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ABSTRACT

KRISTIE WHITE SMITH
CAUGHT IN THE MIDDLE: A CASE STUDY OF 21st-CENTURY 
PROJECT BASED LEARNING IN A GEORGIA MIDDLE SCHOOL 
IN AN ERA OF STANDARDIZATION 
Under the Direction of Wynnetta Scott-Simmons, Ed.D.

The researcher conducted a qualitative case study with multiple participants. The 

purpose of the study was to examine the experiences of middle school teachers who use a 

21st-century approach to curricula. The study featured teacher participants who were 

part o f an instructional team at their North Georgia middle school. Teacher participants 

used a 21st-century Project Based Learning (PBL) approach to guide their instruction in 

the content areas of language arts, social studies, and science. The researcher sought to 

examine ways in which middle school PBL teachers engage and challenge students and 

merge elements of authentic PBL with standardized curricula. Additionally, the 

researcher sought to identify any conflicts between the teachers’ instructional framework 

and instructional setting.

The researcher initially administered a questionnaire, and participants wrote a 

brief written teacher philosophy. The researcher followed up with interviews and 

gathered additional artifacts such as teacher lesson plans and observational notes. To 

analyze data and draw conclusions, the researcher relied upon Creswell’s (2013)



recommendations for coding narratives. The researcher sought to formulate themes as 

they emerged through an analysis of the data.

The researcher concluded that all teacher participants in the study shared a sense 

of purpose primarily in their roles as classroom teachers and secondarily in their roles as 

PBL-21 teachers. Additionally, study participants seemed to believe that they were 

constructing a community of learners with the common goal of helping to globally 

transform an instructional system that had not been effectively serving the needs of 21st 

century learners. The researcher concluded that teacher participants experienced levels of 

frustration with the systemic challenges of time and standardized instructional pacing that 

created barriers to the implementation of their PBL instructional processes. The 

researcher also concluded that teacher participants ultimately indicated a sense of success 

as a possible outcome of the task o f implementing a 21st century approach to instruction 

even within a system of standardized frameworks.

Areas for further study include extending the research to preservice teachers of 

different preservice PBL experience levels and replicating the study in elementary or high 

school settings.



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION

“I f  yve teach today as we taught yesterday, we rob our children o f  tomorrow. ”
—John Dewey

When I began this study, in what now feels like forever ago, I was a new 

researcher, a doctoral student in the midst of a new Curriculum and Instruction program, 

and a middle-school teacher thrown into a new instructional team, created with the goal 

of offering a 21st-century project-based approach to established learning standards and 

curricula. With all of these tasks in simultaneous motion, I set out to navigate my way 

through, fully aware that the ebbs and flows of each task would affect each and all of the 

others.

In the classroom, I used a trial and error approach to discover how to merge 

authentic aspects of Project Based Learning (PBL) with the sometimes incompatible 

entities of common assessments, collaborative department planning (that sometimes 

meant creating instructional sameness), and frequent accountability and achievement 

checks marked by a heavy reliance upon quantitative data. I had to learn exactly what to 

hold and what to fold, as it related to traditional instructional methods and best practices, 

while remaining almost recklessly open to the boundless possibilities of an unscripted 

journey that teaching with a PBL approach would create.

1
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Meanwhile, in the role of doctoral student, I faced the challenge of choosing a 

topic that would become my research focus for the next few years. I needed something 

that was current enough to be somewhat fresh and relevant after several years of work 

and broad enough to provide an ample base for doctoral level research. It occurred to me 

that my current role of becoming a PBL-21 teacher might fit the bill.

I began working with the topic of Project Based Learning as a general framework, 

looking to fine tune this broad idea into an area of specific focus. It was after my first 

year of working as a PBL-21 teacher, when I found myself in a nontraditional “un

workshop” PBL-based professional development session led by Suzie Boss and Jane 

Krauss, the coauthors of Reinventing Project Based Learning (2008) and Edutopia.org 

affiliates, that our unscripted session found its way into a discussion of some of the 

challenges of the past year. Along these lines, I began talking about some of the tensions 

that I felt as a PBL teacher in today’s classroom model, so heavily shaped by assessment 

and quantitative data. I cannot remember if it was Suzie or Jane who looked at me and 

said something to the effect of how interesting it would be if someone would study this 

phenomenon. In retrospect, my dissertation topic was bom in that moment.

Besides the obvious personal and professional connections I had to the topic, my 

interest in it grew as I gained experience in the role of a PBL teacher. Practicing as a 

PBL teacher, I discovered secrets to the art of creating a perfect balance between teacher 

influence and student voice in project planning. I like to think that I also mastered the 

tightrope walk between creativity fueled, authentic, PBL instruction and a reasonable
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awareness of accountability measures and demands to produce quantitative results that 

could be deemed as indicators of “student achievement”.

On the doctoral student front, I was pleased with the interconnectedness of my 

practice as a classroom teacher and my focus as a researcher. As I discovered the 

historical influences and examined relevant theory, I felt that one renewed my interest in 

the other (theory and practice). While I found that my personal and professional interests 

leaned more toward practice than the theory and rhetoric undergirding my practice, I 

found the connection useful in moving my research forward and helping me to feel that 

my work as a doctoral student would be purposeful beyond adding the collection of dusty 

volumes filling the shelves of a university library. I had discovered what W. Scott- 

Simmons (personal communication) discussed as triumphant possibility when the 

research emanates from an authentic and purposeful connection between the personal, the 

passionate, and the participatory as described by He and Phillion (2008).

Ultimately, I sought, through my research project, to tell the story of a time and 

place in the modem educational landscape. It is a time and place where the brave and 

still somewhat new world of 21st-century learning meets the now waning world of 

mandate-driven, one-size-fits-all education that had seemingly begun to exist for the 

purpose of creating sameness measured by a quantitative standard. It is also a juncture 

where 20th-century pedagogy must transform into a working model fit for the 21st 

century.

I am hoping to share the triumphs and frustrations—or simply the experiences— 

of a few teachers who can bear witness to the meeting of the two worlds. I am hoping to
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capture the essence of these teachers’ experiences so that their stories might someday 

support educational decision makers who find themselves caught in the middle between 

ruling for curricular approaches, quantitatively driven and infused with measures of 

hyper-accountability, and instructional methods that are authentic and real-world 

relevant. Perhaps, some small aspect of my research work will have, even peripherally, 

some influence upon a small decision that will lead to the huge victory of choosing the 

learner over the data the learner represents. If so, I will feel satisfied in knowing that my 

work, both in the classroom and in the role of doctoral student, has not been in vain.

Background of the Study 

Today’s version of American public schools sits at an interesting juncture of then 

and now. The changing times of the 21st century have given way to shifting learner 

needs and instructional methods. For instance, in a world of Youtube, Instagram, and 

Snapchat, where people o f all ages create and control their own media and disseminate 

ideas to the world, it is a throwback experience for students to step into a classroom 

devoid of student-controlled technology and the opportunity for student voice and choice 

in their academic pursuits. Simultaneously, a climate of hyper-assessment and 

accountability reform has created a new experience for both the learner and the teacher— 

one filled with endless benchmarking and data tracking. Are the differences between 

learner needs and systemic requirements irreconcilable, or are there effective 

instructional methods for mediation of the two entities?

In the past few years, Project Based Learning (PBL) has emerged as one 

promising pedagogical pathway for 21st-century learners situated in the now of



instructional methods. PBL is “a teaching method in which students gain knowledge and 

skills by working for an extended period of time to investigate and respond to a complex 

question, problem, or challenge” (Buck Institute, 2015, para. 1). Today’s version of PBL, 

effectively implemented, includes a set of embedded 21st-century competencies—skills 

that learners of the 2000s need for the unforeseen world of tomorrow. Among these 

“explicitly taught and assessed” (Buck Institute, 2015, para. 1), 21st-century 

competencies are “problem solving, critical thinking, collaboration, communication, and 

creativity/innovation” (Buck Institute, 2015, para. 1).

In many aspects, schools of the 21st-century look and feel like schools of a past 

era. For example, there is still a focus on core subjects (reading writing, arithmetic), 

while in some classrooms, teachers still direct lessons as their students sit and get. Many 

teachers are still performing in the role of “sage on the stage” (King, 1993, p. 1). These 

teachers act as gatekeepers of institutionalized knowledge that their students must 

homogeneously acquire.

Looking back at schools of previous eras, one notes that education in the 21st 

century is vastly different from education in centuries past. In the 17th century, a time 

before there was compulsory education for all, education, in some cases, served as a tool 

to promote religious ideals and/or to mold citizens who would respect and carry on the 

tenets of national democracy (Barbagallo, 2012). A need for national education arose 

largely from this belief: education was a necessity if America was to become a strong 

nation. As Thomas Jefferson (1820) noted, “Self-government is not possible unless the 

citizens are educated sufficiently to enable them to exercise oversight. It is therefore
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imperative that the nation see to it that a suitable education be provided for all its 

citizens” (University of Northern Iowa, 2015, para. 2). This statement is indicative of the 

17th-century school of thought surrounding the purpose of education.

In the 1700s, as the American populace grew, grammar schools became available 

to middle class citizens, leading to a need to form secondary schools. There was also the 

rise of an academy model and schools for specific groups such as Native Americans and 

freed people of African descent. Then, in the 1800s, schools began to move toward an 

organized system model that would eventually pave the way for today’s organized school 

systems. This movement was led in part by “reformers like Horace Mann and Henry 

Barnard, [who] working in Massachusetts and Connecticut respectively, helped create 

statewide common-school systems” (Chesapeake College, 2010, para. 15). These 

organized schools served in part as a means to facilitate citizens’ assimilation into 

mainstream American culture and society. Organized education provided a systematic 

way to acculturate citizens of diverse cultural backgrounds to the social and moral 

standards of the United States. For example, McGuffey readers were standard texts, 

focusing heavily on moral behaviors as modeled by Caucasian-influenced, Anglo-Saxon 

Protestant culture (Chesapeake College, 2010).

By the 20th century, public school education was compulsory. However, the fight 

for equal education for all would lead to groundbreaking reforms in the 1900s. The mid- 

1900s was the era of the Brown v. Board o f  Education decision, which resulted in the 

desegregation of schools (Chesapeake College, 2010). Schools following this era moved
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the American education system even closer to the 21st-century landscape, which includes 

diverse classrooms and a variety of accountability reforms.

In response to changing times, educators and stakeholders are redefining the 

school of the 2000s. To this end, in 2009, Richard Riley, Secretary of Education under 

Clinton, made a statement of the “this is now” purpose of American public schools. He 

said, as cited in Trilling and Fadel (2009), “We are currently preparing students for jobs 

that don’t yet exist.. .using technologies that haven’t yet been invented.. .in order to solve 

problems we don’t even know are problems yet” (p. 3). The textbooks that once prepared 

American students for their futures are no longer able to keep pace with the real time 

high-speed pace of knowledge building in the 2000s. Today’s Instagram culture is 

conspicuously different from the Polaroid snapshot world that was here just decades ago. 

Furthermore, 21st-century learners thirst for “quick access to new knowledge” (National 

Association of Elementary School Principals, 2015, para. 3) as facilitated by the ever- 

morphing technological tools of this era.

Images of the “that was then” model of American public schools conjure thoughts 

of neat rows and “sage on the stage” (King, 1993, p. 1) teachers, imparting their wisdom 

to willing students sitting captive in a quiet classroom. However, learners have changed. 

The context in which education occurs has also changed. As Prensky (2001) stated, 

“Today’s students are no longer the people our educational system was [originally] 

designed to teach” (p. 1). Prensky focused mainly on the ways in which 21st-century 

technology has become such an integral part of the lives of today’s learners, noting that 

today’s students “have spent their entire lives surrounded by and using computers,
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videogames, digital music players, video cams, cell phones, and all the other toys and 

tools of the digital age” (p. 1).

In this brave new world, as Licht (2014) described, a classroom of noise and 

learning independent of the teacher might appear to be chaos, but actually full of learning 

productivity. Licht (2014) explained that students might be using smartphones and Web 

2.0 tools to share ideas with the world and with each other (p. 49). How can neat bubble 

shading or standardized testing designed with a “one size fits all” lens measure such free- 

flowing learning?

It seems that 21st-century shifts have unveiled a brave new world both for 

learners and for teachers. For example, Jacobs (2010) described an interesting brave new 

world scenario:

Imagine James, a new graduate 100 years from now, thinking back on his time in 

“school”. Will he become nostalgic for the good old virtual learning program? 

Will he remember all of the projects that he and his global network buddies 

produced? Perhaps he will bring out the holographic yearbook to reflect on the 

good times. What is probable is that the very forms of school life that James 

knows will have evolved into more liberating, engaging, and exciting possibilities 

from those we know now. (p. 60)

As Jacobs (2010) demonstrated, teachers of the 21st century will tackle the daunting task 

of preparing modern-day students with 20th-century educational backgrounds and ideas.

Simultaneously, there is the consideration that American schools have been 

ushered into an era of accountability and high stakes testing. According to Nichols,
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Glass, and Berliner (2012), high-stakes testing involves the use of strong consequential 

outcomes in alignment with standardized testing and seeks to motivate teachers to work 

harder at creating high quantitative results in their classrooms. Nichols et al. (2012) also 

noted,

Performance on these tests could bring rewards to teachers (bonuses) and schools 

(positive reviews in local newspapers), whereas failure could bring severe 

penalties to teachers and principals (termination), schools (closure or “take

over”), and to students (denied diploma or retained in grade), (p. 3)

Nichols et al. (2012) pointed out that, while the 2002 No Child Left Behind Act was a 

factor that raised the visibility of a high stakes testing culture developing in American 

public schools, it was not the beginning of this culture. Nichols et al. (2012) contended 

that since as early as the 1800s, there have been incidences o f test-based teacher bonuses. 

They also argued, however, that “the passage of NCLB in 2002 mandated the most 

intrusive use of tests for influencing how and what teachers would teach and how and 

what students would learn” (p. 3).

Similarly, Goldstein (2014) engaged in a historical review of the rise of hyper

accountability in American public schools and concluded,

The school reform efforts of the 1960s had not called for new standardized tests; 

instead the focus had been on teachers’ racial attitudes and classroom skills...By 

the mid 1970s, thirty-three states had instituted testing programs to evaluate 

student achievement, often in an effort to help the public understand why 

education was a wise investment. If scores were low, school funding could be
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depicted as an emergency necessity. If scores improved, politicians could claim

that their investments were working, (p. 168)

Ultimately, it seems that accountability reform and an increased focus on 

assessment have created a climate of pedagogical rigidity, inflexibility, and political 

interference with the American school system. Such an environment stands in direct 

contrast with the changing tide of the 21st century. As Urban and Wagoner (2008) 

pointed out, accountability legislation such as the No Child Left Behind Act of 2002 and 

the Race to the Top (U.S. Department of Education [USDOE], n.d.) mandates pose a 

threat to authentic teaching and learning and conflict with best practices in pedagogy and 

assessment.

In Georgia, for example, the pressure o f a high-stakes, high accountability setting 

has become so great that at times, it has caused educators and administrators to 

compromise their ethics. The anxiety created by an intense focus on student test scores 

has created a frenzy involving everything from bonuses to ethical infractions, such as was 

notoriously the case in the Atlanta Public Schools (2009) Criterion Reference 

Competency Test (CRCT) cheating scandal. In years past, use of the CRCT was largely 

for quantitative evaluation of teaching and learning at the middle school level (Rich, 

Duncan, Navarro, & Ricketts, 2009).

The mandates created through America’s accountability reform movement may 

have served to ease the consciences (or consciousness) of critics of the American school 

system for its fault of an ever-widening achievement gap and for leaving some behind.

For example, Ladd (1996) observed, “Many people believe that the K-12 system of
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education is not adequately preparing students, at reasonable cost, for the challenge of a 

global economy” (p. 1). She added, “Educating children has become more challenging 

over time because of the increasing proportion of children who are raised in poverty or in 

single-parent households, or both” (p. 3).

However, on the other hand, reform measures have had largely negative outcomes 

for the nature and experience of authentic learning, learning that is student-centered and 

capable o f fostering students’ output of meaningful products that demonstrate their 

mastery of connected curricular outcomes. As Francis (2016) posited, “Accountability 

policy has been controversial. Some assert that the new policy has distorted school 

decisions in undesirable ways, such as leading to higher drop-out rates, more cheating on 

tests, and undesirable narrowing of what is taught” (para. 1). Hyper-assessment and 

heavy accountability mandates have created a tight and limiting box for teachers as 

instructional planners and subsequently for students as 21st-century learners. Moon, 

Brighton, Callahan, and Robinson (2005) asserted that the “use of high-stakes testing has 

focused teacher planning on specified, agreed-upon state-level standards” (p. 119), rather 

than on creative forms of instruction and learning. Similarly, Wink (2011) revealed, 

“Teachers tell me that today, real reading, writing, and responding have too often been 

replaced with one-word-right-or-wrong blanks to fill in. Choice is vanishing; flexibility 

has been transformed into rigidity” (p. 36)

Given the nature of the 21 st-century learner and the trend of global change there 

also seems to be a tension emerging between traditional instruction and one-size-fits-all 

evaluation systems. Depicted visually, this standoff has two clear sides. On one side is
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the accountability reform entity. On the other side is the concept of authentic learning.

In the middle, unfortunately, are the educational stakeholders that include teachers, 

students, and policy makers, who all, on some level, seem to share an interest in quality 

education as the ultimate goal of this great struggle. Accountability measures make 

testing a high-stakes venture, while failure to really meet the needs of today’s learner will 

ultimately be a high-stakes problem for today’s students, tomorrow’s adults and policy 

makers, and for the world they will help to create.

Statement of the Problem 

When educators ponder the daunting task of how to prepare students for a world 

that is yet to exist, a few options come to mind. Jones (1991) stated, “Education must go 

through another wave of reform—one in which schools will be fundamentally redesigned 

using new paradigms; new boundaries and identities; and new relationships to the 

community, the workplace, and other societies” (p. 129). Ideals such as creativity, 

communication, collaboration, and critical thinking constitute a 21st-century approach to 

learning. Given the nature of the world that is quickly emerging before us, it is 

imperative that meaningful pursuits qualify the nature of student academic endeavors. 

Students must collaborate and innovate. They must solve problems.

In reference to the nature and needs of 21st-century learning, Trilling and Fadel 

(2009) pointed out, “Many of the skills needed in centuries past, such as critical thinking 

and problem solving, are even more relevant today” (p. xxix). Additionally, they 

indicated the way in which these skills—critical thinking and problem solving—are 

“learned and practiced in everyday life in the 21st century is rapidly shifting” (xxx). The



21st-century approach to teaching allows teachers to keep pace with the changes in 

society that impact today’s learners. Similarly, Rutkowski, Rutkowski, and Sparks 

(2011) confirmed that 21st-century competencies include “self-directed, collaborative, 

networked, and distributed learning activities that transform the traditional pedagogical 

interactions of students and teachers and expand the learning context to knowledge, 

networks, peers, and experts beyond the school walls” (p. 192).

In today’s version of American Public Schools, there is a natural tension between 

a 21st-century PBL model that engages students in authentic learning pursuits and a 

standardized, data-driven, high-stakes, high accountability setting. Often, teachers find 

themselves caught between a desire to demonstrate sufficient student achievement as 

measured by testing data and a call to teach in a way that engages and prepares 21st- 

century learners for the world ahead.

Historically, “Interest in accountability may be traced to the landmark 1966 report 

Equality o f  Educational Opportunity, known as the Coleman report for its lead author, 

sociologist James Coleman” (Hoover Institution, 2002, para 9). This “study was 

significant for many reasons, one of which was its shift in focus from inputs to results, 

which followed the authors’ decision to examine how school resources affected 

achievement” (Hoover Institution, 2002, para. 9). The Hoover Institution also identified 

the “establishment of the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) in 1970” 

(para. 11) as an important event in educational accountability history that “provided 

cumulative new data and trend lines to document the educational achievement of 

American students” (para. 11).



Ultimately, interest in assessment and accountability began to grow, prompting 

reform measures. “As more and more information accumulated about student 

performance, elected officials came under pressure to ‘do something’ about low student 

achievement” (Hoover Institution, 2002, p. 14). The resulting tension emerged between 

policymakers and educators, as “policymakers want tests to have stakes for test takers 

attached to them so that students will exert greater effort to pass them” (Hoover 

Institution, 2002, p. 14). Conversely, “Professional educators (with some notable 

exceptions) seek to soften and eliminate any stakes for students” (Hoover Institution, 

2002, p. 14). Problematically,

Policymakers have endorsed the standards-and-testing approach, in which states 

describe what students are expected to learn, then test to see whether they have. 

Professional educators have gone along with this strategy—with varying degrees 

of enthusiasm—but with a chorus that warns about the dangers o f “teaching to the 

test” or “narrowing the curriculum”. (Hoover Institution, 2002, p. 14)

The resulting conflict pits policy and policy adherence against authentic and student- 

focused pedagogy.

At one North Georgia middle school, a group of teachers were willing to be the 

pedagogical “hipsters,” accountability risk-takers, and innovators of their school. These 

teachers, once known as Cohort 5 (pseudonym), seek to forego tradition and flirt with the 

accountability pressure of a high-stakes setting by being part of an instructional team that 

is tasked with taking a 21st-century (PBL) approach to content standards. The site of this 

nontraditional approach is a high school, once referred to as a “Studio” model, a program
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that relies very heavily on the flipped classroom, discovery learning, instructional 

technology, real world problem solving, and Project Based Learning. As teacher leaders 

of the middle school cohort that supported the cluster’s high school, sixth- and seventh- 

grade teacher participants discovered that the most meaningful and impactful learning 

comes through student-centered, 21st-century approaches.

Incorporating such an approach has meant the use of instructional methods such 

as tiered menus to offer students choice, group work, problem solving, performance 

tasks, and discovery learning to approach curricular standards from a mostly PBL-21 

lens. In addition, authentic project based learning is student-centered and features an 

inherent aspect of differentiation as students create a variety of products to demonstrate 

mastery of learning standards. Integration of content curricula occurs across subject 

areas. Students receive choice and voice in the products they create to demonstrate 

mastery of curricular standards.

Sound research forms the basis of Cohort 5 instructional ideals. As Alfieri, 

Brooks, Aldrich, and Tenenbaum (2010) declared, “Allowing learners to interact with 

materials, manipulate variables, explore phenomena, and attempt to apply principles 

affords them with opportunities to notice patterns, discover underlying causalities, and 

learn in ways that are seemingly more robust” (p. 1). Similarly, the merits of inquiry 

learning are apparent in specific content areas. For example, Saunders-Stewart, Gyles, 

and Shore (2012) stated the following about inquiry learning and science:

When engaging in inquiry, students describe objects and events, ask questions, 

construct explanations, test those explanations against current scientific
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knowledge, and communicate their ideas to others. They identify their 

assumptions, use critical and logical thinking, and consider alternative 

explanations. In this way, students actively develop their understanding of 

science by combining scientific knowledge with reasoning and thinking skills (p. 

1).

Despite their participation in the Cohort 5 Project Based Learning program, the 

Cohort 5 PBL teachers are still subject to a strictly defined and pedagogically confined 

lens of the guiding curricular standards. They must ensure that adequate assessment 

measures are in place, address the divergent needs of a diverse group of student learners, 

and remain true to the district demands of instructional initiatives. Essentially, the PBL 

teacher is in a position of juggling philosophical, theoretical, and pedagogical tasks that 

do not naturally co-exist. As Licht (2014) noted, the PBL approach, which at its roots 

has foundations in the ideas of Socrates and Dewey, does not lend itself to the sit and get 

banking model that Paulo Freire (1970/1993) described. However, the sit and get 

approach is used widely in the realm of test-prep-focused instruction. Subsequently, this 

research explored the nature of the beliefs, practices, and experiences of Cohort 5 PBL 

teachers within this complicated juxtaposition.

It is also important to note the costs of the dilemma of PBL-21 method vs. hyper

assessment and accountability policies. For example, as Morrell (2012) asserted, 21st- 

century students will need skills that a test-based curriculum cannot provide. Among the 

skills Morrell (2012) discussed are the abilities “to interpret images and sounds in 

addition to print texts.. .to access the Internet to perform research” (p. 268) and to be able
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to make presentations using digital media. Without the development of such skills, 21st- 

century learners lack preparation for the world ahead. Additionally, as Tamim and Grant 

(2013) discussed, PBL provides a platform for students to develop a variety of skills, an 

aspect that will become increasingly important in a global economy. Tamim and Grant 

(2013) also recommended the PBL method as a means for students to broaden their lens 

for learning, rather than experience narrow limitations imposed by the content of a 

standardized test.

Theoretical Framework 

Several theoretical influences are significant when considering the complex, 

emerging, and eclectic nature of the 21st-century Project Based Learning model. Among 

these influences are the ideas of Socrates, Dewey, Vygotsky, Kilpatrick, Piaget, 

Montessori, and Bruner. Additionally, critical education theory is also relevant. This 

section presents an overview of each and the applicability to the framework of this study. 

Socrates: Questions and Questioning

Many of the skills that comprise instructional models such as 21st-century Project 

Based Learning have roots in the teaching style of Socrates. Based on a pedagogical 

foundation that stresses questions and questioning, inquiry, and purposeful critical 

thinking, the spirit and fundamental qualities of 21st-century learning, are evidence that 

Socrates’ ideas live on today. For example, Cookson (2009) stated the following about 

the bridge between Socratic thought and 21st-century learning:

Socrates believed that we learn best by asking essential questions and testing 

tentative answers against reason and fact in a continual and virtuous circle of



18

honest debate. We need to approach the contemporary knowledge explosion and 

the technologies propelling this new enlightenment in just that manner, (para. 3) 

Dewey: Authentic Problems

John Dewey brought Socrates’ concepts of Project Based Learning into the 20th- 

century. In Democracy in Education, John Dewey (1916) wrote, “Skill obtained apart 

from thinking is not connected with any sense of purposes for which it is to be 

used. ..information severed from thoughtful action is dead” (para. 1). Further, Dewey 

(1916) discussed the need for students to have a stake in their curricular choices and 

exposure to authentic problems: “As a consequence of the absence of the materials and 

occupations that generate real problems, the pupil’s problems are not his; or rather they 

are his only as a pupil, not as a human being” (para. 3).

Essentially, Dewey (1916) was an advocate for what today’s Edutopia-affiliated 

PBL experts Suzie Boss and Jane Krauss (personal communication, June 2011) preach 

and teach to PBL practitioners: good student projects have student “voice and choice”. In 

this way, Dewey’s ideas support a classroom model focused not on tests that have no 

meaning beyond the school setting, but rather on authentic learning experiences like 

those created by successful implementation of a PBL model.

Vygotsky: Real-World Relevance

In addition to the philosophy of Dewey (1916), the social constructivism ideals of 

Lev Vygotsky served as a pedagogical framework of this research. Vygotsky’s ideas 

about learning link to 21st-century learning competencies. For example, Vygotsky 

(1930/1978) discussed the need for instruction to have real-world relevance:
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Pedagogical movements that have emphasized formal discipline and urged the 

teaching of classical languages, ancient civilizations, and mathematics have 

assumed that regardless of the irrelevance of these particular subjects for daily 

living, they were of the greatest value for the pupil’s mental development, (p. 36) 

Vygotsky’s rejection of this view of learners is consistent with the views of 21st-century 

learning. In addition, it is important to note that in this study, a layer of social 

constructivism exists in the idea that teachers engaged in PBL instructional practices 

were, themselves, using their experiences to shape curricular practices and working in a 

collaborative context. This occurred as they crafted projects, created connections to real- 

world experiences, and drafted and revised learning tasks based upon the effectiveness of 

the project work in which their students engaged, simultaneously subject to the impact of 

real world factors such as curricular guidelines and accountability pressures.

Kilpatrick: Projects

The ideals and educational scholarship of William H. Kilpatrick also contributed 

to the theoretical foundations of the Project Based Learning aspect of this research. 

Kilpatrick’s work following the theories of John Dewey fostered “school-based projects 

under learner control [to] first [gain] a foothold in the USA” (Waks, 1997, p. 391). Waks 

(1997) declared, “Projects were elevated to the status of a general method by William H. 

Kilpatrick, and had a profound influence on educational practice in the USA, Europe, and 

even the Soviet Union” (p. 391). William H. Kilpatrick Kilpatrick’s (1919) immensely 

popular article “The Project Method” made him well known among educators throughout 

the United States. This approach focused on the interests of children, advocating using
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their interests as units of study to make learning more relevant and meaningful. His most 

prominent book, Foundations o f  Method (1925), became a widely used textbook in 

education courses nationwide.

Piaget: Active and Social Construction of Knowledge

The educational psychological theories of Jean Piaget also undergirded this 

research. Piaget’s ideas about the learner’s active role in the learning process align with 

21 st-century learning ideals. For example:

Piaget rejected the idea that learning was the passive assimilation of given 

knowledge. Instead, he proposed that learning is a dynamic process comprising 

successive stages of adaption to reality during which learners actively construct 

knowledge by creating and testing their own theories of the world. (University 

College Dublin, n.d., para. 10)

Piaget’s theories posited that students’ freedom to interact with others during a learning 

experience is at the heart of meaningful learning (Kim & Baylor, 2006, p. 569). The 

concept of allowing for social interaction during learning experiences is one that is 

adaptable to the digital learning environments of the 21st century (Kim & Baylor, 2006). 

Cooperative learning in social settings is also an important aspect of Project Based 

Learning (Tamim & Grant, 2013).

Montessori: Choice and Interest

Some of Maria Montessori’s frameworks are at play in the PBL-21 classroom, as 

well. Montessori (1914) noted the following about the nature of the child and the 

subsequent role of the educator:
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The child has a personality which he is seeking to expand; he has initiative, he 

chooses his own work, persists in it, changes it according to his inner needs; he 

does not shirk effort, he rather goes in search of it, and with great joy overcomes 

obstacles within his capacity. He is sociable to the extent of wanting to share with 

everyone his successes, his discoveries, and his little triumphs. There is therefore 

no need of intervention. “Wait while observing.” That is the motto for the 

educator (p. 60).

Bruner: Discovery Learning

Similar to Montessori’s theories, Bruner’s concept of discovery learning was an 

important influence on the discovery aspect of PBL. Among the ideas created by his 

influence upon discovery learning is the following:

In discovery learning, the student is placed in problem solving situations where 

they are required to draw on past experiences and existing knowledge to discover 

facts, relationships, and new information. (University College Dublin, para. 21) 

Bruner (1963b) advocated for learning that based in inquiry and problem solving, which 

are concepts in alignment with the foundational ideas of PBL-21. Bruner believed,

There is at least one major matter that is left unsettled even by a large-scale 

revision of curricula in the direction indicated. Mastery of the fundamental ideas 

of a field involves not only the grasping of general principles, but also the 

development of an attitude toward learning and inquiry, toward guessing and 

hunches, toward the possibility of solving problems on one's own. (p. 20)



22

Bruner’s discussion of intuitive thinking also connects with the ideals of PBL-21. 

According to Bruner (1963b), “A person who thinks intuitively may often achieve correct 

solutions, but he may also be proved wrong when he checks or when others check on 

him. Such thinking, therefore, requires a willingness to make honest mistakes in the 

effort to solve problems” (p. 20). Bruner (1963a) added, “In order to learn or to solve 

problems, it is necessary that alternatives be explored and that you cannot have effective 

learning or problem solving without the learner’s having the courage and the skill to 

explore alternative ways of dealing with a problem” (p. 526).

Bruner’s ideas regarding the teacher’s role in the learning process is also relevant 

in terms of theory that underlies PBL-21. Bruner (1963a) claimed,

Learning in the presence of a teacher, or a tutor, or an instructor should somehow 

minimize the risks and the severity of the consequences that follows upon 

exploration of alternatives. It should be less risky for a child to explore 

alternatives in the presence of a teacher, than without one present, (p. 526) 

Additionally, Bruner (1963a) commented on a teacher’s obligation to encourage free and 

independent thinking among one’s students:

A teacher or parent can instill the fear of being a fool. That can surely paralyze 

the will to explore alternatives, for the moment an unreasonable alternative is 

made to seem like a foolish one, the inner freedom to explore is limited by the 

requirements of face saving. The encouragement of exploration of alternatives 

requires some practical minimization of the severity of consequences following 

exploration, (p. 526)



23

Relevant Curriculum Theory

Given the juxtaposition of a 21st-century Project Based Learning instructional 

lens and modem day curricular frameworks, the scholar academic lens is significant. 

According to the scholar academic ideology, testing and quantitative data are strong 

measures of student achievement (Schiro, 2013). These ideas run contrary to the nature 

of PBL, which values product and authentic assessment over data pulls. Additionally, as 

Schiro (2013) pointed out, the scholar academic framework aligns more closely with 

traditional educational models than with progressive models such as PBL-21. Further, as 

Schiro (2013) noted, proponents of learner-centered ideology “believe schools should be 

enjoyable places where people develop naturally according to their own innate natures”

(p. 5).

Purpose of the Study 

“That was then. This is now.” This study of 21st-century pedagogy investigated 

the interaction between 20th-century teaching frameworks and 21st-century teachers and 

learners. This study sought to qualify the nature of several middle-school teachers’ 

experiences with implementing a 21st-century approach to Project Based Learning in an 

effort to explore the ways they created environments of authentic learning in a data- 

driven, standardized, high accountability era. This study provided an in-depth 

examination of participants’ teaching methods, their approaches to curricular standards, 

and their interactions with professional peers, curricular guidelines, and evaluation.
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Research Questions

The following question guided this investigation: How does the role of PBL-21 

teacher in an era of hyper-accountability and standardization affect middle-school 

teachers’ experiences? This primary question generated the following subquestions:

1. How do Cohort 5 educators perceive their roles in the Cohort 5 learning 

environments?

2. What do Cohort 5 educators view as the challenges and successes of the 

program in the face of standardized testing and accountability restraints?

3. How do Cohort 5 educators account for the development of their students?

Significance of the Study

The study highlighted the need for a “this is now” approach to 21st-century 

learning, as opposed to a “that was then” approach. While studies exist that address both 

Project Based Learning and 21st-century skills within the context of standards-based 

curricula and standardized, evaluative settings, today’s legislation is new and ever 

morphing. Thus, the impact of a modem accountability culture upon authentic teaching 

and learning is yet unforeseen. Additionally, there are infinite variations to this scenario 

due to the diversity o f school settings, student demographics, educators, philosophical 

positions, and pedagogical practices that exist across the nation.

Classroom educators, educational administrators, and educational institutions will 

benefit from this research, which provides a from-the-field account of Project Based 

Learning in the modern-day, middle-school classroom. This research provided insight 

into the challenges that exist for middle school PBL teachers in a modem educational
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setting. The issue of how to navigate through current and upcoming accountability 

legislation without abandoning the idea of authentic instruction and assessment is one 

that is important to resolve. Not only will its resolution shed light on current 

circumstances, but it will also offer insights useful to the future of education and students.

Research Design

Utilizing a qualitative research design, I examined the nature of middle-school 

teachers’ experiences as they implemented a 21st-century approach to standards-based 

curricula. Teacher participants were part of Cohort 5, a learning team at a North Georgia 

middle school utilizing a 21st-century Project Based Learning as a pedagogical lens to 

guide standards-based instruction in the content areas of language arts, social studies, and 

science. Creswell (2013) offered a metaphor of qualitative research “as an intricate fabric 

composed of minute threads, many colors, different textures, and various blends of 

materials” (p. 42). This qualitative study embodied this description.

This qualitative research involved a case study with multiple participants. Stake 

(1995) stated, “Case study is the study of the particularity and complexity of a single 

case, coming to understand its activity within important circumstances” (p. xi). For this 

study, the important circumstance was the teachers’ setting within a standards-based 

curricular framework. The teachers interacted within this framework both as individual 

teachers and as part of Cohort 5 to foster a different or divergent instructional approach I 

a data-driven, high accountability era of education. I used interviews, observation notes, 

and lesson plan documentation as physical artifacts to triangulate in the data collection 

process in an effort to drawing conclusions for my research inquiries.
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Limitations of the Study 

Among the limitations of this study were the setting and culture of the school in 

which the PBL program existed. Since the researcher interviewed and observed teachers 

within-site, this could have resulted in silences in the transcript, as the interviewees might 

have assumed that the researcher was already familiar with many aspects of their 

experiences. There was also the possibility of participants feeling hesitant about 

revealing any weaknesses in the program. Additionally, the rules and regulations of the 

school system and local school of the study setting may have limited this research. The 

version of 21st-century skills-based PBL executed at the school depends upon the culture 

and rules of that school system. The teachers involved were required to work within their 

system’s expectations while maintaining their charge to take a nontraditional approach to 

the standards-based curriculum. This scenario presented a limitation in itself, plus 

researcher bias and the within-site approach to the research had the potential to result in 

omission of some details in an effort to navigate workplace politics.

Definition of Terms

The following is a list of definitions provided for clarity of the terminology used 

in this research study.

Project Based Learning is “an extended learning process that uses inquiry and 

challenge to stimulate the growth and mastery of skills” (Markham 2012, p. x). 

Standards-Based curriculum is

a curriculum that is developed by looking at the standards (district, state, or 

national); identifying the skill, knowledge, and dispositions that students should
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demonstrate to meet these standards, and identifying activities that will allow 

students to reach the goals stated in the standards. (Lund & Tannehill, 2010, p. 7) 

21st-century learning skills are the skills and competencies identified as essential 

for 21 st-century students. These skills break into three broad categories: Life and Career 

Skills; Learning and Innovation Skills; and Information, Media, and Technology Skills, 

with subcategoreies of Critical Thinking and Problem Solving Skills; Communication 

and Collaboration Skills; Creativity and Innovation Skills; and Cohort 5 (Trilling &

Fadel, 2009, p. 48).

Summary

I arrived at this dissertation topic because of a specific juncture—the meeting of 

circumstances—being a new doctoral researcher and a new PBL teacher, looking for a 

meaningful topic of study that could effectively merge these two aspects of my identity. 

Similarly, at the heart of my study, there were the meeting of circumstances—PBL-21 

pedagogy and a hyper-accountability setting that could create a hindrance to authentic 

PBL practices. Tanner (1983) warned, “The three fundamental factors in curriculum 

development are the learner, society, and organized subject matter. Any curriculum 

reform that attempts to pit one [of these] factors[s] against the other is doomed to fail” (p. 

39).

In looking at the progression of American public schools over time, one notes a 

myriad of change. In today’s version of American public schools, 20th-century 

instructional frameworks compete with the needs and innate nature of 21st-century 

learners. This warrants a qualitative investigation to determine the experiences of
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middle-school Cohort 5 teachers as they sought to use a 21st-century, Project Based 

Learning approach to standards based curricula within the setting of a high-stakes, high 

accountability system. As Wink (2011) noted, focus on hyper-assessment and 

accountability have created a difficult setting for “authentic” teaching and learning 

experiences. This chapter presented the problem, purpose, significance, key terms, and 

overview of the research design. Chapter 2 presents a review of literature relevant to the 

study.



CHAPTER 2

REVIEW OF LITERATURE

“We are currently preparing students for jobs that don’t yet exist, using technologies that 

haven 7 been invented, in order to solve problems we don 7 even know are problems yet. ”

—Richard Riley, Secretary of Education, 1993-2001

The 21st century is a scene of change and reform, not only in popular culture, 

society, and technology, but also in the realm of education. Modern-day educators find 

themselves preparing students for a world morphing so quickly that it is difficult to 

predict what competencies will be relevant in years to come. According to Bell (2010), 

the workforce of the future will be performance-based, not necessarily knowledge-based 

(p. 43). Bell (2010) predicted that workers of the future will be “evaluated not only on 

their outcomes, but also on their collaborative, negotiating, planning, and organizational 

skills” (p. 43). Similarly, Trilling and Fadel (2009) contend that skills such as critical 

thinking and problem solving have always been important skills, but will be “even more 

important in the 21st century future” (p. xxix). Trilling and Fadel (2009) also indicated 

that daily use of 21st-century skills will be different from what we experience today.

Thus, it seems to follow that a 21st-century approach to instruction should allow teachers 

to keep pace with the changes in society that impact today’s learners. Instruction should 

also be purposeful and real world relevant. Riordan (2013) asserted that 21st-century

29



30

learning should be transformational in nature rather than characterized by regurgitations 

of accepted institutionalized knowledge.

While the 21st century has brought with it the dawn of a new era in terms of 

technology, workforce, and society, in some cases education has remained fossilized in 

20th century ideals. Surprisingly, it is still possible to identify aspects of the American 

public school system, which align with pedagogical models based upon historical 

tradition. According to Jacobs (2010), today’s version of American public schools still 

reflects decisions made by the Committee of Ten, dating back to the 1890s. The 

Committee of Ten recommended conformity and uniformity in content and content 

delivery for all secondary school students (National Education Association [NEA], 1892). 

In some cases, this idea of conformity and instructional uniformity, despite the diversity 

of learner needs and profiles, still lingers. Serim (2012) commented, “Often the 

curriculum our students experience has not been designed to foster either creativity or 

critical thinking, and is delivered in a one-size-fits-all modality” (p. 26). Similarly, 

Riordan (2013) noted that the 20th century classroom still reflected the historical 

traditions of an outmoded Carnegie Commission, while 21st-century educators are 

expected to align instructional methods with the needs of the learners and the demands of 

a 21st-century world around them (Jacobs, 2010). Thus, a 21st-century learning 

approach differs from learning approaches in previous eras. However, some versions of 

modern-day American public schools still maintain a 20th century profile.

This chapter provides a review of literature related to Project Based Learning 

(PBL) for the 21 st century. The chapter includes descriptions of the theoretical



framework in order to present the lens through which the researcher viewed the study 

results. The review of literature pays special attention to the middle school setting and 

accountability issues that are relevant to today’s classroom climate and the context of this 

study.

Organization of the Chapter 

The chapter begins with a discussion of the search strategy utilized to find 

literature pertinent to the investigation. Next, there is an overview/introduction followed 

by a look at relevant theory and educational philosophies. Following this is a 

presentation of the literature and research through the lens of teaching in the 21st century 

with the following topics highlighted: (a) The Nature of 21st-Century Learner (b) 

Technology for the 21st-Century Learner (c) The 21st-Century Culture of High 

Accountability (d) The 21st-Century Teacher and (e) Project Based Learning for the 21st 

Century. The chapter concludes with a review of research relating the juxtaposition of 

the PBL-21 learning model with traditional classroom norms and expectations, a 

discussion of related research on the middle school setting, and a summary. These 

specific topics and their subsets are included because they are foundational to the 

principles that underlie research in the realm of Project Based Learning for the 21st 

century.

Explanation of Search Strategy 

Creswell (2013) noted the importance of a researcher being familiar with the 

research history of a given topic. According to Creswell (2013), a researcher should aim 

to build upon extant knowledge in a given field and add to the knowledge base that exists
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on that topic. Thus, the literature review presented in this chapter sought to analyze prior 

relevant research and examine issues and topics related to the research goals. Creswell 

(2013) stated, “The literature review establishes the meaning and importance of the 

central phenomenon of trust” (p. 40), helping to justify the researcher’s direction in a 

given study. Furthermore, Randolph (2009) recommended that a dissertation review 

include a variety of research, to include theory, research outcomes, and relevant 

literature. This review represents a synthesis of varied resources and search strategies. 

Relevant Educational Philosophies and Theories

Socrates

Socrates’ influence upon the modern-day version century Project Based Learning 

is significant to acknowledge. Given his ideas and teaching about questioning and 

inquiry, there are direct parallels. Ford (2008) summarizes the Socratic method with the 

following instructional and cognitive characteristics:

1. Attitudes of inquiry that involve an ability to recognize the existence of problems 

and an acceptance of the general need for evidence in support of what is asserted 

to be true

2. Knowledge of the nature of valid inferences, abstractions, and generalizations in 

which the weight or accuracy of different kinds of evidence are logically 

determined,

3. Skills in employing and applying the above attitude and knowledge.

4. The ability to recognize stated and unstated assumptions, and
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5. The ability to draw conclusions validly and to judge the validity of inferences, (p.

2)

These ideas, specifically inquiry, inference, and the concept of constructing new and 

relevant knowledge all have direct correlations to the instructional aims of 21st century 

Project Based Learning.

Kilpatrick

The PBL pedagogical approach has roots in the work and theories of William H. 

Kilpatrick, dating back to the early twentieth century. Throughout his career, William 

Kilpatrick was renown as an important and influential factor in the project work 

movement. Waks (1997) commented on Kilpatrick’s longstanding educational influence 

through his ideas about project work: “These projects were given added legitimacy in 

general education through John Dewey’s (1900) focus in The School and Society” (p.

392). Shortridge (2007) further identified the significance of Kilpatrick’s work, stating 

that Kilpatrack was “another influential educational progressive in favor of child-centered 

expressionist education, [and that he] advocated problem solving through child-initiated 

purposeful activity wherein the child would determine the activity, then plan it, execute 

it, and judge it” (p. 36).

As Waks (1997) pointed out, learning models centered in learner-directed project 

work are not exclusive to the 21st century. For example, “The organization of learning in 

projects under learner control was a major theme of early twentieth century American 

philosophers of education and curriculum theorists” (Waks, 1997, p. 391). Similar to the 

real world based ideals of 21st-century PBL instruction, Kilpatrick (1919) stated the
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following about the nature of education and purposefulness: “Education based on the 

purposeful act prepares best for life while at the same time it constitutes the present 

worthy life itself’ (p. 3). Thus, Kilpatrick merged early 20th century ideas about project 

work and those that are still applicable for the 21 st-century classroom.

Additionally, Kilpatrick (1919) observed that “any activity—beyond the barest 

physical want—which does not thus ‘lead on’ becomes in time stale and flat” (p. 4). This 

idea echoes the 21st-century PBL idea that project work has a basis in purposeful and 

relevant pursuit and is a meaningful piece of the bigger picture existing beyond the wall 

of the classroom. In regards to the teacher’s role in the classroom, Kilpatrick (1919) 

contended, “It is the special duty and opportunity of the teacher to guide the pupil 

through his present interests and achievement into the wider interests and achievement 

demanded by the wider social life of the older world” (p. 4). Thus, given his choice of 

the word guide, it seems that Kilpatrick’s ideas about the role of the teacher in a Project 

Based Learning classroom captures the same theme as the facilitator role that exists for 

the 21st-century PBL teacher. Kilpatrick (1919) also discussed the idea that project work 

promotes social interaction, a notable aspect termed collaboration in the 21st-century 

learning through PBL methods.

Kilpatrick (1919) identified four types of projects. In Type 1 projects, the 

purpose is to embody some idea of plan in an external form, as building a boat, writing a 

letter, presenting a play. The purpose of Type 2 is to enjoy some (esthetic) experience, as 

listening to a story, hearing a symphony, appreciating a picture. In a Type 3 project, the 

purpose is to correct some intellectual difficulty or solve a problem, such as discerning
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whether dew falls or not, or ascertaining how New York outgrew Philadelphia. The 

purpose of a Type 4 is to obtain some item or degree of skill or knowledge, as learning to 

write grade 14 on the Thorndike Scale, or learning the irregular verbs in French. 

Kilpatrick clarified that these project types may overlap. Additionally, Kilpatrick (1919) 

noted Type 3 (problem solving) “lends itself. . .  best of all to our ordinary school room” 

(p. 5). Similarly, today’s version of PBL includes an element of problem solving, 

wherein student work and project investigations arise based upon real world problems 

and issues.

Dewey

John Dewey’s educational ideals are also integral to the foundation of PBL and a 

21st-century approach to learning. In his work, educational scholar John Dewey 

advocated for a student’s need to have a spirit of inquiry that is very much in keeping 

with 21st-century learning principles. Dewey (1916) wrote,

While it is not the business of education to prove every statement made, any more 

than to teach every possible item of information, it is its business to cultivate 

deep-seated and effective habits of discriminating tested beliefs from mere 

assertions, guesses, and opinions; to develop a lively, sincere, and open-minded 

preference for conclusions that are properly grounded, and to ingrain into the 

individual's working habits methods of inquiry and reasoning appropriate to the 

various problems that present themselves, (p. 27)

Dewey is explicit in his belief that skills such as inquiry, questioning, and critical 

thinking—all hallmarks of 21 st-century PBL—must be taught. Dewey (1916) affirmed,
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And since these habits are not a gift of nature (no matter how strong the aptitude 

for acquiring them); since, moreover, the casual circumstances o f the natural and 

social environment are not enough to compel their acquisition, the main office of 

education is to supply conditions that make for their cultivation. The formation of 

these habits is the Training of Mind. (p. 27)

Dewey’s theories sync very strongly with current philosophies o f 21st-century 

learning. One aspect of the 21st-century learning model approach to project based 

learning involves thinking and developing learning experiences that nurture students’ 

thinking, as opposed to creating drill and kill assignments that foster rote memorization. 

Progressive educational theorist and practitioner John Dewey (1916) noted in Democracy 

and Education that “skill obtained apart from thinking is not connected with any sense of 

purposes for which it is to be used...information severed from thoughtful action is dead” 

(p. 27). In addition, in his theory of experiential learning, Dewey was an advocate for 

what today’s Edutopia-based PBL experts Suzie Boss and Jane Krauss preach and teach 

to aspiring PBL practitioners: good student projects have student “voice and choice” 

(personal communication, June 2011).

Dewey (1916) further discussed the way that children learn, touching upon 

qualities of the 21st-century classroom model. Concerning the nature of the child as 

learner, Dewey (1916) declared,

The child’s life is an integral, a total one. He passes quickly and readily from one 

topic to another, as from one spot to another, but is not conscious of transition or 

break. There is no conscious isolation, hardly conscious distinction. The things
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that occupy him are held together by the unity of the personal and social interests,

which his life carries along, (p. 5)

Dewey’s ideas expressed here connect him philosophically to the 21st-century PBL 

classroom, particularly to the idea of students making real world connections between 

their learning experiences and their lives. Dewey (1916) stated, “The most notable 

distinction between living and inanimate things is that the former maintain themselves by 

renewal” (p. 30). Dewey’s perspectives make a strong case for the need of 21st-century 

learning to reflect 21st-century change.

Dewey also had strong principles about social learning and the inter

connectedness between students in the process of learning, noting particularly “that all 

learning is interrelated and group-oriented” (Shortridge, 2007, p. 37). Similarly, in the 

21st-century version of Project Based Learning, social learning, in the form of 

collaborative thinking, task completion, and team grouping for projects, is a key and 

foundational principle. Shortridge (2007) added that, according to Dewey, students’ 

schoolwork and instructional endeavors should forego “irrelevant” traditions and instead 

be meaningful, purposeful, and reflective of larger society. Similarly, Deng (2007) 

summarized Dewey’s ideas about what should be the experiential nature of learning, 

noting the following points:

1. Subject matter needs to be derived from the current experience of the learner.

2. Subject matter needs to be selected and formulated in a way that ensures ‘the 

progressive development of what is already experienced into a fuller and 

richer and also more organized form.’
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3. The selection and organization of subject matter must be centered upon the 

social nature of life in and out of the school, (p. 280)

Vygotsky

In terms of foundational influences upon the 21st-century model of project Based 

Learning, the social constructivist ideas of Vygotsky are important. Pelech and Pieper 

(2010) posited, “The constructivist philosophy is built around the belief that knowledge is 

the result of a subjective process that connects discrete pieces of knowledge to each other 

to create a new knowledge base” (p. 27). According to Powell and Kalina (2009), 

Vygotsky’s approach to social constructivism theorized, “Ideas are constructed through 

interaction with the teacher and other students.. .the main concept being that ideas are 

constructed from experience to have a personal meaning for the student” (p. 27). There is 

a direct correlation between this concept of students constructing ideas from learning 

experiences and today’s 21st century and PBL models. In fact, this constructivist 

framework is at the foundation of 21st-century Project Based Learning model.

Similarly, Hung (2002) commented the following about Vygotskian philosophy: 

“Within the Vygotskian perspective, ideas (psychological tools) can be seen as mediators 

between the social-community and individual levels of cognition” (p. 197). This 

perspective of the interconnectedness between ideas, learning, synthesis of knowledge, 

and the greater world and social structures beyond the walls of the classroom is another 

important tenet of 21st-century learning.

Piaget
De Lisi and Wolford (2002) noted, “Educational researchers now contend student 

achievement will be enhanced when peer activities are part of the instructional process”
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(p. 273). Thus, a key element of PBL—collaborative learning—is identified as being an 

important part of maximizing students’ opportunity for learning. Piaget’s theories about 

peer learning have strong ties to characteristics of PBL-21 learning. De Lisi and Wolford 

(2002) stated, “Piaget’s development theory [similar to the ideals of PBL-21] has long 

signaled the need for educational objectives to be focused on developing creative, 

independent thinkers” (p. 273). Specifically, De Lisi and Wolford (2002) believed that 

peer learning, as Piaget once concluded, has a direct impact upon 21st-century learning 

competencies such as “listening, communication, and subject matter competency by 

promoting deeper levels of understanding based on discussion and the free exchange of 

ideas” (p. 274). Thus, it is clear that while 21st-century Project Based Learning helps to 

prepare modem learners for the future, the ideals of the learning models are deeply rooted 

in historical learning theory.

Essentially, through the cooperative learning component of PBL, students acquire 

the real world skill of co-existing with heterogeneous peers in a project and seeing the 

tasks of the project through to successful completion. In a world that is becoming 

increasingly diverse, De Lisi and Wolford (2002) insisted that “developing positive 

attitudes towards, and learning about, classmates who differ from one’s self and how to 

interact with them” (p. 275) are of heightened importance in the changing global 

landscape of the 21st century.

Further, according to De Lisi and Wolford (2002), Piaget’s peer learning theories 

had two specific components in mind: “sharpening academic skills and managing 

interactions with classmates” (p. 275), two components that are also characteristic of
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PBL-21. Additionally, Piaget’s ideas about cooperation in the learning relationships 

align with classroom climate aspects of PBL. De Lisi and Wolford (2002) stated the 

following about cooperation, classroom climate, and learning in the classroom:

If the general classroom context is one in which the teacher and student have 

mutual respect for each other, then it is more likely that peer team members will 

also have mutual respect for each other. In this context, peer team members are 

more likely to feel comfortable with a free exchange of ideas that can lead to both 

deeper levels of understanding and an appreciation of another person’s 

individuality, (p. 276)

These ideas are in line with the characteristics and qualities of the PBL classroom, 

wherein mutual respect—teacher-to-student, student-to-teacher, and student-to-student— 

creates a sense of academic community that is safe and necessary for successful and 

productive cooperative learning.

Montessori

The ideas of Maria Montessori are also relevant in a discussion of theoretical 

traditions that undergird 21st-century Project Based Learning. Shortridge (2007) 

observed, “Montessori’s radical philosophy shifted away from traditional practices that 

equated an immobile child with a good child.” Additionally, in the Montessori 

classroom, choice is a key characteristic. As Shortridge (2007) related, “Montessori 

theorized that if children were permitted to move about at their discretion, choosing what 

interested them, they would manifest self-discipline because of their deep interest in the
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work” (p. 38). Similarly, in the Montessori classroom, the teacher does not function in 

the role of lawgiver or owner of all knowledge. Thayer-Bacon (2012) explained,

Montessori directresses do not position themselves in the center front of the room, 

with students’ desks all facing toward the teacher’s desk. Rather, the Montessori 

teacher is at the side, observing the children, and working with a single child or 

small group as needed, (p. 63)

Montessori (1914) believed in the independent thinking of the child. She also 

believed in the propensity of the child toward discovery that would result in learning. 

Ultimately, Montessori (1914) was an advocate for the idea that a child’s innate ability to 

think and reason independently of adults was something capable of channeling to achieve 

learning. Montessori (1914) commented on the nature of the child’s tendency toward 

discovery learning:

The child has a personality which he is seeking to expand; he has initiative, he 

chooses his own work, persists in it, changes it according to his inner needs; he 

does not shirk effort, he rather goes in search of it, and with great joy overcomes 

obstacles within his capacity. He is sociable to the extent of wanting to share with 

everyone his successes, his discoveries, and his little triumphs. ...’’Wait while 

observing.” That is the motto for the educator, (p. 60)

With this description, Montessori (1914) qualified not only the characteristics of an 

authentically functioning PBL classroom of the 21st century, but also the 21st-century 

teacher who facilities learning for students rather than doling out institutionalized and 

stagnant knowledge of which he/she is the sole owner.
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Bruner

Bruner’s ideas also contribute importance to a discussion of the 21st-century 

model for Project Based Learning. For one, Bruner held the perspective that students 

should be thinkers and problem solvers. According to Bruner (1963a), “You must 

subvert all of the earlier established constraints against the explanation of alternatives. 

This kind of subversiveness has to with a healthy skepticism toward holy cows, 

prefabricated doctrines, and stuffed shirtliness” (p. 526).

It is also important to note that Bruner had clear ideas about content learning 

parameters. In today’s classrooms, students are responsible for acquisition of content 

knowledge and demonstration of this knowledge through assessment and measures of 

evaluation. Bruner’s ideas about learning are relevant here. In his discussion of learning, 

Bruner (1963b) identified three specific stages. The first stage, the acquisition stage, is 

“at the very least.. .a refinement of previous knowledge” (p. 46). The second stage, the 

transformation stage, is “the process of manipulating knowledge to make it fit new tasks” 

(p. 46). Bruner (1963b) stated, “Transformation comprises the ways we deal with 

information in order to go beyond it” (p. 46). The third stage, the evaluation stage, 

checks to see if “the way [the learner has] manipulated information is adequate to the 

task” (p. 46). Bruner (1963b) insisted that while learning episodes may be of different 

lengths, they nonetheless contain these three stages.

In line with the tenets of 21st-century Project Based Learning, Bruner (1963b) 

also advocated for situating students’ learning within a real work context:
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Teaching specific topics or skills without making clear their context in the broader 

fundamental structure of a field of knowledge is uneconomical in several deep 

senses. In the first place, such teaching makes it exceedingly difficult for the 

student to generalize from what he has learned to what he will encounter later. In 

the second place, learning that has fallen short of a grasp of general principles has 

little reward in terms of intellectual excitement. The best way to create interest in 

a subject is to render it worth knowing, which means to make the knowledge 

gained usable in one’s thinking beyond the situation in which the learning has 

occurred. Third, knowledge one has acquired without sufficient structure to tie it 

together is knowledge that is likely to be forgotten, (p. 31)

Bruner highlighted not only the real-world context of learning that underlies PBL, but 

also the necessity of a students’ ability to be able to synthesize and transfer this 

knowledge for useful means beyond the classroom—a key idea espoused by 21st-century 

learning.

Constructivism

The PBL-21 classroom model is constructivist in nature. Paily (2013) stated, “In 

a constructivist learning situation learners bring unique prior experiences and beliefs and 

knowledge is constructed uniquely and individually, in multiple ways, using a variety of 

tools, resources, and contexts” (p. 39). Table 1 provides a list of characteristics 

describing the nature of the constructivist classroom model (Murphy, 1997, as cited in 

Paily, 2013).
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Table 1

List o f  Characteristics Describing the Nature o f  the Constructivist Classroom Model

1 Multiple perspectives and representations of concepts and content are presented and
encouraged

2 Goals and objectives are derived by the student or in negotiation with the teacher or
system

3 Teachers serve in the role of guides, monitors, coaches, tutors, and facilitators
4 Activities, opportunities, tools, and environments are provided to encourage meta

cognition, self-analysis -  regulation, -reflection & awareness
5 The student plays a central role in mediating and controlling learning
6 Learning situations, environments, skills, content and tasks are relevant, realistic, 

authentic, and represent the natural complexities of the ‘real world’
7 Primary sources of data are used in order to ensure authenticity and real-world 

complexity
8 Knowledge construction and not reproduction is emphasized
9 The construction takes place in individual contexts and through social negotiation, 

collaboration and experience
10 The learner’s previous knowledge constructions, beliefs and attitudes are considered 

in the knowledge construction process
11 Problem-solving, higher-order thinking skills and deep understanding are emphasized
12 Errors provide the opportunity for insight into students’ previous knowledge 

constructions
13 Exploration is a favored approach in order to encourage students to seek knowledge 

independently and to manage the pursuit of their goals
14 Learners are provided wit the opportunity for apprenticeship learning in which there is 

an increasing complexity of tasks, skills and knowledge acquisition
15 Knowledge complexity is reflected in an emphasis on conceptual interrelatedness and 

interdisciplinary learning
16 Collaborative and cooperative learning are favored in order to expose the learner to

alternative viewpoints
17 Scaffolding is facilitated to help students perform just beyond the limits of their ability
18 Assessment is authentic and interwoven with teaching.__________________________
Note. Table data derived from “Creating Constructivist Learning Environment: Role of
“Web 2.0” Technology,” by M. U. Paily, 2013, International Forum o f  Teaching and
Studies, 9(1), p. 39-40.

All of these constructivist ideas are integral to, and characteristic of, a 21st- 

century version of Project Based Learning and teaching. Furthermore, similar to the role 

of the PBL-21 teacher, the constructivist classroom teacher functions in the role of 

facilitator, there “to guide the knowledge construction process by engaging students in
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meaningful learning” (Paily, 2013, p. 40). Just like the 21st-century Project Based 

Learning teacher, the constructivist teacher will, as Paily (2013) described, “design and 

provide . . .  learning activities characterized by collaboration, cooperation, multiple 

perspectives, real world examples, scaffolding, self-reflection, multiple representations of 

ideas, and social negotiation” (p. 40). There are many overlaps.

Relevant Curriculum Theory

To understand fully the problem of implementing Project Based Learning in a 

data-driven, high accountability context, it is necessary to explain the relevant, 

underlying curriculum theories. The scholar-academic framework is the antithesis of 

student-centered learning, where student discovery making drives the learning process. 

Within the scholar-academic framework, developers “create curriculum so that children 

who encounter it will learn to think and behave the same way university academicians 

do” (Schiro, 2013, p. 20). This curriculum omits students from the equation designed to 

lead them toward their academic success. Schiro (2013) declared the scholar academic 

theory is in strong opposition to progressive 21st century-themed frameworks that 

“supposedly have corrupted our schools by promoting “Teachers as Facilitators,” 

“Multiple Intelligences,” “Discovery Learning,” “Cooperative Learning,” 

“Multiculturalism,” and “Bilingual Education,” (p. 41).

Consequently, reliance upon scholar-academic ideals is incongruous with the 

21st-century Project Based Learning model and learner-centered classroom models. The 

learner-centered classroom model closely aligns with PBL and 21st-century learning 

competencies. At the heart of learner centered ideology is the most important component
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of the learning establishment— the learner. The learner, by this theory, is not inherently 

savage, nor a factory product or a mini-adult in training to assimilate quietly into society. 

Rather, the learner-centered ideology allows the student to simply be the learner and the 

center o f a teacher’s instructional endeavors.

Divergent from the traditional scholar academic focused school, the learner- 

centered school is full o f life, activity, discovery, creativity, and the spirit of children 

actively participating in the process of their own intellectual development. Multiple 

intelligences are addressed. Unlike the scholar academic model that imposes a one-size- 

flts-all approach to learning, the learner-centered model offers flexibility and room for 

differentiated learning experiences (Schiro, 2013). By its characteristics, the learner- 

centered ideology is much more in sync with real world based learning, and thus 21st- 

century learning, than the scholar academic framework.

The needs and character of the learner-center school vs. the needs and quality of 

the scholar academic or traditional school model are different. These school models are 

also different in how they function and exist. Schiro (2013) observed specifically that “in 

a learner-centered school, the needs and interests of learners, rather than those of 

teachers, principals, school subjects, parents, or politicians, play a major role in 

determining the school program” (p. 105). Conversely, the scholar academic theory has 

primarily the academic aspect of the curriculum at its heart. In his time, progressive 

educational theorist and practitioner John Dewey (1916) denounced the kind of 

disconnect that a scholar academic model creates. Dewey (1916) stated, “Skill obtained 

apart from thinking is not connected with any sense of purposes for which it is to be
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used.. .information severed from thoughtful action is dead” (p. 146). Dewey’s words are 

similarly true for teaching and learning models that will sustain academic life in the 21st 

century. Regarding the need for a transformed modem classroom, Jones (1991) aptly 

remarked, “Education must go through another wave of reform—one in which schools 

will be fundamentally redesigned using new paradigms; new boundaries and identities; 

and new relationships to the community, the workplace, and other societies” (p. 129).

The Nature of the 21st-Century Learner 

Researchers note that the 21st-century learner has a learning profile that differs 

from those of learners in other eras (Mac Arthur Foundation, 2010). The learner of the 

21st century has a mindset for collaborative, faster-paced learning based in real-world 

ideals. Lines blur between play, real-world skills and tools, and academia. According to 

the MacArthur Foundation (2010), the 21st-century learner possesses “the love of 

embracing change” (: 11), and he/she has curiosity and a questing disposition” (:27).

These students are “bom consuming media” (MacArthur Foundation, 2010,1:17). They 

must acquire content knowledge while “learning the tools and skills of re-making that 

content and becoming the producers” (MacArthur Foundation, 2010, 1:43 ).

21st-century learners are also seekers and builders of new knowledge. Duckworth 

(2006) stated, “What questions the children find an answer to is not very important.

What is important is that they realize that answers can be found in their own 

investigations” (p. 58). In this statement, Duckworth captured an important aspect of 

21st-century learning: allowing students to make discoveries toward their own learning, 

rather than “banking” (p. 72) into them as Freire (1970/1993) described. In his
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discussion of the banking model, Freire (1970/1993) explained, “The scope of action 

allowed to the students extends only as far as receiving, filing, and storing the deposits” 

(p. 72). Students are blank receivers of knowledge and information transmitted to them 

by “sage on the stage” (King, 1993, p. 1) style teachers, rather than seekers of knowledge 

who make learning discoveries with the help of a teacher acting in the role of facilitator. 

Needs of 21st-Century Learners

In response to the nature of 21st-century learners, it follows that 21st-century 

schools should morph in ways that accommodate and facilitate growth for modem 

learners. When discussing the unique needs of 21st-century learners, Manzo (2009) 

asserted, “In general, there is a growing demand for schools to instill. . .  critical-thinking, 

analytical, and technology skills, as well as the ‘soft skills’ of creativity, collaboration, 

and communication” (para. 20). These specific skills are part of the 21st-century learning 

framework.

In addition to the soft skills that Manzo (2009) suggested, another 21st-century 

skill set, global awareness and the ability to compete with international peers, is an 

imperative part of a successful mindset for the 21st century. Given the shrinking global 

divide created by technology, 21st-century learners are subject to an academic 

comparison with their international peers, rather than across smaller lines o f more 

localized of comparison. Already, as Turner (2014) reported, American students are 

competing with peers in England, Finland, and Japan in the realm of high-stakes testing.

In some cases, American testing pressures prove softer than testing pressures exerted in
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those countries. Jacobs (2010) noted that global competency generally includes the 

following elements:

• knowledge of other world regions, cultures, economies, and global issues;

• skills to communicate in languages other than English, to work in cross- 

cultural teams, and to assess information from different sources around the 

world; and

• values of respect for other cultures and the disposition to engage responsibly 

in the global context, (p. 100)

Similarly, the Partnership for 21st Century Skills identified three categories for 

the kind of skills set students need for future competency: Learning and Innovation 

Skills, Information Media and Technology Skills, and Life and Career Skills. Table 2 

presents details of the 21st-century learning skills of these three categories.

Table 2

21st-Century Learning Skills Needed for Future Competency

Learning and 
Innovation Skills

Information Media and 
Technology Skills

Life and Career Skills

• Creativity and • Information literacy • Flexibility and
innovation • Media literacy adaptability

• Critical thinking and • ICT (information, • Initiative and self-
problem solving communication, direction

• Communication and technology literacy) • Social and cross-cultural
collaboration skills

• Productivity and
accountability

• Leadership and
responsibility
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The National Council for Teachers of English (NCTE) (2013) also outlined a set 

of skills for 21st-century learners. This 21st Century Literacies Framework listed the 

following competencies that students of the 21st century should be able to accomplish:

• Develop proficiency and fluency with the tools of technology;

• Build intentional cross-cultural connections and relationships with others so as 

to pose and solve problems collaboratively and strengthen independent 

thought;

•  Design and share information for global communities to meet a variety of 

purposes;

• Manage, analyze, and synthesize multiple streams of simultaneous 

information;

• Create, critique, analyze, and evaluate multimedia texts;

• Attend to the ethical responsibilities required by these complex environments. 

(NCTE, 2013, para. 2)

Thus, there is clear consensus that 21st-century learning has qualities, 

characteristics, and very specific components that are unique to the times. In addition, 

there is overlap in the ideas, tenets, and competencies that various organizations identify 

as important and necessary for the development of 21st-century learners. Another 

important aspect of the 21st-century classroom involves the use of instructional and 

student-centered/student-engaged technology.
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Technology for 21st-Century Learners 

Instructional technology and the student use of technology are part of the modem 

landscape. In fact, without these tools, students lack digital competency skills that will 

become part of the educational currency helping to provide access to the future. 

According to Schwartz (2008), the 21st-century boom of technology is an important 

phenomenon in a changing landscape of both socio-cultural and educational factors. 

Prensky (2001) promoted the use of technology in the classroom:

We live increasingly in a human-machine world. Anyone who doesn’t understand 

this, and who is not struggling to adapt to the new environment—whether they 

like that environment or not—is already being left behind. Adapting to the new 

fast changing, technologically enhanced context is one of the major challenges of 

our times. And that certainly goes for education, (p.l)

Given the shift away from the 20th century, print-based classroom toward the 

technology-enhanced classroom of the 21st century, it follows that teaching and learning 

will be affected. Jacobs (2010) discussed the ways in which 21st-century technology 

affects teachers’ approaches to the classroom:

Educators in the 21st century are slowly starting to appreciate that we no longer 

live solely in a print-centric world; we are surrounded by a culture filled with

visual images and messages Today, being literate also means understanding

wikis, blogs . . .  digital media, and other new and emerging technology, (p. 133) 

Prensky (2001) and Jacobs (2010) both contended that students of the past are vastly 

different from today’s learners, who are inundated with instant access to new knowledge
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being created faster than it is possible to consume. There is a shift away from 

institutionalized knowledge to the collaborative and organic creativity of shared and 

collaboratively agreed upon knowledge. Jacobs (2010) described these differences and 

the system/learner gaps they create this way:

Today’s student, nearly everywhere in the world, lives in a technological era in

which the Internet and Google and text messaging never didn’t exist As a

result, the experience of today’s student is the opposite of our own literate- 

grounded experiences of linearity and hierarchal structures of knowledge 

commonly accepted and institutionalized in the educational systems that were 

developed generations ago and that serve as the framework for today’s system of 

education, (p. SI)

According to the NCTE (2013), the technology-enhanced classroom is not only a 21st- 

century standard, it also helps to perpetuate students’ acquisition of the 21st-century skill 

set. NCTE (2013) reported that the use of technology actually facilitates the voice of 

diversity in student learning. Students are able to share and exchange ideas in a much 

broader forum than print-centric discourse allows.

However, it is not enough for teachers to incorporate instructional technology into 

their methods of content delivery in the 21st-century, technology-enhanced classroom. 

Rather, there are specific technology tools that help to meet the needs of today’s learner. 

For example, the instructional use of Web 2.0 tools is one commonly applied way to 

merge academic learning and 21st-century competencies (Paily, 2013). Paily (2013) 

notes the following about the use of Web 2.0 tools:



A ‘Web 2.0’ site allows its users to interact with other users or to change webs 

viewing of information that is provided to them .. . .  These are Web-based 

utilities and technology tools that focus on social, collaborative, user-driven 

content and applications which facilitate a more socially connected Web. The 

Web is where constructivist learning can take place...this emerging technology, 

which is characterized by greater functionality, interoperability and connectivity 

helps in knowledge creation through open communication and collaboration, (p. 

39)

Thus, the use of integrated, interactive, and collaborative technology in the 21st-century 

classroom creates not only a link to learning and real world tools, it also fosters the sense 

of collaborative- and community-based learning that is a hallmark of the PBL-21 

classroom, reflecting its constructivist nature. The way that students are able to connect 

with one another creates a collaborative space for dialogue and project building that is 

characteristic of the constructivist mindset. Paily (2013) concurred:

Through this new technology, we are in a position to create learning environment 

where learners are able to collaborate electronically or otherwise to form a self

regulated and self-governed learning community. The ‘Web 2.0’ supports social 

interaction and experience in education. The emphasis here is the construction of 

knowledge with the others and for the others. The focus is on the community 

itself and not on the individual user. (p. 40)

Further, Paily (2013) emphasized ways in which specific Web 2.0 technology fosters 

21st-century academic collaboration and community. For example, Paily (2013) noted
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the importance of the use of wikis as a 21st-century tool that facilitates collaboration, 

knowledge sharing, and constructivist learning platforms. All of these ideals are 

important in building the PBL-21 classroom environment and highlight the inherent 

connection between the 21st-century learning environment and the instructional 

technology tools that help to facilitate its existence.

The 21st-Century Culture of High Accountability 

Despite the changing educational landscape of the 21st century, qualities of 20th 

century framework linger. One such remnant is standardized testing and its resulting 

focus on hyper-accountability. Situated within the context of a standards based, high 

accountability setting is today’s classroom. The focus on regulated standards and student 

achievement tie to teacher evaluation, tenure, and compensation. Longo (2010) discussed 

this scenario, declaring that the high stakes nature of modem, mandatory assessment 

systems affect teachers’ instructional approaches. Brooks and Brooks (2001) asserted 

that the modern-day teacher feels pressured to teach to the test based upon an educational 

climate of high-stakes standardized testing. Longo (2010) aptly described the tension 

that exists between authentic teaching and learning and standardized testing:

Educators face a dilemma each and every day. Teachers are challenged to prepare 

students for standardized assessments while adding creativity to the curriculum. 

Frequently, students express concern merely with what will appear on the 

upcoming assessment. Teachers are often criticized for “teaching to the test” and 

therefore enabling students. State assessments can steer even the most skilled 

teachers down the wrong path as they deliver instruction, (p. 54)
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The hyper-focus on assessment and accountability creates tension for teachers between 

authentic and assessment-driven instruction. However, the issues of hyper-accountability 

and excessive standardized testing are not recent in origins. According to Longo (2010), 

“The use of standardized scholastic testing dates back to the mid-nineteenth century, 

when Horace Mann introduced the concept of testing to gain information about the 

quality of teaching and learning in Boston schools” (p. 55). Longo (2010) revealed that 

the original intent of standardized testing was to determine what students knew and 

assess how well they could apply that knowledge. This concept led educational 

institutions to achievement testing and eventually to student tracking by the 1920s.

History of Standardized Assessment in the U.S.

Historically speaking, the ideas posited by the Committee of Ten in 1892 are the 

origin of rigid standardization (NEA, 1892). According to Jacobs (2010) notes that in 

U.S. history, “the move away from an agrarian culture and the advent of the industrial 

revolution” (p. 8) created an influx of students into U.S. school systems. Educators 

recognized a need for standardized education by the late 1800s (Jacobs, 2010).

Sociopolitical factors were also important in shaping and increasing the use of 

standardized assessment (Longo, 2010). In The U.S., the use of standardized testing 

increased with the advent of the World War II, and increased even further with the Cold 

War. Following the Cold War, the passage o f Title I of the Elementary and Secondary 

Education Act of 1965 resulted in standardized testing as an educational norm in the 

1970s (Longo, 2010).



56

In some cases, the identified need for standardization resulted in a school model 

that resembled the corporate American factory—a model created with standardized 

product development in mind. Jacobs (2010) discussed the similarities between the 

infrastructure of American public schools and the traditional corporate factory. Jacobs

(2010) explained, “Schools were not designed for children. Rather, they reflected the 

factory model of organization resulting from the ascension of industry and economic 

expansion between 1897 and 1921, which ultimately was applied to education as well as 

business” (p. 9). Jacobs cited the organization of the school calendar in support of this 

supposition, noting that with “roughly 180 instructional days based on an agrarian 

calendar and a six-hour day with eight subjects . . .  standardization took hold, [and 

today], it still holds children, teachers, and communities in a fierce grip” (p. 9). Thus, 

even in the 21st century—an era of modem day technology and innovation—students in 

systems around the country are still attending school using a model based upon outmoded 

economic and social structures. The tendency to hold on to 20th-century classroom 

models is evident and integral even at the most basic level of school organization: the 

calendar school year.

Standardized Assessment and Teacher Evaluation

As standardized assessment became high stakes, the discussion of teacher 

evaluation became an important topic in the conversation. Historically, formal evaluation 

of teachers dates back to the 1950s, a time when schools were undergoing a phase of 

organization into formal systems (Marzano, Frontier, & Livingston, 2011). Marzano et
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al. (2011) reported that these clinical supervisory models, once begun, quickly became 

wide spread.

The 21st-century version of teacher evaluation involves the concept of teacher 

effectiveness, which is a teacher’s ability to affect student data positively, as 

demonstrated by quantitative measures. Marzano et al. (2011) argued the necessity for 

21st-century teacher evaluations to be more individualized to reflect individual teacher 

effect on their students. This line of thinking syncs with the idea that student 

performance is based upon teacher effectiveness. Similarly, this thinking syncs with the 

rhetoric that underlies teacher merit pay and pay for performance models for teacher 

evaluation, which are 21st-century accountability based systems. As Spring (2011) 

criticized, performance based evaluation models have the potential to create a genre of 

teacher evaluation frameworks that function to serve socio-politics and private agendas 

rather than the stakeholders of the holistic education process.

As the phenomenon of pay-for-performance has become a prevalent mark of the 

high accountability culture, many have weighed in on its potential and its shortcomings. 

Smarick (2011), former U.S. Deputy Assistant Secretary of Education, noted that “in his 

first major education address as president,. . .  [President] Obama explicitly backed 

paying teachers for performance” (p. 56). However, the problem that arose from 

accountability reform measures that advocate pay for performance is fairness. There was 

a notable disconnect between student performance measures and truly fair teacher pay in 

connection with it. As Smarick (2011) remarked, these systems are inherently
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imbalanced, for “How do you fairly implement a differentiated pay plan without 

empirical measures of student performance?” (p. 58).

The accountability reform movement also addressed teacher evaluation measures. 

Smarick (2011) observed that, as D.C. policymakers began to discuss how to implement a 

pay-for-performance plan, the issue arose on how to evaluate teacher effectiveness, 

referring specifically to the following comments from Secretary of Education, Arne 

Duncan: “Current practices treat all teachers like interchangeable widgets. To gain a 

better understanding of variations in teacher quality and then make use of this 

information, we need improved teacher evaluation systems . . .  those currently in place 

are deeply flawed” (p. 58). Duncan’s words would prove to be significant. Smarick

(2011) addressed the rise of a high accountability culture in education: “Duncan was 

beginning to sketch a new framework for teacher policies, one that integrated student 

performance data, teacher evaluations, and a range of personnel decisions, including 

compensation. In time, the shift would prove to be consequential” (p. 59).

Accountability measures have come from a variety of sources, some past and 

others more present. Jones (1991) noted that the focus of American public schools on 

standardization and accountability measures date back to A Nation at Risk. Urban and 

Wagoner (2008) contended the focus increased when President George Bush’s No Child 

Left Behind Act created a national expectation of standardized testing as a way of 

assessing American public schools. Nichols and Cuenca (2014) reported that national 

educational organizations have had a voice in the call for accountability and greater 

attention to assessment, specifically referencing the following specific organizations:
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National Council on Teacher Quality, the American Association of Colleges for Teacher 

Education, and the National Council for the Accreditation of Teacher Education. 

Standardized Assessment and 21st-Century Learners

A correlation exists between an increasing culture of hyper-accountability and the 

need for 21st-century learners to be globally competitive in the academic realm. For 

instance, Spring (2011) noted that a part of President Barak Obama’s educational 

platform focused upon national standards and attention to international academic 

standings of U.S. students. Spring (2011) listed the following international tests as areas 

of comparison: (a) PISA (Program for International Student Assessment), (b) PIRLS 

(Progress in International Reading Literature), and (c) TIMSS (Trends in International 

Mathematics and Science Study).

At the state level, there have also been discussions of assessment and its role in 

students’ academic lives. In Georgia, specifically, the high-stakes accountability reform 

era of education has been an important part of the educational landscape. State 

governments passed legislative policies of accountability standards for teachers to meet. 

Urban and Wagoner (2008) pointed to Georgia Governor Roy Barnes as the responsible 

party for raising the stakes on standardized testing across the state of Georgia. With the 

advent of the Race to the Top educational reform movement (USDOE, n.d.), teacher 

accountability became a major focus in Georgia and elsewhere. Nichols and Cuenca 

(2014) reported that Georgia was a recipient of 2010 Race to the Top Funding, receiving 

almost $400 million from the government program. In return for a portion of these funds, 

states agreed to review the implementation of accountability measures that link teacher



60

performance with student achievement as measured quantitatively by test scores (Nichols 

& Cuenca, 2014).

Despite a trend toward test obsession, some leaders in education contend that the 

assessment methods of 21st-century learners will need to morph in the near future (Jones, 

1991). Assessments of institutionalized knowledge in stale, one-dimensional methods are 

not producing useful data that inform educators about the proficiency of 21st-century 

students at real world or 21st-century relevant skill sets. Jones (1991) elaborated, “There 

is a widespread clamor to realign curriculum and instruction with the needs of society and 

with recent research. Nearly everyone concerned about education is thinking about 

alternative forms of assessments” (p. 129). Additionally, in some cases, national 

organizations are taking on the task of setting specific guidelines of what assessments 

should look like in the 21st-century climate. According to the NCTE (2013), assessment 

of 21st-century learners will include newer elements. These elements would include the 

following:

• Extent of students’ access to 21 st-century tools both in and out of school;

• Range and depth of information readily accessible to students;

•  Facility of students with technology tools;

•  Extent to which tools can make artists, musicians, and designers o f students 

not traditionally considered talented in those fields;

•  Extent to which images and sound may amplify text;

• Extent to which students understand the power of their connections;

• Extent to which student products can emulate those of professionals;



61

• Extent to which students receive feedback from experts in the field;

• Potential interaction with and impact on a global audience;

• Students’ selection of tools or media that most effectively communicate the 

intention of the product;

• Students’ level of ethical and legal practice as they remix products;

• Level of ethics and safety exhibited in students’ online behavior;

• Extent to which students recognize the impact of their own down digital 

footprint, (para. 12)

The 21st-Century Teacher

According to Blackboard (2008), the 21st-century learning landscape is different 

not only for students, but also for the teachers who will instruct them. The 21st century 

offers “unique challenges for teachers” (Blackboard, 2008, p. 2), including the effects of 

ethnic and socio-economic diversity shifts; revised, reform-based accountability 

expectations; and a transient teacher population. Additionally, in the 21st-century 

educational era, there is an ever-changing definition of the highly effective teacher, as 

guided by the trending reform measure of the moment, and possibly other external 

influences.

“It is a fool’s errand to expect teachers to model 21st-century skills in a 19th- 

century work environment” (Riordan, 2013, p. 3), given the 21st-century climate of 

change and the proven phenomenon of the different nature of the 21st-century learner. 

Many propose a variety of ideas of the skills the 21st-century teacher will really need and 

need to impart. For example, Riordan (2013) suggested that the 21st-century teacher
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needs time to innovate, collaborate, and think critically with other teachers in order to 

develop 21st-century learners successfully. Similarly, Noddings (2013) declared that the 

21st-century classroom is dependent more upon collaboration and communication than it 

is upon the kind of competition generated by multiple choice data frenzies. The 

successful 21st-century teacher will capitalize upon these skills. Donovan, Green, and 

Mason (2014) argued that modern-day teachers wishing to impart 21st-century skills to 

their students require the latitude to be able to function effectively and to be able to 

develop students who are ultimately successful. Jacobs (2010) similarly recommended 

that 21st-century teachers need freedom and opportunities for creativity in teaching. 

However, these opportunities are sometimes scarce. Jacobs (2010) described the reality 

of the 21st-century teacher’s experience:

I have often heard the catchphrase “standards, not standardization.” The 

implication is that teachers need latitude to help individual learners reach 

proficiency targets. Yet, in practice, classroom experiences too often locks in 

rigid standardization with an overemphasis on low-level testing and dated 

standards, (p. 9)

Beyond this, what are the competencies and characteristics that qualify a 

successful teacher of 21st-century learners? Wismath (2013) contended that the 

successful and ultimately viable 21st-century teacher has undergone a notable 21st- 

century attitude adjustment, marked by having developed a level of comfort with the role 

reassignment from expert to facilitator. This teacher is willing to part with pedagogical 

practices that are now outdated and proven ineffective (such as a lecture-only approach to
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instruction). This teacher is less of an answer-giver, knowledge-owner, and more of a 

question asker. This teacher not only stops to listen to the answers generated to the 

questions, but also uses these answers as integral part of the life of the classroom. The 

21st-century teacher who finds success in the 21st-century classroom is a student of 

his/her own teaching.

The Constructivist Teacher

“The principle goal o f education in the schools should be creating men and women 

who are capable o f  doing new things, not simply repeating 

what other generations have done. ”

—Jean Piaget

According to Richardson (1997), “Constructivism is a learning or meaning- 

making theory. It suggests that individuals create their own understandings, based upon 

the interactions of what they already know and believe and the phenomena or ideas with 

which they come into contact” (p. 3). Given the needs and nature of the 21 st-century 

learner, a constructivist approach is in line with the 21st-century learning model and 

implementing authentic approaches to modern-day curricula.

Rosenfeld and Rosenfeld (2006) concluded that teachers in the constructivist 

classroom (such as those created by PBL) have challenges and instructional behaviors 

that differ from what is present in the traditional classroom. Specifically,

In a traditional environment, the teacher’s role is being a knowledge source, the 

curriculum is focused on fact coverage, and assessment is based on tests. In a 

constructivist environment, the teacher becomes a facilitator, the curriculum 

focuses on central concepts of the discipline, and assessment is based on authentic
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student products. In addition, PBL tasks are often “messy,” and student products 

are difficult to guide and evaluate, (p. 386)

Further, Rosenfeld and Rosenfeld (2006) argued that constructivist teachers’ 

understanding of their own responses to their work to facilitate constructivist learning is a 

factor in helping to sustain such learning environments.

Similarly, Brooks’ and Brooks’ (2001) descriptions of the constructivist 

classroom elucidate the profile of the 21st-century PBL classroom environment. Brooks 

and Brooks (2001) explained, “In a constructivist classroom, the teacher searches for 

students’ understanding of concepts, and then structures opportunities for students to 

refine or revise these understandings” (p. ix). Thus, the 21st-century constructivist 

classroom is a place of student-centered learning marked by revision and the cooperative 

creation of new knowledge. The constructivist teacher facilitates such an environment.

Project Based Learning for the 21st Century 

Through utilization of nontraditional classroom models such as Project Based 

Learning, pedagogy and the 21st century unite. Project Based Learning is an 

instructional method that involves learners in an investigative approach to cross

curricular learning objectives (Blumenfeld et al., 1991). It features driving questions that 

are broad and open-ended. Learners engaged in PBL create products and artifacts as 

evidence of synthesis, problem solving, and mastery of embedded learning objectives. 

These artifacts and products address the issues raised by the initial driving questions of 

the project (Blumenfeld et al., 1991). Additionally, 21st-century PBL involves the use of 

digital resources and collaboration in the creation of final products (Markham, 2012).
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Markham (2012) stated that “well-executed PBL emphasizes a carefully planned 

assessment that incorporates formative feedback, detailed rubrics, and multiple 

evaluation of content and skills” (p. 25).

Pedagogically speaking, PBL has specific qualifiers. Thomas Markham (2012) 

identifies five distinguishing qualities of PBL: “centrality, driving question, constructive 

investigations, autonomy, and realism” (p. 25). The centrality aspect of PBL necessitates 

that “projects are central, not peripheral to the curriculum” (Markham, 2012, p. 25), for 

they serve as the primary modality through which discovery learning occurs, rather than 

added as an enrichment endeavor at the end of a teacher-directed unit. Driving questions, 

which may be teacher or student created (Blumenfeld et al., 1991), provide a framework 

for the project that is free to morph and change direction based upon discoveries as they 

organically arise through the process of teaching and learning. Markham (2012) 

contended that these “problems ‘drive’ students to encounter and struggle with the central 

concepts and principles of a discipline” (p. 25). Likewise, the morphing and changing 

direction aspects of PBL are also part of the constructive investigation concept that is 

central to the PBL model. As Markham (2012) also noted, PBL involves the 

“transformation and construction of knowledge on the part of the students” (p. 26).

In a PBL classroom, the teacher is a facilitator of student learning, as opposed to 

being the owner and transmitter of knowledge, a classroom model that was popular in the 

traditional, pre21st-century setting. Thus, learning the student-centered nature of the 

Project Based Learning model facilitates autonomy. In addition, Markham’s (2012) fifth 

quality of PBL, realism, exists in PBL’s incorporation of real world skills, scenarios, and
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problem-solving methods. According to Blumenfeld et al. (1991), “Project Based 

Learning . . .  places students in realistic, contextualized problem-solving environments.

In so doing, projects can serve to build bridges between phenomena in the classroom and 

real-life experiences” (p. 370).

Relevant Project Based Learning Research 

Some researchers have approached the idea of Project Based Learning with 

experimentation to explore its outcomes. Seet and Queck (2010) conducted a study with 

middle-school students involving their perceptions of a computer-mediated, project-based 

learning environment. Seet and Queck (2010) reported,

This research investigated 68 secondary school students’ perceptions of their 

computer-mediated project-based learning environment and their attitudes 

towards Project Work (PW) using two instruments—Project Work Classroom 

Learning Questionnaire (PWCLEQ) and Project Work Related Attitudes 

Instrument (PWRAI). (p. 173)

In their study, Seet and Queck (2010) sought to assess “students’ perceptions 

[and]... attitudes towards PW lessons” (p. 173). Regarding the idea that Project Based 

Learning is an integral part of 21st-century learning, Seet and Queck discuss the learner- 

centered aspects of PBL: “Project [based learning] is one of the learner-centered 

pedagogical approaches used to engage learners in active and collaborative learning” (pg.

173). Its value is in offering students the opportunity to explore the interrelationships and 

interconnectedness of subject-specific knowledge and apply synthesized knowledge 

critically and creatively to real-life situations. The students learn by interacting actively
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and engaging with peers. This allows learning to emerge from an integration of cognitive 

and social experiences (Kohlberg & Mayer, 1972). In project work, learning extends 

beyond textbooks and students have to seek various learning paths and solutions in order 

to complete the project tasks. Therefore, the self-reliance and inquisitiveness of students 

increase while they acquire essential 21st-century skills, such as collaboration, 

communication, and creative and critical thinking in the course of work.

In terms of adolescents’ preferences for their project work, Seet and Queck (2010) 

concluded that students preferred open-endedness in their project work. Specifically, 

“They wanted to deviate from the teachers’ instructions and have more freedom to voice 

their opinions about the direction of their project” (Seet & Queck, 2010, p. 180). An 

additional finding was that the participants favored teamwork. They “recognized the 

need for members to be cooperative and to establish good working relationships” (Seet & 

Queck, 2010, p. 181).

Lam, Cheng, and Ma (2009) investigated Project Based Learning and student 

motivation. Using Project Based Learning as a framework to examine how teacher and 

student motivation correlate, Lam et al. (2009) surveyed 126 secondary teachers and 631 

students in a Hong Kong school. Their findings revealed a direct and indirect 

relationship between student intrinsic motivation and teacher intrinsic motivation within a 

project-based learning model. Lam et al. (2009) defined intrinsic motivation as “having 

inherent enjoyment in doing the task” (p. 567) and deemed it desirable in the classroom 

setting. They concluded that teacher intrinsic motivation had a positive relationship with 

the way students viewed the classroom setting. The students of teachers with positive
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affects toward the project-based learning approach had better perceptions of the model. 

Lam et al. (2009) surmised that teachers’ methods are significant factors in student 

motivation. They further hypothesized that, in terms of cognitive factors, this correlation 

might be due to “imitative learning or modeling” (Lam et al., 2009, p. 567) and 

contended a multifaceted psychological connection exists between teacher and students’ 

intrinsic motivations.

Bradford (2005) also explored motivation and the PBL model. Noting that a 2003 

survey conducted in California high schools identified students’ motivation as the largest 

hindrance to overall teacher effectiveness, Bradford (2005) discussed the motivational 

merits of school programs that integrate a project-based, 21st-century approach.

Bradford (2005) advised that a project-based service-learning model is a way to boost 

student learning and defined such a model as one that “emphasizes educational 

opportunities that are interdisciplinary, student-centered, collaborative, and integrated 

with real-world issues and practices” (p. 29). Bradford (2005) suggested offering choice 

and empowerment over learning to students to increase the depth and quality of their 

learning.

In another investigation of PBL, Tamim and Grant (2013) conducted a PBL study 

situated in public and private school systems using six teacher participants from 

elementary, middle and high schools, grades four through twelve. Tamim and Grant 

(2013) anticipated that teachers would identify challenges in implementing what they 

termed a “PjBL” (p. 73) approach to instruction, specifically in terms of the 

“constructivist approach, adopting new instructional strategies, curriculum and selection
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of topic, management and design of PjBL, [and] assessing the nature of collaboration” (p. 

74). In a review of literature, Tamim and Grant (2013) discovered that teachers have a 

transition period from implementing a teacher-directed classroom model to instructing 

largely through student-centered methods such as PjBL, leading Tamim and Grant (2013) 

to hypothesize that teachers would express concerns about time constraints involved with 

PjBL instruction and adherence to content and curricular objectives.

Utilizing a case-study approach and semi-structured interviews, Tamim and Grant 

(2013) identified the emergence of three thematic ideas: “(1) Teachers define PBL 

through its perceived advantages on learning; (2) Teachers vary in their use of PBL over 

the continuum of the learning process; and (3) Teachers adopt student-centered 

approaches in PBL” (Tamim & Grant, 2013, abstract). In addition, Tamim and Grant 

(2013) noted a need for PjBL teachers to achieve a balance between the jPBL method and 

district standards and assessment policies, suggesting that PjBL teachers have to identify 

assessment methods that demonstrate acquisition of content and curricular knowledge 

and skills while demonstrating PjBL-embedded competencies such as creativity and 

critical thinking. Tamim and Grant (2013) described how the PjBL teacher participants 

used methods such as student-produced artifacts, portfolios, rubrics, and student self- 

assessment to achieve compliance with assessment regulations, but commented that “they 

assessed the outcome of learning outside the limits of traditional testing” (p. 93), 

potentially creating doubt about students’ performance on standardized testing.

According to one of the participants, “’Some students don’t shine on tests’” (Tamim & 

Grant, 2013, p. 83).
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Furthermore, Tamim and Grant (2013) described the teacher personality of the 

ideal PjBL teacher as “motivated, open to a change in their teaching practices, and 

ultimately [able to] allow for flexibility in planning the learning experiences of the 

students” (p. 72). Tamim and Grant (2013) commented on the nature of the successful 

PBL teacher:

These teachers need to be open to its [PjBL’s] constructivist nature, they need to 

be skilled in taking a student-centered approach with their students, they need to 

have the motivation and the abilities to adopt a new instructional strategy, and 

they need to be confident in managing the PjBL activities, especially when they 

have large classrooms.

In their findings, Tamim and Grant (2013) delineated specifics regarding the 

findings of the three themes. For Theme 1, in which teachers defined PjBl for its benefits 

to learning, teachers identified “support and facilitation of the learning process, 

differentiation and creative abilities, motivation and engagement, and collaboration 

(Tamim & Grant, 2013, p. 81). For Theme 2, in which Tamim and Grant (2013) found 

teacher implementation of PjBL varied among teachers, “four profiles of PjBL teachers 

emerge from the data: teachers reinforced learning (reinforcer), they extended the 

learning (extender), they initiated learning (initiator), or they navigated among these 

trends according to the need (navigator) (p. 84). Theme 3 addressed the adoption of 

student-centered approaches in PjBL by teachers: “scaffolding, managing teamwork, 

assessment and reflection, as well as collaboration and integration (Tamim & Grant,

2013, p. 89)
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Ultimately, Tamim and Grant (2013) made significant conclusions about the 

benefits of a PBL approach to content and curricula as compared to a traditional, teacher 

directed approach. They noted that PBL teachers “wanted their students to use higher 

order thinking skills,. . .  initiated social learning,. . .  asked their students to show their 

knowledge through the production of authentic artifacts, and . . .  assessed the outcome of 

learning outside of limitations of traditional testing” (p. 93). Thus, Tamim and Grant’s 

(2013) research addresses the nature of the 21st-century PBL teacher as well as sheds 

light upon possible challenges and practices for the PBL-21 teacher.

PBL and 21st-Century Learning v. Standardization and Accountability

Where the PBL-21 approach to curricula meets a standardized educational setting, 

there are very divergent curriculum theories at work. In terms of education and political 

ideals, as Race to the Top ushered out No Child Left Behind, K-12, teachers were left 

with the task of trying simultaneously to satisfy many needs. Among those needs were 

data-driven instruction on the one hand and real-life students (with 21st-century needs 

and dispositions) on the other. For students, the data expected to drive their teachers’ 

instruction are irrelevant. For teachers, the data expected to drive their instruction are 

high stakes and dangerous to ignore. At the same time, in real life, 21st-centuiy students 

face a future about which, given the pace at which global and technological 

advancements are happening, we know very little. It is the perfect educational storm. 

Ultimately, there are natural tensions between PBL teachers, pedagogy, and a standards- 

based setting. The teachers who participate in PBL models must live in two worlds 

professionally and in terms of instructional approach.
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One very important issue in the storm that is brewing is the interaction between 

accountability and reform legislation that affect teaching and learning models. Urban and 

Wagoner (2008) pointed out that accountability legislation such as the No Child Left 

Behind Act of 2001 and Race to the Top mandates pose threats and create conflicts with 

the conceptual ideals of authentic teaching, learning, and assessment. These threats are 

detrimental to learner-centered teaching and move instructional foci back toward the 

realm of scholar academic teaching that helps to prepare students for standardized testing.

Freire’s (1970/1993) ideas also speak to the tension that exists between a high- 

stakes, high accountability setting, and authentic teaching and learning. Freire 

(1970/1993) explained,

In the banking concept of education, knowledge is a gift bestowed by those who 

consider themselves knowledgeable upon those whom they consider to know 

nothing. Projecting an absolute ignorance onto others . . .  negates education and 

knowledge as process of inquiry, (p. 72)

In his description of the traditional classroom setting, Freire (1970/1993) 

discussed the role of the teacher:

The teacher talks about reality as if it were motionless, static, compartmentalized, 

and predictable. Or else he expounds on a topic completely alien to the existential 

experience of the students. His task is to "fill" the students with the contents of 

his narration— contents that are detached from reality, disconnected from the 

totality that engendered them and could give them significance. Words are
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emptied of their concreteness and become a hollow, alienated, and alienating 

verbosity, (p. 72)

Freire’s description of a classroom wherein banking static knowledge into students is the 

norm is in direct contrast to the 21st century PBL model classroom, wherein knowledge 

develops organically and students drive instructional cycles.

In regards to the needs of 21st-century students, the learner-centered approach 

syncs with 21st-century learning competencies. Trilling and Fadel (2009) pointed out 

that “many of the skills needed in centuries past, such as critical thinking and problem 

solving, are even more relevant today” (p. xxix). Additionally, they noted how these 

skills—critical thinking and problem solving—are “learned and practiced in everyday life 

in [the] 21st century is rapidly shifting” (p. xxx). Policymakers in education will soon 

have to grapple with the not only the politics that govern education, but also with the 

pedagogical models that govern it. Beginning with a look at scholar academic learning 

and learner-centered learning is a logical place to start.

Bradford (2005) drew a direct correlation between student motivation and teacher 

effectiveness. In doing so, Bradford (2005) declared that not only do students need to 

find an intrinsic cause for their academic pursuits, but “students [also] learn more when 

they are creating their own learning opportunities” (para. 2). Bradford (2005) stated that 

underlying the idea of allowing students to participate in their own learning parameters is 

the age-old Confucian adage that states, “Tell me and I'll forget; show me and I may 

remember; involve me and I’ll understand.” Following this line of thinking along with 

considering the demands of the 21st century upon learning, the face of today’s classroom
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has a new look. Student-centered learning that takes students on discovery missions with 

meaning in the real world is replacing traditional learning.

Clearly, a significant barrier in the road for teachers who seek to practice 

authentic instructional methods such as Project Based Learning is the classroom setting 

within the accountability reform era. Wink (2011) related teachers’ comments regarding 

the replacement of authentic reading and written by multiple-choice answers and the loss 

of choice in learning. Furthermore, in this era of sweeping standardization, creative and 

authentic teaching and learning may be lost. When addressing standardized testing,

Longo (2010) stated, “Many argue that it weakens creativity. Scores generated by state 

assessments are used for political purposes to compare students, institutions, and 

teachers” (p. 55). Along these lines, Hew and Brush (2006) discussed the issues that 

arise between the technology-enhanced 21st-century classroom and the high-stakes 

testing environment, stating that “the pressures of [high stakes] testing can be a major 

barrier to technology integration” (p. 230). Hew and Brush (2006) specifically 

referenced a case in Hong Kong and offered the following example: “Fox and Henri 

(2005) explored the use of technology in Hong Kong elementary and secondary school 

classrooms and found that pressures related to high-stakes testing gave teachers little time 

to attempt new instructional methods involving technology” (p. 230).

Another example provided by Hew and Brush (2006) followed a review of 

research conducted by Butzin in 2004. According to Hew and Brush (2006), “The 

pressure to meet higher standards and score high on standardized tests, along with the 

need to cover vast scope of material within a limited amount of time, creates a daunting
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challenge for any teacher” (p. 230). Butzin (2004) noted that many teachers feel 

pressured to resort to a direct instruction approach through which they

feel they can cover more material when they are in front of the class talking with 

every student doing the same thing at the same time, rather than using technology 

because of the additional technology planning time required to identify and select 

appropriate software to match lesson objectives, (as cited in Hew & Brush, 2006, 

p. 230).

Ultimately, the pressures of high stake standardized testing create a teaching culture that 

discourages important aspects of 21st-century Project Based Learning.

The Middle-School Setting 

In the midst of education reform and the shifting needs of the 21st-century 

learner, the middle-school teacher has a unique task. Juvonen, Le, Kaganoff, Augustine, 

and Constant (2004) proffered,

An effective middle school must be directly concerned with the here and now 

problems of the students. Furthermore, the middle school should not be 

envisioned as a passive link in the chain of education below the college and 

university, but rather as a dynamic force in improving education, (p. 12-13)

These ideas sync with the foundational principles of both PBL and 21st-century learning 

as a pedagogical approach that is appropriate and effective for middle-school learners.

Additionally, according to the National Middle School Association (NMSA) 

(2010), multiple learning and teaching approaches with attention to student learning 

needs—concepts that are at the heart of PBL-21—are also important aspects of effective
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classroom models for middle school learners. Specifically, NMSA (2010) reported the 

following about the nature of teaching at the middle-school level:

Teaching approaches [for middle level learners] should capitalize on the skills, 

abilities, and prior knowledge of young adolescents; use multiple intelligences; 

involve students’ individual learning styles; and recognize the need for regular 

physical movement. Students should acquire various ways o f posing and 

answering questions and engage in learning situations wherein basic skills are 

mastered in functional contexts. When learning experiences capitalize on 

students’ cultural, experiential, and personal backgrounds, new concepts build on 

knowledge students already possess.. . .  While some direct teacher-centered 

instruction is in order, varied approaches are needed including experiments, 

demonstrations, surveys and opinion polls, simulations, inquiry-based and group 

projects, community-based services and independent study. Individual 

differences are accommodated through abundant opportunities for student choice 

within classes and in co-curricular programs. Experiences are provided that 

appeal to students’ special talent or interests, whether they are intellectual, 

athletic, or artistic, (p. 24)

Given these ideas, the National Middle School Association advocated for a PBL 

approach as a healthy and appropriate curricular model for middle school learners. 

Lounsbury (1991) discussed the special character of the middle-school setting. 

Specifically, he noted that the recommendations of the Nation at Risk (National 

Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983) report, which provided implications for
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reform at the high-school level “are most inappropriate for intermediate educational 

institutions” (p. 1). He maintained the belief that the needs of the middle-school learner 

were specific and unique, and there were a variety of considerations to include what 

Lounsbury (1991) referred to as “the new realities of demography, family life, and 

economics” (p. 24). Based upon these needs, Lounsbury (1991) contended that a 

functional middle-school model would not follow the straight lines of tradition.

Lounsbury (1991) maintained,

The school’s number one mission is, and must remain, the development of the 

intellect, but in order to be successful in that primary mission it seems certain that 

the school will have to concern itself even more than it is currently doing with 

those social and psychological factors that largely control the ability or readiness 

to achieve academically, (p. 25)

Lounsbury (1991) also revealed he was a proponent of differentiated instruction 

and attention to diversity, for he recommended “making assignments very specific for a 

few students is better than having all students pursue a common assignment” (p. 47), 

which aligns with the ideals of PBL-21. Lounsbury (1991) was also a proponent of 

acknowledging diversity in learners:

Young adolescents are distinguished by their diversity. Though they all go 

through the ‘perils of puberty’ they start at different times and proceed at varying 

rates . . . .  The need to serve diversity is a fundamental and a rather distinctive 

responsibility of the middle school level, (p. 69)
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The student “voice and choice” aspect of 21st-century project based learning inherently 

addresses the diversity of learning needs that exist among modern-day learners. Thus, 

the PBL-21 model is in line with Lounsbury’s (1991) ideas about what middle-school 

learners need to be successful in the middle-school classroom.

Ultimately, Lounsbury (1991) recognized the need for middle-school curricula to 

coexist with the demands of, and a setting within, the real world. He declared,

“Educators and parents alike must recognize that the curriculum which counts ultimately 

is that one that changes behavior and is still apparent in the lives of students then or 

twenty years hence” (Lounsbury, 1991, p. 101). Furthermore, Lounsbury (1991) 

condemned stale, rote learning:

An excessive concern over the short-term memory aspects of a formal education 

is likely to be counter-productive. It is all too easy to get upset about the fact 

failures of our youth and institute a narrow plan to correct these knowledge 

deficiencies. Such approaches are likely to hinder the development o f attitudes 

and values that are of far more ultimate importance, (p. 101)

Therefore, data-driven instruction that occurs as a result of a high-stakes testing culture 

creates the kind of focus on “short-term memory aspects of a formal education” that 

Lounsbury deemed to be ultimately “counterproductive”. Thus, in his depiction of the 

ideals the nature of the middle school, Lounsbury (1991) seemed to support the 

characteristics of the PBL-21 model for middle-school learners.
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Summary

It is evident that the needs of 21st-century learners are different from the needs of 

learners past. Rather than reliance on fossilized standards of knowledge, 21st-century 

learning must remain fluid and flexible to allow today’s students intellectual latitude to 

become the innovators and developers for future decades. The modern-day approach to 

Project Based Learning is classroom model that middle-school teachers have found 

effective as a means of addressing content standards and learning objectives, while 

allowing for student-centered learning that is responsive to the needs of the learner as 

well as to the morphing nature of knowledge in the world.

In some cases, the PBL-21 classroom model comes into conflict with traditional 

methods of instruction and the rigid confines created by a high-stakes, high 

accountability, highly standardized setting. Thus, the role of the PBL-21 teacher is to 

navigate the nuances of the learning model and the demands of the systems in which 

these learning models exist. Similarly, there is a unique role in the middle-school 

teacher’s chapter in this story. Tasked with teaching in the middle, middle-school 

teachers must bridge several gaps—gaps between elementary- and high-school learning 

models, gaps that arise as part of the natural diversity of young adolescent learners, and 

gaps that might arise as a result of implementing a PBL-21 approach within a system not 

quite reformed enough to comfortably fit this model.

As the literature demonstrates, there is merit in exploring 21st-century learning, 

PBL and the nature of middle-school teacher’s experiences today with implementing a 

21st-century learning approach to Project Based Learning. Within the context of today’s
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standards-based setting, an apparent theoretical juxtaposition exists between the ideas 

underlying PBL/21st-century learning methods and school settings wherein 

accountability measures and/or traditional classroom models are the dominant features.

The content of this chapter served to inform the reader of trends and discussions 

of educational research areas that relate to Project Based Learning (PBL), 21st-century 

learning, and the middle-school classroom setting in an era of high-stakes testing. 

Additionally, the information presented in this chapter served to provide a theoretical 

foundation for the research to follow and the analysis of research findings presented in 

later chapters. An overview of relevant theory and phenomena were examined as they 

relate to the study. Chapter 3 presents the research design of this study that investigated 

Project Based Learning in a Georgia middle school. Chapter 4 relates the findings of this 

qualitative case study, and Chapter 5 provides a discussion of the results and suggests 

areas of further investigation.



CHAPTER 3 

RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY

This qualitative study examined the experiences of middle school-teachers who 

used a 21st-century approach to standards-based curricula. The study featured teacher 

participants who were part of Cohort 5, an instructional team at their North Georgia 

middle school using a 21st-century Project Based Learning approach to guide standards- 

based instruction in the content areas of language arts, social studies, and science. The 

study investigated ways in which middle school PBL teachers engage and challenge 

students and merge elements of authentic PBL with standardized curricula. It focused 

primarily on the teachers’ experiences and instructional methods, but also sought to 

identify any conflicts arising in the instructional process. This study sought to address 

the following research question and supporting questions: How does the role of PBL-21 

teacher in an era of hyper-accountability and standardization affect middle-school 

teachers’ experiences? This primary question generated the following subquestions:

1. How do Cohort 5 educators perceive their roles in the Cohort 5 learning 

environments?

2. What do Cohort 5 educators view as the challenges and successes of the 

program in the face of standardized testing and accountability restraints?

3. How do Cohort 5 educators account for the development of their students?

81
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This chapter presents the research design of this study. The Research Design and 

Rationale section of this chapter identifies the research tradition followed in this study. 

Within the discussion of this tradition, I cite the work of case study experts and identify 

parallels between their ideas for framing case study work and the nature of my own work. 

In this section, I also identify an interpretive framework and explain how this framework 

will guide my research.

In the Participants, Setting, and Sample Strategy section of this chapter, I identify 

and characterize the participants for my research. I cite the number of participants and 

discuss their backgrounds. I also discuss the context and setting of my study.

In the Data Collection and Instrumentation section of this chapter, I provide a 

narrative description of my data collection. This description tells the story, the sequence, 

and the approximate timing of my research plan. I describe in detail each form of data I 

collected. For each type of data, I explain how I collected it, from whom, and when. For 

interviews, I provide the prompts and questions. I explain my appendix and artifact 

items. I also explain use of audio, video, and transcription.

In the Data Analysis section of this chapter, I specify the qualitative analyses used 

to answer the research questions. I cite literature sources for the methods used to analyze 

the data. I also explain coding procedures.

In the Role o f the Researcher section of this chapter, I describe my own history as 

it relates to my research question, participants, and my experience as a teacher and 

learner. I explain why I chose this research question. I also very honestly examine any



83

biases, hunches, assumptions, and/or beliefs that underlie my work. I describe how I 

guarded against these biases and protected the validity/trustworthiness of my work.

In the Dependability and Credibility section of this chapter, I attempt to establish 

that my study is dependable and credible. In doing so, I explain my triangulation of the 

multiple sources of data. I also discuss by methods such as member checking, chain of 

evidence, and other applicable techniques.

In the Ethical Safeguards section of this chapter, I describe the procedures taken 

to protect the participants and the data. As this study intersects with my professional 

work, I describe potential conflicts of interest. I also describe the measures taken to 

guard against them.

Research Design and Rationale 

Through qualitative research, I examined the nature of teachers’ experiences.

This research was a case study with multiple participants. Stake (1995) stated, “Case 

study is the study of the particularity and complexity of a single case, coming to 

understand its activity within important circumstances” (p. xi). For my study, the 

important circumstance was the teachers’ setting within a standardized curricular 

framework. The teachers interacted with this framework both as individual teachers and 

as part of Cohort 5. In my study, I examined how multiple participants—the teachers— 

experienced the role of Cohort 5 teacher within the larger framework of a school, district, 

and more global setting that might foster a different instructional approach.

Stake (1995) discussed the nature of the case study. In regards to the quality of 

the story that becomes worthy of a case study, Stake (1995) explained,
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For the most part, the cases of interest in education and social service are people 

and programs. Each one is similar to other persons and programs in many ways 

and in unique ways. We are interested in them for both their uniqueness and 

commonality. We seek to understand them. We would like to hear their stories 

. . .  we enter the scene with a sincere interest in learning, (p. 1)

In this study, the stories of its participants were significant in several ways. For one, the 

teacher participants were part of an against the grain movement in modem pedagogy 

(Trilling & Fadel, 2009). The creative and nontraditional teaching strategies that underlie 

the 21st-century learning module are fundamentally and theoretically divergent from the 

traditionalist framework that supports standardized instruction and frequent, high-stakes 

assessment. As Longo (2010) observed, “High stakes testing has driven the way that 

educators deliver instruction” (p. 54). Thus, in this era of high-accountability reform, 

data driven instruction, and measures, there is not only a very strong emphasis on 

standards-based curricula and assessment, but also an accountability aspect that makes it 

difficult for teachers to ignore systemic mandates about standards, data, and assessment. 

Longo (2010) emphasized, “Inquiry [which is implicit in 21st-century learning and PBL] 

is the key to enhancing creativity while still meeting the demands of standardized testing” 

(p. 54).

Similarly, Yin (2012) discussed the nature of the case study method:

All case study research starts from the same compelling feature: the desire to 

derive a (n) (up-) close or otherwise in-depth understanding of a single or small
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number of ‘cases,’ set in their real-world contexts . . .  hopefully resulting in new 

learning about real-world behavior and its meaning, (p. 4)

In keeping with this description, I conducted my study in the real world setting of the 

school. The teacher participants who were part of this case study had the unique 

experience, by virtue of their pedagogy, o f being fundamentally out-of-sync with the 

system in which they taught. The teachers’ experiences were the cases for the study. 

Given the juxtaposition of the Cohort 5 model and their systemic setting, the teacher 

participants in this study faced the task of simultaneously trying to satisfy the 

characteristics created by a setting within a standardized curricula framework, while 

maintaining the integrity of their identity and pedagogical emphases as Cohort 5 teachers. 

The teachers featured in the study had in common the shared experience of being part of 

Cohort 5 within their setting.

In this study, I used social constructivism as an interpretive framework. When 

addressing the ontological ideals of social constructivism, Creswell (2013) stated, 

“Multiple realities are constructed through our lived experiences and interactions with 

others” (p. 36). From a constructivist lens, Dewey (1916) stressed, “Education is a 

fostering, a nurturing, a cultivating process.. . .  What is required is a transformation of 

the quality of experience till it partakes in the interests, purposes, and ideas current in the 

social group” (p. 10).

In my case study, not only did the teachers use a constructivist framework toward 

instruction, but the study itself was also constructing meaning; I examined the work that
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these teachers do and the tensions that emerge as part of their experiences. Creswell 

(2013) further noted that researchers using a framework of social constructivism

. . .  develop subjective meanings of their experiences—meanings directed toward 

certain objects or things. These meanings are varied and multiple, leading the 

researcher to look for the complexity of views rather than [to] narrow the 

meanings into a few categories or ideas, (p. 36)

In conducting this case study, I sought to tell the stories of the experiences, broad and 

varied though they may have been, of the teacher participants involved.

The ideals and educational scholarship of William H. Kilpatrick was part of the 

theoretical foundation of the Project Based Learning aspect of this research. Following 

the theories of John Dewey, Kilpatrick’s work fostered “school-based projects under 

learner control [to] first [gain] a foothold in the USA” (Waks, 1997). Another 

educational psychological theory that underlies this research includes the work Piaget, 

who believed that students’ freedom to interact with others during a learning experience 

is at the heart of meaningful learning (Kim & Baylor, 2006, p. 569). Some of Maria 

Montessori’s frameworks are at play in the PBL-21 classroom, as well. According to 

Montessori (1914),

The child has a personality which he is seeking to expand; he has initiative, he 

chooses his own work, persists in it, changes it according to his inner needs; he 

does not shirk effort. He rather goes in search of it, and with great joy overcomes 

obstacles within his capacity, (p. 78)
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Finally, in terms of the tension between PBL teacher and system, critical 

education theory was also important in this study. Ward (n.d.) posited that critical 

education theory examines the influence of political beliefs on the educational system, 

especially the methods used to preserve those beliefs preserve traditions and current 

governing bodies. This theory relates to the practice of hyper-accountability and 

assessment that creates a tense environment for PBL teachers.

Role of the Researcher

In this case study, I was a researcher in the case study and a seventh grade Cohort 

5 teacher. I taught language arts, and at the time of conducting my research, I had held 

this position for four years. My own experiences drew me initially to this study and these 

research questions. As I transitioned to the Cohort 5 model, I became inspired to 

consider my challenges and triumphs on several levels to include that of relating to my 

professional peers, my students, my curricular standards, my school, and my school 

district.

Given my role in this research, I had to consider the possibility of bias, 

assumptions, and the nature of my personal and professional beliefs as they relate to my 

own experiences. At the outset, I had the belief that there was a natural tension between 

the Cohort 5 model and the standards-based accountability system. This belief was the 

one I held most strongly, and it was the one I anticipated I would t need to guard against 

most as I used my research to tell the story of these teachers’ experiences. I also held the 

belief that the teachers whose experiences with the Cohort 5 model were most positive 

would be those teachers who had a natural predisposition toward discovery learning and
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experiential learning instructional approaches. I was inclined to assume that these 

teachers would be non-traditionalist, out-of-the-box thinkers who were open to 

experimental teaching and very comfortable in the role of facilitator or “guide on the 

side” (King, 1993, p. 1) instruction versus the role of teacher-directed instruction, or 

“sage on the stage” (King, 1993, p. 1) methods. In order to guard against my biases, 

beliefs, and assumptions, I planned to rely solely on the data gathered evidence in 

framing the results of my case study, so as not to color the story of the overall Cohort 5 

group with my personal/professional ideals.

Participants, Setting, and Sample Strategy 

This research examined the experiences of three middle-school teachers who were 

participants in a Project Based Learning teaching team in their North Georgia middle 

school’s cluster. I chose these teacher participants purposefully because of their positions 

as Cohort 5 teachers. As part of their instructional approaches, the Cohort 5 teachers 

involved in the study sought to incorporate a 21st-century learning approach to their 

standards-based curricula. In doing so, the teachers integrated ideals such as 

collaboration, innovation, communication, problem-solving, digital literacy, student 

choice and voice, and making real world connections into their lessons and class 

activities. Simultaneously, Cohort 5 teachers maintained their charge to improve student 

achievement, as demonstrated by gathered data from common (across department) or 

standardized (across the county, state, or nation) assessments. It was a requirement for 

these teachers to teach standardized learning objectives. The teachers were subject to 

evaluation based upon these and other criteria.
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Cohort 5 teachers taught sixth, seventh, and eighth grade in their middle school.

At the time of the study, it was a requirement for these teachers to have a gifted teaching 

certification, as the Cohort 5 population was a mixed group of gifted and non-gifted 

identified learners. The teachers taught sections of standard, gifted, and mixed 

standard/gifted groupings in the content areas of language arts, social studies, and 

science. Sixth, seventh, and eighth grade Cohort 5 teachers worked as a team, comprised 

of language arts, social studies, and science teachers. Due to the academic tracking that 

affects math placement, a variety of math teachers served Cohort 5 students. There have 

been cases in which Cohort 5 teachers have taught more than one content area.

Study Site Specifics

In terms of school site demographics, in 2014, the school enrolled 643 sixth grade 

students, 583 enrolled seventh grade students, and 567 enrolled eighth grade students. 

There is a free-and-reduced lunch rate of twelve percent. The school has been open for 

less than 10 years. The county in which the school was located was an RT3 (Race to the 

Top) district. As part of this designation, the Teacher Keys Rubric is the tool used to 

evaluate teacher performance (GaDOE, 2015).

The Cohort 5 model had been in place for five years. It was not a district-wide 

learning model. Rather, this initiative was independently and autonomously as part of the 

offerings at the middle school of the teacher participants. At the time of the research, the 

learning team, Cohort 5, was the middle school version of the cluster high school’s 

“Studio” program. The goal of the high school Studio program was for students to use 

research and exploration to attain maximum learning. The Studio facilitated this through
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developing students’ metacognitive abilities, promoting lifelong learning, and offering 

real-world problems for students to solve, while simultaneously utilizing curricula based 

on national Common Core Standards.

For the middle school, Cohort 5 ideals were similar to those of the Studio 

program. However, as the students were younger, there was more scaffolding provided 

toward the goal of creating learners who are capable of greater autonomy as it exists for 

Studio learners. In addition, the middle school model used a team approach, wherein the 

students have a set of teachers for all of their academic content areas. Students move 

through the school day within this teacher team block.

Data Collection and Instrumentation

In gathering data, I began with a questionnaire and a brief, written teacher 

philosophy composed by each participant. I followed up with interviews. I also gathered 

artifacts such as teacher lesson plans and observations. Following are details on each 

method of data collection.

Questionnaire and Philosophy Statements

The purpose of the questionnaire was to gather basic demographic data about 

teacher background and to get a general profile of the teacher’s experience. It featured 

the following five questions:

1. How long have you been teaching? (0-5,5-10,10-15,15-20, 201+)

2. How long have you been a teacher in this school? At this county? Cohort 5?

3. Describe your experience in terms of settings you’ve experienced, (urban, 

rural, low socio-economic status, affluent, minority/majority, other)
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4. Describe your experience in terms of student you’ve worked with (general- 

ed., gifted, English Language Learners, Special Education)

5. Describe your experience with various school models. (IB schools, theme 

schools, magnet schools, charter schools, other)

Additionally, I requested a short teacher philosophy statement from each teacher to 

describe his/her personal pedagogical ideals. The written philosophy served to provide 

insight about the pedagogical ideals each teacher participant held.

Interviews and Transcription

During the first phase o f the study, I conducted one-on-one interviews with each 

teacher participant. The purpose of the interviews was to gather data about the teachers’ 

ideas and experiences with 21st-century Project Based Learning. I used an audio and 

video transcription format to gather interview data. Appendix E contains the written 

transcriptions of the interviews. I used the following question for those sessions:

1. What is your vision of perfect project based learning in your setting?

2. What is your interpretation of the 21 st-century learning approach?

3. Compare and contrast your practice as a Cohort 5 teacher to your practice 

prior to being a Cohort 5 teacher.

4. Explain how you merge the Cohort 5 learning approach and standards based 

curriculum components. In this process, what difficulties emerge? What part 

of this process is the most easily facilitated?

5. (Where applicable) How do you perceive the interaction of Common Core and 

Cohort 5?
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6. How does your identity as a Cohort 5 teacher impact your adherence to the 

standards of your content curriculum?

7. How does your identity as a Cohort 5 teacher affect your perception of the 

Teacher Keys Evaluation System?

8. Within the following contexts, how do you perceive your role as a Cohort 5 

teacher to be impacted (if at all)?

a. As a gifted teacher

b. (among professional peers) within you curricular content 

area/department

c. Within the context of your grade level

d. Within the context of your vertical team curricular area

e. Within the context of your school

f. Within the context of your school district

9. What are your challenges as a Cohort 5 teacher? What are your triumphs as a 

Cohort 5 teacher?

10. What are your feelings about your role as a Cohort 5 teacher and the 

following:

a. Race to the Top

i. Teacher Keys

ii. The Potential for Pay for Performance

b. Standardized assessment

c. Accountability pressures and measures
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Lesson Plan Artifact and Observations

The second component o f data gathering involved a request for lesson plans from 

each teacher. Specifically, I was looking for lesson ideas that embodied the essence of 

what these teachers do as PBL-21 teachers. I asked the teachers to provide me with a 

copy of a lesson that they felt had strong components of 21st-century PBL and to briefly 

explain their experience with this lesson. In their discussion of their lessons, I wanted to 

give the teacher participants an opportunity to reflect upon the lessons and to discuss 

parts of their lesson that pertained specifically to 21st-century standards, PBL tenets, and 

qualities of setting. I also wanted the teacher participants to be able to reflect freely upon 

their practice as exhibited in the lesson and their experiences.

Additionally, I conducted in-the-classroom observations of the teachers as they 

executed their PBL lessons. I wanted to take notes about what I observed the teachers to 

be doing toward the goals of 21st-century learning, PBL pedagogy, and addressing 

content standards. Data from these lessons and observations allowed me to get a fuller 

picture of the teachers’ overall experiences. When triangulated, the data allowed me to 

make connections between the interview data about the teacher philosophy and teacher 

personality, teacher lessons, and what occurs in the classroom.

Artifacts

Interview transcriptions, teacher philosophy statements, and teacher lesson plans 

were artifact items. These items are located in Appendix E, F, and C respectively. These 

artifacts helped to provide evidence of themes that emerged through the research and 

increase credibility and trust through triangulation.
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Data Analysis

When discussing case study, Stake (1995) noted, “Two strategic ways that 

researchers reach new meaning about cases are through direct interpretation of the 

individual instance and through aggregation of instances until something can be said 

about them as a class” (p. 74). The case study, Stake affirmed, “relies on both of these 

methods” (p. 74). In analyzing the data from my research, I looked at each participant’s 

case in the study individually. I also took a step back to examine the data on a broader 

scale—looking at the Cohort 5 teachers as a whole group.

Creswell (2013) declared, “Forming codes or categories represents the heart of 

qualitative data analysis” (p. 184). In the data analysis of this study, I sought to form 

codes or categories representative of the teachers’ experiences. Creswell (2013) defined 

themes in qualitative research as “broad units of information that consist of several codes 

aggregated to form a common idea” (p. 186). I sought such themes in the data generated 

by my study. As I looked at transcriptions, for example, I “read through text, make 

margin notes, [and] form initial codes” (Creswell 2013, p. 184). Further, as Creswell 

(2013) suggested, I did the following: (a) “use[d] categorical aggregation to establish 

themes or patterns” (p. 190); (b) “use[d] direct interpretation” (p. 191); (c) “develop[ed] 

naturalistic generalizations of what was learned (p. 191); and (d) “presented] an in-depth 

picture of the case (or cases) using narrative, tables, and figures” (p. 191).

Dependability and Credibility

In order to ensure dependability and credibility of my case study research, I used 

the member checking technique. After generating conclusions about each participant, I
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asked participants to read them to clarify any misconceptions. Additionally, in my data 

analysis, a triangulation of the data fostered credible results. To identify common themes 

and threads, the triangulation occurred in my use o f the phases of data collection, 

interviews, observations, teacher philosophies, and lesson plans.

Ethical Safeguards

In terms of ethical safeguards, I sought the approval of my research at the school 

and county level using the appropriate protocol. Additionally, I received Institutional 

Review Board (IRB) approval from my university institution to certify that the research I 

conducted was ethically upstanding and not harmful the participants. Appendix A 

contains a copy of the IRB approval.

The research took place at my place of professional practice and within the school 

district of my professional practice. Given this, there was a possibility that my role as a 

teacher within the school site and the system could inhibit my inclination to explore areas 

of tension. In order to facilitate objectivity, I relied upon the use of official school, 

county, and state documents to provide verbiage for policies that relate to the study.

Ethical safeguards for the participants and the study site included providing 

pseudonyms to ensure confidentiality. In addition, I informed participants of the study 

goals and reassured them their participation was voluntary and they could withdraw at 

any time. The participants signed an informed consent form, located in Appendix B.

Summary

This qualitative research took the form of a case study. It examined the 

experiences of middle-school teachers who used a 21st-century approach to standardized
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curricula. The study featured teacher participants who were a part of Cohort 5, a 

teaching/learning team at their North Georgia middle school, in which the teachers used 

21st-century Project Based Learning to guide their instruction in the content areas of 

language arts, social studies, and science. During data collection, I used interviews 

conducted with audio/video, classroom observations, written teacher philosophies, and 

teacher lesson plans to gather data. During data analysis, I discovered themes and used 

coding methods. For ethical safeguards, I received school and university preapprovals 

and teacher participant consent. For dependability and creditability, I used member 

checking and triangulation.

I chose qualitative research as a means of sharing the story of how Cohort 5 

teachers have created a culture for creative learning within their prescribed setting. I 

wanted to capture the nuances of their experiences and the ways in which they have 

found successes and/or challenges within their experiences. Stake (1995) discussed the 

story nature of the case study:

For the most part, the cases of interest in education and social service are people 

and programs. Each one is similar to other persons and programs in many ways 

and in unique ways. We are interested in them for both their uniqueness and 

commonality. We seek to understand them. We would like to hear their stories. 

. . . .  We enter the scene with a sincere interest in learning, (p. 1)

My group of participants represents a spectrum of middle-school teachers—of sixth and 

seventh grade—with unique stories and experiences to share. Chapter 4 presents these 

stories.
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CHAPTER 4

RESEARCH FINDINGS, DATA PRESENTATION, AND ANALYSIS 

This chapter provides details and an analysis of the data collected on case study 

Participants 1,2, and 3. Additionally, in this chapter, the researcher analyzes data using 

the social constructivist theoretical framework, identifying elements of data that align 

with the tenets of social constructivism. The first section reviews the research questions 

that were foundational in this study. The second, third, and fourth sections give an 

overview of the process used for data collection, analysis, and reporting respectively.

The fifth, sixth, and seventh sections provide the individual accounts of the three case 

study participants’ feedback. This section is divided into three sub-sections for each 

participant: (a) participant profile; (b) participant pedagogical outlook; and (c) participant 

experiences in the PBL classroom. The eighth section of this chapter aligns participant 

profiles, pedagogy, and experiences with theorists and philosophers that guided this 

research. The ninth and final section of this chapter aligns research data, findings, and 

the tenets o f the social constructivist theoretical framework.

Research Questions Reiterated 

This study sought to address the following research question and supporting 

questions: How does the role of PBL-21 teacher in an era of hyper-accountability and 

standardization affect middle-school teachers’ experiences? This primary question 

generated the following subquestions:

1. How do Cohort 5 educators perceive their roles in the Cohort 5 learning 

environments?
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2. What do Cohort 5 educators view as the challenges and successes of the 

program in the face of standardized testing and accountability restraints?

3. How do Cohort 5 educators account for the development of their students?

Data Collection

Yin (2009) stated, “Case study evidence can come from many sources” (p. 99).

In creating the results, I analyzed a range of data including interview transcripts, a pre

interview questionnaire, written teacher reflections, teacher lesson plans, and video/audio 

data based upon teacher reflections tied to their PBL lesson plans. Similar to Bloomberg 

and Volpe’s (2012) ideas about building dimension through evidence variety, Yin (2009) 

noted that in the case study, the use of a variety of evidence sources enhance study 

strength and credibility. Additionally, Bloomberg and Volpe (2012) observed that case 

study research “involve(s) a detailed description of the setting or individuals, followed by 

an analysis of the data for themes, patterns, or issues” (p. 135).

I interviewed each participant in the case using the same set of interview 

questions, located in Appendix D. Interviews occurred in their classrooms before school 

hours. All interviews were video and audio recorded using a laptop and a video/movie 

application. Each participant provided the researcher with a signed informed consent 

letter. Following the transcription of the interview using Microsoft Word, participants 

reviewed typed transcriptions to assure accuracy. Additionally, the researcher conducted 

classroom observations of each participant and collected written participant educational 

philosophies and lesson plans, located in Appendix C.
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Data Analysis

After coding the transcriptions by hand, I reviewed the transcripts and other data 

collected multiple times to search for relevant commonalities and/or contrasts between 

transcripts, as well as to glean emergent themes. During the coding process, the 

researcher used memoing, which Creswell (2013) describes as a process “in which the 

researcher writes down ideas about the evolving theory” (p. 89), and margin notetaking to 

create thematic summaries throughout the transcripts. Research questions and the study’s 

theoretical framework guided the coding deductively, leading inductively to emergent 

themes.

Creswell (2013) explained, “Forming codes or categories represents the heart of 

qualitative data analysis” (p. 184). Creswell (2013) described themes (or categories) in 

qualitative data analysis as “broad units of information that consist of several codes 

aggregated to form a common idea” (p. 186). As Bloomberg and Volpe (2012) indicated, 

the non-linear nature of analyzing qualitative data means that while the research begins 

with specific questions and theory as frameworks, the direction of the analysis is 

developmental and contingent upon the themes that emerge through the course of 

analysis.

Data Reporting

Analytical Narrative

In a discussion of the reporting of qualitative data, Creswell (2013) claimed, 

“There is no standard format for reporting case study research” (p. 236). However, as 

Creswell (2013) pointed out, narrative and vignette “draw the reader into the case” (p.
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236). This chapter presents excerpts from the data as snapshots and analytical narratives. 

In some cases, participants are directly quoted, in an effort to fully and precisely convey 

individual participant ideas. On the subject of presenting the voice of participants in a 

case study, Seidman (1998) advised, “The interviewer must come to the transcript 

prepared to let the interview breathe and speak for itself’ (p. 62). Similarly, Bloomberg 

and Volpe (2012) noted the following about a narrative approach with embedded 

participant quotations to reporting qualitative results:

The findings of qualitative research are typically reported in a narrative manner. 

Reports of qualitative studies usually include extensive samples of quotations 

from participants. These quotations provide the detail and substantiate the story 

you are telling. By using the participants’ own words, the researcher aims to 

build the reader’s confidence that the reality of the participants and the situation 

studied is accurately represented, (p. 148)

Bloomberg and Volpe (2012) explained, “One way to present your findings is to 

develop and craft participant profiles or vignettes of individual participants and group 

these into categories” (p. 135). Thus, this chapter divides the data reporting section of 

into three sub-sections for each participant: (a) participant profile, (b) participant 

pedagogical outlook, and (c) participant experiences in the PBL classroom. The 

following sections explain each reporting section.

Participant Profile Section

Bloomberg and Volpe (2012) stated, “Case study involves a detailed description 

of setting and its participants” (p. 31). Additionally, Bazeley (2013) noted, “Case
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descriptions, profiles, and summaries serve a much wider range of analytic purposes than 

case study research alone” (p. 189). The participant profiles presented in this chapter 

provide details about each participant’s background and experiences as educational 

professionals, creating a context that informed the researcher about participants’ span of 

relevant experience.

Participant Pedagogical Outlook Section

Bazeley (2013) observed that building profiles for case study participants and 

adding details about each participant for analysis helps to build the researcher’s case. In 

this project, in addition to overall participant profiles, teacher pedagogy was also 

significant. Thus, the pedagogical outlooks of each participant further informed the 

researcher about participants’ professional backgrounds, while adding additional context 

for the researcher to draw conclusions regarding each participant’s teacher personality, 

attitude, and call to the PBL classroom and its pedagogical ideals.

Participant PBL Classroom Experiences Section

As Bloomberg and Volpe (2012) discussed, the process of drawing conclusions 

and interpreting data in the qualitative study is not linear. Thus, they point out, a 

researcher uses dimension in data to build credibility. In this study, a look at participant 

experiences in the PBL classroom helped to add dimension to the participant profiles and 

pedagogy. These experiences offered a glimpse into the practical application of each 

participant’s PBL teaching within the context of their individual classrooms and the 

nature of their experiences with implementing a PBL approach to content and curricula 

within their classroom settings.
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Participant 1

Participant 1 Profile

Participant 1 was a sixth grade language arts teacher in her fifteenth year of 

teaching. She had been a teacher at the school since the building opened. She was in her 

third year of working in the PBL classroom as part of the Cohort 5 program. Teaching 

was her first career. In her mid-thirties, she had a varied background in education, 

including working with several different learning populations, including students of low 

socioeconomic status. Participant 1 described her varied professional background and 

settings experienced as follows:

Nine years at (school name), and it is a Title 1 school.. . .  I would say about 88 

(%) free and reduced lunch and in that school, I did a variety of things—gifted, 

ESOL inclusion, resource inclusion, literacy coach, reading specialist, regular ed.

. . .  And then, here, I taught two years 8th grade gifted—all gifted; it was not a 

dual roster at all. And then, the last four years (I’ve been) back in sixth grade, 

three of which were Cohort 5.

Participant 1 had also experienced working within nontraditional school models. 

She explained her teaching at a school with an International Baccalaureate framework, a 

nontraditional school model that focuses upon developing students with globally minded 

outlooks (International Baccalaureate, 2016):

(School name) was an IB (International Baccalaureate) school, so I am IB trained.

I think I was a level 2. So, I did work with the IB program, I would say probably 

for about four or five years, something like that. . . .
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Participant 1 Pedagogical Outlook

According to Darling-Hammond and Bransford (2005), “A central part of being a 

professional teacher is a commitment to help all students succeed” (p. 6). Participant 1 

seemed to view her role as a teacher as a matter o f commitment to all students. Her data 

also showed a view of her role as a teacher as a matter of fulfilling a profound call to her 

life’s ultimate purpose. In this process, she found herself searching and questioning. She 

explained this period of searching for purpose that defined her life prior to teaching:

Deep down inside, all of (us) wonder what purpose in life we serve. Why are we 

all here—here on this earth as human beings? If you are lucky, you get to figure 

it all out right away. The answer hits you like a ton of bricks. For the vast 

majority of the population, we’re still searching for answers. I had been searching 

for my answer until very recently.

Participant 1 was able to trace her personal journey to discovering her life’s work 

as a teacher. Explaining how she discovered personal and professional purpose in the 

classroom and in her discovery of her life’s work of teaching, she stated:

I had spent many nights deep in thought as to what my life was all about. The 

questioning I had was an ache in my heart that just wouldn’t go away. I could 

even feel it almost like the feeling one gets while eating peanut butter you can’t 

swallow. It was stuck. I needed that glass of milk to push it on through. One day 

my mom, the glass of milk, pulled me out of my “purpose questioning” coma and 

pointed out that I was a teacher. Of course I was a teacher!
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In her description of purpose as a driving factor in her professional personality, 

Participant 1 explained what she referred to as an intermingling of purpose, passion, and 

profession, while questioning it all. She stated:

Sometimes passions and purposes can get mixed together and skewed in many 

different directions. Sometimes one’s passion can also be one’s purpose. My 

passion wasn’t really feeling like my purpose just yet. For the last couple of 

months I listened to what she (mother) told me about my teaching and my 

students’ reactions to me—the lives I’ve enriched and the relationships I’ve 

developed with them. I have loved what I do and the school I have worked at 

since the very beginning. Yet, at times, I wonder if this isn’t what I was meant to 

do.

Participant 1 recalled her quest for purpose and meaning in life and described her 

moment of personal epiphany—making the realization that teaching was her life’s 

destiny. She noted:

Every day I put my all into my lessons. I laugh with the children. I cry with the 

children. I offer a smile, a hug, a pencil, or even an ear. I provide them with the 

knowledge they crave from me. Can this mean that my mother is right? . . .  what 

I believed in the first place, and what I was always meant to do and be. My quest 

for purpose has come to an end. I know my passion and my purpose work hand in 

hand.

Thus, for Participant 1, choosing teaching as a career was not only part of her a personal 

call to life’s destiny. In addition, this sense of purpose and passion that brought her to the
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classroom was something that she attempted to transfer through her lessons to the 

students that came through her classroom.

Participant 1 also viewed teaching as an art that she was gifted to master. She 

ultimately felt a circle of completion in passion, purpose, and profession in the process of 

passing on her energy to her students. She explained:

I was lucky enough to be given a gift. That gift is the ability to love my students 

and to love the art of teaching them. Through my purpose, I hope I can give each 

and every one of my students their own sense of purpose and maybe a passion to 

go with it.

Observations of participant 1 ’s outlook upon teaching—as a calling and a gift that 

one artfully masters—was apparent in her classroom. Her instructional approach was 

unscripted and relaxed. Students seemed to interact with teacher and student in a manner 

that was characteristic of an environment that would foster creative and collaborative 

learning. Jacobs (2010) suggested that in the 21st-century classroom, students who will 

someday be global leaders, have to have the opportunity to lead in their own learning in 

the classroom. This opportunity for student-directed learning was apparent in Participant 

1 ’s classroom. In a very 21st-century PBL approach, she seemed to watch the lesson 

develop and follow it where it led the children.

Participant 1 PBL Classroom Experiences

Trilling and Fadel (2009) identified 21st-century learning skills to include critical 

thinking, problem solving, and collaboration. They noted the need for teachers to 

develop 21st-century learners who have the mindsets for collaborative work and problem
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solving in able to be successful in an unknown future. For Participant 1, the perfect 21st- 

century PBL classroom would have specific characteristics. She equated some of these 

characteristics with student behaviors and “habits of mind”. Additionally, Participant 1 

noted that teacher behaviors were important in setting the appropriate tone for the PBL 

classroom. Participant 1 described ideal student behaviors in the PBL classroom as 

follows: “Perfect would be no complaining from children. Self-motivation is really 

important. Organization (from students) would be nice.”

Participant 1 also felt that in the PBL-21 classroom, it was important for the 

teacher to act in the role of model for the kinds of characteristics and behaviors that 

students would need to exhibit to be successful. She explained, “Those are skills (self- 

motivation and organization) that you (the teacher) have to model and show and work 

on.” Data from Participant 1 also indicated her belief that the teacher’s role in facilitating 

success in the PBL classroom included an aptitude for effective instructional 

differentiation. Participant 1 felt that the successful PBL teacher needed to be willing 

and skilled in the practice of identifying student needs and academic dispositions and 

scaffolding project work accordingly.

Participant 1 held the belief that the PBL approach to curricula was not a learning 

model with which all students were naturally compatible and/or successful. She 

indicated that, ideally, the basis for entry into this kind of program should be aptitude for 

the PBL learning style and should involve an application process. She discussed the 

history of the Cohort 5 program, noting that it had begun as a program that required an 

application, but once the application rule had fallen away, some students had entered the
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program with misconceptions and/or subsequently with what she viewed as an inability to 

be successful. Participant 1 did not feel that the program should be offered only to high 

performing students, but that student motivation was a factor in student success in the 

PBL model. She noted the following about this:

I think some kids have a false idea of what they think it (the PBL program) is, and 

when they get here and realize what it is, they’re not in love anymore. I have a lot 

of kids who excel who aren’t high (performing) students; they just work hard. 

They’re motivated.

She also discussed experiences with students who seemed to struggle with the 

fluidity and openness of the PBL model and the role she had to take in using 

differentiation to help facilitate success. She stated,

There were children that really . . .  I don’t know if they were recommended (for 

entry to the program) or they just decided to sign up, but there were some kids 

who just really struggle(ed). They don’t like the (PBL) model, and so it’s really 

kind of hard because you still want to have your project,. . .  but you’re always 

going to have to differentiate for those k ids.. . .  They don’t want to work with 

somebody else or.. .they’re not doing their part, or . . .  have a lot o f absences. 

Participant 1 noted in her experiences as a PBL teacher that students who were 

most successful with the PBL model were those on her gifted roster. She felt that in 

some cases, the pace of the PBL classroom instructional model was too much for some 

students to handle. She explained, “(For some students), I feel like this isn’t their place. 

They’re having a hard time (keeping up). Sometimes, it’s too rigorous or too fast paced.
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Participant 1 also found that teaching in the PBL model, that there was a wide 

range of student progress through project work. Students did not move and progress at a 

homogeneous pace, which seemed to create a classroom scenario for her wherein she had 

a range of students functioning at a variety of completion points at any given time during 

the course of a project. Darling-Hammond and Bransford (2005) referred to this as “the 

problem of complexity” (p. 375) that all teachers face. Darling-Hammond and Bransford 

(2005) elaborated, “Teachers typically work with many students at once and have to 

juggle multiple academic and social goals requiring trade-offs from moment to moment 

and day to day” (p. 359). In regards to the “problem of complexity,” Participant 1 stated, 

“I have some kids who are done and their groups are already finished and some who are 

just really behind.

Comparing her practice as a PBL teacher to her practice in the traditional 

classroom model, Participant 1 revealed that within the PBL instructional practice, 

students received more independence. Participant 1 noted that she used flipped classroom 

techniques more often rather than direct instruction. The flipped classroom is “a 

pedagogical model in which the typical lecture and homework elements of a course are 

reversed” (Educause, 2016). She also discussed making a greater effort as a PBL teacher 

to have students acquire content and skills through project work, rather than doing project 

work as unit conclusions or solely for enrichment:

I incorporate . . .  more projects, but not just a project to do a project. . .  Maybe 

have it wrapped around whatever it is they’re learning, where they kind of learn 

through the final piece . . .  I do a little bit more . . .  where the student might have
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to go home and read something or watch something. I do it (flipped classroom 

techniques) more that I would in a regular (classroom) setting. . .  just because I 

have the expectation that (students are) ready for discussion.

In terms of the juxtaposition between the PBL-21 model and the high- 

accountability atmosphere that defines the 21st-century educational landscape,

Participant 1 felt that she had discovered ways to merge the PBL model and hyper

assessment requirements. At the same time, she discussed having experienced her PBL 

plans driven by assessment mandates. She noted that there were times that she had to 

adjust instructional plans to accommodate assessment requirements:

I just sort of work around it (assessment issues). It does, sometimes drive my 

plans.. . .  Like, I feel right now, I’m having to cut down...  . We’re doing—I 

wouldn’t call them literature circles, (but) the kids are meeting with groups, and 

they’ve got certain things they have to get done. They do have a choice book, but 

to truly do it justice,. . .  the kids have to read the book at home, which some of 

them do, (but) some of them don’t.

The fact that some of the work that ideally would be completed in the classroom and 

during the school day was having to be pushed to home as homework seemed 

problematic, especially when it meant that some students would not be following through 

with the completion of their assignments. This was one clear point of tension that existed 

between the PBL model and her larger setting that emerged in her data pertaining to her 

PBL instructional experiences.
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Additionally, Participant 1 noted that given the task of merging PBL-21 and 

assessment, time became an issue. At her school, she had to keep pace with a department 

instructional calendar. At times, she felt that keeping the instructional calendar’s pace 

came into conflict with PBL instructional methods. This created a conflict for her, as she 

found herself tom between departmental expectations and mandates and the qualities of 

an authentic PBL instructional model. About this aspect of her experience, she noted the 

following:

I just feel like I’m trying to cram so much into the class period besides the book.

(I feel) that I’m trying to do other things, so they’re having to pretty much read it 

by themselves on their own so they can finish it, so we can do the (common 

department) assessment.. . .  I’ve got to give the common assessment this week.

In terms of merging curricular standards and a PBL instructional lens, Participant 

1 ’s data indicated that she felt a sense of success at mastering this balance. Darling- 

Hammond and Bransford (2005) referred to this phenomenon as teachers needing to 

develop as “adaptive experts . . .  able to balance efficiency and innovation” (p. 7). 

Participant 1 merged the two—curricular standards and a PBL instructional lens—by 

making cross-curricular connections and by collaborating closely with interdisciplinary 

teammates. She explained:

I just try to start with the standards, and I base my projects around the standards. 

Also, this year and in the past, especially when I was teammates with (teacher 

name), we really tried to make it interdisciplinary with each other. I still try to do 

that. I had one set of ideas that I wanted to accomplish, but then, when I was
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talking to my science teammate, they were doing (for example) volcanoes. I have 

some really neat project things that go with volcanoes, but it covers research, it 

covers, you know, how to do citations, it covers obviously some grammar skills, it 

covers question skills, so it’ll still cover the standards I need to cover, but it 

definitely allows the students to use their knowledge of volcanoes in language 

arts.

In an observation of Participant 1, it was evident that she felt comfortable in her practice 

as both a PBL teacher and a language arts teacher and that she was functioning with a 

strong understanding of both roles.

According to the Georgia Department of Education (2015), the “Teacher Keys 

Effectiveness System (TKES) consists of multiple components, including the 

Teacher Assessment on Performance Standards (TAPS), Surveys of Instructional 

Practice, and measures of Student Growth and Academic Achievement” (para. 1). The 

Georgia Department of Education (2015) reported, “The overarching goal of TKES is to 

support continuous growth and development of each teacher” (para. 1). In terms of her 

role as a PBL-21 teacher and the Teacher Keys evaluation system, Participant 1 indicated 

that she had no concerns, and that her role as a PBL teacher gave her an advantage:

About this, she noted the following:

I have to definitely be prepared. I definitely have to have a huge knowledge base.

I think Cohort 5 in itself allows for lots of different differentiation and different 

assessments, and it’s not traditional assessment, so I think it’s a plus. It (teacher 

evaluation) doesn’t bother me. I’m not worried.
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Participant 1 did not feel overly threatened by the possibility of outside 

performance pressures such as pay-for-performance system models that could be 

associated with merit-based evaluation systems such as those associate with Race to the 

Top (U.S. Department of Education, n.d.). She stated, “With Cohort 5, with (the 

possibility of) pay-for-performance, my kids are going to perform. They usually perform 

pretty well. Even the kids who struggle (with the PBL model) tend to perform fairly well 

(on assessments).”

Participant 1 indicated satisfaction with the effectiveness of the PBL instructional 

model toward the goal of having her students master content. However, she indicated 

that there was some worry about whether the skills her students acquired through a PBL 

instructional model would translate well enough for her students in the face of 

standardized testing: the kinds of assessment used for data to evaluate teachers. She felt 

that teachers who used instructional methods that were more traditional were perhaps 

better preparing students for standardized testing that she was in her PBL classroom. She 

explained:

Actually, sometimes, I do feel worried. Because when we look at (for example) 

text evidence in some of these (standardized assessment) questions . . .  we don’t 

always work on that as a skill, like say (teacher name). She does it every day. I 

feel her kids right now are slightly more prepared to take the GA Milestones than 

my kids are.

Ultimately, Participant 1 noted her greatest challenge as a PBL teacher was a 

shortage of time. As noted earlier, Participant 1 indicated that she felt time constraints to
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keep pace with department instructional calendar plans and/or assessments. This time 

issue came into play with student work and keeping place with the rigor o f the program. 

Additionally, Participant 1 indicated a level of frustration related to her experience with 

some students being a poor fit for the PBL classroom. The time issues along with some 

students’ mismatch with the PBL model sometimes created tension for her within the 

parent/teacher relationship. She explained:

Some of the children don’t utilize their time wisely, so then they end up with a lot 

of homework when they shouldn’t have a lot of homework, and you then get a lot 

of parent backlash about it. I think sometimes kids and parents have a hard time 

understanding what it (the program) is . . . .  This is not a spot for every person. 

Participant 1 was happy with her role as a PBL teacher and felt that she was successfully 

accomplishing her role as PBL-21 teacher and merging it effectively with accountability 

measures and expectations.

Participant 2

Participant 2 Profile

Participant 2 was a seventh grade accelerated science teacher with more than 

twenty years of experience in the classroom. She had taught at the school since it 

opened. Teaching was a second career for her, and she was in her early sixties. Prior to 

working at that school, she had worked in the district at another middle school with a 

varied population of students. Her background included work in the general education 

setting with students of varying levels of abilities. Her previous experience included 

working in the classroom setting where English Language Learners were in the general
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education classroom and within the context of an inclusion (special education/general 

education) classroom model.

Unlike Participant 1, Participant 2 had no experience with nontraditional school 

models such as charter schools, theme schools, magnet schools, or International 

Baccalaureate models. She had experience working with gifted populations and classes 

with mixed gifted and general-education students. In her PBL classroom, she taught both 

gifted and general-education students. This was her fourth year working as a PBL 

teacher.

Participant 2 Pedagogical Outlook

In terms of pedagogical outlook, Participant 2 was focused on her role as a 

teacher using a PBL framework. She sought to deliver the content of her subject (7th 

grade accelerated life science) through a lens founded in PBL principles and 21st-century 

curricular ideals. In her outlook, principles of PBL-21 were intermingled with her 

personal ideas about a teacher’s role in his/her students’ development of academic 

scholarship mindsets. She stated:

As a science educator of Project Based Learning, it is my responsibility to 

actively engage students in inquiry, hands-on activities, and encourage them to 

take ownership in their education. I strive at all times to build confidence in my 

students, to encourage them to take pride in their work, and to instill in them a 

positive regard for achievement. My students will be filled with critical thinking 

skills, problem solving strategies, technology, reading and writing in the content, 

and lifelong collaboration skills to make them successful in the workforce.
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Participant 2 seemed to acknowledge an understanding of the context of her 

teaching within the framework of a high accountability setting. Similar to Participant 1, 

Participant 2 had what Darling-Hammond and Bransford (2005) referred to as the 

“adaptive expert” (p. 7) mindset. To this end, Participant 2 seemed to feel it was her 

responsibility to merge content instruction, PBL-21, and data for her students. She 

explained:

Critical thinking skills and problem solving strategies should be actively 

engaging, student motivated, and data driven. My instructional approach toward 

teaching life science includes project-based, technology-driven, and hands-on 

inquiry, thus enhancing the students’ knowledge in life science. My ultimate goal 

is to foster success.

Little (2009) stated, “Evaluation of instruction could be expanded to read 

evaluation of instruction through the assessment of student achievement” (p. 2).

Similarly, Kelly (2009) noted that “an understanding of the complexities of assessment is 

. . .  an important element in the teacher’s professional armory of skills” (p. 147). These 

concepts about assessment and evaluation are significant in terms of the outlooks that 

both Participant 1 and Participant 2 held toward their roles in preparing students for 

standardized assessment. Like Participant 1, Participant 2 expressed a sense of 

responsibility toward preparing her students for standardized assessment. Taking into 

account the assessment methods her students would encounter, she worked toward 

preparing them for these assessments and evaluations. She explained what she termed a 

“two-fold process”:
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Measuring effective teaching is a two-fold process. One is based on assessment, 

and the other is determined by baseline data. When assessing students, I establish 

my end goal first and then build the lesson around those guidelines, making sure 

to include enrichment and reflection. Enrichment holds them accountable for 

higher-level thinking. Reflection, on the other hand, should always include a re- 

evaluation to se how basic knowledge and enrichment was mastered.

Participant 2 was also reflective of her own teaching practice. She frequently 

self-assessed for the effectiveness of her instructional delivery. She was always seeking 

to improve her practice continuously, rather than to stagnate with the use of tried and true 

or traditional practices. Participant 2 recounted her internal dialogue:

Since I started teaching, I measured each day with the same question and 

evaluated myself. Would I be bored in my class today? If the answer was yes . . .  

I  have previously done this activity once or twice already. . .  then it needed to be 

refreshed. Next, I asked myself what new strategy should be utilized to learn 

these concepts. These are questions I used to determine my weekly lesson plans.

It has kept my lesson plans fresh and allowed me to learn the newest methods in 

technology. I wanted to make that difference in my classroom and it is important 

for me to continue.

Participant 2’s data also indicated a sense that, through her practice as a PBL 

teacher, she was making an active contribution to her professional peers. She noted the 

following about being able to impact change in her school:
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. . .  the change that we have shown and been successful with that has (been 

transferred) to everyone. It was very much an experimental kind of situation at

first. . .  we were thrown into this to see if it would w ork It was so successful

that now the general (teacher) population is starting to teach in the direction that 

we are. I think it was very influential.

Participant 2 PBL Classroom Experiences

Jacobs (2010) claimed, “Four key program structures affect curriculum—the 

schedule . . .  the way we group our learners; personal configurations; and the use of space 

(both physical and virtual)” (p. 13). For Participant 2, the perfect PBL-21 classroom 

scenario would involve space and resources. She placed emphasis on the necessity of 

technology as a key tool for 21st-century learning in the project based learning 

classroom:

You need the space to be able to work, you need resources—unlimited 

resources—not only the (school) media center, but technology, even written word, 

any kind of videos that would add to or enhance or enrich or games they could 

play along with that, anything that could go on to be integrated into a project. 

Similar to Participant 1, Participant 2 also had some clear ideas about how student 

disposition was an important part of the PBL-21 landscape. She did not feel that students 

in the program needed to be exclusively high-performing students. However, like 

Participant 1, she felt that motivation was a factor in the success of students who were 

part of the program:
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Students that fit project based learning have to be self-motivated. They have to 

be, not necessarily high achievers, but motivated achievers that want to learn and 

need to be able to take resources and implement those into projects and 

independently work with not limited but minimal traditional teaching style. 

Participant 2 acknowledged that a clear and distinct difference existed between 

the nature of the traditional classroom setting and the PBL-21 setting. In fact, she 

referred to the two settings as “two different worlds”. She distinguished the nature of 

project work in the traditional classroom setting from the nature of project work in the 

PBL-21 classroom. The distinctions involved the role of the teacher and instructional 

delivery methods:

Back in traditional teaching, we read a lot out of the book and did the questions 

. . . .  We did not play a lot of games, and we did have a few, I call them “cookie 

cutter” kinds of projects where everybody did the same project, and they all 

looked the same, and there was one rubric that fit all the bill and that kind of 

concept. As a Cohort 5 teacher, we have more differentiation, where we allow 

students to be creative, and they can use any kind of technology that they acquire 

or learn along the way or that we teach them or introduce to them. They can also 

work with various students on each project. They do have research, but basically, 

their doing that on their own as opposed to being spoon-fed.

Participant 2 indicated that she, like Participant 1, felt bound to adherence to very 

specific instructional standards and guidelines in her classroom. In trying to merge 

instructional standards, calendar time constraints, and a PBL-21 teaching model,
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Participant 2 took the approach of using the instructional calendar as a “gentle reminder” 

of what she needed to cover in the classroom rather than as her guiding influence. In her 

department, she held the role of curriculum chair, so she had the task of helping to build 

the department instructional calendar. In her department, the instructional calendar was 

very specific—a day-by-day, standard-by-standard list of what to cover and when to 

cover it. She did her best to adhere to this calendar. However, she used some time 

flexibility to accomplish a model of the PBL-21 classroom. She indicated that she felt 

she was able to teach all of her standards through the lens of a Project Based Learning 

instructional approach.

In terms of the PBL-21 instructional approach and its interaction with the teacher 

evaluation system, unlike Participant 1, Participant 2 indicated a level of doubt about 

whether or not the PBL-21 approach receives favorable evaluation. She seemed to feel 

that due to the layers present in a PBL lesson and the incongruity of the PBL model with 

the teacher evaluation system, an evaluator might not perceive all of the moving parts and 

pieces of the PBL lesson. Thus, he/she might undervalue a lesson because of hidden 

qualities. She explained:

I think the teacher’s evaluation system sort of gives us a checklist of what we’re 

doing.. . .  I think the hardest part of that is probably showing in class (if you’re 

being evaluated), higher level assessment because the kids are getting it, and 

they’re putting it into their projects and they’re coming out with an end result.. . .  

When somebody is in here evaluating you, they don’t always see that. That’s 

something you might have to document at the end of the day.
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Similar to Participant 1, Participant 2 also indicated that there were some 

concerns with the PBL approach to instruction when considered in conjunction with the 

possibility of a pay-for-performance or merit-based model. Her data indicated the feeling 

of a lack of control over what her students may/may not acquire through the PBL model 

and thus, the possibility of not faring well in a pay-for-performance system. Due to 

changes in the Cohort 5 program—having it move from an application program to an 

open-door model—the students served in the program from year to year varied in ability 

to a large extent. Participant 2 seemed to feel that this would impact students’ overall 

performance on assessment/standard evaluations. She stated:

Originally, it was an application program, and people that were highly motivated 

. . .  were selected, and it was pretty much determined that it was a highly 

accelerated or gifted program, and that’s what drove the engine as far as making it 

a successful program.. . .  I feel like we’re on the testing line on a conveyor belt 

sometimes.. . .  We’re (going to) try this. Does it work? Does it not work? 

Participant 2 indicated that the program had no history of success with the 

general-education population. Thus, she did not feel confident that, given the possibility 

of a pay-for-performance teacher evaluation model, a PBL instructional approach would 

yield successful results.

Darling-Hammond and Bransford (2005) commented on the modem classroom: 

“What teachers do will still be influenced by changing student needs and unexpected 

classroom events” (p. 359). In terms of student response to PBL, similar to Participant 1, 

Participant 2 felt that the PBL approach to instruction inherently incorporated
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differentiation. She noted that it was suitable for students identified as gifted learners, in 

that it tended to lift the ceiling in terms of achievement:

Being a project-based-leaming teacher gives me an opportunity to enrich gifted 

students and the differentiation of trying to keep a (general) education child,

accelerated, and gifted child on different levels Depending on how they

move through the program, there is always an opportunity to move them to an 

advanced level, so that does leave opportunities in education for the gifted.

At the same time, regarding her students and their varying abilities, like 

Participant 1, Participant 2 noted that students’ academic aptitudes were impactful upon 

their performances in the PBL classroom. Similar to Participant 1, Participant 2’s data 

indicated a sense of challenge with the task of ensuring student mastery of the 

curriculum. She discussed doing a mental checklist about what her students may/may not 

have acquired during instruction:

The unknown in my perspective is not knowing what’s going on in their head.

Not knowing what they are actually writing down and what they’re retaining 

because it’s not a formal note-taking kind of concept. The do have resources.

Did they go in and read the resources? You don’t know. Did they retain any 

information? Did they get enriched? Where they remediated? It’s sort of a 

guessing game until y o u . . .  get to those open-ended questions that you talk about 

out loud when they’re working through the project or they have to address, then 

you start seeing who really is lacking knowledge and who isn’t. You have to 

almost have target points as you go along.
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Data from Participant 2 also indicated that she felt that students who have been 

identified as gifted were experiencing greater success with the PBL instructional 

framework.

Participant 3

Participant 3 Profile

Participant 3 was different from both Participant 1 and Participant 2 in terms of 

experience. Participant 3 was a preservice teacher in his early twenties performing his 

student teaching assignment at the same school as Participant 1 and Participant 2. His 

teaching background at that point consisted of training experiences at one middle school 

and two high schools in the district. At one of the high schools where he trained, 

Participant 3 had observed and shadowed a teacher who was part of a Project Based 

Learning program. Working as a full-time student teacher, Participant 3 was completing 

his student teacher residency in a 7th grade language arts classroom that was part of the 

Cohort 5 program. Overall, Participant 3 estimated that he had approximately two 

academic years of teaching experience under the umbrella of student teaching.

In terms of settings experienced, Participant 3 had worked in schools with 

students of low socio-economic status and with students from affluent households. One 

of the middle schools in which he interned had been designated Title I. Thus, he had a 

Title I teaching experience in common with Participant 1. Additionally, Participant 3 had 

interned at a Title I high school. In terms of experience with student learning needs 

diversity, Participant 3 had worked in classrooms with students of various learning needs: 

gifted learners, English language learners, and general education students. He had this
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experience in common with Participant 1 and Participant 2. Participant 3 had no 

experience with charter schools, magnet schools, or International Baccalaureate program 

schools.

Participant 3 Pedagogical Outlook

Similar to the pedagogical outlook expressed strongly by Participant 1, the 

pedagogical outlook expressed by Participant 3 was based upon passion and calling. 

Participant 3 expressed feeling drawn to the teaching career after finding that his first 

career in law enforcement was not the dream job he had imagined it to be. Similar to 

Participant 1, in teaching, Participant 3 was hoping to find a sense of purpose and 

fulfillment in the work of touching young minds and lives. He stated, “I wanted a career 

that allowed me to challenge, inspire, and influence the next generation.. . .  My goal is 

to inspire young minds and feed young minds the knowledge they need in order to be 

successful in a 21st-century world.”

Participant 3 also expressed a specific calling to the middle-school classroom, 

specifically language arts:

The skills and abilities I have gained through my college and field experiences . . .  

will enable me to be creative with my students and create lessons that are 

engaging and inspire students to find a love and passion for literature, just as I did 

when I was in middle school.

Participant 3 also noted that teaching in the PBL classroom was part of his professional 

vision: “I believe Project Based Learning is the future of education, and (it) enables
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students to build real world skills through practice/hands-on learning and 

experiences.”

Participant 3 seemed to carry a high level of optimism about the ability o f every 

student to produce creative products in the classroom. For example, he said, “My 

philosophy of teaching is that every mind is a creative mind, and the key to unlocking 

that mind is through an education that encourages creativity and allows students to be all 

they can be.”

Looking toward a career in teaching, and specifically in the PBL classroom, 

Participant 3 seemed to believe in his ability and his preparedness to execute the PBL 

model in the middle-school classroom. Darling-Hammond and Bransford (2005) found 

“one important preconception that many (preservice) teacher candidates hold about 

learning is that it is a simple and rather mechanistic ‘transfer of information’ from texts 

and teachers to students who acquire it through listening, reading and memorization” (p. 

359). Given this perspective, Participant 3’s belief in being able to transform learners 

through a nontraditional PBL model is unusual.

Participant 3 PBL Classroom Experiences

Participant 3 appeared to have a clear understanding of the PBL model, from the 

aspect of a progressive educational lens. Little (2009) noted that, based upon Dewey’s 

progressive ideals, “Education is not a product to be learned (through)—for example, 

facts, and motor skills” (p. 9). Conversely, Little (2009)observed that a Progressive 

educational lens requires that “to their way of thinking, a child learns best when actually 

experiencing his or her world as opposed to passively absorbing preselected content” (p.
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9). When observed in the classroom, it was apparent that Participant 3 was thus carrying 

out his teaching internship with a working textbook understanding of progressive and 

PBL-21 tenets. He could verbalize and explain the tenets of PBL, and a review of his 

lesson plan documents revealed his ability to embed collaborative project work with real 

world ideals into his plans.

Like Participant 2, Participant 3 was also aware of the differences between the 

PBL classroom environment and the traditional classroom model. He described the PBL 

program in which he was participating as a student teacher in the following way:

It’s a lot of technology integration, students using their own technology or the 

technology used from the school to assist them with their learning, but as far as 

PBL goes, the students are learning from/applying different skills to real world 

problems. Or, they’re working on projects to bring their level of learning to a

higher standard Instead of doing a traditional way of learning maybe for a

specific unit or something, we would bring in a project that was hands on and 

maybe have the students do some discovery learning or working with groups or 

collaborating with different partners or peers from the class.

Like Participants 1 and 2, Participant 3 also felt that a teacher’s ability to 

differentiate for a variety of student learning needs was an important teacher 

characteristic in the PBL classroom. He viewed PBL as an inherently differentiated 

model and a way to deliver students learning opportunities that were appropriate to their 

learning style and levels. His data indicated that he viewed PBL as a positive alternative 

to traditional teaching. He described one of his lessons as follows:
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Instead of doing a traditional argumentative essay, I had the students create a 

digital flyer arguing where they believed Middle Earth did exist or does exist, and 

by doing that, they were able to use technology; they were able to still do some 

research; they were able to be creative—find videos, or pictures or audio that they 

could put into their argumentative flyer. And I really think that by doing that, 

they were able to learn so much more rather than just writing a traditional 

argumentative essay in 12-point font, MLA style. They still learned the 

components that you need for an argumentative essay, but I just think that by 

having them do that digital flyer it really allowed them to think outside the box 

and bring in more research and more things that they could not do with a 

traditional essay.

Participant 3 also identified the observation of a difference between the role of the 

PBL teacher and the role of the teacher in the traditional classroom. He indicated a view 

of the PBL teacher as a facilitator of learning as opposed to a giver of knowledge:

You’re more of facilitating the learning.. . .  It’s more student directed.. . .

We’re still teaching them, but we’re also observing what they’re doing and how 

they learn and what works best for them, whereas in the traditional classroom, it’s 

more student focused, the teacher standing up at the front lecturing or the teacher 

talking 45 minutes out of a 50 minute class.. . .  In a PBL classroom/environment, 

you might have the teacher talking for maybe ten, fifteen minutes and then the 

rest of the period, the students are working, they’re collaborating with one 

another, they’re doing hands on assignments. It’s more student directed, so
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therefore, the teacher is mostly observing, helping students when needed, giving 

directions.

In the case of Participant 3, his preservice teaching work served as the basis of his 

sole experience at the time of this study. Thus, his perspective upon the PBL teaching 

experience was unique when compared to the perspectives of Participant 1 and 

Participant 2. Considering his work in the PBL classroom at that time, Participant 3 felt 

that he was prepared to enter the classroom, specifically the PBL classroom as a fulltime 

teacher of his own students. His data indicated that it was his belief that a focus on 

technology would be important in his success as a PBL teacher. He also indicated that it 

would be important to keep students engaged while learning and to draw upon real world 

scenarios that would be relevant for 21st-century learners.

Data, Findings, and Relevant Educational Theorists and Philosophers

An analysis of participant data indicated clear connections to the ideas of several 

educational theorists/educational philosophers in particular: Kilpatrack, Socrates, Bruner, 

Dewey, and Piaget. A summary of each follows.

Kilpatrick

Kilpatrick’s ideas about “school-based projects under learner control” (Waks 

1997, p. 391) were an integral part of the Cohort 5 model and apparent in all three 

participants’ classrooms and data. In the case of each participant, the project based 

learning model was approached through a 21st century lens with embedded 21st century 

competencies to include the use of technology, creativity, collaboration, and critical 

thinking. Nonetheless, in each participant’s case, the underlying framework fit what
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Kilpatrick (1918) described as part of the character of a project “a purposeful act carried 

on amid social surroundings” (p. 319).

Socrates and Bruner

In Participant 2’s science classroom, the ideals of Socrates and Bruner were 

strong and apparent. Socrates’ focus on inquiry and critical thinking were a natural fit 

within the context of PBL-21 and science. Reich (2003) stated, “The leader of Socratic 

inquiry is not the purveyor of knowledge, filling the empty minds of largely passive 

students with facts and truths acquired through years of study” (p. 1). This was 

especially true in Participant 2’s classroom, as she made a clear distinction between what 

she referred to as the traditional classroom, wherein the teacher led the learning, and the 

21st century PBL classroom, wherein students took the lead on learning endeavors. 

Inquiry was an integral part of this process.

Additionally, in Participant 2’s classroom, the ideas of Bruner were likewise 

strongly significant. As Coffey (n.d.) noted, “Typically, the educational goals of 

discovery learning include promoting a ‘deep’ understanding; developing meta-cognitive 

skills; and encouraging a high level of student engagement” (para. 3). Participant 2 was 

especially reflective of her practice in terms of whether students were remaining engaged 

in her classroom instruction and in the learning it represented. She noted purposefully 

reflecting upon her practice to ensure that it remained both rigorous in its academic 

nature and relevant in terms of promoting profound discoveries for student learners.
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Dewey

Dewey’s ideas about authentic problems were apparent in the classrooms of all 

three participants. According to Dewey (1897), “Education . . .  is a process of living and 

not a preparation for future living (Article II, para. 2).” The nature of PBL aligns with 

Dewey’s ideas about real world and authenticity in learning. Specifically, in the 

classroom of participant 1, the lesson plans involved students’ investigations into their 

own lives. The context and scenarios created for students were thus individualized and 

completely authentic. Similarly, Participant 3’s lesson featured a fusion between the 

fantastical literary world of Tolkein and a very real world argumentative scenario. Both 

participants bridged classroom learning and real world authenticity.

Piaget

Piaget’s ideas about active and social construction of knowledge were also 

relevant in this study. As Ozer (2004) noted about the Piagetian framework, “According 

to constructivist theories, learning is a social advancement that involves language, real 

world situations, and interaction and collaboration among learners. The learners are 

considered to be central in the learning process” (para. 1). In the case study, all 

participants ascribed to and executed Piagetian ideals. For example, in the classroom of 

Participant 1, there was a relaxed atmosphere wherein students and teacher roles merged 

seamlessly. Students worked largely independently and in full charge of their own 

learning. In addition, Participants 1 and 2 both indicated the need for students to be 

motivated and to exhibit personal initiative in order to be able to participate actively in 

the process of construction of knowledge.
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Data, Findings, and the Constructivist Theoretical Framework 

In the process of analyzing the data through a constructivist theoretical lens, I 

revisited the qualities and characteristics ascribed to the constructivist classroom. Brooks 

and Brooks (2001) identified the following 12 specific constructivist classroom 

characteristics, displayed in Table 3.
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Table 3

Characteristics o f  a Constructivist Classroom (Brooks & Brooks, 2001)

1 Encouragement and acceptance of student autonomy and initiative

2 Utilization of raw data and primary sources along with manipulative, interactive, and 

physical materials

3 When planning, teachers use cognitive terminology such as "classify", "analyze", and 

"create"

4 Allowance of student responses to drive lessons, shift instructional strategies, and alter 

content

5 Inquiry concerning students' understanding of concept before sharing their own 

understanding of those concepts

6 Encouragement of students to engage in dialogue, both with the teacher and with one 

another

7 Encouragement of student inquiry by asking thoughtful, open-ended questions and 

encouraging students to ask questions of each other

8 Pursuit of elaboration of students' initial responses

9 Engagement of students in experiences that might engender contradictions to their initial 

hypotheses and then encourage discussion

10 Allowances for wait time after posing questions

11 Providing time for students to construct relationships and create metaphors

12 Nurturing students' natural curiosity through frequent use of the learning cycle model

Note. Table adapted from In Search o f  Understanding: The Constructivist Classroom, by
J. G. Brooks and M. G. Brooks, 2001, pp. 102-111. Copyright 2001 by ASCD.

Brooks and Brooks’ (2001) classroom characteristics were true to the tenets of the

constructivist model. However, Jonassen (1994) similarly proposed that there are eight

characteristics that underlie the constructivist learning environment. Given this study’s
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focus on teachers’ classroom experiences, Jonassen’s qualities were a useful and fitting 

lens for analysis. Jonassen’s (1994) characteristics provided a clear way to align the 

participants’ data and pedagogical approaches to the constructivist classroom model. The 

constructivist characteristics Jonassen presents are likewise applicable to the PBL-21 

classroom setting. Table 4 depicts Jonassen’s (1994) ideas.

Table 4

Eight Characteristics Underlying the Constructivist Learning Environment

1 Constructivist learning environments provide multiple representations of 

reality.

2 Multiple representations avoid oversimplification and represent the complexity 

of the real world.

3 Constructivist learning environments emphasize knowledge construction 

instead of knowledge reproduction.

4 Constructivist learning environments emphasize authentic tasks in a meaningful 

context rather than abstract instruction out of context.

5 Constructivist learning environments provide learning environments such as 

real-world settings or case-based learning instead of predetermined sequences 

of instruction.

6 Constructivist learning environments encourage thoughtful reflection on 

experience.

7 Constructivist learning environments "enable context- and content- dependent 

knowledge construction."

8 Constructivist learning environments support "collaborative construction of 

knowledge through social negotiation, not competition among learners for 

recognition.”

(Jonassen, 1994)
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In looking at the data presented by participants, several categories of 

constructivist classroom characteristics were significant. Figures 1-5 illustrate the 

application of Jonassen’s (1994) constructivist classroom characteristics to thematic 

trends in data presented by the Cohort 5 teacher participants.

Constructivist
learning
environments
emphasize
knowledge
construction
instead of
knowledge
reproduction.

Participants 1 and 2 both indicated that 
successful PBL students needed to demonstrate 
personal initiative and motivation to be active 
participants in the process of constructing 
knowledge.

Participant 3 indicated that it was his goal to 
encourage student creativity and initiative to 
likewise allow  stu d en ts  to  partic ipa te  in the  
process of knowledge production.

Participants 1, 2, and 3 indicated, in keeping with 
PBL ideals, a general disenchantment with 
fossilized and institutionalized knowledge and a 
desire for their 21st century learners to be part of 
the knowledge production process.

Figure 1. Participants’ Constructivist Data Trend: Emphasis on Knowledge Construction
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Constructivist 
learning 
environments 
emphasize 
authentic tasks 
in a meaningful 
context rather 
than abstract 
instruction out 
of context.

Participants 1, 2, and 3 all emphasized the 
real world character of the projects that 
evolved in the PBL classroom.

In the classrooms of all three participants, 
students were engaged in team-based 
projects that incorporated a range of real 
world roles and scenarios.

Students were asked to pull in technology 
skills and apply these skills in authentic 
ways to create meaningful products.

Figure 2. Participants’ Constructivist Data Trend: Authentic Tasks/Meaningful Context 
Note. Authenticity in classroom tasks is a tenet of the PBL instructional model.

Constructivist 

learning 

environments 

enable context 

and content- 

dependent 

knowledge 

construction.

Participants 1 and 2 emphasized the need for 
effective PBL teachers to be able to use 
methods of instructional differentiation in 
order to facilitate content mastery in the PBL 
classroom.

Participants 1 and 2 indicated feeling the need  
to m eet students where they were academically 
and to adapt project requirements and pacing 
to student learning trends.

Participant 3 indicated that in the PBL 
classroom students would be able to 
demonstrate mastery of content standards in a 
variety of ways. He acknowledged the existence 
of fluidity and flexibility in the learning process, 
as guided by student needs.

Figure 3. Participants’ Constructivist Data Trend: Knowledge Construction
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Constructivist
learning
environments
support
collaborative
construction of
knowledge
through social
negotiation, not
competition.

In all three participant classrooms and 
pedagogical outlooks, collaborative 
grouping and teamwork projects were a 
trend.

Participants 1, 2, and 3 discussed using 
a cooperative learning model to 
building project frameworks for 
students.

Cooperative learning is a tenet of both 
the constructivist classroom model and 
the PBL-21 classroom model.

Figure 4. Participants’ Constructivist Data Trend: Collaboration, Not Competition

Constructivist
learning
environments
encourage
thoughtful
reflection on
experience.

This constructivist characteristic emerged not 
only in the students' reflection upon their 
project work, but also in the teachers' 
reflections.

Participant 1 cycled through reflections of 
professional purpose in the macro-sense, as 
she questioned her call to the teaching 
profession. Similarly, in the micro-sense, she 
was reflective of her instructional work in the 
classroom.
Participant 2 was continually reflective of her 
instructional practice.

Figure 5. Participants’ Constructivist Data Trend: Thoughtful Reflection on Experience
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Summary

This chapter presented the findings of my case study with multiple participants. 

Interviews, observations, and artifacts generated findings regarding the experiences of 

three teachers of Cohort 5 in a Project Based Learning middle school environment. As 

participants were forthcoming with details for the interview questions, the interview data 

helped me as the researcher to capture participants’ authentic voices and ideas about their 

pedagogical experiences. Interviews also provided me with a real sense of the nature of 

participants’ experiences with the PBL-21 model within the modem classroom era. 

Observations of teacher participants helped me as the researcher to broaden my 

understanding of context and teacher participants’ execution of the PBL model. 

Additionally, teacher philosophy statements provided me with important insight into 

participants’ global perspectives about their work, while samples of teacher lesson plans 

helped me to validate participants’ instructional claims and to sync their interview data 

with classroom practice.

Using social constructivism as a theoretical framework, I was able to glean 

thematic phenomena that emerged as significant strands in the teacher participants’ 

experiences. In general, in terms of constructivist ideals, teacher participants 

demonstrated a focus upon authentic knowledge, real world competencies, and a reliance 

upon collaborative groupings to execute their PBL-21 classroom models. Additionally, 

the data in general showed that PBL-21 teachers were confident in their pedagogical 

ideals and felt generally successful with the task of delivering content to students in their 

academic strands through the PBL-21 lens. Surprisingly, despite the mismatch of the
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PBL-21 model with the setting of standardized curricula, PBL-21 teachers generally felt 

very little doubt about their position and possibility for success within this context. 

However, as I had expected, teacher participants expressed a level of tension between 

their PBL-21 pedagogy and systemic nonnegotiables, such as time, common 

departmental pacing, and assessment measures. Nonetheless, generally, speaking, they 

expressed a sense of being a part of an important movement in the landscape o f modem 

middle school pedagogy.

It is my hope as a researcher that I have captured the essences of their stories and 

that I am able to present a perspective that adds to the body of knowledge about the 

middle school setting and Project Based Learning for the 21st-century climate. Chapter 5 

presents a comprehensive study summary to include a final look at research questions as 

they align with data findings. Additionally, the chapter presents the conclusions, 

implications, and recommendations of this study.



CHAPTER 5

SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

The purpose of this research was to examine the experiences of middle-school 

teachers who use a 21st-century approach to standards based content and curricula. At 

the inception of the research, the 21st-century Project Based Learning model was 

emerging as a new and nontraditional pedagogical approach to teaching and learning. 

Therefore, little research existed on the subject of teachers’ experiences with the model. 

Given the changing needs of the 21st-century learner (Trilling & Fadel, 2009) and the 

nature of a 21st-century skills set (Jacobs, 2010), coming face-to-face with the high 

accountability setting of the modern-day classroom (Spring, 2011), the teachers in the 

case had a unique vantage point. Their stories presented data that will be freshly 

informative on issues to include a 21st-century application of Project Based Learning, 

particularly within the modern-day middle school setting.

The study featured teacher participants who were part of Cohort 5, an 

instructional team at their North Georgia middle school situated within a large urban- 

suburban district consisting of approximately 176,000 students of varied language, socio

economic, and ethnic composition. Overall district achievement levels as measured by 

test scores are above average when compared with other districts in the state. Three 

Cohort 5 teachers participated in the study: a sixth grade language arts teacher with 15

years experience, a seventh grade science teacher with more than 20 years experience,

138
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and a seventh grade, preservice language arts teacher completing his student teacher 

internship. In their daily instructional roles, these teachers were tasked with the job of 

using use a 21st-century Project Based Learning approach to guide their instruction in the 

content areas of language arts, social studies, and science. Project Based Learning (PBL) 

is “a teaching method in which students gain knowledge and skills by working for an 

extended period of time to investigate and respond to a complex question, problem, or 

challenge” (Buck Institute, 2015, para 1).

This study sought to examine ways in which these middle school PBL teachers 

engaged and challenged students and merged elements of authentic PBL with 

standardized curricula and assessment. The goal of this research project was to tell the 

story of how Cohort 5 teachers have created a culture for creative learning within their 

prescribed setting. The researcher wanted to capture the nuances of teacher participant 

experiences and the ways in which the participants have found successes and/or 

challenges within their experiences.

The study was a qualitative case study with multiple participants. In gathering 

data, the researcher began with a questionnaire and a brief written teacher philosophy 

composed by each participant. The researcher followed up with interviews and gathered 

additional artifacts such as teacher lesson plans and observational notes. In terms of 

analyzing data and drawing conclusions, the researcher relied heavily upon what 

Creswell (2013) recommended: “Read through text, make margin notes, [and] form 

initial codes.” Further, following Creswell (2013) suggestions regarding the case study
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approach, the researcher “present [ed] [an] in-depth picture of the case (or cases) using 

narrative ” (p. 191).

Research Questions

The following question guided this investigation: How does the role of PBL-21 

teacher in an era of hyper-accountability and standardization affect middle-school 

teachers’ experiences? This primary question generated the following subquestions:

1. How do Cohort 5 educators perceive their roles in the Cohort 5 learning 

environments?

2. What do Cohort 5 educators view as the challenges and successes of the 

program in the face of standardized testing and accountability restraints?

3. How do Cohort 5 educators account for the development of their students?

Discussion of Findings

Chapter 4 provided details and an analysis of the data collected on the case study 

Participants 1, 2, and 3. The major sections included a reiteration of the research 

questions; discussions of data collection, analysis, and reporting methods; and a case 

study information section for each participant, detailing participant profiles, pedagogical 

outlooks, and experiences in the PBL classroom. This section provides a discussion of 

findings, organized through a look at each sub-question that guided this research project. 

Subquestion 1

The first subquestion was “How do Cohort 5 educators perceive their roles in the 

Cohort 5 learning environments?” As part of their roles and identities as Cohort 5 

teachers, the participants in this study sought to incorporate a 21st-century learning
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approach to their standards-based curricula. In doing so, they integrated ideals such as 

collaboration, innovation, communication, problem-solving, digital literacy, student 

choice and voice, and making real world connections into their lessons and class 

activities. Simultaneously, Cohort 5 teachers maintained their charge, which is the same 

charge issued to all teachers in their district: to improve student achievement, as 

demonstrated by gathered data from common (across department) or standardized (across 

the county, state, or nation) assessments. In addition, these teachers received the charged 

to teach standardized learning objectives, which was part of their evaluation criteria. 

According to Montessori (1914),

It is necessary for the teacher to guide the child without letting him feel her 

presence too much, so that she may be always ready to supply the desired help, 

but may never be the obstacle between the child and his experience, (pp. 131- 

132)

PBL teacher participants in this study sought to live Montessori’s words in their 

instructional practices. Building opportunities for learning experiences through their 

carefully planned projects, PBL teacher participants in this study sought to function in 

their classrooms not as “sage(s) on the stage” (King, 1993, p. 1), but as “guide(s) on the 

side” (King, 1993, p. 1). In observing each participant, I noted the following examples of 

“guide on the side” teaching.

In Participant 1 ’s classroom, I observed students working in small group teams on 

a Who are These People Project. Students had a variety of tasks and roles, which 

Participant 1 indicated were self-selected. Within the classroom, students worked
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through project tasks in a manner that was self-pacing, self-directed, and self-governing. 

They were free to ask questions, but the students were left largely alone (other than 

general supervision) to work as they needed.

In Participant 2’s classroom, students were also working in teams on a variety of 

tasks to complete the Genetic Disorder Research Project. Students worked through 

project tasks at different rates, and they had a variety of available tools and options, 

offering them the voice and choice aspect of the PBL model. The teacher participant did 

not deliver any direct instruction during the observation. However, she did observe and 

offer consultation to student teams as it was necessary and appropriate.

In Participant 3’s classroom, students self-paced their work through the Where is 

Middle Earth Project. While all students had the same assignment, there was also an 

element of choice and voice in that each student had to identify and justify his/her 

placement of the imaginary Middle Earth and to support their ideas through the 

argumentative process using critical thinking. The teacher participant did not provide 

direct instruction to the students during the observation period.

Additionally, in terms of how teacher participants perceived their roles in their 

Cohort 5-leaming environments, the ideals of social constructivism were relevant. On 

the classroom level, constructivist ideals were significant. As noted in Chapter 4, all 

participant data showed overlap in its connection to and exemplification of items 1,4, 

and 7 of the twelve constructivist classroom characteristics as identified by Brooks and 

Brooks (2001). Specifically, these were 1: Encouragement and acceptance of student 

autonomy and initiative; 4: Allowance of student responses to drive lessons, shift
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instructional strategies, and alter content; and 7: Encouragement of student inquiry by 

asking thoughtful, open-ended questions and encouraging students to ask questions of 

each other.

When addressing the ontological ideals of social constructivism, Creswell (2013) 

contended that social interactions and life experiences created numerous realities. Thus, 

given the newly emerging nature of the Cohort 5 program featured in this study and its 

situation within a traditional school model context, the ideals of constructivism at work in 

the teachers’ perceived roles as they related to their classroom contexts and between 

(teachers as part of a community of PBL teachers). Throughout the time of this study, the 

teacher participants involved shared the experience of implementing the PBL-21 model 

within a context, the traditional school setting, where the pedagogical practice of 

implementing a 21st-century Project Based Learning approach to curricula had yet been 

unexplored.

Subquestion 2

The second subquestion was “What do Cohort 5 educators view as the challenges 

and successes of the program in the face of standardized testing and accountability 

restraints?” Among the challenges participants identified as part of their experiences 

with the programs were those that originated from the students and those that originated 

from systemic constraints that teacher participants perceived to be creating barriers to the 

full and authentic implementation of an ideal PBL-21 model. Success came in terms of 

providing a environment conducive to learning.
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Challenges based upon students. Two of the participants noted dispositional 

challenges in regards to students. For example, as noted in Chapter 4, Participant 1 held 

the belief that the PBL approach to curricula was not a learning model with which all 

students were naturally compatible and/or successful. She indicated that, ideally, entry 

into this kind of program should be based upon aptitude for the PBL learning style and 

should involve an application process. Additionally, she noted struggles with students 

due the fact that she had encountered students whose dispositions seemed to be a 

mismatch for the program, noting the following:

There were children that really.. . .  I don’t know if they were recommended (for 

entry to the program) or they just decided to sign up, but there were some kids 

who just really struggle(ed). They don’t like the (PBL) model, and so it’s really 

kind of hard.. . .

Both Participants 1 and 2 indicated that using application as entry resulted in better 

execution of the PBL program in order to create a student base from a body of students 

who had the natural aptitude for the levels of independent work required by the PBL 

classroom model.

At least two of the participants in the study felt that student propensity to be 

successful in a PBL program was dependent, not upon labels such as designated 

giftedness (Renzulli, 1979), but upon character traits, which included student motivation. 

At least two of the participants indicated working with mixed groups of students and 

finding that while students identified or designated as gifted learners were successful at a 

higher rate than students of the general education track, successful students were not
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exclusively designated or identified gifted. Rather, students who were most successful as 

learners in the PBL classroom were those who could work independently of the teacher, 

who showed an aptitude for cooperative learning, and who possessed a level of intrinsic 

motivation. Specifically, Participant 1 noted that if students lacked motivation or a level 

of academic responsibility, it could be problematic and hinder success in the PBL 

classroom. She described students’ misuse of time: “Some of the children don’t utilize 

their time wisely, so then they end up with a lot of homework when they shouldn’t have a 

lot of homework, and you then get a lot of parent backlash about it.”

Participant 2 also faced challenges presented by student dispositions that were 

deficient in motivation. She felt that motivation was a factor in the success of students 

who were part of the program. She explained:

Students that fit project based learning have to be self-motivated. They have to 

be, not necessarily high achievers, but motivated achievers that want to learn and 

need to be able to take resources and implement those into projects and 

independently work with not limited but minimal traditional teaching style. 

Challenges based upon systemic constraints. At least two of the teacher 

participants in the study indicated a level of challenge created by constraints of time 

and/or logistical structure of the school schedule. In terms of time, at least two of the 

participants indicated feeling bound to the time and pacing of a departmental instructional 

calendar. This created conflict with what would otherwise be the natural flow of an 

authentic PBL classroom model.
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Authentically, the pace of the classroom and the project would be organic and 

unpredictable (Boss, Krauss, & Conery, 2008), based upon the students’ work, the 

discoveries they made, and the inquiries that subsequently arose. However, given the 

time constraints created by adherence to instructional calendars and/or standardized 

departmental pacing, teacher participants indicated feeling somewhat beholden to both 

the PBL model and curricular mandates. This “in the middle” position created a place of 

professional conflict for these PBL teachers, as they seemed to find themselves slighting 

one or the other. This seemed to create a small level of inner turmoil for at least two of 

the participants. However, the need to balance it all in the classroom, a phenomenon that 

Darling-Hammond and Bransford (2005) referred to as “the problem of complexity”, 

seemed to be navigable for the veteran teacher participants. In the case of the preservice 

teacher participant, unlike the veteran teacher participants, he had not yet encountered or 

acquired any perspective on this sort of scenario among other challenges, given his early 

level of experience.

In addition, participants indicated that due to the nonnegotiable nature of 

assessment schedules and pacing requirements, they found themselves having to work 

project plans around assessment and department pacing. Participant 1 noted the 

following about having to cut down project work due to assessment: “I just sort of work 

around it (assessment issues). It does sometimes drive my plans.. . .  Like, I feel right 

now, I’m having to cut dow n.. . . ” She likewise found herself pushed for time noting, “I 

just feel like I’m trying to cram so much into the class period.”



147

Participant 2 indicated a restraint of resources. To execute an ideal and authentic 

model for PBL-21, she felt she needed more on several levels. She explained, “You need 

the space to be able to work, you need resources—unlimited resources—not only the 

(school) Media Center, but technology, even written word, any kind of videos that would 

add to or enhance or enrich.. . . ”

Assessment, evaluation, and accountability were strong threads in the (challenge) 

discussion data of case study participants. At least two of the participants indicated 

experiencing a level of negative anxiety due to standardized testing and/or departmental 

testing. This anxiety seemed to be based upon fear/worry about students’ performance 

and/or upon their ability to adequately prepare students for standardized assessments 

through an exclusively PBL model. Participants indicated a sense of worry associated 

with the possibility that the level of independent learning characteristic of a 21st-century 

Project Based Learning model could be incongruent with the level of targeted test-prep 

styled instruction that might be necessary for preparation for curriculum calendars 

heavily filled with traditional assessment methods. At least two of the teacher 

participants indicated a feeling of “rolling the dice” in the face o f standardized 

assessment by using student-centered PBL teaching strategies rather than teacher-directed 

“banking” style instructional approaches (Freire, 1970/1993).

Additionally, Participant 2 felt challenged by the PBL teaching model when 

matched against some aspects of teacher evaluation measures. She indicated a small 

sense of insecurity about being measured ad evaluated against the TKES evaluation tool 

while using a PBL-21 instructional lens. Specifically, she worried that the PBL teaching
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and learning model was multifaceted. Given this, she reasoned, during evaluations, an 

evaluator could possibly miss important embedded layers of the lesson. This, she felt, 

could possibly result in lower evaluation scores. However, this participant also indicated 

that she felt strong documentation on the part of the teacher could address this ambiguity.

Success. Participant 1 noted a sense of success with the merging of PBL-21 

pedagogy and her curriculum. She indicated that she felt a sense of finding balance in 

this pursuit:

I just try to start with the standards, and I base my projects around the standards. 

Also, this year and in the past, especially when I was teammates with (teacher 

name), we really tried to make it interdisciplinary with each other. I still try to do 

that. I had one set of ideas that I wanted to accomplish, but then, when I was 

talking to my science teammate, they were doing (for example) volcanoes. 

Participant 2 felt a sense of success in the work she was doing and the learning 

environment she created through PBL-21 to enrich and to encourage high levels of 

achievement, especially among gifted learners. She stated:

Being a project based learning teacher gives me an opportunity to enrich gifted 

students and the differentiation of trying to keep a (general) education child, 

accelerated, and gifted child on different levels.. . .  Depending on how they 

move through the program, there is always an opportunity to move them to an 

advanced level, so that does leave opportunities in education for the gifted.
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While Participant 3 was very new to the classroom, he expressed a similar 

expectation that his work as a PBL teacher would bring him a sense of success in what it 

meant for enriching student learning and encouraging rigor in content. He explained:

The skills and abilities I have gained through my college and field 

experiences.. .will enable me to be creative with my students and create lessons 

that are engaging and inspire students to find a love and passion for literature, just 

as I did when I was in middle school.

Subquestion 3

The third subquestion was “How do Cohort 5 educators account for the 

development of their students? Despite the level of tension and challenge participant 

teachers noted to exist between PBL-21 instruction and assessment of students, two of the 

teacher participants indicated that using the PBL approach to instruction would help and 

not hurt their overall chances of receiving a favorable evaluation on teacher tools 

measures such as Teacher Keys. At least two participants seemed to feel like the 

instructional practices of Project Based Learning and the 21st-century learning lens were 

part of the future of modem pedagogy. Thus, they reasoned that by teaching with these 

ideals, that teaching PBL would earn them a favorable appraisal or have no bearing upon 

how they might fare in a pay-for-performance merit based system.

In fact, Cohort 5 educators largely referred to their students’ testing/achievement 

measures as evidence of program (and subsequently their instructional) success. 

Participant 1 had the sense that, despite any challenges she faced in her attempts to 

implement a PBL model, her students were being well prepared for departmental and
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standardized assessment and would be able to perform well on tests. She stated, “ With 

Cohort 5, with (the possibility of) pay-for-performance, my kids are going to perform. 

They usually perform pretty well. Even the kids who struggle (with the PBL model) tend 

to perform fairly well (on assessments).”

Similarly, Participant 2 used assessment measures to account for student success. 

In fact, she noted building project plans with assessment standards in mind. She stated: 

“When assessing students, I establish my end goal first and then build the lesson around 

those guidelines, making sure to include enrichment and reflection.” In addition, 

Participant 2 created her own personal-professional measures of success:

Since I started teaching, I measured each day with the same question and 

evaluated myself. Would I be bored in my class today? If the answer was yes . . .  

I  have previously done this activity once or twice already. . .  then it needed to be 

refreshed. Next, I asked myself what new strategy should be utilized to learn 

these concepts.

Conclusions

The primary research question for this study was “How does the role of PBL-21 

teacher in an era of hyper-accountability and standardization affect these middle-school 

teachers’ experiences?” Given the data gathered, the researcher can conclude that all 

teacher participants in the study seemed to share a sense of purpose primarily in their 

roles as classroom teachers and secondarily in their roles as Project Based Learning 

teachers with an eye toward 21st-century learning competencies. All of the teachers 

indicated a sense of their work being an important answer to a call upon their lives. They
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viewed the work they were doing as teachers as being meaningful and filled with 

profound ethical purpose.

Additionally, as Project Based Learning teachers, the study participants seemed to 

believe that they were constructing a community of learners who shared a common goal 

of helping to transform an otherwise fossilized instructional methodology as exhibited by 

the larger educational structure and system. The data gathered from participants 

indicated that they all felt that other (non PBL-21) teachers could learn from their 

creativity and their pedagogical fearlessness in the face of an education system that seems 

to be seeking standardization at every level. These teachers seemed fueled by their 

practice and PBL methodology, and thus passionate about passing on this energy and 

awareness of what the 21st century was asking of education to their student learners.

This important characteristic seemed to be common in each participant’s classroom. 

Teacher participants held their view of constructing a creative 21st-century teaching 

concept and model even in the face of, and within, the context of high accountability 

measures such as frequent and standardized assessment.

Limitations

This study was limited by primarily one condition—my dual role o f researcher 

and seventh-grade Cohort 5 teacher. Given my closeness to this research project, I had to 

guard against the possibility of bias and assumptions and against telling a story of case 

research through the lens of my own personal/professional beliefs and experiences. At 

the outset of my research, I felt a natural tension existed between the Cohort 5 model and
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the system of standardization that exists in today’s school model. This belief is the one I 

held most strongly, and it is the one I anticipated I would most need to guard against.

I also believed that the most effective Cohort 5 teachers would be those teachers 

who had a natural predisposition toward discovery learning and experiential learning 

instructional approaches. I imagined that these teachers would be non-traditionalist, out- 

of-the-box thinkers who were open to experimental teaching and very comfortable in the 

role o f facilitator versus being in the role of classroom director. In order to guard against 

my biases, beliefs, and assumptions, I sought to rely solely on the data gathered evidence 

and to analyze the data solely through my research questions, theoretical framework, and 

emergent themes, so as not to color the story o f Cohort 5 group with my 

personal/professional assumptions or experiences.

Implications

Although the changing times of the 21st century have given way to shifting 

learner needs and instructional methods, in some cases, the American education system 

has been stuck in a “That was then” phase, rather than moving into the “This is now” 

moment. Holdovers from the Committee of Ten (National Education Association, 1892) 

still haunt today’s version of school, wherein many teachers still use a top-down, teacher- 

directed instructional delivery method. Nonetheless, progressive and nontraditional 

models, of which Project Based Learning with attention to 21st-century learning 

competencies is one, exist in today’s educational landscape, offering teachers 

instructional alternatives to the “sit and get” model of centuries gone by.



153

Among the many factors that make the wheels of the American Education system 

turn are political influences and assessment pressures (Spring, 2011). In some cases, 

educators watch as the “assessment tail wags the instructional dog” (Mayher, 1994, p.

183). This creates the possibility of tension between progressive educational approaches, 

such as the Project Based Learning model, and a model with a hyper-focus upon 

assessment and accountability.

Today’s 21st-century classroom teachers who are seeking to prepare 21st-century 

learners face the challenge of finding ways to merge meaningful “This is now” learning 

with content and curricular standards. Project Based Learning teachers, in particular, are 

seeking to provide 21st-century learners with lessons crafted with curricular standards in 

mind. These lessons are inclusive of opportunities for differentiated learning and infused 

with multiple opportunities for students to collaborate; build 21st-century competencies 

such as collaboration, creativity, and critical thinking; and construct meaning that is 

relevant and significant in the real world (Boss, Krauss, & Conery, 2008).

The teachers in this case study found a level of success in their Cohort 5 model of 

implementing a 21 st-century Project Based Learning approach to their standardized 

curricula. In the areas of language arts and social studies—two very different content 

areas—teachers reported being able to bring students to a level of mastery while allowing 

the students voice and choice in their modalities of demonstrated mastery. They used 

instructional strategies such as flipped classroom models, discovery learning, and 

differentiation to merge the mandates of standardized systemic components with 

authentic tenets of PBL.
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While PBL teachers are working to master the craft of applying this instructional 

lens to 21st-century learning, they are also facing challenges such as tension with top- 

down mandates, restrictions upon time, hyper assessment (Spring, 2010), and 

accountability measures. These kinds of challenges often create barriers to an otherwise 

authentic application of the Project Based Learning instructional model. The teachers 

featured in this study noted levels of frustration at the systemic challenges of time and 

standardized instructional pacing that created barriers to the implementation of their PBL 

instructional processes. However, they ultimately indicated a sense of success as a 

possible outcome of the task of implementing a 21st-century approach to instruction even 

within a system of standardized frameworks.

Recommendations for Further Research

The results of his case study might lend itself to areas of further research. Within 
V

this study, one of the participants was a preservice teacher. One possibility for extended 

research would be to study the experiences or successes of a new teacher who enters the 

PBL classroom given (a) a similar background to Participant 3 with internship 

opportunities in a PBL classroom and (b) a dissimilar background to Participant 3—no 

prior experience within the setting of the PBL classroom.

Additionally, this study could be extended to follow up with one or all of the 

teacher participants to see how their practice has grown and evolved and/or their outlooks 

have changed as curricular and assessment standards have changed.

Another area to explore would be a replication of this study within a different 

school setting. This study site was a middle school setting. Perhaps a replication of the
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study in an elementary or high school setting would yield different results. Other 

variations of the study might include a replication of the study within areas with low 

socioeconomic or homogeneous learning populations.

Summary of the Study 

This chapter was comprised of an overview of the study, a discussion of findings, 

conclusions, limitations, implications, and recommendations for further research. This 

final chapter was the culminating summary of the analysis of qualitative data gathered for 

this research project. The purpose of this research was to examine the experiences of 

middle school teachers who used a 21st-century PBL approach to standardized curricula. 

Specifically, the researcher sought to discover how middle school teachers who 

approached standardized curricula through a lens of Project Based Learning with 

attention to 21st-century competencies perceived their roles as teachers, accounted for 

student success, and balanced nontraditional instructional approaches and a setting 

guided by standardized curricular norms.

In an attempt to capture the nuances of participants’ experiences and the ways in 

which participants have found successes and/or challenges within these experiences, the 

researcher chose a qualitative approach to this topic. It was a case study with multiple 

participants, using qualitative methods as a means of sharing the story of how Cohort 5 

teachers have created a culture for creative learning within their prescribed setting.

Research data included interviews, written philosophies, and observational notes. 

In analyzing the data, the researcher identified themes and used coding methods. A 

narrative approach with case study participant quotations and with researcher analysis
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throughout was used to present case findings. Conclusions were drawn and presented 

using guideposts created by the research questions, theoretical framework, and themes 

that emerged through data analysis.

The results of this study suggest that the teacher participants have found success 

in their roles as 21st-century Project Based Learning teachers. They account for this 

success by placing value upon their students’ development as independent, creative, and 

highly motivated learners who are able to work cooperatively, to use critical thinking and 

creativity, and 21st-century technology to solve real world problems. The PBL teacher 

participants in the study also found success by valuing the development of the kinds of 

learners who are mastering 21st-century competencies through student-directed learning, 

while simultaneously achieving favorable quantitative data and results generated by 

standardized testing measures.

The results of the study further suggest that not only might the “That was then. 

This is now” philosophy be true for 21st-century students who are learning in new 

modalities, it might also be true for 21st-century teachers who are currently part of the 

process of constructing the new norm of what constitutes successful and effective 

classroom instruction.

Final Thoughts

When I began this study, in what now truly feels like forever ago, I was a new 

researcher, a doctoral student in the midst of a new Curriculum and Instruction program, 

and a middle school teacher thrown into a new instructional team created with the goal of 

offering a 21st-century project based approach to established learning standards and
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curricula. I was seeking through my research project to tell the story of a time and place 

in the modem educational landscape—a time and place where 20th century pedagogy 

was transforming into a working model fit for the 21 st century. I was hoping to share the 

triumphs and frustrations—or simply the experiences—of a few teachers who can bear 

witness to the meeting of the two worlds. I was hoping to capture the essence of these 

teachers’ experiences. I was hoping that some small aspect of my research work might 

have some influence upon a small decision that might lead to the huge victory of 

choosing the learner over the data the learner represents. If so, I hoped that I would feel 

satisfied in knowing that my work, both in the classroom and in the role of doctoral 

student, has not been in vain.

As I close my research project and finish this story, I am now five years into the 

role of PBL-21 teacher and still a new researcher, but at least I am on the other side of my 

first major research venture. I contend that I have begun to tell the story of the triumphs 

and frustrations—or simply the experiences—of a few teachers who can bear witness to 

the meeting of 20th century curricula and 21st-century pedagogy. I contend also that I 

have begun to capture the essence of these teachers’ experiences.

However, I realize now that there is yet more story to write and tell. The story of 

the meeting of the seam of 21st-century curricula and 21st-century pedagogy is a living 

document that is currently under construction. As quickly as I can write the story, it has 

morphed and shape-shifted, as is so very characteristic of the rapidity of 21st-century 

currents.
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While I am yet to know the impact my research will make upon the standing body 

of knowledge to which my study will be relevant—the middle school setting, creative 

teaching and learning, Project Based Learning with 21st-century competencies—I am 

satisfied in my personal, professional, and academic effort to justify the value in choosing 

creativity over conformity and the learner over the data the learner represents. Thus, I 

close with a sense of academic contentment in knowing that my research project, both in 

the classroom and in the realm of my personal scholarship as a doctoral student, has not 

been in vain.
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GENETIC DISORDER RESEARCH PROJECT

You have been challenged to incorporate your knowledge about cells, cell division, 
genetics, and DNA to research and give a short presentation on a specific genetic 
disorder. You have already completed the basic study of genetics and mutations. 
With this information you will research a specific genetic disorder and create a 
photostory presentation.

Your photostory presentation should include the following:

Presentation Research
1. Name of genetic disorder, chromosome # . description of the 

disorder and two pictures.
2. History (who discovered it and who has done research on this disease the 

genetic disorder)
3. Karyotype/Chart/Family Pedigree (Is it sex-linked, autosomal, or a 

mutation?) Show how this occurs.
4. Diagnosis/Symptoms/Treatments that are available

List of internet resources th a t may be helpful to  you in creating your presentation: 

Yahoo - Genetic Disorders
http://dir.yahoo.com/Health/Diseases_and_Conditions/Genetic_Disorders/.
Site explains several different disorders and contains links to all of the different 
types of genetic disorders.

Genetic 4 Rare Conditions Sitehttp://www.kumc.edu/gec/support/. 
links to different types of disorders in alphabetical order.

What can our chromosomes tell us?
http://biology .about.com/science/biology/gi/dynamic/off site.htm?site=http://gslc. 
genetics.utah.edu/.
A site that talks about karyotyping of genotypes.

Genetic Disorder Library
http://learn.genetics.utah.edu/units/disorders/whataregd
To learn more about different genetic disorders, browse through the Genetic
Disorder Library.

http://dir.yahoo.com/Health/Diseases_and_Conditions/Genetic_Disorders/
http://www.kumc.edu/gec/support/
http://biology
http://gslc
http://learn.genetics.utah.edu/units/disorders/whataregd


A Genetics Glossary
http://biology.about.eom/science/biology/gi/dynamic/offsite.htm7site:http://heli 
os.bto.ed.ac.uk/bto/glossary/index.html 
A basic genetic glossary.

Genetics Education Center http://www.kumc.edu/gec/.
Seeks to help educate people about genetics.

The National Human Genome Research Institute http://www.nhgri.nih.gov/. 
Explains about the human genome project.

Department of Energy - Human Genome Project Information 
http://www.ornl.gov/hgmis/.
Provides a lot of information about the human genome project.

A Gene Map of the Human Genome http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/science96/.
You can see the mapping of several different chromosomes found within the body.

Learning about th e  Human Genome Project and Genetics through the  World Wide 
Web http://www.kumc.edu/gec/hgpwww.html.
Looks a t the ethical issues of genetic research.

Understanding Gene
Testinghttp://www.accessexcellence.org/ae/AE/AEPC/NIH/index.html.
This site talks of how genes are linked to disease and how a gene creates a genetic 
disorder.

Basics of DNA
Fingerprintinghttp://www.biology .washington.edu/fingerprint/dnaintro.html. 
Explains the basic understanding of DNA fingerprinting.

What is Genetic Testing? http://www.lbl.gov/Education/ELSI/Frames/genetic- 
testing-f.html.
Shows the basics of genetic testing and talks about the ethical issues of that 
happen due to genetic testing.

http://biology.about.eom/science/biology/gi/dynamic/offsite.htm7site:http://heli
http://www.kumc.edu/gec/
http://www.nhgri.nih.gov/
http://www.ornl.gov/hgmis/
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/science96/
http://www.kumc.edu/gec/hgpwww.html
http://www.accessexcellence.org/ae/AE/AEPC/NIH/index.html
http://www.biology
http://www.lbl.gov/Education/ELSI/Frames/genetic-


Cell-Mart Needs You!
Team 1: Toys and Games Department

Your challenge is to  design a board game based on the plant or animal cell. You will need to  make 
th e  questions, game board, cards, playing pieces, board game rules and n eat packaging. Your 
mission is to  make our customers WANT to buy it from Cell-Mart I

Very Im portant: When designing your game board, be sure to have a variety o f spaces such as 
regular spaces, pick a card spaces, move ahead/move back/lose a turn spaces. Also, have a start 
space and finish space.

Alt game boards must be colored and neatly done on a large piece of white poster board.

Plant Cell Oieanelles:

•  Cell membrane
•  Cytoplasm
•  Cytoskeleton
•  Nucleus
•  Nucleolus
•  Mitochondrion
•  Chloroplast
•  Rough endoplasmic reticulum
•  Smooth endoplasmic reticulum
•  Golgi complex
•  Central vacuole
•  Ribosomes
•  Cell wall 

AnlmaJCfli Organelles:

•  Cell membrane
• Cytoplasm
• Cytoskeleton
• Nucleus
•  Nucleolus
•  Mitochondrion
•  Rough endoplasmic reticulum
•  Smooth endoplasmic reticulum
• Golgi complex
• Lysosomes
•  Ribosomes

HOW TO STUDY FOR THE TEST 
Read Chapter 3 

Study your note sheet 
What am I?

Look at Powerpoint (eclass cells, 
powerpoints and notes) 

Structure, Function slides 1 - 35

Schedule:
T 10/14 Media Center Computers
W 10/15 Media Center Tables

4'" Acad only Leadership Lab
TH 10/16 Service Lab
F 10/17 Media Center Tables/

4th Acad only Leadership Lab

M 10/20 Innovation lab
4th period classroom

T 10/21 l W "  Innovation lab
4"' period classroom

W 10/22 Computers and Tables
Media Center - due today

TH 10/23 Play Games
F 10/24 Cell Structure Test



DcsknGarrtt toard
Cokxful
Easy to understand

Cefi Theory 
OrganeUes 
Cellulose 
ATP
Surface to Area Volume
Photosynthesis
Homeostasis
Stimulus/response
Needs of living things
Eukaryote
Prokaryote
Hooke and Leeuwenhoek

Question Maher 
Make sure to  include: 
Difference between plant 

and animal ceUs 
Two kinds of celk 
W hatisacett?

Ppsrd game Pules
How to start/end 
Object of game and how to 
win are dearly stated 
Modify for more players

Design 4  -5 player pieces 
Ceil theme/different color and 
shape/easy to  use 

Design packaging -  c*B theme 
for game pieces
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Who Are These People? Project
25 pts. 20 pts. 15 pts. 10 pts.

Introduction of 
Classmate

Student goes above 
and beyond to 
present their 

partner and is able 
to  answer all 

questions from the 
audience.

Student does a 
good job of 

presenting their 
partner and 

answers questions 
from the audience.

Student does a fair 
job of presenting 

their partner but Is 
unable to  answer 
some questions 

from the audience.

Student does a 
poor job of 

presenting their 
partner and is 

unable to answer 
most questions 

from the audience.
Presentation Skills Student holds 

attention of entire 
audience with the 
use of direct eye 
contact, seldom 
looking at notes. 

Movements seem 
fluid, and student 
displays relaxed, 

self-confident 
nature about self, 
with no mistakes.

Student 
consistently uses 
direct eye contact 
with audience, but 

still returns to 
notes. Movements 

enhance 
presentation, and 

minor mistakes are 
recovered from 

quickly.

Student displays 
minimal eye 
contact with 

audience, while 
reading mostly 
from the notes.

Very little 
movement while 
presenting, and 

student has trouble 
recovering from 

mistakes.

Student makes no 
eye contact with 

audience, as entire 
report is read from 
notes. Tension and 

nervousness are 
obvious, and 

student has trouble 
recovering from 

mistakes.

Followed Directions Student followed all 
directions for the 
chosen project.

Student followed 
most of the 

directions for the 
chosen project.

Student followed 
very few of the 

directions.

None of the 
directions for the 

project were 
followed.

Figurative Language Student included 
two or more 

correct examples of 
figurative language 

in their project.

Student included at 
least two examples 

of figurative 
language; however, 
they are not used 

correctly.

Student included 
one example of 

figurative language.

Student did not 
include any 
examples of 

figurative language.

Total Grade -  /too

Comments:
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Who Are These People? Project
25 pts. 20 pts. 15 pts. 10 pts.

Introduction of 
Classmate

Student goes above 
and beyond to 
present their 

partner and is able 
to  answer all 

questions from the 
audience.

Student does a 
good job of 

presenting their 
partner and 

answers questions 
from the audience.

Student does a fair 
job of presenting 

their partner but Is 
unable to  answer 
some questions 

from the audience.

Student does a 
poor job of 

presenting their 
partner and is 

unable to answer 
most questions 

from the audience.
Presentation Skills Student holds 

attention of entire 
audience with the 
use of direct eye 
contact, seldom 
looking a t notes. 

Movements seem 
fluid, and student 
displays relaxed, 

self-confident 
nature about self,
with no mistakes.

Student 
consistently uses 

direct eye contact 
with audience, but 

still returns to 
notes. Movements 

enhance 
presentation, and 

minor mistakes are 
recovered from 

quickly.

Student displays 
minimal eye 
contact with 

audience, while 
reading mostly 
from the notes.

Very little 
movement while 
presenting, and 

student has trouble 
recovering from

mistakes.

Student makes no 
eye contact with 

audience, as entire 
report is read from 
notes. Tension and 

nervousness are 
obvious, and 

student has trouble 
recovering from 

mistakes.

Followed Directions Student followed all 
directions for the 
chosen project.

Student followed 
most of the 

directions for the 
chosen project.

Student followed 
very few of the 

directions.

None of the 
directions for the 

project were 
followed.

Figurative Language Student included 
two or more 

correct examples of 
figurative language 

in their project.

Student included at 
least two examples 

of figurative 
language; however, 
they are not used 

correctly.

Student included 
one example of 

figurative language.

Student did not 
include any 
examples of 

figurative language.

Total Grado - /too

Comments:
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Anticipatory Set

Pmccdurcs/ Methods and 
Strategies

|  writing or speaking.

J Writing
• Write narratives to develop real or imagined 

experiences or events using effective technique,
% relevant descriptive details, and well-structured 

event sequences.
• Use technology, including the Internet, to 

produce and publish writing and link to and cite 
sources as well as to interact and collaborate

1"
with others, including linking to and citing 
sources.

| 10 Minutes: Reconstructed Jumbled Text
• Before students begin reading chapter nine 

| (“Barrels Out of Bond”) students will
I participate in a reconstructed jumbled text

activity.
I • For this activity, students will work with
| their reading groups.
| • Each group will be given a bag with cut up
j excerpts from the text (students will be

working with the action portion of the
I

chapter).
\ • Working with their groups, students will

reconstruct the text in the correct order and
explain why they have chosen that order.

| ______________________________________________________
j  60 Minutes: Reading Groups and Discussion

(Chapter 9); Pick A Card, Any Card
| • Now that students have placed their cut-up
) paragraphs in an order they believe to make
I the most sense, we will now begin reading
I chapter 9.

•  Before we begin reading, I will place 6
! random cards facedown to each group.

• Students will be instructed to not look at the 
cards until we begin reading.

j  • As we begin reading, students will be 
! instructed to choose a card. Students must
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choose 3 cards and give a response 
throughout the duration of our reading. Once 
students are done with a card, they will 
return the card to the center of the group 
facedown.

• Students will be provided with a graphic 
organizer for this activity.

• Below are some of the discussion questions 
on the cards:

•  I  never thought that. ..
• I  can’t believe...
• I  wonder why...
• What if...
• I  was surprised when...
• It reminds me of...
• This character is very similar 

to...because...
• What is going on in the story so far? Be 

specific and cite evidence.
• What did Tolkien do to make me think this 

way?
• What is the tone in this chapter? Explain.
• Provide a detailed example o f imagery from  

this chapter.
• Does this information give me any clues as 

to what may happen later in the story?
• Am I  satisfied with this chapter? This 

novel?
• What do I  know so far? How has Bilbo 

changed since chapter 1? Explain with 
evidence.

■ m im ^m SS^SStK k
Closure
■ '■•■ ■ ■-
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5-7 Minutes: Think, Pair, Share

• Students will get with a partner and share their 
card responses.

• Groups will also discuss if their reconstructed 
text prediction was correct or not.
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• Students will turn in their card response graphic 
organizer.

Assessment of 1 esson

My Assessment of Lesson Outcomes is...
• Student participation and completion of 

opening activity.
• Student participation and completion of 

“Pick a card, any card” reading activity.
• Student participation in Think, Pair, Share 

activity.

LESSON PLAN(s) (Condensed) Week: 12

Subject (s) 7th Grade Language Arts

Central Focus of Lesson 
Sequence

Students will continue to read and study The Hobbit, 
along with finishing the novel study (only reading to 
chapter 12) and beginning work on their study guide for 
the unit test.

Day 2

Learning Outcomes lor 
Students

Reading Literature
• Cite several pieces of textual evidence to 

support analysis of what the text says explicitly 
as well as inferences drawn from the text.

•  Determine a theme or central idea of a text and 
analyze its development over the course of the 
text; provide an objective summary of the text.

• Analyze how particular elements of a story or 
drama interact (e.g., how setting shapes the 
characters or plot).

Speaking and Listening
• Engage effectively in a range of collaborative 

discussions (one-on-one, in groups and teacher- 
led) with diverse partners on grade 7 topics, 
texts, and issues, building on others’ ideas and 
expressing their own clearly.

• Come to discussions prepared, having read or
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researched material under study; explicitly draw 
on that preparation by referring to evidence on 
the topic, text, or issue to probe and reflect on 
ideas under discussion.

• Pose questions that elicit elaboration and 
respond to other’s questions and comments with 
relevant observations and ideas that bring the 
discussion back on topic as needed.

Language
• Demonstrate command of the conventions of 

standard English grammar and usage when 
writing or speaking.

Writing
• Write narratives to develop real or imagined 

experiences or events using effective technique, 
relevant descriptive details, and well-structured 
event sequences.

•  Use technology, including the Internet, to 
produce and publish writing and link to and cite 
sources as well as to interact and collaborate 
with others, including linking to and citing 
sources.

Anticip.t(or\ Set

5 Minutes: What makes a good journalist?
• Using Poll Everywhere, students will 

respond to the following question: What 
makes a good journalist? List 5 great 
characteristics every journalist should 
have when reporting a news worthy story.

• Students will scan a QR that will be posted at 
every group station.

• Students will be directed to the website, Poll 
Everywhere.

• Students will respond to the essential 
question.

• Whole class discussion before we begin with 
the lesson.
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Procedures/ Methods and 
Strategies

55 Minutes: Middle-Earth Gazette
• For today’s lesson, students will be writing a 

narrative on the events of chapter 9.
• Students will be given the following prompt: 

Write a news story relating the escape o f the 
company from the wood-elves. You may 
make up supporting information to add 
details to the story. You may also decide 
when the story was released. The story 
should include an interview with at least one 
individual to whom the escape was 
important. You may decide the readership o f  
your paper. This will shape how you choose 
to tell the story. Give yourself a byline, and 
make your story look like a news article. You 
may include an illustration with a caption i f  
you wish. Cite evidence from the event to 
support your story.

• Students will handwrite their news story on 
construction paper. I will provide the 
construction paper and other essentials 
necessary to complete the assignment.

Closure

Assessment of Lesson 
Outcc

10-12 Minutes: Story Presentations

• Students will present their news story to the 
class.

• Students presenting will be asked to come to the 
front of the room and report their story as if 
they were real news journalist reporting a story.

My Assessment of Lesson Outcomes is...
• Student participation and completion of Poll 

Everywhere activity.
• Student participation and completion of 

narrative writing activity.
• Student participation during reading of news 

stories.
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LESSON PLAN(s) (Condensed) Week: 12

Subject (*»)
7th Grade Language Arts

( cntral 1-ociis o f! csson 
Sequence

Students will continue to read and study The Hobbit, 
along with finishing the novel study (only reading to 
chapter 12) and beginning work on their study guide for 
the unit test.

Day 3

Learning Outcomes Tor 
Students

fi ,|||̂ y^J|̂ p^^^^|B|l̂ ^j|||HM ^j|pp|
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Reading Literature
• Cite several pieces of textual evidence to 

support analysis of what the text says explicitly 
as well as inferences drawn from the text.

•  Determine a theme or central idea of a text and 
analyze its development over the course of the 
text; provide an objective summary of the text.

• Analyze how particular elements of a story or 
drama interact (e.g., how setting shapes the 
characters or plot).

Speaking and Listening
• Engage effectively in a range of collaborative 

discussions (one-on-one, in groups and teacher- 
led) with diverse partners on grade 7 topics, 
texts, and issues, building on others’ ideas and 
expressing their own clearly.

• Come to discussions prepared, having read or 
researched material under study; explicitly draw 
on that preparation by referring to evidence on 
the topic, text, or issue to probe and reflect on 
ideas under discussion.

• Pose questions that elicit elaboration and 
respond to other’s questions and comments with 
relevant observations and ideas that bring the 
discussion back on topic as needed.

Language
• Demonstrate command of the conventions of
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standard English grammar and usage when 
writing or speaking.

Writing
• Write narratives to develop real or imagined 

experiences or events using effective technique, 
relevant descriptive details, and well-structured 
event sequences.

• Use technology, including the Internet, to 
produce and publish writing and link to and cite 
sources as well as to interact and collaborate 
with others, including linking to and citing 
sources.

Anticipators Set
■ • . . '■‘L;'•".'̂ '.'.«y;:'?-BMM£wr#tMŝ ^̂ |0||̂ ^̂ ^̂

5 Minutes: Whole class discussion
• Writing norms
• Test taking norms
• Things to remember when writing/testing

Procedures/ Methods and 
Strategies

,.; • Vj. .£ : .^ i^ ^ ^ J i! .i^ ^ a jH B
,:, '- ' ". ' • .... ..-..„->r<.̂ ;̂:A.:,v<>

60 Minutes: Writing workshop (Lesson lead by 
Mrs. Smith)

• Students will participate in a writing 
workshop lead by Mrs. Smith.

■ -r-
Closure 50 Minutes: TBD (Not sure what Mrs. Smith has 

planned)

Assessment of Lesson 
Outcomes

My Assessment of Lesson Outcomes is...
• Student participation and completion of writing 

workshop.

LESSON PLAN(s) (Condensed) Week: 12

Subject is) 7th Grade Language Arts

Central Focus of Lesson 
Sequence

Students will continue to read and studv The Hobbit. 
along with finishing the novel study (only reading to 
chapter 12) and beginning work on their study guide for 
the unit test.

Day 4
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Learning Outcomes for 
Students

Reading Literature
• Cite several pieces of textual evidence to 

support analysis of what the text says explicitly 
as well as inferences drawn from the text.

• Determine a theme or central idea of a text and 
analyze its development over the course of the

| text; provide an objective summary of the text.
• Analyze how particular elements of a story or 

drama interact (e.g., how setting shapes the
I characters or plot).

| Speaking and Listening
I • Engage effectively in a range of collaborative

discussions (one-on-one, in groups and teacher- 
led) with diverse partners on grade 7 topics, 
texts, and issues, building on others’ ideas and 
expressing their own clearly.

• Come to discussions prepared, having read or 
researched material under study; explicitly draw 
on that preparation by referring to evidence on

j the topic, text, or issue to probe and reflect on
ideas under discussion.

j • Pose questions that elicit elaboration and
i respond to other’s questions and comments with
j relevant observations and ideas that bring the

discussion back on topic as needed.

1 Language
• Demonstrate command of the conventions of 

standard English grammar and usage when
I writing or speaking.

j  Writing
• Write narratives to develop real or imagined 

experiences or events using effective technique, 
relevant descriptive details, and well-structured 
event sequences.

• Use technology, including the Internet, to 
produce and publish writing and link to and cite 
sources as well as to interact and collaborate
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Anticipator} Set

with others, including linking to and citing 
sources.

5-7 Minutes: Stop Light Activity
• Prior to the start of students working on their 

study guide for The Hobbit, students will 
participate in a Stop Light Activity.

• For this activity, I will have a “stop light” 
posted onto the white board.

• Students will be given one sticky note.
• Students will be instructed to place their 

sticky note onto the stop light according to 
how prepared they feel for the unit test. 
(Example: red means not prepared, yellow 
means somewhat prepared, and green means 
very prepared).

• Once students have placed their sticky note 
onto the board, I will begin my review for the 
unit test.

Procedures/ Methods and 
Strategies

55 Minutes: Review Stations, Day 1
• For today’s review, students will be given a 

study guide/graphic organizer.
• Positioned around the room are different 

stations with different skill reviews.
• Students will go around to each station and 

work, through the problems on their graphic 
organizer.

• Today’s review will cover skills related to 
comprehension, literary devices, sentence 
structure, and grammar.

• Students will also practice point of view and 
different character viewpoints as told in the 
novel.

• Once students are finished, I will go over the 
questions and answers with the students.

Closure 5 Minutes: Stop Light Activity #2
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• Now that students have had a chance to review 
some, I will ask students to repeat the stop light 
activity.
Students will receive a new sticky note and
asked to place their sticky note onto the stop 
light according to how prepared they feel for 
the unit test.

the first one.' " '  v~';
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My Assessment of Lesson Outcomes is...
• Student participation in stop light activity.

Assessment of Lesson • Student participation and completion of study
Outcomes guide, day 1.

• Student participation in stop light activity #2.

LESSON PLAN(s) (Condensed) Week: 12

Subject (s)
•■ .'■■ ■■'■>■ -

7th Grade Language Arts

'""■ ^  S ^ s il  
•;;;

Central Focus of Le>son 
Sequence

Students will continue to read and study The Hobbit, 
along with finishing the novel study (only reading to 
chapter 12) and beginning work on their study guide for 
the unit test.

Day 5

Learning Outcomes for 
Students I

Reading Literature
• Cite several pieces of textual evidence to 

support analysis of what the text says explicitly 
as well as inferences drawn from the text.

•  Determine a theme or central idea of a text and 
analyze its development over the course of the 
text; provide an objective summary of the text.

• Analyze how particular elements of a story or 
drama interact (e.g., how setting shapes the 
characters or plot).

Speaking and Listening
• Engage effectively in a range of collaborative
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Anticipatory Set

discussions (one-on-one, in groups and teacher- 
led) with diverse partners on grade 7 topics, 
texts, and issues, building on others’ ideas and 
expressing their own clearly.

• Come to discussions prepared, having read or 
researched material under study; explicitly draw 
on that preparation by referring to evidence on 
the topic, text, or issue to probe and reflect on 
ideas under discussion.

• Pose questions that elicit elaboration and 
respond to other’s questions and comments with 
relevant observations and ideas that bring the 
discussion back on topic as needed.

Language
• Demonstrate command of the conventions of 

standard English grammar and usage when 
writing or speaking.

Writing
• Write narratives to develop real or imagined 

experiences or events using effective technique, 
relevant descriptive details, and well-structured 
event sequences.

• Use technology, including the Internet, to 
produce and publish writing and link to and cite 
sources as well as to interact and collaborate 
with others, including linking to and citing 
sources.

5-7 Minutes: Constructed Response and Stop 
Light Activity

• Since today is all about reviewing 
constructed responses, students will 
participate in another stop light activity.

• Before the activity, I will ask students to 
quickly respond to an essential question: 
Name 1 rule to remember when writing a 
constructed response.

•  Short whole-class discussion on essential
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question.
• Students will participate in another stop light 

activity.
• Are you confident you can answer multiple 

constructed response questions about The 
Hobbit?

• Students will be instructed to place their 
sticky note on the stop light according to 
their answer.

. '. . > .< .?*:&$&{**.

■ , y*/

Procedures/ Methods and 
Strategies

sy.̂„-(,t ■■ .. ..... ....

55 Minutes: Service Lab, Study Guide Day 2
• Students will be working in the service lab 

(computer lab).
• Students will be given a study guide with 2 

constructed response items and one essay 
response. All constructed response questions 
will come from chapter 10.

• Students MUST show textual evidence in 
order to get full credit for the review.

• As students are working through each 
response, I will workshop with them on how 
to effectively and accurately write a 
constructed response.

• Students will dropbox their response.

Closure

5-7 Minutes: Stop Light Activity #2

• Now that students have had a chance to review 
some, I will ask students to repeat the stop light 
activity.

• Students will receive a new sticky note and 
asked to place their sticky note onto the stop 
light according to how prepared they feel for 
the unit test.

• Hopefully the results will be a lot different from 
the first one.

Assessment of Lesson 
Outcomes

My Assessment of Lesson Outcomes is...
• Student participation in stop light activity.
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• Student participation and completion of

constructed response mini lesson and study
guide.

• Student participation in second stop light
activity.
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INTERVIEW QUESTIONS
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1. What is your vision of perfect project based learning in your setting?
2. What is your interpretation of the 21 st-century learning approach?
3. Compare and contrast your practice as a Cohort 5 teacher to your practice prior to 

being a Cohort 5 teacher.
4. Explain how you merge the Cohort 5 learning approach and standards based 

curriculum components. In this process, what difficulties emerge? What part of 
this process is the most easily facilitated?

5. (Where applicable) How do you perceive the interaction of Common Core and 
Cohort 5?

6. How does your identity as a Cohort 5 teacher impact your adherence to the 
standards of your content curriculum?

7. How does your identity as a Cohort 5 teacher affect your perception o f the 
Teacher Keys Evaluation System?

8. Within the following contexts, how do you perceive your role as a Cohort 5 
teacher to be impacted (if at all)?

a. As a gifted teacher
b. (among professional peers) within you curricular content area/department
c. Within the context of your grade level
d. Within the context of your vertical team curricular area
e. Within the context of your school
f. Within the context of your school district

9. What are your challenges as a Cohort 5 teacher? What are your triumphs as a 
Cohort 5 teacher?

10. What are your feelings about your role as a Cohort 5 teacher and the following:
a. Race to the Top

i. Teacher Keys
ii. The Potential for Pay for Performance

b. Standardized Assessment
c. Accountability pressures and measures
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INTERVIEW TRANSCRIPTS
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1= Interviewer R=Respondent

I)Alright, so tell me —describe your teaching experience in terms of years 0-5, 5-10,10- 
15, 15-20 (laughs).

R)10-15 (laughs)

I)OK.. .Umm, describe your experiences in terms of settings that you’ve experienced, 
like rural, urban, low SES, affluent, suburban—

R) I was at Title I school —umm, I would say was probably 88 free and —88% free and 
reduced lunch for nine years and then this school where—which is very affluent— 
complete opposite.

I) OK. How many years have you been at this school?

R)four

I)OK. Describe your teaching experience in terms of populations you’ve worked with— 
gen-ed., gifted, ESOL, special ed., majority/minority, etc.

R)Uhhh, majority regular ed. and gifted umm one year ESOL inclusion one year resource 
inclusion one year reading remediation

I) OK (clears throat) How would you describe your teacher personality? Traditionalist, 
experimental, any other terms?

Probably a mix between experimental and traditional (laughter)

I)OK

R)whatever goes

I) Alright, Ummm, tell me about any experience you’ve had with school programs such 
as magnet schools, theme schools, IB schools

R) Ummm... Summerour was a IB school, so, I was probably there for about five years 
while we were IB, so I’ve been IB trained level I and level II. I don’t know if that means 
anything to you? But,—
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I)Tell me about that. What’s the difference?

R)Ummm, well, International Baccalaureate is kind of similar to the Cohort 5 concept. 
It’s more of a global learning scale, so everything is supposed to relate from you to your 
community

I)OK

R)to the state to the world, kind of how you become a global citizen how you relate to 
the world, how can you communicate, so it’s very heavy on communication, ummm and 
then you as a citizen

I)OK. So, tell me what grade you teach and what subject you teach this year?

R)Sixth Grade language arts

I)Alright, how long have you been involved in PBL and Cohort 5?

R)This is my second year.

I)OK. Tell me, what is your vision of the perfect PBL experience from a teacher’s 
perspective and a student’s perspective in this particular setting?

R) Well, it would be nice—it was nice last year when we had a two man team ‘cuz we 
could kind of open the door. We would have projects where the kids could literally go 
between our classrooms and work together as a whole team,

OK

which was nice,

Yeah

but then again, I was teaching two subjects, but that was also nice because I did a lot of 
language arts and social studies intertwined, so I had a whole block of time, but then, the 
kids never saw each other on the other set of— like, so if you had language arts and 
social studies in the morning, you had math and science in the afternoon, and it flip- 
flopped, so half of our kids never even got to see the other half of our kids, And then this 
year, we’re a three man team, so we don’t have as much flexibility as we did. My 
teammates are clear down the hall. They’re not even near me. It would be a lot nicer if 
they were here and here (gestures)

Right
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R)rather than way over there, ummm, ‘cuz sometimes, I feel left out of things. So, it 
would be nice if we— It would be nice if if it was smaller and we could kind of tear 
down a wall almost, and do a little bit of you know, team teaching, if we had more 
technology. ‘Cuz, I feel like we can’t be truly project based with just 8 computers for 
100 kids, (laughter)

I)OK

R)That’s just my opinion (laughter). We do what we can, but we’re, I mean, technically, 
project based learning does not have to be all about technology either.

I)It does not have to be.

R)It does not have to be.

I)Right. Umm. Let’s see. Alright, what— now that kind of leads me to this. There’s 
PBL. That’s one part of it. And then there’s the 21st-century learning approach. How do 
you interpret that aspect of, you know, your job?

R) Ummm....

I)What do you do that you feel is—this is 21st-century learning approach?

R) Uhhh, see, the only thing ... That’s what I’m having a time with is exactly what 
should I be doing with 21st century? I don’t know, (laughter) Umm, I did spend some 
time with kids trying to teach them how to problem solve and work through things. I 
spend more time with critical thinking skills, I would say, than actual technology, 
ummm, only because that’s one of my weaker points.

I)OK

R)But, as far as teaching children how to critical, like critically think about things, which 
is a skill that they need—and it’s a skill that they need is to figure out things on their 
own, not necessarily be spoonfed information. That’s something I know how to do. Um, 
so, we do spend more time with that, I would say, than anything else.

I)OK. Very good. Ummm, how would you describe or explain, like just your personal 
philosophy of education aside from PBL or anything else. Just you as a teacher. What do 
you believe?

R)Well, I mean, obviously, all children have abilities. All of them come with strengths 
that you can be brought to the classroom. I’ve taught all levels of kids ummm, and have
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seen success with all children. Ummm, I really, I don’t—It’s hard to describe my 
philosophy.

I) OK...That’s good..what you said.

R)I mean, just really that all kids have strengths that you can work with and pull from and 
every kid has something to bring to the classroom.

I)Very Good. Ummm, can you tell me how your practice as a PBL teacher or if you want 
to take the 21 st-century approach, how is that different from what you did before? What 
are you doing differently?

R) I’m not really doing a whole lot differently, because like I said, IB and Cohort 5 kind 
intertwine, so I find that I use a lot of my IB stuff that I was using before. So when I was 
taught—teaching 8th grade gifted, I may not have been using a lot of my IB stuff, but I 
have brought my IB stuff into sixth grade as far as like the whole global like how do I fit 
into this world, and how can I communicate, so I haven’t changed a lot. Maybe you 
know, used some new strategies that I haven’t used before I’ve been reading a little more 
on project based learning. I’ve be... I have a whole slew of books that I bought this year.
I will say that it’s different teaching kids at North Gwinnett vs. kids at Summerour 
strictly because of background knowledge.

I) Oh. Ok.

R) My kids at Summerour, who I love, and I had probably a better relationship with those 
kids.

I)Right

R)Umm, even my gifted kids, like I taught gifted there for five years. But, even they 
didn’t have some of the background. Like these kids go to Europe. They go out to eat. 
They go out to eat. Like—and I’m not talking to like McDonald’s. Like, they go to nice 
restaurants. They go to places that even I don’t go.

I)Right

R) You know, where at Summerour, you would talk about something and the kids—. I 
mean something simple. You know, and they were like, what are you talking about?
But, they, you know, they were all—It was just a different world. You know. They didn’t 
go on vacations like these kids go on vacation. They didn’t go to museums the way these 
kids do. Some of them did—

I)Right
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R)but it was a really small percentage of kids.

I)OK
R)It was a very small percent. But, I will say the parent support there was always there. I 
always had parent support.

I) At Summerour?

R) At Summerour. Always.

I) OK

R) Ummm. Which is also different because when you call home, you know, I don’t think 
I ever had a parent tell me well, are you sure, my kid.. .like, they 100% supported me. 
Every single time.

I) Versus here?

R) Versus here where sometimes it’s maybe my child didn’t do that.. .Are you sure?

I) laughs

R) I am sure. If I call you, I am sure. You know.

I) laugh. Right

R) So, it was just a different world. It’s just different.

I) Do you find any, like, what you’re talking about with the parental piece. Is that any 
difference with PBL, or do you feel that’s just North Gwinnett Middle?

R) I feel it’s just North Gwinnett. I feel it’s just this cluster. I mean, I live in this cluster. 
So, I teach with kids. A lot of kids live in my neighborhood.

I) OK

R) So I just feel—just talking to moms in the neighborhood and things like that, I just feel 
it’s very much like that whether it’s PBL.. .1 just think they’re just—

I) OK. Tell me about how do you merge PBL approach and standards based curriculum 
components?



202

R) Sigh. It’s been hard, especially since we have to do like common assessments. And, I 
actually wanted to maybe meet with you one day and just talk about what you’re doing 
because our common assessments literally are based on a lot of the stories and things that 
we do here, so I feel like I have to make sure I stick with the theme

I) umm-hmmm

R) and um, do some things that they would be doing. But, then, at the same time, I’ve 
done some different activities this year, like Angie and I did an inter-discliplinary social 
studies language arts project. Umm, the kids loved it. I’ll show them to you before you 
leave. They’re phenomenal. They did a fabulous job. Umm that everybody else wasn’t 
doing. Umm, I’ll probably be doing a novel study when they read—or when they learn 
Europe history that nobody else is gonna be doing, uhh, but yet, it’s still based on the 
theme of courage, which is our theme this nine weeks for language arts.

I) OK

R) I try to do what I can, but at the same time, I do need to differentiate myself, which is 
why we’re Cohort 5.

I) Right

R) If you don’t differentiate yourself, what’s the point of 

I) Right, laughs 

R) the program?

I) OK, now tell be about—you touched on this a little bit, but can you tell me a little more 
about how you are merging PBL and Common Core standards?

R) Just kind of the same way. I find that if I didn’t necessarily have to do a common 
assessment, I would probably do a better job of merging Common Core with PBL 
because I could do a lot more inquiry based learning with the kids and kind of having 
them do some discovery learning and questioning and let’s figure out what we want to 
research, but I feel like with the constraints of I need to teach sentence structure this 
week, I need to make sure I do pronouns that week, I need to make sure I cover topic 
sentences this week, it doesn’t necessarily mirror what I would want to be doing.

I) Gotcha.. .OK. How does your identity as a PBL teacher umm interact with the new 
teacher evaluation system? Do you find that to be —

R) I’m not worried about it. I actually think it kinda gives me an edge.
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I) OK. How so?

R) Just because I feel like I’m going to be making sure that I’m trying some new and 
different things that they’re probably looking for

I) OK

R) as far as like teaching strategies that maybe somebody else who just might be you 
know, question and answer kind of thing—may not be doing. So, I do feel like it kind of 
gives us a little bit of a umm, more of an upper edge to the whole teaching evaluation 
system.

I)OK

R) I’m not worried about it if that—

I) OK

R) I’m secure. Laughs

I) laughs...Do you feel any uhh... laughs...Do you feel any....Let me see, how can I 
word this? How do you feel your identity as a PBL team or teacher... does it interact 
with student assessment at all? Do you, you know, make study guides, no study guides, 
or —you know—

R) Umm, well, the expectation is we all give study guides in sixth grade, which has 
kinda been a...an issue with us like we feel like well, if you’re PBL, you really, you 
should be able to—we’ve taught you the skills, we’ve shown you where to go.. .yes, the 
test is about this, but you need to now go back and take some ownership and start—you 
know—I’ve taught you how you need to study. I feel like giving a study guide is 
basically like telling them what’s exactly on the test,

I) right

I)but it is the expectation that we give it. If we don’t give it, then you get parent 
complaints. I mean, even with, I mean, we’ve had parents who are we didn’t realize this 
is what Cohort 5 was all about.

I) laughter

R) Well, we told you. I mean, we had a meeting. And that was kind of.. .as grateful as I 
am for not having a curriculum night this year,
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I) yeah

R) in a way, I kind of wish we had had it just because we could have gotten a lot of stuff 
taken—

I) ironed out

R) ironed out and taken care of before this point in the school year because the parents 
would have known right away what expectations are

I) OK

R) you know, because I feel like at the end of this nine weeks, we may have a few 
children moving

I) OK

R) just realizing that maybe this—and that’s, there’s nothing wrong with.. .if you need to 
move, there’s nothing wrong with that. You should not have anxiety about your school 
day.

I) Right

R) You’re only eleven one time. Laughs

I) laughs. I totally agree with you. OK. OK, now, we talked about PBL and teacher 
evaluation...assessment... within the context of Gwinnett County schools, how do you 
perceive PBL approach to be impacted? Do you feel any tension between like the system 
you’re in and trying to take this approach to your lessons?

R) Ummm, there is there is sort of a head butt because I do think since it’s not like a 
countywide program, ummm there are certain expectations in the county that we have to 
adhere to, but at the same time, there needs to be some sort of leeway a little bit for a 
PBL program —for it to work, ummm, and there needs to be support from administration 
and county people and things like that, if that makes sense.

I) Ummm, hmmm. Alright, same question, but this time, do you feel any tension between 
ummm PBL approach and statewide initiatives such as Race to the Top and Pay for 
Performance type deals?

R) I—Not really. I feel like, you know, if you’re teaching, and you’re doing good 
teaching, your children are going to achieve, no matter, you know, which, I mean, and
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that’s why like last year, I didn’t even spend a lot of time with CRCT review. I felt secure 
that my kids were gonna be fine when we had... I think we were fine.

I) OK. Tell me, umm, your greatest challenges and your greatest triumphs...

R) Teaching?

I) Teaching PBL

R) Oh, PBL.. .laughs... Carlos, Juan Carlos Gonzales...

I) laughs

R) laughs.. .Ummm, He was at Summerour.. . .laughs 

I) in PBL...laughs

R) laughs...Ummm, oh, in PBL, let’s see. Well, I really like, at the end of, you know, I 
would say last year by winter break, I was really proud of my kids for getting it together 
like I was frustrated at the beginning of the school year, cuz’ I was trying to figure out, 
how do we do this, how do I teach these kids how to organize themselves, how—you 
know, like there were a few kids just struggling and I just never thought they were gonna 
get it together, and they did, and they outshined anything that I could ever imagine, and I 
was just so, you know, proud of some of the kids, especially those kids in that standard 
class

I) OK

R) ummm, and you know, your low, your lower language arts class, I would say, ‘cuz 
some of those kids really struggled because I tend, you know, to teach my class always 
like my—I’ve always—Since I’ve taught gifted for so long, I tend to just kind of do that 
without even realizing it, and some of them were ready for the challenge and some of 
them kind of were not. But I would say, by the end of the year, even if they’re struggling 
writers, they still got... I was just really proud of them by the end, especially by winter 
break.

I) OK

R) I mean, there were some, that I was like Oh my gosh. This year, I don’t know yet, 
we’ll see. This year’s been a umm.. .it’s been a different year. So, we’ll see how it all 
works out.
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I) What’s your experience as a teacher of PBL with gifted students vs. non-gifted? You 
touched a little bit, but how do you feel—

R) Umm, I mean, I—even with gifted kids, you have kids who are not high achievers. 
They’re gifted, and they’re sitting in that gifted classroom, but, they don’t want to do 
anything. But, that’s just the nature of the beast. And you have gifted kids who wanna to 
challenge you and who wanna buck everything in the system and don’t want to do it and 
wanna work by themselves and

I) laughs

R) And then, you have gifted kids who are like (sings) Ahhh, I  will do anything, Ilove  
everything, I  will do this, yeah, all over... and then, you have regular ed. kids who are like 
this, and then, I think PBL is good for some of the regular-ed. who without PBL may be 
sitting there bored and they really wanted to step up and challenge themselves, and this 
was a good place to put them ‘cuz they weren’t gonna get into the gifted program, but 
they’re totally capable of doing a rigorous program, and they’re excited about it, and they 
wanna do it, and so sometimes, I actually liked teaching standard better last year, just 
dependent on the—what we were doing, ‘cuz they were just—they jumped right in, got 
excited.

I) OK.. .That was good. Thank you!
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Interviewer: What is your vision of perfect project based learning in your current 
setting?

Interviewee: If I could have a perfect setting in project based learning, you need the 
space to be able to work, you need resources—unlimited resources—not only the Media 
Center, but technology, even written word, any kind of videos that would add to or 
enhance or enrich or games that they could play along with that, anything that could go 
on to be integrated into a project.

Interviewer: So, space, resources... What’s perfect in terms of your administration?
What kind of teaching conditions would you like to have? What kind of students seem to 
fit the model?

Interviewee: Students that fit project based learning have to be self-motivated. They 
have to be not necessarily high achievers, but motivated achievers that want to learn and 
need to be able to take resources and implement those into projects and independently 
work with not limited but minimal traditional teaching style. As far as the administration 
goes, having support to be able to do the projects that we want in the time base that we do 
and the testing not within a framework.. .It’s easier for us to implement the program 
when we don’t have time constraints.

Interviewer: So, what is your interpretation o f 21st-century learning? In your mind, what 
does that even mean?

Interviewee: 21st-century learning to me means that students are capable of using 
technology from today, bringing in world problems, authentic learning, and solving some 
of the issues that they will be dealing with in the future.

Interviewer: I want you to compare and contrast your teaching practice as a Cohort 5 
teacher to your practice prior to being a Cohort 5 teacher.

Interviewee: That’s like two different worlds. Back in traditional teaching, we read a lot 
out of the book and did the questions. In traditional teaching, we did not play a lot of 
games and we did have a few, I call them “cookie cutter” kind of projects where 
everybody did the same project, and they all looked the same, and there was one rubric 
that fit all the bill and that kind of concept.

As a Cohort 5 teacher, we have more differentiation, where we allow students to be 
creative and they can use any kind of technology that they acquire or learn along the way 
or that we teach them or introduce them. They can also work with various students on 
each project. They do have research, but basically, they’re doing that on their own as 
opposed to being spoon-fed.
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Interviewer: So, as far as similarities, you would say [in traditional teaching] you did 
some projects, but the projects are different?

Interviewee: Yes.

Interviewer: Explain how you merge the Cohort 5 learning approach and standards 
based curriculum components. And in this process, what difficulties emerge when your 
trying to merge the curriculum and the standards with project based learning? And then, 
what part of the process is most easily facilitated? What part is easy? What part is hard in 
terms of standards and curriculum?

Interviewee: In terms of teaching the curriculum?

Interviewer: Yes. You know, OK—we all have certain standards and guidelines that we 
have to adhere to. So, how do you put the two together? Your pedagogy of being a 
Cohort 5 project based learning teacher merging that with what [county name] says— all 
science teachers do this, or whatever curricular/department constraints.

Interviewee: I think the biggest challenge for me in trying to teach Cohort 5 would be 
time constraints. And, there is an academic calendar that needs to be followed through the 
county, and as curriculum chair I helped put a calendar together that is pretty much day 
by day what you will achieve, and it gives you the weeks or the months or whatever that 
it takes you to accomplish this, but what happened was I took that as a reminder of oh, 
yes, they have to learn or master these AKS before the time frame’s over, and what way 
am I going to have them master it? So, to me it’s a gentle reminder of everything that’s 
going to feed into biology because these students may not necessarily be project based in 
biology. So, I have to make sure that they have covered the AKS, so if they get to a 
standard biology class, they will be successful. So, to me, merging the two was not that 
hard. I have my requirements, but the easiest way to do that is through projects. So, going 
back to old school, as far as these are your AKS, and this is your time frame... But it is a 
gentle reminder that all projects will come to an end. {Laughter} And we’re still waiting 
on a few to end...

Interviewer: Has science been impacted by Common Core curriculum at all? I know 
language arts and math have, but I’m not sure if that applies to you.

Interviewee: No. They keep saying like 2016, it may be Common Core, but it hasn’t 
come up. And, that’s not a concern for us because we’re already doing Common Core.

Interviewer: And you kind of answered this. Question 6 says how does your identity as a 
Cohort 5 teacher impact your adherence to the standards of your content curriculum? I 
think you kind of answered that in the previous question because you said that you’re 
able to adhere to everything and just do it through projects.
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Interviewee: Yes

Interviewer: How does your identity as a PBL teacher or Cohort 5 teacher affect your 
perception of the Teacher Keys Evaluation System? Are there parts of the evaluation that 
you feel nervous about or that you feel that you really have a strong hold on because of 
your PBL teaching? Or, do you feel the need to change your teaching when you’re 
getting evaluated?

Interviewee: OK. Ummm, I think the teacher’s evaluation system sort of gives us a 
checklist of what we’re doing as we go along. I think the hardest part of that is probably 
showing in class if you’re being evaluated, higher level assessment because the kids are 
getting it, and they’re putting it into their projects and they’re coming out with an end 
result, but when somebody’s in here evaluating you, they don’t always see that. That’s 
something you might have to document at the end of the day. Another thing too that 
might be a little bit iffy is unless they’re in on your website, they may not see that 
communication with parents and with students. Because you’re at the mercy of students 
writing things down. And that is a communication gap, sometimes.

Interviewer: Do you feel that’s because of PBL or just because of...

Interviewee: No; I just think that’s the nature of the beast in middle school.

Interviewer: Within the following contexts—I’m going to give you some different 
situations.. .How do you perceive your role as a Cohort 5 teacher to be impacted, if at all. 
For example, as a gifted teacher.. .How does your role as a Cohort 5 teacher interact with 
being a gifted teacher? You know, does it affect it, does it make you a better gifted 
teacher.. ..does it take away.. .So, I’m going to give you several roles, and I want you to 
tell me how your role affects that.

Interviewee: OK

Interviewer: First one is gifted teacher.

Interviewee: OK. As a gifted teacher.. .being a project based learning teacher gives me 
an opportunity to enrich gifted students and the differentiation of trying to keep maybe a 
regular ed. child, accelerated and gifted child on different levels.. .depending on how they 
move through the program there is always an opportunity to move them to an advanced 
level, so that does leave opportunities in education for the gifted.

Interviewer: What about in this scenario among your professional peers? Like in your 
curriculum team, in your department.. .How does that interact with your role as a Cohort 
5 teacher?
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Interviewee: I think it’s been a plus as far as technology goes because over the years our 
department has sort of morphed and changed on the type of technology they use, 
integrating technology...Some have been more receptive than others as far as utilizing 
some of the programs, but they have been open minded enough to scout around and find 
a few [programs] of their own too. So I think the influence there has been positive.

Interviewer: OK, so you feel like you have been able to positively impact your 
curriculum team because of your role as a PBL teacher?

Interviewee: I do. I do think so. Yeah, I really feel like it has opened their eyes to a new 
way of teaching, and they are not the traditional teachers they used to be because of it.

Interviewer: What about in the context of your grade level, or is that the same as your 
curriculum team?

Interviewee: I think us, in general, as a Cohort 5 ,1 think people have looked at us in a 
positive light because we are sort of mavericks going out there trying new and different 
things. I don’t think it’s a comparison of what they’re doing. I think like anything that’s 
been introduced.. .1 think that over time.. .Even with the grade level. I think that it’s 
helped. People have come to me and said OK, how did you do that, or can I do this in my 
classroom. I think that it spurs conversation.

Interviewer: So, what I’m hearing you talk mostly about is your impact as a PBL teacher 
going outward. Like, to your grade level, to your curriculum team. What about coming to 
you as a PBL teacher—how are you perceived or how do you feel as a PBL teacher 
within the context of your grade level or within the context of your curriculum team?

Interviewee: Well, I think it’s changed so drastically over the last four years. I think it 
was very, very innovative the first year, and then the second and third year I think people 
... .they got used to what we were doing and they were sort of integrated with some of the 
PLR room and development and instruction and concepts, and this year, there’s been 
even more technology, and it’s becoming more where they’re feeling like they’re 
becoming more like we are if that makes sense, as opposed to we were so extreme 
different at one time that people would come readily and ask questions. Now, it’s not as 
frequent.

Interviewer: What about within the context of your school district? How does your role 
as a PBL teacher interact with your district? Are there any guidelines that come down 
from the district?

Interviewee: There are not many of us. I mean, we really are a minority as far as the 
concept of the way they teach. Even with our [cluster] elementary .. .the principal saying 
oh, they’re Cohort 5—Well, we do have a reputation that precedes us, and we’re known 
because o f our name, and immediately people think, hopefully, project based, 21st-
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century learning skills, moving in that direction —umm... I think of it more like a 
business approach where you’re coming together to solve a problem.

Interviewer: Tell me about your challenges. What have been your challenges as a Cohort 
5 teacher?

Interviewee: I think the biggest challenge is making sure that the students leave here 
mastering the curriculum. I think that is the biggest challenge I have and your ever 
changing levels, which we initially had so many gifted students in the program, and that 
has changed drastically to general ed. Even though it is labeled accelerated and gifted, 
still a majority of accelerated is general education, standard.

Interviewer: Going back to what you said about making sure the students leave here 
mastering the curriculum. Do you see a difference in that challenge vs. before you were a 
PBL teacher? Do you feel there’s a difference? Is it more of a challenge in the PBL 
classroom to ensure that your students master the curriculum?

Interviewee: Yes.

Interviewer: Why? Talk to me about that.

Interviewee: Basically, the unknown in my perspective is not knowing what’s going on 
in their head. Not knowing what they are actually writing down and what they’re 
retaining because it’s not a formal, note-taking kind of concept. They do have resources. 
Did they go in and read the resources? You don’t know. Did they retain any 
information? Did they get enriched? Were they remediated? It’s sort o f a guessing game 
until you sort of get to those open-ended questions that you talk about out loud when 
they’re working through the project or they have to address, then you start seeing who 
really is lacking knowledge and who isn’t. You have to almost have target points as you 
go along.

Interviewer: What would the target points be for?

Interviewer: Target points would be how many concepts to this point have you mastered. 
Or, what are you still working on? Or, what do you still have questions about or just 
don’t understand.

Interviewer: What are your triumphs as a Cohort 5 teacher?

Interviewee: Oh, you mean, besides being team of the year? {laughter}.. .1 think 
triumphs are being able to show change in a school. I think that’s our biggest 
triumph.. .the change that we have shown and been successful with that has elevated to 
everyone. It was very much an experimental kind of situation at first that we were thrown
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into this to see if it would work and it was SO successful that now the general population 
is starting to teach in the direction that we are. I think it was very influential.

Interviewer: What are your triumphs in the classroom with your students? Can you think 
of moments over the four years that if you could ring a success bell for yourself as a PBL 
teacher in your classroom—what would they have been?

Interviewee: I think the first time I did that glow in the dark cell project, and it was just 
basically singing and dancing and inventing and painting, and they ended up with scores 
higher than anybody else on the entire grade level, and we’ve done that consecutively for 
three years. I think that was a triumph. That’s what started to show that it really worked 
because that was the first big unit of the year.

Interviewer: So your first, big unit, and you felt that your student achievement... 

Interviewee: Surpassed the grade level and surpassed the county level by major points. 

Interviewer: And you attribute that achievement to the project model?

Interviewee: Yes.

Interviewer: What are your feelings about your role as a Cohort 5 teacher (if you 
continue teaching in this way) as it relates to something like Race to the Top or teacher 
Pay for Performance programs? How do you feel about that when you think about your 
pedagogy as a PBL teacher?

Interviewee: Ummm.. .1 felt pretty good about it when it was an application program 
(laughter)... .Originally, it was an application program, and people that really were highly 
motivated and project based were selected and it was pretty much determined that it was 
a highly accelerated or gifted program, and that’s what drove the engine as far as making 
it a successful program.

But, as the years have gone on, they did some experimental bringing in resource students 
and average students or even low average students to see if they would be successful in 
this program.

As a result of it, we have had to stop and revamp and change some of our teaching 
strategies for them to be successful. And, this is sort of one of those models again, you go 
back to the general population out there. Teaching with technology. You know, here we 
are again going OK, is this working, is that not working.
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I feel like we’re on the testing line on a conveyor belt sometimes. We’re out there. We’re 
gonna try this. Does it work? Does it not work? We keep telling you this works, and this 
doesn’t work, but are ears listening?

Interviewer: What about being a PBL teacher and thinking about standardized 
assessment, maybe new GA Milestones or any other standardized testing and possibly 
you being evaluated on that test and/or any other accountability pressures and measures. 
Do you feel worried?

Interviewee: Well, I’ve never been scared of testing to begin with, and I’ve never taught 
the test to begin with, so that was not an issue. However, with the program changing to 
the more general population, you feel a little more stressed just because it doesn’t have a 
history of being successful with general ed kids and low level or resource students, in 
general. So, until we get a couple of years under our belt, we’re not going to know if 
this is something that they can actually be successful in in the testing mode.

Interviewer: Would you feel that stress either way— a PBL teacher or not, or do you 
feel that stress because you are a PBL teacher?

Interviewee: I feel stressed with the students I have now, which are a few gifted, a few 
highly accelerated, and the rest general population and resource. I feel more of a stress. 
Yes. Because I’m project based. It’s not traditional, and you’re pretty assured the higher 
level your kids are, the more retention they have as opposed to the remediation that we’re 
having to do now.
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Interviewer: Describe your background with teaching in terms of time and settings that 
you’ve experienced.

Interviewee: I started actually teaching when I entered the program at Georgia Gwinnett
College, which was fall 2013. So, my first real experience teaching was a t  high
school. That was one semester. And then, the following semester, I was placed a t____
middle school. That’s where I got a little bit more teaching experience. I actually had 
classes that I was in charge of teaching. And then, third semester in the program, I was at
another high school — _____ . I had more days that I was responsible for teaching. And
then, of course here, with my full time student teaching. So, all in all, I would say it 
comes out to about two academic years of teaching, all of that under student teaching.

Interviewer: You mentioned , ____,  , and ? Tell me about the settings of
those schools—socio-economics, types of student groups... Tell me about that so I can 
get an idea for the diversity of settings you’ve experienced.

Interviewee: A t , very diverse setting. It’s placed in a very high economic area.
The students... I was in a ninth grade class, but the students.. .a lot of them had tablets, 
and phones, and computers that they were able to use bring with them to school. They 
had that advantage, but it was a very diverse population.

When I got to  , it is a Title I middle school. The economic area of the school—it’s
in downtown Lawrenceville. The students did not necessarily have the same advantages
that I saw a t  . You had a couple of students that might have brought tablets with
them to school, but the majority of the students didn’t have cell phones that they could do 
work on or tablets or computers. I don’t even know if the school provided stuff like that 
to the students. We had computer labs and computers that they could use in the Media 
Center, but I never saw laptops or saw or anything like that.

 high school was just like (Middle School). It’s a Title I high school. It is the
school that feeds into. So again, sort of the same very low economic area. Students
didn’t really have the same opportunities that you might see here or a t________.

And then, of course here, a t  , the students being in very high affluent area, the
students have these opportunity to bring devices to school, to use technology, their own 
technology to bring their level of learning to a higher level.

Interviewer: I would like to go back to you talking about diversity a t  . Was it
socio-economic diversity, ethnic diversity, or diversity in learning styles of the students?

Interviewee: It was more ethnic. It was a variety. It was a mixture of just different 
ethnicities and cultures. I would even say learners as well. Each class had something 
different.
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Interviewer: Talk about your experiences with PBL prior to your time spent a t  .

Interviewee: My first exposure to PBL was at Central Gwinnett High School. Their PBL
model is very different from ‘s model. Their model is more of a big picture
project based learning. So, they would focus on one project at a time, and it would be a 
project the entire school (was doing). So, instead of having many projects here and there, 
they would create a problem and then, they would have each grade level contribute a 
different part to resolve that problem.

So, for example, when I was there, the problem was the water in Lawrenceville had
become contaminated. How are we going to fix this? And because has different
academies, so their Career and Readiness Academy, meaning they have . . ..students can 
enter Communications academy or Engineering academy or Science and health academy.

They have different academies that they could enter, and based on which academy they 
belong to, they had a specific role that they planed when coming up with a solution for 
the project. So, again, the overall big project was the water in Lawrenceville had become 
contaminated. How are we going to fix it? So, if you were a student in the 
Communication Academy or Fine Arts Academy, you created a public announcement 
warning the citizens of Lawrenceville that the water is contaminated and this is what 
we’re doing to fix it. If you belong to the health and sciences academy or engineering 
academy, you were in charge of coming up with a solution of curing the water and 
making it pure again. Or, if you were in the Engineering, you were in charge of building 
some system to filter the water. So, each academy had a specific role, but overall, 
together as a school, you came together and created one overall solution to the problem.

Interviewer: Now, tell me about PBL a t  middle.

PBL a t   it’s a lot of technology integration, students using their own
technology or the technology used from the school to assist them with their learning, but 
as far as PBL goes, the students are learning from/by applying different skills to real 
world problems. Or, they’re working on projects to bring their level of learning to a 
higher standard, I guess you could say. Instead of doing a traditional way of learning 
maybe for a specific unit or something, we would bring in a project that was hands on 
and maybe have the students do some discovery learning or working with groups or 
collaborating with different partners or peers from the class... That’s really the 
experience that I’ve being here a t  .

Interviewer: What role do you feel differentiation plays in the PBL classroom model? 
Interviewee: With differentiation in the PBL class model, you have the ability to place 
students in different groups where you might have students that are a little bit stronger at 
something working with students that might not have those same strengths. They’re able 
to build and collaborate with each other. I think the rigor for different projects also plays
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into ....You might have an assignment that requires the students to be more creative, so 
therefore, that would adhere to some of the creative students. Or, you might have a 
project that requires the students to do a lot of research, so therefore, that would adhere to 
the students that are very good with that side of learning—researching and using the 
internet. So, what I’ve found a lot of these projects that we do, they’re always centered 
around adhering to specific learning needs, but I think overall they adhere to everyone.

Interviewer: What role do you feel creativity plays in the PBL classroom model for 
teachers and for students?

Interviewee: For teachers, it really allows the teachers to just take the learning to another 
level and really think outside of the box.... bring projects that are not something you 
would see in a traditional classroom .. .It gives the teachers the ability to use technology, 
to use different forms of media to convey the lesson or the skills that the students need to 
learn. You might have students who are more creative, and they need projects that really 
adhere to them in order for them to still be successful.

Interviewer: What do you think is the role of the PBL model in terms of motivation and 
engagement? And, can you give me specific examples?

Interviewee: One of the things I’ve learned with PBL, it definitely keeps the students 
engaged, but I think by bringing their learning needs to a different level, they’re able to 
really see how by being hands on, it really shows what they’re learning and how they’re 
able to apply that learning to real world applications, real world scenarios. I think a good 
example of this would be when I decided to do the digital flyer. Instead of doing a 
traditional argumentative essay, I had the students create a digital flyer arguing where 
they believed Middle Earth did exist or does exist, and by doing that, they were able to 
use technology, they were able to still do some research, they were able to be creative— 
find videos, or pictures or audio that they could put into their argumentative flyer. And I 
really think that by doing that, they were able to learn so much more rather than just 
writing a traditional argumentative essay in 12 point font MLA style. They still learned 
the components that you need for an argumentative essay, but I just think that by having 
them do that digital flyer it really allowed them think outside the box and bring in more 
research and more things that they could not do with a traditional essay.

Interviewer: In your opinion/experience, how does the teacher’s role in the PBL 
classroom differ from the teacher’s role in the traditional classroom?

Interviewee: The teacher’s role in the PBL classroom, they’re mainly there to...I 
guess.. .You’re more of facilitating the learning and giving a lot of direction, but a lot of 
the role of the teacher in the PBL classroom.... It’s more student directed, I would say. 
The students are doing a lot of discovery learning and trying to figure things out on their 
own, but with the teacher’s guidance, as well. We’re still teaching them, but we’re also 
observing what they’re doing and how they learn and what works best for them, whereas
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in the traditional classroom, it’s more teacher focused, the teacher standing up at the front 
lecturing or the teacher talking 45 minutes out of a 50 minute class, or something like 
that, whereas in a PBL classroom/environment, you might have the teacher talking for 
maybe 10,15 minutes and then the rest of the period, the students are working, they’re 
collaborating with one another, they’re doing hands on assignments. It’s more student 
directed, so therefore, the teacher is mostly observing, helping students when needed, 
giving directions, that sort of thing.

Interviewer: What in your pre-service work has prepared you to effectively implement a 
PBL model in your future classroom?

Interviewee: At my school, we get a lot of training and hands on experiences with 
working with technology and how to incorporate that technology into the classroom, 
which is I think very important for a PBL classroom. As far as my student teaching goes,
I think having a full year of PBL experience has really helped me. I know the PBL model
a t  is a lot different that what we see here a t  , but it’s still the same premise,
students working on a real world problem and finding solutions to it or working on 
projects to enhance their learning, so I definitely think by having that year experience 
and really truly understanding what PBL is, it’s definitely prepared me for what to expect 
when I do start teaching and start implementing a PBL model in my own classroom.

Interviewer: What challenges if any do you anticipate with the task of implementing a 
PBL model to instruction within the current climate of education and your district?

Interviewee: I think what teachers are going to struggle with the most is just transitioning 
from that teacher that teacher-led environment to a more student-led environment. Again, 
in a PBL classroom, you’re still having to teach these skills that students need to learn, 
but a lot of it is still discovery learning and hands on applications, so I think that might be 
the biggest problem that might come from that—just teachers transitioning from that 
traditional role where they are the center of the classroom and going to more of a student 
centered environment.
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The Purpose

Deep down inside, all of wonder what purpose in life we serve. Why are we all 

here—here on this earth as human beings? If you are lucky, you get to figure it all out 

right away. The answer hits you like a ton of bricks. For the vast majority o f the 

population we’re still searching for answers. I had been searching for my answer until 

very recently.

For me the quest for my purpose came when I wasn’t ready for the search. Due to 

a series of recent events in my life (non work related), 1 was left wondering about it more 

and more. I was forced to reevaluate the things in my life that were important. My 

“purpose” was at the top of the list.

1 had spent many nights deep in thought as to what my life was all about The 

questioning I had was an ache in my heart that just wouldn’t go away. I could even feel it 

almost like the feeling one gets while eating peanut butter you can’t swallow. It was 

stuck. I needed that glass of milk to push it on through. One day my mom, the glass of 
milk, pulled me out of my purpose questioning coma and pointed out that I was a teacher. 

O f course I was a teacher. I thought her light bulb expression was a bit absurd. That’s 

what I went to school for, wasn’t it? It was what I had been doing for the last eight years, 

right? She explained to me that I had a passion and sometimes passions and purposes can 

get mixed together and skewed in many different directions. Sometimes one’s passion 

can also be one’s purpose. My passion wasn’t really feeling like my purpose just yet. For 

the last couple of months I listened to what she told me about my teaching and my 

students’ reactions to me—the lives I’ve enriched and the relationships I have developed 

with them. I have loved what I do and the school I have wotked at since the very 

beginning. Yet at times, I wonder if this isn’t what I was meant to do. I try everyday to do 

the best that I can, but sometimes I feel like my best isn’t  good enough. Teaching can be 

a daunting task as I tend to be very hard on myself and my job.

Our principal gave a speech on the last day of school talking about how teachers 

can enrich the lives of our students. He asked us all to take a good hard look at our 

careers and decide if this is what we were meant to do. It was meant to be a motivational 

speech, but yet I still couldn’t wrap my brain around it. I know my passion is my school



XX. Philosophy and BaXiafs
Describe your philosophy and beliefs about teaching which you 
demonstrate in your personal teaching style.

As a science educator of Project Based Learning, it is my responsibility to actively 

engage students in inquiry, hands-on activities, and encourage them to take ownership in their 

education. I strive at all times to build confidence in my students, to encourage them to take 

pride in their work, and to instill in them a positive regard for achievement. My students will be 

filled with: critical thinking drills, problem solving strategies, technology, reading and writing in 

the content, and lifelong collaboration skills to make them successful in the workforce.

Critical thinking skills and problem solving strategies should be actively engaging, 

student motivated, and data driven. My instructional approach toward teaching Life Science 

includes project based, technology driven, hands-on inquiry, thus enhancing the students’ 

knowledge in Life Science. My ultimate goal is to foster success!

To teach science successfully in the 21“ century technology should be utilized, allowing 

students freedom to explore. Introducing new and advanced technology tools for students to use 

as transportation vehicles for their ideas helps keep them current with advances in real world 

science. This generation of students obtains most o f their knowledge through technology and 

views other sources as limiting. As enrichment is introduced, I motivate each of them to excel 

and then inspire them to delve further. Keeping students involved in their education is a priority 

in my classroom.

Reading and writing in science is important when building crystalized knowledge. 

Reading broadens and enhances their base of content knowledge, allowing the student’s writing 

to become more fluid. Introducing a variety of current event reading materials, in connection 

with content-based reading, enables the student to obtain a diverse collection of information to 

utilize when writing. Reading and writing strategies based on motivation, acquisition and
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Who I Am

Growing up in Flowery Branch, Georgia—a very small country town in south 

Hall County—taught me a lot about southern etiquette and southern ways. I grew up on 

Friendship Road in a subdivision named Friendship Farms; for my primary years, I went 

to school at Friendship Elementary; and my family attended Friendship Baptist church 

every single Sunday. In Flowery Branch, everyone knows everyone, and nothing is kept 

secret for too long. Needless to say, Flowery Branch is a very “friendly” place to live. 

During my sophomore year of high school, I decided I wanted to graduate early and start 

a career in law enforcement right away. For my junior year of high school, I attended 

Faith Academy High School and doubled up on my classes, which enabled me to 

graduate a year early at the young age of seventeen. These past six years of my life have 

really built a solid foundation, personally and professionally, and like one gigantic 

sequence o f events, these past six years have been a life changing experience for the 

better.

During my first semester at Gainesville State College, I moved out of my parents’ 

house and got an apartment with a friend. At GSC, I decided to major in criminal justice 

with a minor in anthropology in hopes of pursuing a career as a forensic investigator. Just 

two weeks shy of turning eighteen, I was living the life! Halfway into my first semester 

of college, I got the opportunity of a lifetime and an experience that would change my 

life forever. Just a few weeks after turning eighteen, I was about to begin my career in 

law enforcement working as an Underage Investigator for the Georgia Department of 

Revenue in their Alcohol and Tobacco Division (ATD). After passing a polygraph test
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and a psychological exam, I was finally on my way to the beginning of my dream job. 

Within a month of being hired, I was starting my first day at the Athens Regional Police 

Academy as the academy’s youngest cadet ever. During my experience in the academy, I 

learned a lot about self-motivation, respect, and above all, responsibility for my own 

actions.

After spending three adventurous years as an investigator for the Department of 

Revenue (I was eventually promoted to the position of Revenue Agent I in 2011), I came 

to the realization that a long-term career in law enforcement was not for me. After doing 

some soul searching and really digging deep into what I wanted to do for the rest of my 

life, I finally found my true calling. I wanted a career that allowed me to challenge, 

inspire, and influence the next generation. Before I knew it, I had quit my job with the 

state and enrolled fulltime at Georgia Gwinnett College majoring in English education.

As a teacher leader and an educator in the 21st century, my goal is to inspire 

young minds and feed young minds the knowledge they need in order to be successful in 

a 21st-century world. When I chose to pursue a career in education, I had my mind set on 

becoming a high school English teacher. After experiencing both middle school and high 

school through the lens of an educator, my mindset has shifted towards becoming a 

middle school language arts teacher. The skills and abilities I have gained through my 

college experience and my field experiences through the education program will 

inevitably enable me to be creative with my students and create lessons that are engaging 

and inspire students to find a love and passion for literature, just as I did when I was in 

middle school. I believe Project-Based Learning (PBL) is the future of education, and
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enables students to build real world skills through practical/hands-on learning and 

experiences. My philosophy of teaching is that every mind is a creative mind, and the key 

to unlocking that mind is through an education that encourages creativity and allows 

students to be all they can be!


