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Ideas that Work 
Dispelling misunderstandings about PBL 
Andrew Miller 
I spend a good chunk of time on Twitter, often participating in or lurking 
on a Twitter chat. I have seen project based learning — PBL — a topic 
of discussion, but at the same time, I see a lot of claims about PBL that 
are just not true. What bothers me about these claims is not that they are 
wrong but that these misconceptions lead to further problems when 
implementing PBL. I’d like to take some time to dispel some of these 
misunderstandings in hopes that they clear up other issues teachers may 
have with PBL. 
“I do projects all the time.” 
Often when I talk to teachers they respond, “Oh I’ve done PBL for a 
long time. We’ve always done projects in my classroom.” To me this is 
often a red flag. Projects and PBL aren’t the same. However, I do know 
teachers that have done projects in the past that have had many of the 
elements of PBL but might be missing some. I use the Project Essential 
Elements checklist to ensure that I am in fact doing PBL and not 
projects. 
“I don’t have time to do a PBL project and all the scaffolding 
needed and lessons.” 
A PBL project includes both the creation of the authentic product 
aligned to the project AND the scaffolding, learning activities, drill and 
skill, etc., that must occur to support student creation of the final 
product. When I say I am doing a PBL project with my students and it is 
going to take 2-3 weeks, I mean that it will take that amount of time not 
only to have students collaborate and create together to solve an 
authentic problem or address an issue, but also to get the important skills 
that they need to do so. Worksheets will occur. Direct instruction will 
occur. Group work will occur. All of the important and effective 
strategies we teachers use will occur within the context of the project. 
“I have to focus on standardized test prep and don’t have time for 
PBL.” 
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Iwrote a blog on Edutopia~to give some specific strategies on how 
PBL and standardized testing can coexist. Instead of making PBL and 
test prep separate, find a way to embed test prep within the context of 
the project. Let’s face it; it’s hard to get students to do test prep. Instead 
of fighting this by begging and pleading with them, make it somewhat 
useful. Use testing stems as formative assessments and quizzes. Have 
written products that mirror the template of the test they might take. 
Because students are engaged in the project, they might be more inclined 
to participate in a few moments along the way that feel like test prep. 
The difference is that the test prep serves an important function for both 
you and the students within the context of the project. 
“Students will copy each other’s products.”Even though you may 
create a PBL project that targets specific content for all students, you 
must still provide voice and choice for students. We know that students 
can show their learning in different ways so make sure you are allow 
that. Voice and choice is an essential element of PBL. In addition, if you 
are noticing copying, it might be a project design issue. The project 
might be focused on facts and ideas that are easily copied instead of 
using the content in a new way. There might not be an authentic need of 
audience for the project, which in turn does not require students to create 
a product with the content that is specifically tailored to that audience 
and need. 
Obviously, there are many more concerns and misunderstanding 
teachers may still have about PBL. There is another blog on Edutopia 
that goes over some of these. Instead of trying to put up roadblocks for 
PBL, try to problem solve, just like we want our students to do in a PBL 
project. 
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PBL Essential Elements Checklist 
Whatever form a project takes, it must have these Essential Elements to meet BIE’s definition 
of PBL. 

Does the Project . . .? ? 
FOCUS ON SIGNIFICANT CONTENT 
At its core, the project is focused on teaching students important knowledge and skills, derived 
from standards and key concepts at the heart of academic subjects. 
 
DEVELOP 21st CENTURY SKILLS 
Students build skills valuable for today’s world, such as critical thinking/problem solving, 
collaboration, and communication, which are taught and assessed. 
 
ENGAGE STUDENTS IN IN-DEPTH INQUIRY 
Students are engaged in a rigorous, extended process of asking questions, using resources, and 
developing answers. 
 
ORGANIZE TASKS AROUND A DRIVING QUESTION 
Project work is focused by an open-ended question that students explore or that captures the 
task they are completing. 
 
ESTABLISH A NEED TO KNOW 
Students see the need to gain knowledge, understand concepts, and apply skills in order to 
answer the Driving Question and create project products, beginning with an Entry Event that 
generates interest and curiosity. 
 
ENCOURAGE VOICE AND CHOICE 
Students are allowed to make some choices about the products to be created, how they work, 
and how they use their time, guided by the teacher and depending on age level and PBL 
experience. 
 
INCORPORATE REVISION AND REFLECTION 
The project includes processes for students to use feedback to consider additions and changes 
that lead to high-quality products, and think about what and how they are learning. 
 
INCLUDE A PUBLIC AUDIENCE 
Students present their work to other people, beyond their classmates and  teacher. 
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