQ) – Project Based Learning relies on a question that is open and allows for student investigation and 

inquiry. This simple inquiry and investigation will help guide the project. If an answer is qualified by just a yes or no reply, there 

is no project.  The questions can be one that is formulated by the teacher or worked out by the students. It may have a final 

answer that is completely open-ended, or possible could have a prescribed answer in which case it may align more with PrBL 

(Problem Based Learning. In all cases it must connect and be aligned with the curriculum standards. The more the question 

allows for investigation that spirals. 

Student Investigation – In PBL students should begin to list their own questions (need to know) after becoming acquainted with 

the Investigative Question. This initial investigation is a brainstorming session. As new questions are asked, the teacher does 

not answer any of them, but instead accepts all possibility inquiry. Looking for answers will be a task for the students as they 

begin their go into the further inquiry employing different investigation and research techniques. Some answer will come in 

teacher facilitated learning opportunities and activities. 

Spiraling Questions and Answers – As students answer question through the PBL process they will also think of new questions. 

This is a process of converging and later diverging ideas as new knowledge (content standards) are uncovered. This is one 

answer to how a teacher is certain to uncover, not cover the curriculum.  In PBL this is much more than an inquiry cycle because 

the inquiry becomes deeper with ongoing iterations. It is for this reason that the question investigation is an ongoing process 

that ultimately can be described as an inquiry spiral. 

Skill Based – The inquiry process in PBL is deliberate and planned out by the teacher. It must have the opening investigative 

question, student investigation beginning with need to know, lesson and activity mapping, product outcome, and final 

assessment aligned to the content standards and skills. Students learn how to investigate research, collaborate, self-learn, 

analyze, evaluate, and even derive information from traditional lectures and readings.  

Project Based Learning facilitates and activates that essential human desire to learn, investigate, and inquire. It fosters the 

ability to ask good questions while seeking possible answers and solutions. It is often stated that the only thing better then 

great answers, are great questions. A PBL Unit facilitates the student process of inquiry and seeking knowledge, along with high 

level skills that will serve a lifetime of learning. 
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F is for… Focused on Connections   

Knowledge does not thrive in isolation. In fact, content knowledge is only useful to students when applied to concepts found 

outside the classroom. For students, PBL allows for connections that provide important links from their knowledge acquisition 

to their real world experiences.  Equally important are connections future career and college possibilities. While 

interdisciplinary planning is not a prerequisite for effective PBL, such design and planning can show students that subjects are 

connected and intertwined. This can be difficult in many school settings and it is recommended that a teacher’s very first 

project possibly be initiated in their subject area without a team approach. Even in this way a teacher could show connections 

by bringing in other subject standards, career/ college possibilities, and connections to community. As teachers become more 

proficient they may branch out and begin to design multidiscipline projects with other teachers. 

 

F. Focused on  Connections 

a. One or More College and Career Concepts 

b. At least One Community Focus (school… local… world) 

c. One or More Standards from Another Discipline(s) 

d. Transdisciplinary 

 

One or More College and Career Concepts  - While students become exposes to content standards they may begin to find areas 

of interest and strength. A PBL project might allow a student to discover such future possibilities while addressing the pathways 

needed to seek out their interests. It might even be the final project reflection that causes them to take such a course.  Other 

concepts could be career related skills that employers are so much want to see in their future workforce. PBL can allow 

students to experience, practice, and perfect such skills.  

At least One Community Focus (school… local… world) – Connecting to the community outside of the classroom is essential to 

PBL. It is often the motivating factor in creating quality work. It is always rewarding to perform work, obtain skills, and learn 

content that makes a real difference to the world. This community might extend to a classroom down the hall, another school 

in the district, the local community, or the world. Best of all technology provides new and amazing ways to create new 

possibilities in this connection. 

On or More Standards from Another Discipline - Students need to see how disciplines they study in school do not stand in 

isolation, but are integrated. Teachers do not have to team teach to make this a possibility. Through collaboration and planning 

they can share a few of those important power standards. Imagine the power of students seeing the same concepts in more 

than one subject. PBL can make this a possibility allowing schools to focus on some of those more difficult standards through 

multiple disciplines. 

Transdisciplinary – The idea of merging multiple classes together for a time period could be powerful and allow student to see 

new connections which may help support understanding. This type of team teaching is not always possible in every schedule, 

but teachers can share the same students through different class periods. In either case, there must be some deliberate 

attempt to create a master schedule that allows for sharing of students and teacher planning time.  

 

Allowing students to see connections outside of the content standards is an important theme found in PBL. There are 

multitudes of ways to facilitate connections as highlighted in these indicators. It only when connections are made that learning 

becomes meaningful and students become engaged to the purpose of deeper learning. As the culture of PBL permeates the 

classroom it is exciting to watch the excitement in students as they begin to make their own connections. 
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G is for… Grounded in Aligned Standards and Assessment 

Project Based Learning provides students with a wonderful experience to take part in a culture focused on rich activities and 

experiences. It promotes those important 21
st

 century skills while balancing this acquisition with content knowledge. The 

activities are intentional and aligned with important standards. The standards and skills are constantly assessed in a variety of 

ways involving numerous stake holders.  Most of all, there is an alignment between standards, skills, and assessment. By 

incorporating these indicators teachers are ensured that they have provided a project process that is built on standards and 

proper skill acquisition.   

G. Grounded in Standards and Assessment 

1. Curricular Content 

2. 21
st

 Century Skills 

3. Formative and Summative Assessment 

4. Intentional and Aligned 

 

1. Curricular Content – Students do have the need to learn base curriculums that will focus on those content standards 

educational agencies have determined are important. These are also those same skills that are many times tested on 

the standardized test, end of course assessment, and other high stake tests such as ACT, SAT, and AP. A PBL Unit of 

Study will focus on these along with deeper learning and 21
st

 century skill acquisition. It is this combination that 

allows for quality and rigor while helping students see the connection of content to real world, college and career, 

and other disciplines. A PBL unit must embrace the curricular standards that a class is built on. 

2. 21
st

 Century Skills – The 21
st

 Century Skills come in different sizes, flavors, and colors. Typically they will represent the 

4 C’s that include Critical Thinking, Communication, Collaboration, and Creativity. These four areas can be broken 

down into supporting indicators. Since collaboration is at the heart of PBL it should always be included and assessed. 

One or more of the other C’s should be intentionally included and assessed. Unpacking the standards can allow a 

teacher to take note of the verbs in a standard. Many times these verbs entail those important 21
st

 century skills. 

Last, there are a few other C’s to mention such as Citizenship (including digital), Character, and Cyber (Technology). 

3. Formative and Summative Assessment–Obtaining progress data is imperative and typical summative assessment can 

be employed. After-all this will help students prepare for many of those high stake tests that continue to prevail. Also 

keep in mind that a summative form of assessment can go far beyond a written test. Keep in mind the ideas of 

performance, product, and demonstration of knowledge to include a few ideas.  Just as important, if not more 

important, is formative assessment. While this might be graded, the emphasis should be on the learning and 

improving. These formative pieces could be activities, discussions, check offs, benchmarks, games, practice, and 

metacognition. It should include formative assessment that allows for critique from teacher. It should also focus on 

review and reflection by peers and the individual. Through this process students will become aware of “how to learn” 

and will discover and practice the flow, cycle, and iterations that is the essence of learning. 

4. Intentional and Aligned – In PBL the content standards, skills, and assessment are intentionally planned to assure 

that the project and process provide a high quality and rigorous learning experience. The project components and 

scaffolding are aligned to the standards. This ensures that the entire project including entry, questions, student 

inquiry, lessons, activities, rubric, assessment, and products are in sync. This intentional planning and alignment 

allows curricular content and 21
st

 century skills to be activated, assessed, and in balance.  

The acquisition of content knowledge that has been deemed important by society is one of the key functions of education. 

Project based Learning honors this by immersing students in important content providing that needed foundation. In a world 

that is seeing content multiply at an expositional rate, it is also important to help students become seekers of knowledge and 

lifetime self-learners. Along with those additional 21t century skills, PBL provides the avenue to both build the content 

foundation while activating the natural ability to learn that is inherent in all humans. 


