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Foreword

Why do educators need to read vet one more book about high schools?
What’s the “problem™ this book looks to solve?

Districts are making progress with elementary school reforms
around the country. Fourth-grade reading and math scores are up in
many states. In elementary schools where recently ['ve spent time,
there’s a scnse of emergent pride and hope. Not so in secondary
schools. Districts that have seen test scores increase for clementary age
children see those same Kids® scores fall in 8th grade. The slump is of-
ten even worse by the time the students get 1o the 10th grade. Sec-
ondary school reformers are profoundly demoralized. They have no
sense of what's going wrong. or what new strategies they might try,

What is little understood is that the change challenge is profoundly
different in clementary versus secondary education. To understand the
differences, I'd like to suggest a three-part lens for analyzing success-
ful improvements in teaching. curriculum, and school structure. They
are the interdependent principles of rigor. relevance, and relarionships.
These lenses can also serve as useful guideposts for the reader of Pus-
ston for Learning.

Prafound changes in our society over the last quarter century and the
rapid shift from a blue-collar industrial economy to a knowledge econ-
omy means that all students now need new skills for work. citizenship.,
and college readiness. All students need a rigorous curriculurm, but rigor
1s often interpreted to mean simply covering more of the same old tired
traditional academic content. The problem with “more of the same”
rigor is that the content is often irrelevant to many of todayv’s students.

il
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The traditional college-prep, lecture-style curriculum is not connected o
the world from which many students come, nor does it align with the
worlds for which students must be prepared.

Increasingly. all students must learn to reason, communicate, problem-
solve. and work collaboratively. as Ron Newell points out. The skills
now needed for work. college. and active. informed citizenship are es-
sentialiy the same. but they are often not the skills being taught in many
so-called “college prep curricula.” Emplovers and professors agree that
communications and stady skills, good work habits. curiosity. and re-
spect are what’s most lacking among the nation’s high school gradu-
ates. according to Public Agenda Foundation studies {see “Reality
Check. 2002 at www.publicagenda.orgy. Except for basic math skills.
neither group is concerned about lack of proficiency in traditional aca-
demic disciplines.

Rigor as a curriculum concept must be connected to relevance. Early
in the 20th century, we gave up teaching Greek and Latin as required
courses in high school for a reason —mastery of these languages was no
longer considered cssential. Yet we have not really reconsidered the
“Carncgie unit” as a framework for thinking about what students need
to know in high school since its inception in 1906. We now need to bet-
ter connect today’s secondary school cwriculum te the interests and
needs of the students we teach., as well as to the skills they'll nced as
adults.

Such curricula exists in many highly successful secondary schools
that use what T call a “merit badge™ approach as a way for students to
rigorously demonstrate mastery of core competencies. Minnesota New
Country School. the focal point of Ron Newell's book. was an early
leader in the develepment of this approach and has had dramatic sue-
cesses with its students. Even inner-city schools that have developed
similar approaches to teaching and learning find that more than 90 per-
cent of their students graduate: of those., more than 90 percent go on to
two- and four-year colleges, in contrast to traditional high schools serv-
ing the same populations. where fewer than 30 percent of the students
graduate.

But Rigor and Relevance aren’t the only cxplanations for the suc-
cesses of Minnesota New Country and the “reinvented™ high schools in
New York and elsewhere. They are also built on the principle of estab-
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lishing and maintaining strong refatior:iips between students and
adults who care and are knowledgeable about what students are learn-
ing. In focus groups of today’s adolescents. I have found that the stu-
dents” persistent complaint about school is that “no one cares.” Even
students in advanced placement courses tell me that adults seem oo
busy to listen to them, Growing up in single parent or dual career fam-
ilics. today’s students have much less of an adult presence in their fives.
They need connections to caring adults in order to be motivated 10 mas-
ter an academically rigorous. relevant curriculum.

Good elementary schools, where students spend most of their day
with the same teacher, have always been built around caring relarion-
ships. Introducing rigor and relevance has involved curriculum and
professional development challenges. but the nature of the changes are
comparatively modest. Reading has to be more focused around mate-
rial that students want to read. and teachers have to lewm how to raise
expectations for all students. The elementary “scope of work™ is re-
form., not reinvention. The changes required do not challenge teachers’
and parents” conceptions of school. We have known what good ele-
mentary school classrooms look like for seme time. The challenge s
replicating 1t at scale. and few have to be convinced ol the need. Most
people understand the importance of alt children learning to read and to
do math.

In order to succeed with all students i middle and high school. how-
ever, we have to go back to the drawing board and “reinveat” second-
ary education. We must challenge many academics™ notions of what
constitutes a “rigorous™ curriculum and create a course of study that is
as relevant as it 1s rigorous. We need to bring the kinds of skills men-
ticned in the 1991 SCANS report into the core content of our academic
courses. We might even want to consider teaching courses around
modes of problem-solving rather than by the tradittonal academic
Carnegie unit compartmentalization. Above all. we must create small
school commumtics, or what I call rew village schools, where caring
adults are much more knowledgeable about and involved with all smu-
dents” learning

Ron and his colleagues who work at Minnesota New Country are
pioneers in this reinvention process and they have blazed a vivid trail.
This book is an invaluable guide and resource for those who are just
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undertaking the journey. It is must reading for anvone who wants to
know more about how our nation’s secondary schools can be dramat-
ically improved. Passion for Learning demonstrates in a very concrete
manner the importance and mnterdependency of rigor. relevance. and
relationships as threc core principles for redesigning our nation’s pub-
lic schools.

Tonv Wagner

Codirector of the Change Leadership Group
at the Harvard Graduate School of Education
www.newvillageschools.org

Preface

The twentieth-century education system was noted for developing a
method that helped fulfitl the American dream for millions of people.
Tt did so by adopting measures and policies that allowed for many for-
eign born peoples to learn a culture and a language of commerce that
helped forge a nation of doers and. to some degree. thinkers. It did so
by creating a factory-like model that brought high school age children
into one place where libraries and experts could be gathered to impart
information to their voung people. Yet the education system that
helped America become the dynamic way of life it had become was
slowly dying as the twentieth century came to a close. Many would
argue that the system itself had become too large, schools too big for
the closeness needed to foster the passion for learning that the na-
tion’s people supposedty had developed over the first half of the last
century

Schools. especially high schools. by the end of the twentieth century
were simply not doing the job as well as they seemingly had since the
middle of the century. Businesses were complaining that 2 workforce
was not well prepared. Colleges and universities claimed students came
to them i1l prepared for the rigors of academic life. Violent behavior in
schools became prevalent in the news. Graduation rates, cspecially of
large urban high schools, were woefully inadequate. Reform measures
were attempted by the system for twenty vears or more. many of them
wishing to restore the smaller, more intimate settings of schooling in
the first half of the century, But the reform measures were shunted
aside by a bureaucratic system time after time, given short shrift over

i
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maintaining status guo. with millions of public and private dollars go-
ing 1o wiste,

What was going on here? Perhaps the factory-model school. with the
interchangeable parts. the assembly-line method of depositing infor-
mation. was the culprit. The public was sold on a system that did not
deliver upon its promise. We were told that if we built great cathedrals
to leaining, with beautiful tiled floors. laree gymnasiums and swim-
ming pools, with new desks and new books. with large numbers of spe-
cialists in various disc.plines each in their own Shangri-la-like rooms,
then education would be better and better. If only we could offer more
courses! More AP courses! More specialties! More programs! More
choices for our children! Then we would have a better school!

The lurge, shopping-mat! schools that were sold to suburban and ur-
ban populations soon were sold to small rural communities. In order to
afford them. they had to consolidate districts together so that a cathe-
dral-like school building could be built in a nearby community. Soon.
small rural towns lost their schools —the schools that allowed teachers
to build relationships with students, allowed teachers to work indepen-
dently with students, and allowed students to build relationships to
their communities.

However. the Information Age's technological revolution made it pos-
sible to disseminate information in wholly new ways: computer pro-
grams, the Internet. videos and cable television programs all could de-
liver information to young and old while not in school. No longer was
it necessary to bus children into the large. imposing buildings in larger
communities, where the student soon lost the emotional intimacy once
associated with the small elementary or small high school setting. It
was possible, and probable. the passion for leaming was something
voung people could develop more so outside of schoel than in school,

What is needed for the twenty-first century is a return to that small set-
ting. a place where students were known, where they could build upon a
passion for learning that is inherent in every three vear old. where learn-
ing from outside sources was validated. Such a reform was initiated with
the development of the Minnesota New Country School in 1994, [t is a
public charter school that developed a project-basced systern of learning.
utilizing a personalized education for high school age students that al-
lawed [or a great deal ol choice in accomplishing a high school education.
This hook 15 about that school and its program. It is a program that began
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e gain national attention in the late 1990s culminating with a grant from
the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation in 2000 o replicate the model na-
tionwide. That eftfort has had a good start. with seven schools utilizing the
mode] in only one year alter the grant. Many educators have visited the
schoal to learn about its uvnusual education delivery system and the
method of governing the school. What that model delivers is the topic of
this book. A project-based system, where integrated projects are created
around a set of state-estublished inquiry standards. can either keep alive a
passion for learning, or revitalize a passion for learning lost due to ma-
triculation in a large, unfricndly atmosphere.

Many would. perhaps. say at this juncture that such a school could
only exist in a narrowly confined setting, that such a thing could not be-
come the norm for the American education system. L disagree. Tt is pos-
sible to create neighborhood schools with 100-150 students in grades
7—12. They do not have to be only an aberration. a condition of the
charter school movement. it will take courage on the part of commu-
nity groups. parents. educators, and students to adopt a new way (or.
shall [ say an old way with new techunologies) 1o educate young people.

The Gates-EdVisions Project has created six schools based upon the
project-based learning program of the New Country School. Some are
made up of learners in 7th—12th grade. somce 9th—12th. Three of those
are found tn urban settings. Although all three are in their {irst year,
and two of them are conversion schools, the promise of project-based
learning has created a chance for urban youth to develop a personal-
ized education with the help of adults as mentors. A model worth vis-
iting, to see that urban voung people can develop or maintain a pas-
sion for learning, is Avalon Charter School in St. Paul. Only in their
first year, Avalon students already have developed a love for the set-
ting. developed deep relationships with the advisor/teachers. and have
developed some very interesting projects. It is not true that urban
youth are too illiterate. too apathetic, or too difficult to cducate in this
manner.

This book wus created to give heart to parents who know that the pres-
ent system is not doing well by their children: to give heart to the small
towns across America that they can keep their middle and high school
age children in the community: and to give heart to urban educators who
know that they need to connect their students to their passions in order to
get meaningful leaming.
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CHAPTER 1

What Is Project-Based Learning?

[t i~ paradoxicul that many educators and parents still differentiate
between a time for learning and a time for play without seeing the
vital connection between them,

—Leo Buscaglia

The Minnesota New Country School is a school without regularly
scheduled classes, no classrooms, no bells. few textbooks, no teachers
in front of a class. no large group instruction, and very few students do-
ing the same activity at the same time. In short, it does not look like a
typical school. How. then. does any learning take place? The best an-
swer to that is to look at a couple of cases.

In a recent visit to the school, [ brietly interviewed two students who
were seemingly highly engaged. | asked Kacle, a 17-vear-old senior,
what has been the project she most enjoyed. Her response was “the his-
tory project om the Mayo House.” LeSueur, Minnesota. Kacie’s home-
town, 1s the site of the early home of the young doctors Mayo. the
founders of the world famous Mayo Clinic. The original home is now
a museum. Kacie has served as a tour guide. having applied for the job
and been hired. She did so because of her general interest in history and
because her brother had worked there as a guide. She was very pleased
to know that her work with the museum could be used in a project for
school, where she would get eredit toward mecting standards in the
state-wide curriculum and hours toward meeting project credits.

Kacie “liked learming about medicine of the era,” how “people lived
in those circumstances in those times,” and learned that she would have
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a "difficedt time Hving like that.” She also felt that her interaction with
visitors, who asked a lot of questions she had to “think on her feet”™ to
answer, was a positive experience lor her. Older visitors liked to remi-
nisce and she “fearned a lot from the visitors™ about life in the early part
of the 20 century as well as the 19th century.

Her project called for her to have a product or a performance to show
wha she learned. so Kacie created a PowerPoint presentation giving a
“virtual tour™ of the Mayo House, The director of the museum is now
using this PowerPoirt presentation as a training tool for new guides.
Kacie was very pleased to have made a useful contribution to the mu-
seum. As a result of the project, Kacie exhibited some level of mastery
ot state standards in aspects of American history, technology, and aca-
demic reading and writing.

Kacie’s Senior Project, a project requiring three times as much time
and effort as a regular project. is a spin-off of the Mayo House project.
She is presently engaged in developing an “oral history™ of the com-
munity of LeSueur. She has developed interview questions, inter-
viewed a number of long-term residents. and will develop a publishable
book for the project. Kacie said, “you have to think a lot about what
you want when vou choose people to interview and what you want to
include.” This project, she determined, will probably take her 400
hours or more to complete.

When asked what else she is involved in. Kacte mentioned that she
is a PSEO student half time (Minnesota has a post-secondary option
that alfows high school students 1o attend college for both high school
and college credits). She has taken French I and Astronomy at a local
state university, and now is taking French I and Biology. She really
enjoys the French classes and says they are “casier than she thought
they would be.” She took French because she “wanted to be different.”
as most high school students in the area attend Spanish or German
classes.

When asked what are her aspirations after high school. Kacie
thought she would major in English composition and writing, possibly
taking some journalism classes. She is not interested so much in writ-
ing for newspapers, but in using it as a stepping stone to writing books.
Kacie has a deep interest in writing and wants to make contributions to
the world as a historical writer.
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Barb, a 16 year old in her first year at the Minnesota New Country
School. was working with creating clay “dolls™ and equipment when |
stopped by her work station. Fasked what she was working on. and she
said. I am making a Claymation video of the Beach Boys “Cocomo’
song. These characters will be band members. and [ have made a set of
drums, a guitar. and sound equipment. [t's really fun.” She went on to
explain that she will take digital still photos of the characters in poses
and use Adobe Premiere. a computer program. to put them together in
a f1lm. When asked how she learned to use the computer program, she
replied, “Keven (the advisor at the school with the most technology
skill) showed me the basics, but [ just learn as 1 go.”

I asked Barb how she got such an idea, and she said that using clay
and animation was something she was interested in from secing movies
like Chicken Run and from things she learned at a previous school. But,
the circumstances at the other school did not allow her to pursue carry-
ing out her dreams to the extent of actually creating a video. Barh said
that the video will reguire her taking 20 stills for every second of video.
The song is 3 minutes and 40 seconds in length, so she estimates it will
take nearly 3000 still photos to complete the video,

What Barb would be able to accomplish in the state standards would
inctude exhibiting a level of mastery ol arts (designing characters and
settings, in creating a video. utilizing music): technology {using vari-
ous creative programs): technical reading and writing (using computer
manuals and explaining the process she uscsh: and some math {using
proportions}. Barb does not know for sure if these items are all that wiil
be met, as she is in the middle of the project and new things could de-
velop that she is unaware of at this time.

An offshoot of the project is learning how to ptay the guitar on her
own from books she bought at a music store. And. she is presently do-
ing a project on the history of the guitar. Along with that. she is learn-
ing the basics of photography —lighting. developing and other techni-
cal aspects. From that, she is learning about chemistry and physics.

With another student. Barb is finishing up the creation of a 15-
minute video of the events ot her 4-H Club. Using 800 pictures tuken
throughout the year, Barb and her {riend have scanned the photos and
used Adobe Premiere to put in voice-over and music to create the film.
From her projects. which took place over less than one-half of a year at
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the school, Barb said she has “learned many computer programs I never
even knew existed.” She used books on the programs. some help from
advisors at the school, but basically lcarned them on her own,

Barb was homeschooled tor her tirst eight vears ot education. She
then went o the local traditional high school for ninth grade. She said
that while homeschooled, she had freedom in creating her work time
and the curriculum. When she went to the high school. she was “iold
what to do all the time.” She did not like classes, lectures, teachers in
gencral (although she fiked some). bells. lockers, and basically the
whole atmosphere. Her brother and some friends had come to the New
Country School. so she thought she would try it. 1 really like it here.
We have the freedom to choose how, when and what we want to study.
It’s fun.”

The above two examples, only two snapshots of a possible 125 stu-
dents in the school, should give the reader an idea of what project-
based learning at the Minnesota New Country School is about. Other
examples could be mentioned of engaging projects, as well: Denise and
her establishing a Big Brother, Big Sister Program in the local commu-
nity; Seth and his Solar System Project: or Chris and his Light Wave
Project. Many interesting things arc going on every day at the school.

In 1995 a group of New Country learmers went on a field trip to a
nearby nature center in order to find possibilitics for biology and envi-
ronmental projects. The group found a large number of deformed frogs.
From that summer excursion came a large amount of publicity and
projects for a number of students over time. Because this school was
different, the find was placed on the school website. Because the learn-
ers could engage in their passion to learn when the need was perceived.
the group wanted to pursue the deformed frogs to a logical conclusion.
Department of Natural Resources personnel. university personnel, and
students from New Country pursued the reasons for the deformities.
causing the state legistature to fund research. olten carried out by New
Country students and staff. Six vears of research was carried on by a
large number of learners along with vartous agencies, Obviously. it is
not school as usual.

The peculiar project-based system developed at the Minnesota New
Country School is a product of seven vears ol trial and error. of action
resedrch by the statf, of continual engagement i staft development op-
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portunities, and a commitment on part ~f the learning community at the
school to provide the best possible personalized and authentic educa-
tion to learners. It is necessary to know that this particular, unique proj-
ect-based system is the totai learning program at the school.

In other words, projects are not used as an aside 1o classroom in-
struction: are not used as thematic instruction: are not used as a way to
provide some integration: are not used to give students some motiva-
tion to continue with their class work. Projects are the primary means
by which learners graduate with a high school diploma. Projects are the
means by which learners meet state-mandated standards. Projects are
means by which learners learn basic skills. Projeets are the means by
which learners learn how to learn, learn about the world. learn whao
they are and what they want to become.

Project-based learning is a revolutionary way to learn. one that is much
difterent from the traditional way high school students usually pursue an
education (Buck Institute. 2001). Project-based learning emphasizes
depth of understanding over content coverage; comprehension of con-
cepts and principles rather than knowledge of facts: development of com-
plex problem-solving skills rather than learning building block skills in
isolation. Project-based learning emphasizes student interest rather than
tollowing a fixed curriculum: emphasizes a broad. interdisciplinary focus
rather than a narrow, discipline-based focus; uses direct, primary. or orig-
inal sources rather than texts, lectures, and secondary sources: emphasizes
data and materials developed by students rather than by teachers.

Furthermore, project-based learning completely changes the role of
the teacher: trom lecturer and director of instruction to that of resource
provider and participant in the learning activities; and from expert to
advisor/facilitator. Assessment requires processes or performances and
tangible accomplishments to be witnessed rather than products or tests.,
and demonstration of learning rather than reproduction of information.

Project-based learning also refocuses the usage of technology from
an ancillary or peripheral use to a central and integral part of the
process: from technology administered by teachers to technology di-
rected by students: from technology usctul for teacher presentations ta
technology enhancing student presentations.

The student role in project-based learning becomes one of carrying out
self-directed learning activities rather than carrying out teacher-directed
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activities; defining their own roles. tasks. and time management rather
than receiving and completing brief directed tasks: learning how to com-
municate, show. affect, produce. and take responsibility rather than lis-
ten. behave. or speak only when spoken te. The short-term goals change
from knowledge of facts, terms, and content to understanding and applhi-
cation of complex ideas and processes: from mastery of isolated skills 0
mastery of integrated skills. Long-term goals change from breadth of
knowledge to depth of knowledge: from performing successiully on
standard achievement tests to acquiring dispositions and skills to engage
in sustained. lifelong learning.

It can hardly be disputed that the goals and emphases of project-
based learning are excellent goals tor the American student. The 1991
SCANS Report identified five competencies. with sub-competencies.
{or the high school graduate:

« [dentifies, organizes. plans, and allocates resources; i.c.. time man-
agement, money management, material and facilitics management.
human resources management,

¢ Works with others; 1.c., participates as a member of a team, teaches
others new skitls. serves clients/customers. exercises leadership.
nezotiates, works with diversity.

o Acquires and uses information: i.e.. acquires and evajuates infor-
mation, organizes and maintains information, interprets and com-
municates information. uses conputers (o process information.

» Understands complex interrelationships: 1.e.. understands systems.
monitors and corrects performance, improves or designs systems.

* Works with a variety of technologies: ie.. celects technology. ap-
plies technology to a task, maintains and troubteshoots equipment.

All of the above skills. although pronounced valid over a decade ago,
are ditficult (o achieve in the traditional system, where a learner is a
memeorizer and repeater of [acts: where brief, unconnected activities
take place; where a learner has very little choice; and where there are
very few long-term learning activities. Most typical activity in a tradi-
tional and “normal™ high school will not deliver on the overall develop-
ment of a young person on their journey to a productive and fulfilling
adulthood. However, a purely project-based school. one that utilizes
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leaming program technology that ask. learmers to devise. develop.
process, self-ussess, produce. and perform a long-term project can de-
liver on these important skills.

Take. for example, the snapshot of the two students from the Min-
nesota New Country School. Kacie's Mayo House history project
helped her decide that she wanred (o learn about the history of the late
19th century and early 20th century. Thereby she gained: a depth of un-
derstanding of life in those times: comprehension of concepts and prin-
ciples pertaining to change and historical development; problem-solving
and computer skills in creating a PowerPoint presentation: utilization of
a broad. interdisciplinary focus on not onby history, but medicine; the
ability to obtain and develop data {rom primary sources. interviews, and
documents; the ability to usc technology as a central clement in her
work: the ability to carry out self-directed activities: how to go about
synthesizing information: the ability to discover and present ideas: the
ability to take responsibility for her work: an understanding of complex
ideas and processes: and a capability of engaging in sustained. au-
tonomous, lifelong skills.

These above-mentioned skills are ciosely interrelated to the SCANS
skills. as can be readily seen. Kacie knows how to use resources, she
has shown she can work with others, she certainly has acquired
and applied knowledge. she understands complex interrelationships,
and she has worked with a variety of technologies. In one project. Ka-
cle has had to use skills that she will need in the “real world.” And
since she has had to do many projects. she has practiced the skills
many times over,

More importantly, the comments and activities of Barb, the other stu-
dent interviewed. show the real strength of project-bascd learning. Barb
was actually having fun! Imagine that. Having fun at high school and
not playing a game or teasing fellow students! The power isn’t only in
the outcomes of project-based learning. although they are very impor-
tant: the power is in the intrinsic motivation provided by the method.
When students can have a choice of topic. have time to really investi-
gate something of interest, can be given responsibility, and can see an
authentic {at least to them) goal and rationale. intrinsic motivation und a
heightened sense of alertness and interest hocomes a natural by-product.
This intrinsic motivation keeps students in school, keeps them enthused,
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and keeps them happy. Therefore, the deor of opportunity is opened to
learning worthwhile. meaningful skills. Although it can be said that the
large comprehensive high school has hundreds of offerings. skilled and
knowledgeable experts in cvery classroom. and a curriculum so fine-
tuned as to be considered impeccable, leamers will not learn if they are
not mativared! It is not enough to motivate by grades, by fear of not
graduating. by intimidation. or by detention and suspensions. Those
things do not open the door of learning opportunities: rather they deter
meaningful learning.

The point is that motivation is increased on the part of the learner be-
cause project-based learning otfers a number of distinct advantages.
Life-long learning skills are an obvious outcome. and can be explained
to learners and their parents. It is an instant buy-in. Project-based learn-
ing can be learner-driven leqrning, catering to the needs and interests
of the students. Allowing choice builds intrinsic motivation and learn-
ing becomes natural and meaningful. It is also just-in-time learning,
recognizing that the best learning opportunities are created when the
learner is interested in them.

There is a maxim I learned to live with many yvears ago, as a class-
room teacher, and reinforced when teaching at the New Country
School: peaple learn what they need to learn when they perceive they
need to fearn it! No amount of struggle by teachers will force learn-
ers to learn what we perceive is necessary for them. until they see the
need for that knowledge or skill. We can become expert at explaining
the nced for our subject matter, or we can learn all kinds of “class
management skills™ to coerce learners to learn what we want them to
lcarn. But, in the end. they grasp and retain what they find important
to them. And they certainly do not apply anything until they see
where in their real world it is uscful and meaningful. where it adds
value to their lives.

Project-based learning also can be customized learning. Because
New Country students have # choice as to how they are going to vali-
date learning of standards, a project may be customized to that person’s
interests and strengths, but afso can be tailored to a person’s weak-
nesses and nceds. Because students can use technology or not, can
choose topics. can choose which of their particular “intelligences™ to
use in producing a product, projects become very customized.

WHAT S PROJECT-BASLD LZARMNNG? o]

Project-based learning can also he ¢ lahorative learming, where in-
dividual [earning can be shifted away from the individual to small
group. large group. or community activity. Many of the learners at the
New Country School do projects within and for the community, aid all
are encouraged to do community service projects at some point in their
matriculation.

Through the project process, New Country students are encouraged
to contact outside experts whenever possible. Doing their projects with
community experts in the real world of occupations allows tor contex-
tual fearning. where learning is relevant o the expectations of the
learner because it is occurring in context of the event. The projects al-
low for learning 1o make sense, heightening alertness and intrinsic mo-
tivation.

Project-based learning also allows for learning-to-learn skills to be-
come habitual, so learners may leam what they need to learn when they
need to learn it. This, then. makes project-based {earning the primary
means by which truly fransformarional learning can take place. For
years the educational establishment has been saying it is about trans-
forming society, but has shown very little evidence for having created
situations where graduates have actually been developing the skills to
transform themselves and their soctety, However. with skitls gained
from the project-based approach. learners can actually sec themselves
making a difference in their world, making it passible for them to muke
the commitment to transform their attitudes and beliefs and aspire to
higher expectations for self and socicty.

Project-based learning has always held great promise for educators.
All that was needed was a way to make it a reality. That is what the de-
signers und practitioners of the Minnesota New Country School set out
to do. The following pages will describe the methods they have created
some examples of how projects were created, and the process of as-
sessment. But first, more about the theory of learning that led to the de-
velopment of 2 purely project-based method.



What Is Learning?

Understanding 15 not an acquisition that ¢licks into place at a cer-
tain developmental juncture .. . processes of understanding involve
sets of performances—carrving out analvses. making line judge-
ments. undertaking svntheses. and creating products that embaody
principles or concepts central to a discipline.

—Howard Gardner

[n much of the literature written about education reform. very little has
been said about what {fearing is. It 1s as if everyone knows exactly
what it means to learn and that all persons know what ir is that has been
learned. Nothing can be farther from the truth. With the dissemination
of brain research details, it has become mcreasingly clear that most of
the discussion skirts the issue: just what do we mean when we say
someone has Iearned something?

The discussion on state and national “lcarning”™ standards has raised
questions about the difference between behavioral objectives and
competencies. Do we really know whart is the difference? Professional
educators often differ in their views, thereby c¢rcating conlusion
amongst the public. Not only is il confusing. but by creating objectives
and competency standards educators have in effect made it unncces-
sary for parents and students to construct their own learning objec-
tives. When students and parents are removed from the process we
have what David Matthews (1997) calls a lack of legitimacy and loss
of public trust. The people, and the students. don’t feel as if the school
is theirs, When are parents and students allowed to set standards for
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themselves? More importantly, when are parents and students going to
be allowed to decide what fearning 187

When the word choice is attached to school. rarely does it mean stu-
dent choice of what they want to learn, and rarely are they asked what
they understand by having “learned.” John Dewey insisted on the par-
ticipation of the learner in the formation of the purposes for their own
leariiing. In a democratic country, we have often said that we believe in
the participation of the governed. Should it not be necessary 1o allow
all constituents 1o pacticipate in the discussion on what is important to
learn? Perhaps the parents and students ought to be involved in the dis-
cussion on what lecarning means” A non-educator’s view of the nature
of learning may very well be in order.

When in doubt, consult a dictionary (one of those lifelong learning
skills everyone writes about!}: Webster’s defines learning as " 1) acqui-
sition of knowledge or skill, and 2} knowledge or skill acquired by in-
struction or study.” The word acguire has some interest. 1t is defined as
“to gain, by any means, usually by one’s own exertions.” It comes tfrom
the Latin ad+quaerere, to seek. In other words, learning 1s secking out
knowledge and skill, and by our efforts making it our own.

There is a comfort in discovering the meanings of words. When the
words were first devised, they were done so because there was a par-
ticular action to describe. Our present culture has the same actions to
describe. and by discovering what previous generations devised. we
make our own actions clearer.

With this in mind. let us also take into account the word pedagogy.
It comes trom two Greek words. paidos + agogos, meaning “child
leader.” “leader of children.” If teaching is pedagogy. leading of chil-
dren. and learning is “seeking out knowledge and skills.” which is de-
termined primarily by the efforts of the lcarner, then teaching could be
looked upen as the leading of children down a path. somewhat known
to the leader. toward a predetermined goal. This creates an image of
learning as a journey one takes to discover and acquire uscful knowl-
edge and skills, a journey accompanted by a “leader™ of sorts.

And where is the journey going? Where ought the children to go?
The end result would appear to be a useful adulthood. Who determines
what is a useful adulthood? There are four forces that should determine
the goal of the journey: one, socicty at large. or the political/economic
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leaders of the nation-state: two, educati su leaders, professional peda-
gogues. who have been over the path before and have studied it: three,
the parents of the children: and four, the children themselves. No one
ot the four is greater than the other. Yes. | realize that children at yvoung
ages should not make all decisions tor themselves, but they ought to
have 4 say in those decisions, and, as they grow older. make more and
more of them. And parents ought to be listened to, as they are the ones
whao have brought the children into the world with an idea of what they
wanted them to become. If their idea of what the journey ought to look
like differs from the leaders of the state and the professional peda-
gogues, then the leaders and professionals ought to listen and take into
account those wishes.

The leaders of the nation-state and the protessional educators have a
major role in the journey. which is primarily creating an infrastructure
lor the journey and preparing leaders for the next generation of chil-
dren. Because this costs taxpayers a great deal of money. money the
leaders have expropriated from the taxpavers for this purpose. the lead-
ers believe they have the right to make all the decistons. But, the tax-
payers have been making statements about what they think ought to be
done as well, and the taxpavers are also the parents. Parents appear to
want choices for their children. which is in keeping with the tenants of
our free country. Children need to learn to make wise decisions in a free
democracy. onc with an open society that has a great deal of informa-
tion and scintillation to offer vouth. Parents also are “pedagogues™ in
the sense of being leaders of their children In making wise decisions.

We must trust the professional leader/pedagogue to lead in the right
direction, the direction that i1s co-developed by the four forces. The role
of socicty and the infrastructure is to help develop good pedagogues
who can be trusted to lead children according to the wishes of the so-
ciety, the parents, and the child. This takes a skiltful pedagogue. who
understands how children learn. how socicty can be a part of the jour-
ney. and how to include both parental and learner choices. And, they
will know haw to “assess™ the journey (more about this in chapter 3).

First, it is necessary to listen to the professional pedagogues, those
who have taken and studied the long journey. What thev have been
saving, as a result of recent brain research, is that humans learn bhest:
when they engage the limbic system (emotions): when they conncet
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new events with old events and see patterns in those events (creating
a deep meaning): when there is an authentic task that has an immedi-
ale or near immediate result; and when the activity allows them some
choice in the matter. Again. using the journcy analogy. when learners
have a choice of what path to take. when they have a stake in moving
along that path. when they can see how this path 1s similar and ditf-
ferent from other paths, and when they see a real reason for taking
that particular path, then they will learn about taking paths in general
and will realize a goal at the end of the path {if there, indeed. ever 1s
an end to 1),

What the learner may aegitire along this path are: the skilis of nego-
tiating paths in general: learning to usc resources (such as utilizing the
knowledge of others who have been over the path and learning to use
particular equipment that helps them negotiate paths): learning to over-
come obstacles: learning to enjoy the aesthetic beauty of the surround-
ings: learning that it is worth working hard to get to a worthwhile des-
tination: and learning how to apply what they learned on that path when
they take a new one.

What does it take to negotiate the path to adulthood? Professional
pedagogues would say that it takes good communication skills (read-
ing. writing), mathematical aptitude and skill, an understanding of how
the world works scientifically. an understanding of how human beings
mteract with cach other. how to care for oncself and the environment,
and possibly some skills and/or appreciation of the arts, in order 1o en-
1oy the journey more.

I believe the whole standards movement may be summed up in the
above two paragraphs. Unfortunately. there is much controversy over
what are the skills necessary to accomplish the journey. and to what de-
gree must they be known. This is why there is a difficulty with the con-
cept of what fearning 15, Some professional pedagogues would insist
upon knowledge of thousands of content-oriented bhehavioral objec-
tives (perhaps more because of job protection than any other reason).
Some believe that all persons need the exact same skills, that all ohjec-
tives need to be standardized (henee the standards movement). while
others believe that each individual may possess ditterent skills. This
problem has caused all sorts of difficulty in the education systent in the
past couple of decades.
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In the [irst place. the traditional systenr has since the beginning of the
2th century retained the concept of behaviorism (think Paviov's dogs).
that basically says people learn essential skills by repetition, by a system
of rewards and/or punishments. Recent brain research has shown that be-
haviorism only works for “low level” learning. such as tor survival.
“fight or flight™ skills. for basic animal instinets. But fear of punishment
and repetition do not work when considering “high level™ thinking. for
skills like problem-solving. critical thinking. creativity. and abstraction.
If regurgitation of bits of content is the ultimate goal. then perhaps a be-
haviorist approach makes some sense. And this is where most high
schools are stuck —still dealing out content-oriented behaviorat objec-
tives that are not conducive to learning skills for the modern world.

Damasio. as discussed by Svlwester (2000b). has shown that the core
consciousness manages internal mechanisms, which continually ex-
plore the constantly fluctuating external environment. “Sensory and re-
lated brain systems provide a mechanism for mapping and connecting
the external world, The mapped relationships produce a nonverbal feel-
ing of what is currently happening. Feelings. then. activate conscious-
ness” (p. 22). Core consciousness is an “imaged and nonverbal account
of objects an organism continually confronts™ (p. 22). Lxtended con-
sciousness, which requires a large frontal cortex, is the ability to de-
velop an autobiographical memory allowing for movement from past to
future, identifying a large possible range of information to apply to a
novel event, This extended consciousness is the root of intelligence.
which has as practical applications such things as imagination. creativ-
ity, and conscience. These. according o Sylwester, “lead to language.
art. science, technology. and a variety of cultural and political svs-
tems(p. 22).

To put it more simplv: what causes humans to “extend™ their con-
sciousness (learn? acquire knowledge and skills?) 15 engagement of the
emotion through sensory input. which leads to imagination. creativity.
and conscience, which leads to skill development in communication.,
math and scicnce. technology, social understanding, and the arts. If this
1s indeed true, then behaviorist theories that ask learners to do repetitive
tasks to learn low level skills and bits of content in a punish/reward sys-
tem are counterproductive to lcarming higher level skills. even communi-
cation, understanding of science and math. social studies and technology.
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Hart {2002) and Caine & Caine {1994 reter to the “downshifting”™ mech-
anism that the brain uses when it 1s threatened, which causes leamers (o
put into gear there “fight or flight” emotions. which for all practical pur-
poses shuts oftf the frontal cortex trom “extending consciousness.”

Caine & Caine (199.4) speak of the ditference between acquisition of
information and acguisition of meaning. When mcaningfulness is ig-
noted, real learning has not actually taken place. One soon forgets in-
formation after acquisition if there is no attachment to previous con-
cepts of the world. or 1f the information does not connect on a deeper
level. What we have in most high schools 1s an “extreme emphasis on
surface knowledge, which s basically content void of significance to
the teamer” (Caine & Caine. 1994. p. 101). Deeper. felt meaning ide-
scribed by Cuine & Came as the “aha”™ experience). is motivational and
connecting. and happens when an emotional attachiment has taken
place. When learners are engaged in deeply felt and meaningful expe-
riences. challenging activities are joyful and absorbing. This joyfulness
and absorption certainly were evident in the two students, Kacie and
Barb, highlighted in the last chapter.

Therefore, what is often considered learning. acquiring bits and
pieces of information and low level skills, that are otten the subjects of
standardized tests and of basic curriculums everywhere, is nor real
learning! Even Einstein believes that: “Imagination is more important
than knowledge. For knowledge is imited, whereas imagination em-
braces the entire world, stimulates progress. giving birth to evelution™
{quoted in Wagmeister & Shifrin, 2000, p. 48).

Another miscenception about learning is that those bits and pieces of
information are inviolate and cannot be questioned. The basic give and
take in schools is that the teacher says what 15 true, and the student must
accept and memorize that fact. There is little credence given to student
inguiry or questioning. This often pits student against teacher in an an-
tagonistic approach—vou will believe thar | am correct, you will learn
what I tell vou is important, and I will “grade” you down if vou do not.
Which is a pretty good way 1o develop "downshifting”™ to lower brain
activity and little learning at all.

According to Yoram and Letfstein (2000, p. 54}, “the ability to pose
questions to understand curselves and our world is at the heart of what
it means to be human. Unfortunately. this cssential human trait is dis-
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torted in many schools by what we term the answering pedagogy.” In
an answering pedagogy, answers largely eclipse the questions.” Ques-
tioning 15 the means by which humans develop the core consciousness
and allows movement toward the extended consciousness necessary for
higher level Jearning. "In a questioning pedagogy. good questions do
not indicate a deficiency: rather they reveal involvement in and a deep
understanding of the subject. Geod questions indicate an active, criti-
cal, and creative attitude toward knowledge™ (p. 54). Questioning is the
epitome of human activity, which aliows "us to usc creativity and imag-
ination to scc bevond the given and to search tor missing information,
physical reasons, and human purposes that witl complete and explain
the given™ (p. 54).

However, creating an atmosphere for guesttoning and inquiry in a
typical high school, where each teacher sees approximately 100-150
students per day. 25 or s0 at a time for less than an hour, is asking the
impossible. It would require development of an infrastructure and
processes that allow for personalizing education. For the purposes of
clarifying our concept of learning, let it suffice to say that without al-
lowance of questioning and inquiry on subjects and events that arc im-
portant to the guestioner at the time, rcal learning (of the cerebral cor-
tex kind: 1.e.. problem-solving. critical thinking, creativity) cannot
gccur.

A questioning pedagogy. one that allows the person on the journey
to question the why and wherefore of the elements encountered while
upon the journey, is what learning is about. Meaningful learning en-
gages the emotional. the feelings; it is just-in-time. authentic, and trans-
formative, in that the learner wants to know now about something of
importance af the point ar which they presently are in their journev! En-
gaging the whole person in authentic experiences allows for a young
person to not oaly know and do. but to be someone.

r ey - o - . .

Tony Wagner, in his ncw book Making the Grade: Reinventing Amer-
ica’s Schooels (2001) refers to work of Daniel Golman on emotional in-
telligence. Golman says there 1s an emotional quotient that is as power-
tul, if not more powerful, than an intelligence quotient. These emotional
intelligences include things like self-awareness. self-regulation. motiva-
tion. empathy und social skills. There appears to he no correlation be-
tween intelligence quotient and emotional quotient. The most important
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thing is that the emotional skills are more important in today’s work-
place than knowledge of information. because information is so vast and
changes so quickly. Real learning is in this realm of heing. or dispost-
tions. or emotional quotient, And, as Wagner says, ™. .. we do not yet
know how to educate all students to these higher standards, nor do we
know how 1o teach all students how to use new technologies. We've
never had 1o do it betore™ (p. 1 7).

Extending conscicusness, which could be suid to be acquiring a felt
meaning (Caine & Caine. 1994) is the act of becoming. Knowing is
having facts. skills. and conceptual understandings we have acquired as
a result of doing in the past. Taking action right now, in the present,
with the knowledge. skills. and conceptions, is doing. and 15 the most
important time because it is the present we live in. The chapter was be-
gun with & quote 1aken tfrom Gardner’s discussion about understanding.
It is about the doing processes, Learning could be seen as doing sets of
performances, such as analysis. judgements. synthesis. and creating.
These are what the New Country School emphasizes. But these
processes should not be considered the final product. either.

Becoming 1s future oriented. looking forward to the next event and
the possibilities it represents. then doing something about it now. Be-
ing 15 more important than doing. Being s about developing disposi-
tions that allow for higher order doing and creating tuture possibilities.
Young learners are all about possibilities.

Meaningful learning. then. is having a sense of the dispositions and
competencies young people need te create for themselves in their jour-
ney that will allow them to create a lite of possibilities. “The knowledge
that matters most today is not aeademic subject contenr. Competency-—
what swee can do with knowledee—matters more than coverage” (Wag-
ner. 2001, p. 44). Meaninglul learning. ultimatety. leads to a learner ac-

quiring skills to become a new person. a person that constantly reinvents
fhim or hersell. Acquiring the skills and dispositions to become “all that
vou can be™ is what transtormattonal education is about.

Know. Da, Be are not hierarchical taxonomies. A chitd can learn to
know something by doing first. Certain dispositions. or ways ol being.
are necessary before doing and knowing. In many cuases it requires
knowing in order to do and then to be. But let us not lose sight of what
the journcy is about— hecoming . fulfilling our full potential as humans.
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which ultimately requires dispositions anr creative abilities. Just know-
ing is not good enough. Doing is more powertul, but should always be
looked upon as unfinished. Being. in the now. and becoming, in the fu-
ture, are what learning ts aboul. When a kearner can show others that
they are acquiring dispositions that allow for them to create and recre-
ate themselves in their connection to the world (and beyond, perhaps).
then we can say learning is taking place.



CHAPTER 3

What Should We Assess and
How Shall We Assess It?

They know enough who know how to learn.

—Henry Adams

In the last chapter we looked at the meaning of the word learning in or-
der to establish what a meaningful learning experience really was. Hav-
ing established that meaningful learning is acquiring dispositions and
competencies that aflow young people to become purposeful adults. we
now turn to an explanation of how we know they are on the right path,

In education we use two words, often without much distinction., to de-
seribe the process of “judging” where children are on their path to
adulthood —£varuation and assessmenf. Consulting Webster's diction-
ary again, we find that evaluare means “to find or determine the

amount, worth of.” Do we really want to evaluate the attempr of chil-
dren to acquire dispositions needed for adulthood? It hardly seems
egalitarian to do so. Perhaps the children themselves may evaluate what
they are seeking and finding. but for adults to place a value (such as an
A.a B, ora C, etc.} on it appears rather arbitrary.

The word assess has an equally odious meaning, perhaps, as it means
to evatuate for tax purposes. But. if we look at the roat of the word, we
find that the word assess comes from the Latin assidere, meaning to sit
by, as a judge may sit by and determine what a person owns. This
makes the term more palatable if we also take into account the peda-
gogue leading the novice along a path. occasionally sitting down with
them to assess where they are on that journey. And. if we attach the
concept that acquiring knowledge, skills and dispositions while along
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the path is the reason for the journey. what we have is & complete pic-
ture of meaningful learning, teaching, and assessing.

The dispositions and skills needed o negotiate a successtul and
meaningful life can be summed up in the SCANS skills mentioned 1
chapter 1: the ability to identify, organize, plan. and allocate resgurees:
the ability to work with others; tlmlit}fﬁ_athuiremrmm
tion: the ability to understand complex interrelationships: and the abil-
ity to work with & variety of technologies. Or. the skills noted by pro-
fessional pedagogues mentioned in chapter 2: good communication
skills. mathematical abilities. a scientific understanding of the world.
an understanding of how human beings interact; how to care for self
and environment; and possibly. skills in and appreciation for the arts.

The important thing is to remermber that the skills and dispositions
needed for a successful life are at the forefront of what is assessed. The
assessing and evaluating of bits and pieces of knowledge that are doled
out in briet lessons is meaningless if the process cannot be seen in light
of the larger picture. Certainty learners ought to know the tacts. Cer-
tainly learners ought to be able to do certain skills. Certainly learners
ought to understand processes and concepts. They do so, however. for
the reason of attaining dispositions that they can carry with them

throughout the rest of their livc{l-‘-mp."e learn whar they need ro learn )

Then they perceive the need 1o learn i1/Jhis applies so very much to
the concept of cxtendimz comsciousness and developing dispositions.
The facts. data. process. and conceptual framework of a discipline will
be learned in the context of an authentic project becausc there is an in-
teresting topic. a real world audience. and the project is carried on in the
context of reality. Therelore. it is not so much an assessment of the
facts and data (although that takes place). but the assessment of what
dispositions were developed or enhanced by the learner using the cor-

rect facts. data. and processes.

Designs of assessment should be created by planning backward. We
look first at the dispositions we want people to have, then the concepts
and understandings needed to support them, then at the processes and
skills needed to develop them, then at the facts and data that support the
skills and processes. Each is assessed, but the end result that gets re-
ported to the learner and other stakcholders are the concepts. skills, and
dispositions, as they are the only things that will be leaving with the
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learner (no one retains all the facts they cncountered in high school).
This is called planning backward because planning what to assess is
done not on what facts and data a student should know. Rather, that
comes enly after the concepts. processes. skills, and dispositions have
been determined.

As mentioned in chapter 1. the project-based system changes the
cmphasis of assessment from short-term goals of facts, terms. aﬁd con-
tent o understanding complex ideas and processes: from mastery of
isolated skills to mastery of integrated skills, Long-term goals change
from breadih of knowledge to depth of knowledge: from performi;g
successtully on standard achievement tests to acquiring dispositions
and skills to engage in sustained. litelong leaming. Therefore, what we
assess must be the complex ideas and processes. mastery of integrated
skills. depth of knowledge. and the dispositions that allow for sustain-
able lifelong learning.

Every school should complete a mission statement. That mission
statement should outline the major long-term goals for students who
matriculate at that school. Assessment ought to come from the long-
term gousls articulated in that mission statement. Too often missi(;n
statements have become exercises in writing arcane poetry more so
than workable documents. If vou cannot assess the mission. then vou
do not have a mission. )

In the project-bascd system created by the Minnesota New Country
School. assessment has come to mean sitting by and judging where
the student is in acquiring knowledge. concepts, skills and habits. or
dispositions. By a process of internally applying action rescarch.
through trial and error. through applying cxternal staff development
opportunities. the staft at New Country settled on helping young peo-
ple develop eight dispositions. These were developed from the work
of Bill Spady (Bevond Counterfeit Reforms, 2000y in a workshop in
2001. The dispositions are life performance skills deemed by the staff
as necessary in order to create a life of possibilities for the learner,
They are:

* Leader & Organizer: being a person that others will tfollow. has a
vision, gets things done, effectively uses time, does effective pri-
oritizing. tollows through, knows how to delegate.
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« Mediator & Negotiator: being & person who is sought out for heip.
can resolve a problem. articulates sides and issues in a possible so-
lution. demonstrates respect for various viewpoints. an open-
minded, active listener.

« Coach & Facilitator: being a person who assists others in meeting
coals. sticks to goals set for self. encourages others, works well
with a team and with adults.

+ Advocate & Supporter: being a person who will make a stand pub-
licly. handles confidential information wisely, can back up opin-
ions, and is “other centered.”

« Implementer & Performer: being a person who has a positive ef-
fect on an audience. demonstrates high achievement and effective-
ness in presentation. able to accept and apply constructive criti-
cism. and creates a relationship with the community.

e Problem Framer/Solver: being a person who demonstrates the
ability to use knowledge and skills to frame and solve complex.
real-life problems. and can create projects that meet standards.

« Innovator & Designer: being a person who can create or invent

new and unique solutions and/or products, a person willing to take

risks even if they fail.

Producer & Contributor: being a person who has the ability to cre-

ate quality products. using correct information. with few blem-

ishes. and one who consistently makes positive contributions to

the community and the school.

These dispositional attributes are held up as the ideal to the students.
are looked at and considered with every project when the staff “sits
with™ the student to assess the project, and are revisited whenever there
is a parent-student conference. .
It is worthwhile to point out that the first four listed are what is
termed by Spady and others as the “cmotional quotient.” or EQ. The
latter four are dispositions that represent the “intelligence quotient.” or
1Q. It is as important to help develop the emotional quotient of a per-
son as it is the intelligence quotient. Too often the only things that get
assessed in the traditional school system with the traditional teaching-
learning system are the intelligence factors: often only at a lower l_cvel
than dispositions (i.¢.. facts and figures, or declarative knowledge).
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The difficulty we have with assessing t\.¢ so-called soft skills. or dis-
positions and competencies, is that there are so many different actions
that may or may not quality to meet these new standards. Human be-
tngs are very complex, and adolescents even more so. What behaviors
must be exhibited in order to say that a learner 1s actually developing
the skill of being a Ifeader? Or an organizer?

The pedagogues of the Minnesota New Country School have strug-
gled with that. and still do. In their journey of the past seven years, the
advisors have used a variety of means to understand what skills learn-
ers are actuatly developing, and what are behaviors that show that. At
first, the connection between what learners do in project development,
and what they produce as outcomes, were considered.

In the development of prejects, due to the nature of adolescents and
human nature in general, learners had to know that time was precious.
The first major problem project-based models incur is the reluctance of
teens to utilize time toward an objective. So. time journals and logs
were added. and the project rubric included two different time-oriented
tasks: documentation of time and effort, and task completion. The [irst
required students to document in journals or logs how they used their
time in that particular project. These logs or journals had to be handed
in with the project, and were assessed as part of the total picture. The
second had to do with timelines established in the project proposal, and
how well they were met. This, too. was considered as part of the over-
all assessment.

How does this relate to learning? If learning is dispositional. it has a
great deal to do with it. The habit of using time wisely 1s an excellent
disposition and fits into the rubric as organizer, producer. and problem
framer/solver. Learners need to know that, need to practice that, and
have it become second nature. It is also important for management of
the overall learning environment, and learners ought to know that.
When large numbers of adolescents are brought together in a smatll
space, time management becomes paramount.

Also. having time management as 4 major portion of the assessment al-
lows for learners to self-regulate and self-assess. Having time documen-
tation and task completion as important elements tells students that they
need to keep track of what they do, why they do what they do, and with
whom they do it. Of course, articulation of why they need to do it is also
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critical. If learners know that these time-oriented tasks arc there to help
them develop self-awareness., self-assessment. and self-management. and
they are there to help them become better organizers. producers. and prob-
lem-solvers. then vou ought o have more intrinsically motivated learners.
This articulation is why the mission statement and goals of the school be-
ing implemented and articulated are so vitally critical to every aspect of
the model being successful: from students being more purposetul to mar-
keting the school to parents.

Other dispositional aspects of the assessment rubrics used by the
New Country staff include project assessment by the learner. Selt-
assessment of what a student is doing, having the student create their
owlL assessment structure for that particular project, gives a sense of
ownership and helps develop the self-awareness. self-regulation ele-
ments of organizer, producer, problem-solver, implementer. and per-
former. Similarly. having the student be aware of their ownership of the
project (that is. their understanding that they must create a model. prod-
uct. process or idea that is unigue) is a powertul way to have students
hecome more self-aware, self-regulatory. and leads to the dispositional
competency of being an innovator and designer. Project guality is con-
sidered so learners see the need to self-regulate and self-assess in pro-
ducing, implementing, designing, and contributing. Being aware of a
variety of resources and showing means by which those various types
of resources are used, is another basic competency that leads to being
an organizer, problem framer/solver. implementer. producer, and con-
tributor. Without having the knowledge base. without making a good
case for what vour project product is about. the student would not show
the dispositions necessary to be a purposeful adult.

Another clement of the assessment rubrics designed by the New
Country staff is the critical thinking piece. Because it is not enough to
simply have a scries of disconnected facts produced. not encugh just
to regurgitate facts found and developed by someone else. but rather it
is necessary to use knowledge meaningfully, learners needed to know
the difference. The rubric also includes three elements developed by
Robert Marzano (1993) in his work on the Dimensions of Learning.
First, the project assessors check to sec if the learner comprehends the
facts gathered. In other words, did they just write out someone else’s
words and thoughts. or did they put thoughts in their own words and

WHAT THOULD WE ASSFESS AND FOW SHALL WE ASSESS ITY 7

use them for their own purposes? And d'. the learner successfully at-
tend to new knowledge in that arena or discipline: did they ‘find
enough usetul information to adequately explain the concept thvey are
trying to describe?

Sccondly. did the learner utifize the knowledge to exhibit retention
{could they explain the process or concept in their own words) and
could they exhibit how they used the knowledge to contribute their own
“take™ on the situation or concept? Thirdly. did the learner use the in-
formation in multiple real contexts. as the knowledge or process would
be used in the real world? It so. the product or performance would have
an authenucity, would actually be usetul to the adult world. and not just
be something the student had to do to get credits. -

It the learner obtained relatively high marks on those critical think-
ing skills. they again exhibit abilities as organizers, advocates, imple-
menters, designers. problem framers/solvers. producers, and contribu-
tors. Remember. as pointed out earlier in this chapter. what we assess
must be the complex ideas and processes. mastery of integrated skills,
depth of knowledge, and the dispositions that allow for sustainable life-
fong learning. Assessment of the dispositions that account for being
and doing. rather than simply for krevving gives the school the overall
culture of a purposeful place that values the journey to adulthood.

An element that has not been addressed as of vet, and is very critical
in these times of high standards. is how the project-based model ad-
dresses and assesses the state standards. In Minnesota, the state educa-
tion department (the Department of Children. Families and Leamning)
had developed over the past nine years what is called the Profiles of
Learning. The Profiles are organized around ten areas or disciplines {al-
though the state curriculum is designed to be integrative. it is still or-
ganized around the major disciplines). The Protiles are inquiry based.
allowing for the integration of subject matter along some of t};e disci-
plines. Theretore, the Profiles of Learning make a project-based system
viable by stressing inquiry. process, and integration. '

State standards that are tied to traditional disciplines and are con-
tent oriented become much more difficult to meet in the project-based
system. Before implementing the project-based system, it would be
necessary to obtain a waiver of content-ortented standards or to look
at content-oriented standards in a more general way. In other words,
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content in itself should only help explain general concepts and inter-
connectedness, not separation and fragmentation. If content is not
leading 10 a connectedness, meaning a sense of how all disciplines are
in{cgra;ted and how the real world works. then it is doing a disservice
rather than a service. Looking at content standards in a general and
integrated way is better for overall understanding. and leads to dispo-
si{iopnal being rather than simply knowing.

How a school curriculum team can take content standards and de-
velop integrated project-based learning around them is a major chal-
lenge. It can be done. but requires more ingenuity and work. What must
be :111derst00d is that content is always involved with projects —just not
in the way schools usually organize content. S0 the attempt mu:&;t be
made to utilize as much of the content as possible, but not to let it get
in the way of learning doing and being skills. And if people criticize the
fact that ;fou are not implementing all the content standards, ask them
how much content is retained and used by traditional students? Or, bet-
ter yet, ask those criticizing how many of those content standards. out-
side of their specific field, do they know?

When the subject of content versus process comes up, just ask peo-
ple what it is that is important to know to become a productive adult,
No one can agree on what content that would take, anyway. Most peo-
ple whose li\-élihood depends on the teaching of a certain se} of disci-
pline standards would in all likelihood name theirs as most important.
This phenomenon is exactly why we have over 3.500 content standards
in some state curriculums. .

Accordine to research done by Tony Wagner of Harvard University.
parents, teaghers and the general public all believe basic skills in read-
ing, writing, and mathematics are the most important reason for school-
ing. Basic skills. for the most part, are considered to be Ia.t the t‘enth-‘
grade level at best, So where are the other content areas in the IIS-[ of
most important skills for high school students to have? Of the top eight
items in the survey. only American History and geography are listed as
high priority. |

The second most important skill on all lists was good work habits.
such as being responsible, on time. and disciplined. Perhaps the tradi.—
tional system does a good job in this depurtment, but rarely assesses it
as such'. The third most important skill, according to the poll, was us-
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age of computer skills and media techuology. How much usage of
technology takes place in traditional school, if the students have to be
in classes of vartous disciplines all day?

The fourth major skill was the value of hard work. Again, the tradi-
tional system can claim to do something here. but usually only in con-
text of what work studenis put into carning grades in disciplines. Rarely
15 the disposition of “hard working™ in itself an assessable item. Fifth on
the list was the value of honesty and tolerance of others. This disposi-
tion 15 one the traditional system does have trouble with— when content
is king. cheating is casier. Tidbits of knowledge are easy 1o obtain just
before a test. Dispositions must be shown over long periods of time.

The sixth most important attribute according to the poll was acquir-
ing habits of good citizenship, such as voting and caring for the nation.
Again. 1 would say that memorizing the civics lext is not going to get
this done. Learners need to be doing citizenship. learning the facts und
vocabulary as they go along, rather than memorizing. A project-based
system allows for the doing, therefore the becoming. The next skill is
knowing how to deal with social problems. Facts and figures in this
arena change, but dispositions do not,

One area that the parents and public ditfered widely from teachers
was the knowledge of American History and geography. Eighty-three
percent of teachers said this was important. placing it {ifth on their list.
It was eighth on the list of parents and the general public. Knowledge
of these arenas is important. T am a history and geography teacher my-
self. But [ learned that acquiring facts (for a short time} and retaining
them (for a long time) are entirely two different things. Learners may
acquire and retain some highly selective facts in order to pass tests. But
they certainly are not going to retain them all. So, how can the most im-
portant concepts be retained so that they can be used over and over
again? And what are those most important concepts?

Ninth on the list was curiosity and [ove of learning. Sixty-nine per-
cent of teachers listed this as important, as opposed to 61% and 57% of
the parents and public. T would have listed this 4s my most important,
as 1t makes the others possible. It is what the project-based system is

about, and makes it possible for learners to acquire the other disposi-

tions and skills necessary 1o go about learning what they need to learn
when they perceive the need to learn it
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The point is, generally speaking. the public knows that k'nowledge is
of less importance than dispositions. Concepls dre more important to
undersiand than tidbits of knowledge. In other words. as Marzano
1993 has instructed us. using knowledge to create deeper understanc?-
ines and habits of mind is more important than being able to regurgi-
t;ni: facts on tests. Or. as put by Caine & Caine (1994), an inner appre-
ciation of interconnectedness, felt meaning for the whole. is the root of
reflective intelligence. From the doing comes the being. From do‘f.’ng
and being can come knowing. Itisn’t always that we have to know lirst
in order to do— sometimes doing leads to knowing. The traditional sys-
lemn often believes that the dispositions (such as hard work. honesty.
cood work habits) should be part of a students life before they come to
;chnol. so why not believe in doing hefore knowing?

In any event. the process ol doing projects can and does. in the cz_mc
of the s_vstem devised by the Minnesota New Country School. link
state inquiry standards with dispositions. Basic skills are measurv?q by
state-mandated tests — all students must pass tests on reading. writing.
and math before they can graduate. These are met by personalizing Fhe
projects so that learners needing extra help in attaining the basic skills
will have the resources. tutoring. time. and help they need. _

The school helps students meet the high standards. the Profiles of
Learning. by first making the standards known to the student. Each stu-
dent gel; H'Curriculum Standards Guidebook with the state standards
statch in their veneral form. each general standard with a check hlank
before them. R’V’hen 4 student completes a standard. the blank is
checked. The student continues 1o meet standards, most often different
ones from different disciplines, from the same project. Or, they can
meet a standard specifically by doing a serics of "assigmngnts" and
producing a number of products that prove to the teacher/advisors that‘
the standard is met. Students are expected to meet 24 high standards, of
a possible 30 available. .

Because the learner has the curriculum standards guidebook, they
become very familiar. in time. with what the standards mean. Jt is of-
ten thc casé that the students can explain a standard better the‘m i
teacher can. especially if it is out of the teacher’s general area of ex-
pertise. That. however, comes only after the advisor E.l.nd ?eamer work
at it for some time. The job of advisor from the very first1s (o help the
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learner to understand what the standards mean and what it would take
o meet them. This often takes a collective effort. as advisors advise
learners in alt standards: therefore. they must consult other advisors
with other licenses and expertise. It is common for New Country stu-
dents to visit with a number of advisors, not only their own, and with a
variety of resources 1o discover the full meaning of standards and what
it would take to meet them.

At first learners “attack™ the standards via an interest in a topic., and
between them and the advisor brainstorm what standards may be met
by doing so. For example, if the learner has an interest in horses. it is
the task of the advisor 1o make the learner aware of the number of pos-
sible areas such a project may meet. The learner could show their abil-
ity to read complex information, scientific reading, or interpreting per-
spectives. In writing. they could either write a technical manual on the
care and raising of horses. or an academic piece on the history of the
horse in North America. The learner could also develop a public speech
and give that speech at a Presentation Night. (Each learner has to pres-
ent three of their projects to the public. In those presentations. the
learners are expected to show they have developed presentation skills.
knowledge and application of the topic. organization and problem soly-
ing, and have shown a well-designed display or product.)

Mathematics may be more difficult to engage, but it is possible to
create some problems showing the learner’s skill in patterns and dis-
crete functions. chance and data handling. measurement. or shape and
space. The advisor and learner need to be creative and work from the
standards back to the possibilities tn the research.

The Horse Project could also incorporate history through culture.
cultures across time. cultural interaction with environment, and themes
of U.S. history. The project could be about the anatomy of the horse.
the genetics of horse raising., and about nutrition for horses. thereby in-
corporating a biological element. And. if the learner was particularly
ambitious, they could research and create a business plan around creat-
ing a horse ranch. This would also allow for the learner to incorporate
career investigation into the mix.

Very rarely would a project incorporate all of the above. The learner
would want to finish a project before the year was over. But., it does of-
fer insight into the multiple opportunities that await the learner and the



3% CHAPTER

enterprising advisor. Be aware that cach of the general areas of stan-
dards mentioned are also broken down into smaller uuits, and in many
cases only parts of standards would be met. Other parts would have to
be met with subsequent projects. By using this process, however, it a
Jearner applied him or herself. 24 of the 30 possible standards could be
met in a four-year span.

The evaluation of each project has to include the assessment of in-
tormation used in order to know it the standurd is met. The learner can-
not produce a prouuct (such as a business plan for developing a horse
ranch) without having real facts and figures. They cannot write about
the horse in Dakota history without having the facts. They cannot cre-
ale a video or PowerPoint presentation about horse breeding if they
don’t have the facts right and cannot operate the computer program. 1t
is the job of advisors to either know the right tacts, or to {ind sources
that do have them,

One of the unique methods employed by the New Country staft is
the requirement of learners to have outside human sources for their
projects. The learner must contact experts in the field to obtain infor-
mation or to learn about good. up-to-date sources of information. Also.
the method of assessment, utilizing two advisors and one outside per-
son. usually assures that the standards of knowledge and quality of
product is up to standard. The parents also have the opportunity 1o sign
off on the project. getting their input as well (more about the process
in chupter 6).

When the project is finished (and it is not finished until it is worthy of
being called finished), the assessment team “sits by the learner to quiz
and question them on the information (knowing}, the process and presen-
tation (doing). and also assesses the dispositional skills displayed (being).
1t is possible that learners may not have all the facts to make a case or
prove 4 point or meet a standard. If so. they are asked to correct the mis-
take and review their product, presentation, etc., then resubmit. This iter-
ative process makes it likely that success will eventually be achieved., 1f
time does not become the major factor. Also. as a rubric is used. a learner
may not make a high score in all areas in order to get credit for a project,
but must show progress in that arca over time. That means that some stan-
dards may be met with a completed project. and others may not. There-
fore a learner may have to “attack” that standard again another time.
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The unigque method of incorporating e standards into projects and
assessing them in all three types of learning make the I\Iex\f-Coumr\-'
s¥stem of project-based learning a viable model for others to follow. }-t
15 the power of the system, and it is what helps maintain the construct
for developing and maintaining a passion for learning. When teachers
create curriculum around their perceived needs, when they try 10 in-
corporate the public and professional pedagogue’s stanclard; inEo those
perceived needs to complicate them. they also create a4 hostile environ-
ment for students. Students and parents often feel left out of curriculum
and assessment. The Minnesota New Country School process allows
for the passion of the learner and the common sense of the parent to be
emploved in the learning process.



What Is the Role of the Teacher?

The art of teaching 15 the art of assisting discovery,

— Mark Van Doren

The pedagogue who assists the child upon their journey toward adult-
hood has a very important part to play. Part parent, part phitosopher, part
guru, part friend, part antagonist, part magician, a teacher must be many
things to many peopte. [n the world of the project-based school this role
expands even further. Being in the role of advisor (as our project-based
schools call the teachers) is a demanding job. Teaching in any type of
school is a demanding job. What is at the heart of good teaching. re-
gardless of what type of teaching you do?

Parker Palmer in his wonderful hook The Courage to Teach. savs the
most commonly asked question is the “what™ question, followed by the
“how™ question. followed by the “why™ question. Thesc are all well
and good, but a more important question has to be asked—the “who™
question. A teacher/advisor has to think in terms of what it is he/she
brings to the table prior to being prepared to work with children in an
educational institution. What is brought to the learner ought to be a per-
son who is intellectually, emotionally. and spiritually grounded. Only a
person who knows who they really are in a holistic sense. one who has
been transformed into a purposetul adult. can truly bring about such a
transformation in others,

When teaching a methods class 1o pre-service teachers, [ always al-
luded to the three Cs needed to be a good teacher. Those were caring.
competence, and confidence. I since have amended the three Cs to the
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five Cs. the first being centeredness. By this I mean having a great sense
of setthood. at peace ifellectualiv. emotionally. and spirituatly. If there
is doubt tn any area, it wili come through in interactions with learners
and coworkers. A centered person knows where they are in the great
scheme of the universe. who they are in relation to all others. whar they
are about, and has a sense ot purpose. How docs this happen? From a
goud upbringing. having a good family support system. knowing that
they are loved, and having a feeling ol self-efficacy. The backgrounds
may be quite different. Tt has always amazed me 10 see the variations
of types of individual personalities that make effective tecachers, Tall.
short. kind, tovgh. type As, tvpe Bs. single. married, it hardly matters.
What does matter is that the person who teaches is at peace with him-
self or herself. that they accept who they are. and know that they -
rer to the world.

From this centeredness can come caring. Only when a person has a
strong sense of self can they truly Care about others. They must care
about others if they wish to be teacher/advisors. To be the responsible
guide on the side of the journcying adolescent toward responsible adult-
hood demands a large measure of kindness and a largess of heart. If
there is not a real affinity for youth, a real sense of duty toward helping
young people find themselves and their place in the world. it will be a
task without reward and soon will evolve into drudgery and apathy.

Adolescent learners will know whether or not vou care about them
or whether it is just another job for you. And caring is not simply being
a kind. grandmotherly person. Anyone who has parented or taught
teens knows they need “tough love™ sometimes, understanding and
comforting other times. But always. they need to be listened to and re-
spected for who they are. Persons who care about who they are, and
who went through being nurtured. who have felt unconditional love,
can more honestly show love and respect for others.

When a teacher/advisor is centered and has an affinity (caring) for
vouth, the compeieace in what they teach will be more cvident. In the first
place, a centered individual knows he/she is capable. is self-cfficacious.
Learning. in whatever domain or discipline. should be a joyous and ful-
filling task. If it is not. then don’t be a teacher. It is necessary to bring that
joy to the school environment and to express it to the lcarners. When a
teacher/advisor is competent and shows enjoyment in lcarning and ex-
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plaining, then learners will catch a spirit of enjoyment from them. A cen-
tered. caring, and competent person will move, touch. and inspire,

The fourth element is confidence. Nothing can erode u person’s con-
fidence faster than to haveTo Tisten o adolescents continually question
who you are. what you arc doing, and why you are there. [f a person
does not come into the teaching profession with a strong sensc of con-
fidence in who they are (centeredness) and in what they know (compe-
tence). and without a strong sense of caring about young people. there
will be a lack of etfectiveness. Confidence is, however. a trait that
needs to build upon successtul activitics, as well as being an attribute
brought to the task. Nothing can build confidence better than to have a
strong sense of sclfthood and knowing your “stuff.” But vou have to
show them you care that you know what you are doing, and that vou
believe in what you are doing. Even though there will still be many
days when the negativism appears overwhetming, staying strong will
eventually win over most of those with whom you come into contact.

The fifth element is crearing. Notice that 1 did not say creativity.
That is part of it, but not™T. Creating means you nced 1o be continu-
ally re-creating yourself by being a life-long lcarner. A strong
teacher/advisor is continually exhibiting the joy of learning new things.
and bringing what they know to the educational environment. Young
people need guides who are still on the journey. and who have the
wherewithal to expect to learn with the others on the pilgrimage to
adulthood: because adulthood is not a destination. but a journeyv in and
of itself. When young people see that a teacher/advisor can and does
learn with them. sees that the leader is enthused and excited about
learning new things. inspiration to discover will carry over,

After all, the art of reaching is the art of assisting discovery: discov-
ery of self. how to relate to others, how the world is made up and how
it works. Teacher/advisors are not merely to be “givers of information™
about how the world works, but need to be the proverbial “guide on the
side™ for a learner to discover the world in the true constructivist sense.

With that in mind. it is necessary to look at what an advisor ought to
be abie to do in order to facilitate the project-based learning system.
Teachers. in order to understand and utilize the project-based model.
need to develop a mind-set and instructional methodologies that tran-
scend the traditional orientations toward teaching. Caine & Caine (1997).
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in the book Unleashing the Power of Perceptual Change, consider that
teachers generally are taught one orientation (that of the stand-and-de-
livery and that the standard educational establishments support that ori-
entation. In the past two decades, educational psychelogists and brain
rescarchers have developed the constructivist theory. which cannot be
fully utilized by using the typical and standard orientation methodology.
To tully support the personalized, project-based. and integrated educa-
tion method, the teacher mind-set must reflect new orientations toward
learning and teaching. Also. a set of expectations and skills needed for
teaching in these types of schools is necessary.

First, according to Caine & Caine. a teacher must make the transition
[from power over others to self-efficacy grounded in authenticity (p. 91).
what I would consider part of centeredness. Advisors in project-based
schools must sec that power and decision making rests in themselves
and in the learner, and not i others. In order to do this, they must have
a solid sense of identitv, and believe they can aflect change in them-
selves, in students. and in the svstem. A self-elficacious advisor is a cre-
ative teacher. one not afraid to delve into the unknown and create some
new relationships, new activities, and new ways of doing things.

Although creative. the advisor must also have their actions grounded
in authenticity. in the “real world.” A teacher in these model schools is
comfortable with where they have come from, where they are, and
where they can help take the learner. Knowing how the “real” world
works is essential. and knowing how to tie academic material to au-
thentic uses is important.

An authentic advisor can also handle self-disclosure, because they
are anthentic and real. The ideal pedagogueileader will not be afraid of
being known, therelore interacting with the public. parents, and others
in the school. There should be no hiding behind the “ivory tower™ door.
An authentic. empowered. self-efficacious leader will undertake to lead
learners. work with other advisors. communicate with parents, and be
a community leader as well.

A teacher is a facilitator/advisor, not a deliverer of knowledge.
Hence, they are able to allow for the student to take over their own
learning. It they truly belicve in being a tacilitator of knowledge ac-
quisition, then they actually will facilitate and advise, not deliver.
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A project-based advisor should alse have expanded cognitive hori-
Zons (p. 115). and be able 10 see the big picture; that the world is the
curriculum and that the world’s knowledge on the application level is
entirely integrated. They can deal with complex content and not fecl the
need to hold on 1o the preeminence of thetr own field of expertise.

The advisor also understands the difference between facts. concepts.
and levels of meaning. The advisor also knows that there are many di-
mensions to tearning: that declarative or fuctual knowledge is not an
end in itsell: that applying. refining, and extending knowledge are skills
necessary tor high school level students; and that developing disposi-
tional skills is more important than fuctual knowledge.

Although having a cosmopelitan sense about knowledge. the advisor
will have expertise in at least one discipline and have a “felt meaning™
tor other disciplines (Caine & Caine. 1997). They should have a sense
of wholeness and interconnectedness. allowing them to see connections
between disciplines and lite in general. It is imperative that the facili-
tator/advisor sees that process is as important or more important than
mere knowledge of facts,

A project-based. constructivist advisor will have a sense of self-
reference and process (p. 131). They will possess reflective intelli-
gence and understand mindfulness. If advisors are capable of under-
standing how they themselves learn. they may then heip learners
build their own metacognitive skills. By observing. understanding,
and questioning themselves and the world around them, thev know
how to turn a question around so students can find their own answer.
They can use the “questioning pedagogy™ mentioned carlier, and not
always demand the “right” answer,

The guiding pedagogue also should move from control to building re-
lationships that facilitate se{f-organization (p. 150). The advisor will
understand the relationship between information and experience and
understand the relationship between learning and context. And because
they are not the deliverer of knowledge. but the facilitator of students
becoming seif-taught. they can understand that the relationship be-
tween students and teachers is one of mentor to novice rather than one
of authority figure to antagonist. A facilitator will know the importance
of self-regulation, and will work with students 1o establish orderly



40 CHAFTER 4

pro¢esses. routines, and procedures. Discipline is a secondary concern
hecause learning is organized around meaningful projects and activi-
ties. They allow students to take responsibilities and keep their own
cense of order, help others assess where learners are on their journey,
and allow students to challenge each other.

Ciine & Caine (1997) refer to teachers” having one or more of three ori-
entations. They simply calt them orientation one, two, and three. The ori-
entation-one teacher is a direct-instruction teacher, with the orientation-
three teacher being a tacilitator of learmning. Following are differences
between the orientations in a number of education behaviors:

For the orientation-one teacher. the object of instruction is to have
the learner acquire surface knowledge. with small, incremental out-
comes. The learner is to acquire facts, skilts. and information through
memorization. practice. and repetition using taxon memory. The edu-
cational system artificially imposes times. usually 50-355 minute peri-
ods. Deadlines are imposed by the teacher via lesson plans and unit
plans. Generally they cannot abide the student’s need of extra time. The
sources of curriculum and instruction are designated guides. books, and
what students “should™ know. The tcacher-selected instruction is by
lecture. reading of texts, paper-pencil assignments, and demonstrations
on designated subjects and topics. Generally the orientation-one
teacher’s approach to discipline is authoritative. The teacher governs
behavior, controls disruptions. writes rules, and reviews punishments.
The emphasis is on behaviorism and “assertive discipline ™

The orientation-one teacher s hasis of assessment is on replication of
teacher and source material. paper-pencil tests, quizzes. often with true-
false and multiple choice tests, always with a right and wrong answer.
The educational setting is usually stand-and-deliver. with the reacher
part of larger system with curricular expectations dominated by trans-
mission Ug: knowledge. Grades are a means of control, hours arc nego-
tated: the svstem dominates. not the individual necds of the learners

In orientation two, the object of instruction is highly focused on be-
havioral outcomes, with the leamer’s purpose still secondary. Learners
are to acquire scholastic knowledge. with an understanding of ideas and
concepts through teacher-led activities. The teacher orchestrates and con-
irols acnivities. still uses 30-33 minute periods. lesson plans and unit
plans, but uses some thematic and integrative activitics. The sources of
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curriculum and instruction are instructivnal source hooks. curriculum
guides. some primary sources, and the state curriculum. The teacher uses
planned activities, highly structured thematic instruction, and exploration.

The orientation-two teacher’s approach to discipline is one of listen-
ing and communicating in a structured setting, while creating commu-
nity in the classes. Failure to cooperate is a disruption. Some construc-
tivist activities are allowed.

The orientation-two teacher assesses by developing group and indi-
vidual problem-solving uctivities and projects. and establishes some
structured performance rubrics. The teacher still controls assessment
and evaluation, and will still use paper-pencil tests on occasion. The
educational setting is made up of more thematic activities and cooper-
ative learning. Hands-on activities are used if they fit the time frames.
The emphasis is on teacher strategies and instructions that can be cre-
ative and move beyond packaged materials. Emphasis is on the frans-
action of knowledge and skills.

The facilitator/advisor in orientation three has as the object of instruc-
tion learning-to-learn skills, the acquisition of critical thinking, and prob-
lem-solving skills. They strive for integration of subject matter, with ho-
listic real-world outcomes. The advisor uses an inquiry-based
methodology. The advisor uses time to present problems. helps the learner
to make sense of their problems. works with individuals and groups cs-
tablishing student responsibilities: therefore time is flexible and {Tuid.

The sources of curriculum and instruction are real-world actions.
Projects are created around student interests and needs. with parents
and community experts playing a part. Real-world siteations. the advi-
sor’s experiences, and student experiences are used to create projects.
It is as close to a pure constructivist methodology as possible. The ap-
proach to discipline is one of low rthreat and high challenge. The goal
is “relaxed alertness™ (Caine & Caince. 1994). with learner development
of intrinsic motivation desired. The project process sets goals and
therefore helps with time management.

The advisor assesses using performance rubrics. time management
rubrics. project-process checklists. state inquiry standards, and life per-
formance rubrics. The educational setting is one where lcarners lead ac-
tivities. with unstructured time demanding open structures. Time is
flexible, fluid, and open-ended. There would be student workstations
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and advisor-advisee groups with a multiage structure. The emphasis 15
on a transformational cducation

In order to be a facilitator of skill acyuisition, therefore an advisor
rather than a feacher. requires the pedagogue to be willing 10 let go of
the direct instruction model of orientation one. I’ a teacher has never
moved into oricntation two, they witl probably never be able to move
to viientation three. Many good teachers have attempted to develop the
orientation-two methods and found the system of strictly controlled
time and management of curriculum in their way. The practitioners at
the New Country School and other replication sites tound that you have
to be willing to allow for a more flexible system. vet with structure
cnouglt to give learners a path to tollow. What we as educators believe
becomes the primary driver of how we think about the education set-
ting. It vou truly believe the constructivist philosophy, then it may be
necessary to change the setting entirely.

One of the barricrs o doing so. and one that is necessary to over-
come, is what 1 call the peculiar conceit. It appears as if all teachers
(and [ include myself us a young teacher) have the idea that learners
must know all of the factual knowledge within the particular disci-
pline they teach. Or. at least a major portion thereof. Orientation-one
teachers feel they cannot offer up time tor projects and hands-on ac-
tivitics because they have to “cover” so much material. as if all the
learners are going to remember it anyway. The conceit in this 18
twofold: that students will remember everything you cover, and that
they actually need to know it. In twenty or more years of teaching. 1
have witnessed a number of students who did poorly in my history
classes do quite well as citizens. Who was I to assume they would be
poor citizens because they did not have a passion for what | had a pas-
sion for?

1 wish T had a dellar for every time [ heard a teacher say something
like: I don’t know anything about math; I can only teach what |
know.” Or. ~It's not my job (o teach writing, and ['m not qualified. any-
way,” Listening closely to those comments one has to determine that
teachers don'’t know facts and skills from other teachers™ disciplines.
How did they get out of high school. anyway? Let alone college?

Of course we don’t remember everything from our high school
classes. It is an impertinence to make that assumption. We know well
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what we teach, bul to assume that high school learners must know as
much as we do about our subjects is indeed a peculiar conceit. Are facts
and skills important? Are concepts in science and math important to up-
derstand? OF course, but we must be willing as teachers to come down
oll our high horses and make a fundamental determination of what
truly important facts and skills are necessary to be a productive adult.
We need to give up some of our “coverage.” and altow that to be pro-
ductive a learner needs to know how 10 learn and will want 1o {eqrn. 1T
they are turned off by the rigid rules. the rigid curriculum. and don't get
to practice being adult-like in their behavior. then we have done them
a disservice. The true art of teaching is the art of assisting discovery.
not disseminating information.

Assuming a teacher is witling to become an advisor and facilitator of
tearning. is willing to adopt orientation-three beliels and methods, then
it is possible to be a project-based learning advisor. But to truly be an
effective advisor, there are many skills necessary. One, as already al-
luded to. is to be a generalist first, an expert second. When facilitating
learner-centered projects. you must be able to see that larger cognitive
picture menticned before, be flexible, self-reflective, and be willing to
build relationships rather than control learncr behavior at all times.

A teacher who 1s willing to become an advisor needs to understand
that new skills will be expected of them. Instead of the standard skills
(that of deliverer of curriculum. classroom discipline. and dutiful em-
ployee), the facilitator/advisor of a teacher-owned school will need to
exhibit the following skills. The highest level of achievement on the
staft skill rubric designed by New Country School staft is mentioned in
order to show what an exemplary advisor is capable of, and should as-
pire to become.

In the area of advisor/learner relationships. the advisor will establish
excellent rapport, show great caring of the learners in their care. and take
great interest in their lives outside of school. The advisor will establish
and maintain consistent standards of behavior. make the environment
safe and conducive to leamning in the project-based methodology.

The advisor will challenge all students to do their best, encourage
them to extend and refine their thinking. encourage students to fulfill the
state standards. and give excellent feedback to all students. The advisor
will have knowledge of how to create und select exemplary instructional
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resources and materials for students and show a clear understanding of
content standards necessary to be tulfilled.

In addition, the advisor will organize their actions and the student ac-
tivities extremely well, use instructional time in an excellent fashion.
and keep exemplary records of student activity. The advisor will un-
derstand and help the learner to make connections between content
standards, create and select excellent assessment strategics. and make
learning goals very clear to students.

In working with parents, the advisor will establish and maintain an
excellent relationship. listen 1o parents and act upon the concerns of
parents. The advisor will inform parents ol student needs and advisor
concerns. keep good records. and have excellent conferencing skills,
The advisor will always be accessible for parent calls. and will tauke
time to meet with parents when needed.

While working with staff, the advisor will build professional rela-
tionships. share teaching insights, and help coordinate learning activi-
ties far all learners. The advisor should be willing to give extra time
and duties to the support of leamers. staff. and to the school generally.
The advisor will rarely take time off and when doing so makes leave
accommodations with other staff members. The advisor should be will-
g to take on extra duties and roles. fulfill board and committee posi-
tions. and use extra time to engage the public with promotion of the
schoal.

In addition, an advisor will be willing to develop their own personal
growth as an educational reformer by being willing to do professional
reading. take classes. and attend conferences to enhance their knowl-
edge of progressive and constructivist education. The advisor will be
willing to try what has been learned at professional gatherings or from
readings, and often engage in conversation about new ideas with col-
leagues. The advisor should be willing and able to spend extra time to
prepare and present material at state and national conferences to pro-
motc the school model. In addition, an advisor will develop an action
research plan around a personal growth plan. student achievement, and
new ideas.

It is also necessary to carry on good community relations. especially
s a project-based school will more than likely. for a time, be unique in
the community. The advisor should participate in community relation-
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ships. marketing. and promaotion of the s hool, within both the smaller
and larger community. The advisor will repeatedly establish commu-
nity contacts to help in student projects.

In order to move from the regular orientation-one delivery-of-
information methed to the orientation-three facilitator-of-disposition-
acquisition methods, the New Country lounders adopted an advisor-
advisee system of one advisor to approximately 17 students. As advi-
sor of these 17, an educator would be responsible for keeping track of
the progress along the life performance continuum adopted by the
school. Also, an advisor would track the progress on the statewide
curriculum and the number of project credits, time management
rubrics, ete., the staff develops.

The primary work of an advisor would be to help each of these 17
students devise projects that meet various criteria out of the student’s
interests. This is where the passion for learning is developed, and is
critical to the whole process. An advisor must know the student well.
An independent learner plan should be created for each student via a
three-way conference with parents, student, and advisor.

An excellent method for leaming about the learner under advisement
is to administer a psychological profile test of some sort. Avalon Charter
School in St. Paul has begun using an assessment called the Motivational
Appraisal of Personal Potential {MAPP), which determines worker traits
such as: interest in job content, temperament for the job., aptitude for a

job. how the learner relates to people. relates to things, relates to data, re-

lates to reasoning procedures, mathematical capacity. and language ca-
pacity. [t also measures the mental orientation, the perceptual orientation,
how a learner rclates to media. preferred learning environments. pre-
ferred classroom environments. and skills for testing procedures. From
this psychological profile assessment, an advisor would have a very clear
picture of what are the learners’ capacities, interests. strengths, and weak-
nesses. [ have tried this assessment myself and found it almost eerily ac-
curate about mv preferred work and learning styles. Having a sense of
what work a learner may have an aptitude for is a motivating factor to
create projects around the capabilities. It is an advantage (o know where
the weaknesses are, so frustrations surrounding accomplishing certain
tasks are understood. The results of this survey should be used in the
three-way conference to determine the goals for the learner.
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When a learner’s interests. strengths, and weaknesses are known,
then a goal can be set for what projects to develop and what will help
develop the passion for learning in that learner. Also. the advisor would
help their students with developing projects around standards when the
learner has come to the understanding thev need to create projects
around concepts and ideas that sre not of their choosing, but are tound
in the state curriculum, The advisor is also responsible for the manage-
ment of the learner’s time.

An advisor interacts and works with other learners in the education
setting by advising on their expertise or discipline area. Learners [tom
other advisory groups would ask for an advisor with a science degree,
for example. to help with a project that would have a chemistry com-
ponent. Or an advisor would be on the assessment tcam for a student of
another advisory group.

The task of being an advisor in this system is truly the art of assist-
ing discovery. It is understood that teaching is not delivery of informa-
tion. but the art of devefoping young learners’ passions for and abilities
to learn in the {uture as well as in the now, The dispositions and phi-
losophy needed for advisors to carry out this task may not be a fit for
every educator, But if the right educators can be found, the (ulfillment
of the orientation-three constructivist philosophy toward education. the
assisting of young people on thetr journey toward a purposcful adult-
hood, is not only possible but probable.

Admittedly these skills for an advisor are quite encompassing and,
perhaps. daunting, But for a pedagogue to be the kind of leader, men-
tor. and guide that learners need in order to become purposeful adults,
it s necessary to be productive adults that aspire to all of the above be-
liets and skills. And that is being a centered, caring. competent. confi-
dent. creating. orientation-three advisor, willing to build relationships
with students. parents. and the community. It can be done. It 15 being
done. as many of the advisors at the New Country School and other
replication sites are showing daily.

CHAPTER 5

What Should the Scheol Look Like?

The shov that fits one person pinches another: there is no recipe for
living that suits all cases.

—Carl Jung

The form of something often dictates the function for which it is used.
The founders and practitioners at the New Country School, and the
replication sites, have found that attempting to squeeze a project-based
learning program into the regular comprehensive high school architec-
tural format does, indeed. pinch toes. If a building has classrooms, they
will be used as gathering placcs for “classes™ of students to have infor-
mation delivered to them by orientation-one teachers. In almost cvery
school building in America (and beyond). the industrial model prevails.
Even in the discussions on infrastructure needs for the twenty-first cen-
tury. school leaders are calling for billions of dollars to rebuild dilapi-
dated school buildings in the same form as they are now. Rarely is there
talk of creating new sorts of environments, and where there is. there is
some resistance or reticence. The old sorts of learning environments
were created not with the goal in mind ol student-centered learning. but
the goal of teacher-centered delivery of “peculiar conceits.”

In the 1970s a series of “open classroom™ model schools were cre-
ated. Too soon, however. Because so little was know then about the
need for brain-based learning and constructivist methods. teachers and
administrators had a difficult time using the open spaces, and soon
they were pulled back into the traditional classroom model. This fajl-
ure is used to justity the contineat building of large, comprehensive
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high schools with the 1960s" mentality: large units with classrooms for
each teacher, gymnasiums and athletic fields for the community (not
always just for the students). cafeterias to handle hundreds. media cen-
ters. and computer fabs in former classrooms. Architects can only play
around with the looks and the materials —the design is practically the
same everywhere.

inis one-size-fits-all mentality does not allow for the research-
supported personalized learning environments that would allow for
learner-centered activities to occur. Learning s too highly personalized
to fit into a model that is designed for mass-produced results, Where
aach learner necds to have a personalized learning plan, and space to
actively create the outcomes. the old model of school does not fit.

In a project-based system. classrooms as the dominant feature of a
building are not primary. Any building that offers open spaces that can
be divided up into various workspaces for advisory groups will work.
The basic compenents of space usage for a project-based. advisory
group oriented school are:

One. to have an open space or area where each student can own a
workstation of their own. For a student to have a workstation that be-
longs particularly to him or her is a powerful way to provide ownership
in the school. The workstation becomes a home-away-from-home for
the tearner. They may decorate it (within reason) to give it a personal
touch; they may have organizers. boxes. backpacks, even foodstuffs at
their workstations if they so desire. The New Country School in Min-
nesota has made it a mission to provide almost every student with a
computer at their workstation (as of this writing there is one computer
for every 1.5 students in the school). It learers do not have compuiers
at their workstation. computers in a media center or in other areas are
usually available. When students have a place of their own, with the
tools for resources (such as computers). they do not see the school as
belonging to the principal or the school board. Nor do they see them-
sclves going to Mr, Jones' room, or Mrs. Johnson's room, rather they
see themselves coming into a place where they arc welcomed and re-
spected as individuals.

Two. space should be created for an advisory group to be housed. A
space with 17-18 workstations and an advisor’s desk, in one area, al-
low for a tamily atmosphere to exist. The advisory group lives with
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cach other for a year ({or longer). The advisor will get to know the learn-
ers in that group on a much more intimate scale than a typical high
school 1eacher. who may see 150 students a day. Advisory groups usu-
ally are multiaged, with the possibility of 13 year olds housed with 18
year olds. This allows older learners to mentor younger learners. It al-
lows for a more tamily-like existence. Often advisory groups will be
developed back-to-back, with only some low dividers between them,
similar to an office buitding. Movement between advisory groups may
often occur, with students able to move relatively freely from one place
to another.

A third necessity for a project-based program to thrive is having
open, flexibte space so that students may utilize it for a variety of uses.
The open space could have tables and chairs available, so students
may congregate at various times for various purposcs. This open space
may look different every day, even cvery hour, depending upon who is
using 1t and for what purpose. Project processes need room. so that
learners may spread out materials they use to produce authentic prod-
ucts. Other breakout rooms are also needed. Having a room where sci-
ence experiments may be set up i1s necessary. Having space for an art
area, a “shop™ area, and 4 media resource center would be wondertul.

A fourth element necessary for a project-based school is to have
within the infrastructure the use of modern technologies; i.e.. comput-
ers, printers, scanncrs. video and digital cameras. media software. etc.
An infrastructure ought to be established within the wails that will sup-
port learners individually creating a variety of research projects and
products. The best tool to supply to the learners in these 6-12. 712, or
9-12 schools is to have as many computers and other support tech-
nologies as possible. Because the project-based schools do not as a
matter of routine buy textbooks in subject matter for mass distribution.
more money is available for computers and software that helps gener-
ate research and products. Having computers on workstations hooked
up to the Internet and loaded with software that allows for research into
vast varieties of information is one of the most important support tools.

Computer use in project-based schools ought to follow the ideas of
Seymour Pappert (1993} and Alan November (2002): computers arc
tools to use, just as books and pencils were used as tools of the past.
Like pencils and books, computers ought to be available to students at
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all times. The learner uscs them as a research tool, as a word processor,
and as a multimedia tool for products of their projects.

The computers. even at student workstations. ought (o be Internet
connceted. This concept, of handing over to the lcarners the keys to the
Internet. causes some apoplectic reactions on the part of some parents
and concerned citizens. However, it ought to be recognized that in ad-
visory groups and in open-spaced and flexible environments there 1s
going 1o be adult supervision in some form. Information, as terribly
wrong and antisocial as some of it is, should not be arbitrarily totally
blocked [rom student availability. Some things. sure. but not substan-
tial amounts.

Also, printers. cameras, scanners and the like ought to be available
for leamer use. T you get out of the classroom mentality and stop think-
ing that everything revolves around the delivery of information by the
expert teacher, and that middle and high school learners are sheep to be
herded. then you may be able to sec the point. Alan November (2002)
makes the argument that schools ought to be about informating rather
than autoniating. The difference is great. In automating. schools use
technology (computers. mostly) in the attempt to de the same routines
with greater efficiency. This is only frustrating and is the reason why so
many technology “plans”™ falter. Rather. he says. schools ought to use
technology to create the means for learners to:

» “Organize poorly-structured problems while recognizing problems
that no one else can sec;

+ Access information and people around the world:

¢ Understand how to be independent and interdependent, working
with others (no matter where they are located) to solve problems;

* Be responsible tor the quality of their work:

» Communicate their findings to audiences that will give them feed-
back that they can use to constantly improve their work:

» Know what they don’t know and how to find resources that can in-
torm decisions;

« Be sell-organized and seli~motivated so they can figure out what
they need to know, and:

* Structure their own work organization and environment.” (2002,
Paragraph 30)
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November goes on 1o say that “the technical skills are trivial. after
all. compared to teaching people how to be free to think critically and
to organize and manage the quality of their work™ (2002, Paragraph
343 It is in this spirit, and around this philosophy. that the New Conn-
try School and the replica model schools integrate technology into the
cveryday waorkplace of the learner. Every school unit ought 1o have
computers scattered around the building. at student workstations, in a
resource center. in a technology center. a science project room, elc,
Other technologics ought to be placed strategically so as 10 be used by
learners and staft.

There are a variety of ways to create a project-based school out of an
open space. The only thing needed is the imagination of the staff. The
New Country School has the above characteristics, because it was built
for those purposes. Three of the replication sites (RiverBend Academy
of Mankato, Minnesota: Avalon Charter School of St. Paul. and El
Colegio Charter School, Minneapolis) have leased old grocery stores or
warehouse space and created what appear to be office work spaces.
They also have breakout areus available for multipurpose use. River-
Bend Academy, with its emphasis on the arts. has developed six arts ar-
eas out of open space. where learners can spin pottery, make jewelry,
paint, weave on looms, etc.

It is neither necessary nor desirable to use old school buildings. The okd
characteristics stand in the way and give off the aura to learners and staff
that it is school as usual. If an old school building (or new. for that mat-
ter) is to be used for a project-based school. walls of classrooms ought to
be knocked out so that more open space can be utilized for advisory group
workstations. More rooms should be used for specific project-producing
purposes (such as an art arca. science area where experiments can be car-
ried on, a shop area) than for delivery of content to a large group.

Perhaps this all flies in the face of twentieth-century thought about
schooling. As mentioned in the preface. we may have gone too far in
creating cathedrals to learning, with all the costs they incur. Why can't
education be curried on in open warchouses or office spaces, utilizing
former business establishments? Because we have built everything
around delivery of content to a quiescent, passive audience and very lit-
tle around active. hands-on, adult-like behavior, And we have built up
a culture of “schooling™ that includes classrooms with doors (to shut
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out the world). gyms. corridors with lockers, ete.— places in which we
can “control” the population that inhabits the building. It 1s time to
build. or re-create, buildings for middle and high school learners that
reflect the rcal world ot adult work. For the project-based learning
process. It works,

What could a school day look like in an “open school T A suggested
frismewaork for project-hased schools would be 10 have advisory groups
meet daily as an opening session. Discussion on a variety of matters
may take place, depending upon the advisor and the needs of the learn-
ers. A time to check in with voung people. to find out where they are
coming from, what has happened to them in the past sixteen hours since
they last saw you, creates a powerlul connector to the emotional aspect
of a learner. To learn, they must be in a state of “relaxed alertness”
(Caine & Caine, 1994). Allowing them some time to come to grips with
their day-past and day-to-come will put them tnto such a state. An ad-
visor could also use the time to foster ideas that may lead to projects by
discussing current cvents, scientific discoveries, etc.

After advisory groups meet, the staff of a project-based school may de-
cide to have a structured time for all students to do math or science proj-
ects: or, perhaps. shop and art projects. At times it i$ necessary to struc-
ture time around some theme. as the practitioners at New Country
discovered they had to do for math. Theoretical math is one of those sub-
jects that is difficult to build into projects: practical math can be. but what
is demanded by state mandated curricula and statewide testing is a
knowledge and understanding of theoretical algebra. geometry, and cal-
culus. For these competencies to be butlt up. the staff decided to create a
time in which all students work on their math skills, but it is done at an
individual pace. They use a computer-generated program that s able to
test where the learner is in their understanding of whatever subject. then
generates problems for them to solve and tests on those concepts. When
they demonstrate knowledge of that concept, the program generates
problems in another concept. Leamers are working on specific levels and
areas individually. but are placed into groups to help cach other. Each
group also has an advisor assigned to help with basic understandings, or
any problem the learner may be having with the concept.

The time may also be structured around use of a science laboratory
or mechanical shop. The reason 1s that an adult should be in the room
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with the learners for satety sake. Some time 1s scheduled around group
project time, giving groups time (o meet together, or go outside of the
building to pursue whatever is needed to complete a project. Many of
the sites using this model hiave developed a silent reading time in order
to get students into literature. biography. and so torth. How the time of
the learner 1s organized is part of the “orchestrated immersion”™ princi-
ple (Caine & Caine. 1994). The staff, with student and parent input.
may orchestrate the tmmersion in adult-like behaviors by creating flex-
ible days around field trips. release time to do community service or in-
ternships, using the city library. or whatever else may be needed.

At this point the reader is probably wondering what kind of school
allows students outside of the building. either singly or in small
groups? The practitioners who have worked with project-based learn-
ing realize that you cannot have lack of movement in and around the
community if yvou expect learners {0 have experiences with adults. We
also believe in locating the building near the heart of a community. like
schools used to be before they were moved beyond the hypothetical
“city walls.” Sometimes | wonder tf adults in societv really value ado-
lescents: after all, out of sight, out of mind, It is as if adolescents arc
the modern day equivalent of the leper and schools the leper colonics
of the past! So we place them in a building far from sight so they don't
bother the “good folks™ trying to carry on business. It sends a message
to the vouth: you are not a valued member of our society!

We believe in a school without walls, where leaming takes place any-
where and at anytime. Students are encouraged to work with adulis at
home. in the city and in the country. What they learn from working after
school hours, what they leam on family trips, or from watching TV at
home. that can all be used to complete a project. The school and its per-
sonnel do not own the exclusive rights to gainful knowledge, competen-
cies, or dispositions to dispense to learners. Rather, the advisors in proj-
ect-based schools are there to help the learner make sense of, and make
connections between, experiences. however and whenever possible.

In some instances leamers are connected via e-mail or a website to a
community ¢xpert in some area the lcarner wishes to know more about.
In other cases, learners are involved in an internship-like experience
with one of the adult members of the community. Some are carrying on
comnmunity service projects in conjunction with a community social
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service agency. In many instances. community experts come into the
building to work divectly with an individual or & smalt group.

Part of the day may be used to allow for groups to work on group
projects: to practice with 4 music group. to practice for a theatrical pro-
duction, to plan skits. 1o write poctry. to paint. to work on a car, to buiid
items of use {or the school or community. When students design proj-
et around intercsts and passions, anything may come up. That is the
reason advisors have to have wide cognitive horlzons, the ability o
buitd the capacity tor learners to control themselves, have a sense of ef-
ficacy that can be passed on. and be very flexible. Each day will not
look like the day before: each day could bring a wide array of tasks for
both leamers and advisors.

At the end of the day it is beneficial to pull the advisory group back
together again tor a period of “reflection.” the third and most powerful
element necessary tor people to learn (the others were noted before: re-
laxed alertness and orchestrated immersion) noted by Caine & Caine
(1994), Learners can be asked to keep 4 journal. or fill out time-usage
logs. or to retlect on the checklist of their latest project. The advisor can
ask learners to retlect orally about their day. Whatever is done. reflection
on what was done and how it was donc is an important part ¢f the day.

There 15 a way to have students participate in adult-like behaviors
conjunction with a well-designed project. The key lics primarily in the
development of the learner as an intrinsically motivated person. The
family-like atmosphere created by advisory groups, the personal work-
stations. the idea ot allowing learners to construct projects around their
passions and interests connected to state standards, are designed into
the system to create an intrinsically motivated learner who will operate
in an accountable mode. Not because they are told to. but because they
see the need for acting adult-like. And they have been allowed to be in
a more natural learning cnvironment. one similar to the real, authentic
world of work. Connect this with the right to design their own projects
around their interests and perceived needs. and you have allowed for
the development of the passionate learner. one who is leaming to cre-
ate their own path to adulthood.

How Does the Project Process Work?

Creativity represents a miraculous coming together of the child
with the apparent opposite and enemy, the sense of order imposed
on the disciplined adult intefligence.

— Norman Podhoretz

Robert Fried in his article Passionate Learners and the Challenge of
Schooling (20011) used & wonderlul analogy (o explain the paradigm
shift that must occur for project-based learnming to work. The shift in
thinking is comparable to the shift that occurred when the world began
to realize that the Ptolemaic view of the universe was no longer true,
and that the Copemican vicw was, indeed, the real way the universe
worked. The traditional system 1s caught in a paradigm of teacher-cen-
teredness, where the learner must revoive around the teacher and the
teacher curriculum. The project-based systen. as well as brain research
and constructivist theory, prefers the learner-centered universe, where
the teacher revolves around the needs, interests. and goals of the learner.
He uses the term learner centered cosmology (p. 135) to explain the
concept.

The teacher-centered universe breeds the idea that the teacher s the
authority figure. the dispenser of knowledge and dispensations, the per-
son now held accountable for everything that happens in the educa-
tional enterprise. This attitude leads to the “kids versus grown-ups™ ef-
tfect, where the classroom becomes an atmosphere of antagonist against
antagonist. Consequently, all sorts of techniques are devised to moti-
vate and control, leading to a large industry of books on “classroom

W
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management” techniques. A learner-centered universe. however, places
the onus back upon the learner to become the creater of their own path.
10 be the one accountable for themselves and where they are going. The
professional pedagogue. or advisor, does not dictate the curricuium, but
facilitates by advising the fearner about the needs of society and the
knowledge and wisdom of the professional educators who say that
soitve things cught to be learned by evervone.

This learner-centered universe 15 the central key to the intrinsic mo-
tivation necessary te rekindle, keep alive. or create a passion tor learn-
ing. By the time most children have reached middle school age. they
are no longer interested in what the grown-ups have been telling them
they need to tearn, and have had their interests disregarded. It 1s neces-
sary to begin the process of rebuilding their enthusiasm, their awe and
wonderment about their world, if they are to have a meaningful jour-
ney toward a fulfilling. productive adulthood.

In order to begin & journey. a direction is needed, a goal decided
upon. In a project-based system it is imperative the learner create a per-
sonalized learning plan (PLP) in order to guide them to the goal. As
mentioned previously. that goal ought to be decided upon by a combi-
nation of four factors: the individual wants and needs of the learner, the
goals of the parents, the goals of the professional pedagogues, and the
goals of socicty at large. The three-way conference between parents or
csuardians. the learner, and the advisor determine the strengths, weak-
nesses, interests. and goals of the learner. A psychological assessment
of fearner interests. goals. learning styles. aptitudes. and weaknesses
ought to be undertaken before the PLP 15 finalized. As mentioned ear-
lier. the MAPP is a good tool to use for this purpose.

The project-hased process is inherently a personalized process. yet one
with a structure that allows for advisor and learner (o interact meaning-
fully. Personalization of learming has been highly touted by many educa-
tors, but rarely established in the comprehensive high school setting. Per-
sonalization 1s based upon two things: seeing learning as paramount to
teaching, and having relationships be at the center of the enterprise. The
project-based svstem created by the practitioners at the New Country
School, and practiced by replication sites, does both.

At the center of the process is the interest of the learner. The learner
must begin by wanting to investigate some thing. concept, event, or
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knowledge base. The tvpical schooling process, and one that turns most
high school students off, is to have a teacher-centered curriculum based
on coverage and time segments. This is not the case in a purely project-
based model. To begin the process. a learner must have the idea of what
to study,

After discussion with an advisor. a learner may wish to investigate a
topic. The advisor then sits with the learner, using a Project Proposal
Form and a copy of the Profiles ot Learning Curriculum Guidebook.
which every learner is given when they enter the school(s). The Project
Proposal Form lirst asks the learner to identify the topic. Then they
write out at least three major questions that they hope to have answered
by the project.

The learner is also asked to explain how the project will apply to life
outside of school. The focus is not only on learning facts or knowledge
about a curricular area, or even a thematic area, but (o learn what is au-
thentic. real, and important. Some advisors ask the learners what good
the project may do them five vears from now. This question also causes
the learner to think about why they would want to study a certain topic.
and what good it may do them in the long term. Again, authentic, real
learning is the key: and the need for the learner to want to learn about
the topic at the time that they perceive the need to learn it is what pro-
vides the passion for doing it.

The next step in the proposal process is for the learner to brainsterm
a web or outline of possible topics. These could, and perhaps should.
follow the Curriculum Guide's set of standards. The advisor should
help the learner understand the wholeness or expansiveness of the
topic. so that the learner meets as many standards in as many curricu-
lar areas as possible. Doing a web and outline allows the lcarner to sec
how topics are integrated in real life, and how arbitrary disciplines can
be understood in thematic ways, not only in a linear tashion,

The learner then completes a task analysis. being asked to List the
steps that are needed to complete the project and a set of timelines for
cach of the tasks. This forces the learner to look at the end result and
how to get there. Also, the fearner. with the advisors help interpreting
the PLP. needs to consider their learning styles, aptitudes. weaknesses.,
and goals in making these determinations. The end product may be
a demonstration. a display, a presentation. a reading. a slide show. or a
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skit. These are determined by the aptitudes and learning styles ol the
learncr. by the curricular needs and the possible need for pubiic demon-
strations {which will be explained later). In this way learning styles are
addressed very directly (unlike classroom models). in what is studied,
frowe it is studied, and in products of the work. | know ol no other way
to directly address fearning styles other than through a personalized
prorect-based process such as this.

Along with the task analysis. the learner needs to consider resources.
In the project proposal, they are asked to list at least three different types
of resources: hardcopy (books, journais, etc.y, electronic (Intemet, TV,
video. ele ), and primary sources (living people. if possible). Asking
voung people to contact community experts in order to ask questions
about their field of expertise has proven to be a powerful learning tool.
It has led to many partnerships and further investigations and projects,
especially of vocations and bodies of knowledge that suppert the voca-
tions. Through this use of community cxperts. learners begin to under-
stand that bodies of knowledge do matter, that they are connected te real
life. and that expertise in various areas does pay off in the long term.
Without this “outside the walls™ contact. many teens never get the con-
nection of how classroom knowledge is authentic and meaningful.

Also listed in the project proposal are the standards the learner ex-
pects to meet when the project 1s fintshed. This exercise of looking at
the possible standards to meet in a varicty of fields or disciplines keeps
the project from becoming either too shallow or toe scattered. The way
that the Profiles ol Learning (Minnesota's state corriculum standards)
are stated allow for an inquiry process to be utilized to understand con-
ceptual Iramewaorks in the various disciplines. In other words. the stan-
dards are not purely content based. This allows for project-based learn-
ing to work quite well in meeting those standards. Therefore the
student-centered and student-initiated projects can be guided by them.
but not dictated entirely by them. Examples of how this works will be
given in the next chapter,

Finally. before the major portion of the project research and study is
undertaken, the learner is asked to propose how many project credits he
or she thinks the project may be worth. This gives them a goal in terms
of hours and days. The practitioners have devised a project-credit basis
for movement from one level to another and toward graduation. The

]
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approximate number of hours it would take to achieve one project
credit is approximately 100 hours of rescarch. writing, producing. cre-
ating. demonstrating or whatever it takes to create a worthwhile proj-
ect. It would take -0 project credits in the last four vears (1en a vear: to
graduate. These hours are kept track of by the learner and advisor. with
advisors checking daily in the learner’s time logs or journals.

This designation of time to the work is somewhat arbitrary. but was
needed in order o give learners a good sense of what a good project
was. and how much it took to really meet standards. Early in the process
tearners attempted to do small reports. hand in some “assignment™ type
of work and call it a project. When they discovered what a good project
was. one that required a passion 10 be engaged in order to complete. and
the time it took, better projects began to come forth. For those of you
who attempt to replicate the model, you need o understand that students
will attempt to “do as little as possible™ and try to play the games they
played in the traditional system. The “dog ate my homework™ type of
excuses. the “'m working on it. but it’s at home™ sorts of comments:
and the “I think it’s good enough™ statements will be put to you. But
when good projects do eventually come forth, because of the time put
into them. others see them and naturally want to emulate them.

When the proposal is ready. it is taken to the advisor and the review
team for approval. The process calls for at least two advisors and one
other adult to review the proposal. That group then becomes the assess-
ment team for the finished product us well. At the New Country School,
and at some of the replication sites, two advisors agree to work together
for a yvear as assessors of learner’s projects. Other advisors may be
brought in as “experts.” and are used as information resources in the
process (being experts in a field as well as generalists), Parents may not
sit on an assessment team for their children, but may for other learners
in the school. When a proposal is ready. the advisors and other adults in-
volved in the planning team must sign off in order for the learner to 2o
ahead. The parents/guardians must also sign the proposal form before it
15 legitimized.

Having parents or guardians involved in the project proposals tar
their children is a powerful parent-involvement piece. There have been
many attempts to increase parent involvement in schools. but none g0
50 far as to allow parents a say in what their student ig doing on a daily
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basis. This type of parent involvement may satisty parents on both the
right and left of the political spectrum by giving them input Into the
type of projects in which their children absorb themselves. There is no
need to protest the curriculum. The Profiles of Learning Standards are
general and process-oriented. and they allow for a variety of content to
meet any one standard. So, what one student does to meet them and
whiit another student does may be different in content, but similar in
process. Parents may very well sign ofl on these withoul investigating
very far. but it certainly gives them an avenue to discuss with their chil-
dre;l what it is they are doing in school and to voice opinions on how
and why they are doing it. This, T believe. is the ultimate parent in-
volvement.

The learner is given a checklist to keep track of their project progress.
Most have more than one project going at a time. This 1y something ad-
visors also have to monitor. It is the nature of adolescents to get a new
interest on a fairly regular basis and lose interest in some things quickly.
Probably a good rule of thumb is to not allow more than four projects to
be happ;:ning simultaneously. The learner has to document the time put
into the projects and keeps track of various phases of the project.

In phase one. the lcarner needs to complete all that is necessary for
the proposal to be accepted and review it with the project team. In
phase two. they do the research. conncct with the primary source, up-
date the outline or web. and start roughing out the draft of the end
product. In phase three, the learner will review the idea with peers, the
advisor, and with parents/guardians. In phase four, they complete the
rough draft, product, or presentation and review it with the advisor and
the team. In all phases they are asked to complete documentation of
time and lcarning. By the last phase. they are asked to reflect on what
went well. what problems were encountered, and what they learned. es-
pecially about the standards they purport to meet. This reflection is a
key to 4 good product and to a good assessment process for the learner.

When the learner and advisor are satisfied that everything is in order.
the assessment team is called together. The learner is responsible for
setting this meeting time. You may see an assessment team sitting with
and assessing a student project at any time during any day in the
schools, The assessment team examines the time logs and product the
tearner has produced. or the demonstration/presentation articles (sm.:h
as a PowerPoint presentation, overheads. note cards. music/poetry writ-

FICW DOES THFE PROJECY FROCESS WORKS £

ten, etc.). The learner is quizzed by the members of the team about
what they learned. how they learned it. what resources they used., what
problems they encountered, and why they did what they did. The advi-
sor ol the learner acts as an advocate for the advisee in the process.
while the other advisor and other adult may “grill” the learner. This
process ol using the advisor as an advocate for the learner builds a
stronger emotional tie between the learner and advisor, while allowing
adults 1o act as the “experts”™ and “inquisitors™ for the assessment, [t is
a little like the “good cop-bad cop™ routine in determining what the
learner actually learned.

After the “inquisition.” the team assigns a number of project credits
(could be less than one, could be more than one) to the project and de-
termines what standards were, indeed. met by the project. The assess-
ment team then signs off on the proposal and project form. A grade of
A~C may be assigned if the learner (and parents) desire. Usually learn-
ers begin by wanting grades, but soon learn that the process of acquir-
ing grades is not a part of the culture. They are never averaged for a
grade point average. The advisor and the learner then record the cred-
its and standards met in their records {advisors keep records of each ad-
visee in a secure computer program. advisecs in their Curriculum
Guidebook). Usually advisors create a certificate that is given to the
student for their porttolio of projects.

This process is very similar to a master’s thesis defense and really cre-
ates an atmosphere of formality and ceremony. Leamners are rewarded
richly by the process. The process also has proven a boon to the advisors.
as working with each other and another adult in a variety of project top-
ics teaches them how others interpret standards. In short, it helps stan-
dardize advisor assessment across the board. Concrete examples of this
process will be given in the next chapter, along with a number of exem-
plary and average projects created by leamners in project-based schools.

The process certainly merges the creativity and spontaneity of the
child with the seriousness and disciplined mind of the adult. Tt has ad-
vantages over the relatively arbitrary way in which students are as-
sessed for content knowledge in classrooms, where it is difficult to
know what an “A” is in one class versus another. The process of creat-
tng and assessing projects in the project-based system is well thought
out, and certainly is not a “free-for-all” that some may think an open
school based on student-centered learning would use.



How Do Projects Affect the Learners?

Mo one can gt an educution, for of necessity education is a con-
tinuing process. Tf it does nothing else. it should provide students
with the tools for learning. acquaint them with methods of study
and research. methods of pursuing an idea. We can only hope thev
come upon an idea they wish o pursue.

— Louis L' Amour

In this chapter you will find case studies of learners who were students
in the school ycar 2001-2002. They are students at the Minnesota New
Country School or at replication sites. By means of interviews and dis-
cussion, the leamer’s lives as students in these progressive project-
bused schools will become apparent. Along with understanding how
learners acquire skills that will lead to life-long learning, the reader will
also get a picture of projects that lead to acquiring the skills, and how
projects are proposed, researched. produced., and assessed. In each of
the cases presented. one project will be detailed 50 as to give the reader
a look at the process of how learners go from an interest. to assessment
of project credits. standards, and lite performance skills. Other projects
in which the particular learner is involved are also mentioned in order
to give a view of what the life of a learner is like over time.

The number of credits for projects will be mentioned. and there wil
be some discussion of what state standards were met. Ta graduate from
New Country. a learner must accumulate 60 project credits over 6 years
(ten per year average). They must also show they have met 24 of 30 Pro-
files of Learning. In the case of most projects. learners do not meet a
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profile in full. but meet one portion or some portions of ane. Advisors
(and the learners. as well}y keep track via transcript of how many cred-
its and profiles have been met.

The learncrs who are exhibited herc are from a variety of back-
grounds and abilities, No two are alike. yet there are similarities. Otten
by the time a learner has matriculated in this type of school tor a num-
ber of vears. it is ditficult to determine whether they are special educa-
tion students. what age or grade level they are, and how they did in pre-
vious schooling. Let their actions and voices speak [or themselves.

Barb, age 16, first year at Minnesota New Country School

One of the leamers interviewed was initially introduced to you in
chapter one. Barb, who if you recall, was homeschooled in elementary,
spent one vear at a traditional high school. and came to New Country
at the beginning of the school year. At the time of the interview she had
spent only seven months at the school.

The finished project she chose to show me was one on Anastasia Ro-
manov. the daughter of Czar Nicholas IT of Russia who may possibly
have escaped the family massacre by the Bolsheviks during the Russian
Revolution. Asked why she was intercsted in the topic., Barb said the
project started as a means to gain validation of standards in world his-
tory by discovering the causes of the Russian Revolution. While inves-
tigating the revolution, she became very interested in the Romanov
family and the mystery surrounding Anastasia. Her passion for discov-
ery led her to investigate the mystery. and relate it to the Revolution.

After identifying a topic, learners are asked to think of questions that
they would like to have answered by the investigation. Barb identified
three: who was Anastasia Romanov: is she alive and if so. where: and.
why is she famous? Barb was quick to point out that this project was
one of her first while at the school. and that her questions were not as
in depth as in later projects.

Learners are also asked to identify how learning about the topic
would apply to life in general. Barb acknowledged that knowing about
other cultures would be worthwhile for her understanding of her own
culture. When asked what she had learned from the project about cul-
tures, she responded by saying she had learned about a long history of
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oppression, how in fendal Russian societ peasants were considered as
nothing. and that in revolutions lives were cheap. She said that she now
appreciates our democracy, that “we don’t have it so bad.” und that she
understood after this project why it has been difficult for Russia to cre-
ale 4 democratic state.

The project proposal process also asks learners to identity resources
they could possibly use to complete the project. They are asked to use
Internet sources, hardeopy books or journals, and a living person. Barb
identified some of those resources up front. but said that she found
more as she went into the research. Barb started by reading history texts
about Russia, but found them dry and difficult to understand. She soon
found herself drawn to the Romanov saga. and began reviewing Inter-
net sites and magazine articles about the controversy surrounding the
person (Anna Anderson) who many claimed was Anastasia.

Barb then did a task analysis by attempting to set a timeline for the
research and the writing of a paper on the subject. She had written in
the proposal that she would attempt to meet some portions of standards
in world history and culture, in communications. in arts and literature.
and in historical and cultural inquiry. She proposed that the project
would be only a quarter credit project. After the planning, the assess-
ment team of her advisor. another advisor. and two other adults {in this
case one of the paraprofessionals and the media specialist in the school)
signed oft on the proposal. Barb then took the proposal form to her par-
ents for them to sign.

Barb’s advisor gave her feedback as she processed the project over a
three-month period (remember that learners do many projects at the
same time). When Barb had a finished product from her research. she
called together the assessment team to evaluate and assess what she had
done. Barb's final product included her time log (how many hours she
spent on research, organizing and writing: tn this case 53.5 hours). a re-
flection and analysis of the process and the results of her learning, and
the finished paper (which was approximately 20 pages in length).
When the assessment tcam met. they soon discovered that Barb wa; un-
derestimating her number of credits. and awarded her three quarters of
a credit rather than one quarter credit. The rationale was that she had
done a very in-depth paper, had presented evidences [or both sides of
the controversy. and had presented her view based upon that evidence.
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Also. her reflection on the process was thorough. The committee could
tell that she had been “engrossed in learning.”

Each learner is to do a self-reflection sbout his or her project by us-
ing the life performance rubric. und the assessment committee either
agrees or disagrees on that self-retlection. From this exercise. learners
gain an understanding of the skills that lead to lite-long learning. At the
time this project was assessed. the school personnel still hud not incor-
porated fully assessing learners on the rubric as a porttolio process. nor
using a tracking method that would keep records of movement along
the rubric. It was used primarily as a reflection. The life performance
skills were discussed with parents and learners at conferences as a gen-
eral guide to determine growth.

Barb has undertaken a wide variety of projects over the seven
months. completing some and not completing others. Her project ere-
ating the Claymation was not completed at the time of the interview be-
cause she had to put time into another project that had a deadline. She
became part of the Super Mileage Car project. In this project, a group
of five is creating. from scratch, a high-mileage car 10 place in a
stutewide competition. The school had entered this contest in previous
years and had done guite well. This year the team started late and had
to scramble to meet deadlines. Therefore Barb put more time on thit
project than on others. She said it took someone to push it—itisn’t the
job of the advisor to push it.”

The project required the group to make plans with an advisor to
schedule time for use of the shop. Barb said she “thought it would be
cool” to learn about physics by doing “something tun.” She had to fcarn
0 weld from the very beginning. doing a lot ol discovery at the same
time. Meanwhile. she has had to learn things about gear ratios, steering
clearances. breaking systems. safety issues, tire and engine mounting,
balance, and aerodynamics. Barb learned to do drafting last vear at her
other high school. and made use of it in doing the design work for the
team. Barb said that it “doesn’t matter what the outcome will be. I like
drafting plans and it may lead to a career in design.” They created writ-
ten plans that were sent in to the competition committee and made a
wooden model.

The process of learning by doing certainly is present in the project-
based system. The advisor gave them advice. but often told the team 1o
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“go figure it out for yourself™ instead of showing them exactly what to
do. The team was given manuals and somc organization and received
some help from a welder. Barb felt that learning-as-you-go certainly is
4 good way to remember something vou learned. '

Another project Barb has been involved in is the Airplane Group.
‘This group of learners has been planning to build a small airplane. They
are presently looking over plans from various aircraft designers. Barb
1s involved. she says. because it just sounds like a great idea™ to ¢re-
ate an airplane from scratch. This project. she realizes. may take the
rest of her career at the school before she sees a result.

One of the first projects Barb undertook was a career investigation
in veterinary science. She put about 30 hours investigating the work ot
velerinarians and what education was required, but is unsure she will
choose the profession. She did not despair of the time and effort.
though. explaining that she learned to do the proposal process. how to
plan. how the project-based system worked, and so on. From this she
tearned that the school offered her many opportunities to explore, and
she has taken advantage of that.

One of the more interesting aspects of the school is that students de-
velop an interest in something. then organize learning groups to inves-
tigate the topic. This self-organication principle works well at New
Country and other sites, because it allows students to come to the real-
ization that they want or need to learn something betore therc is an or-
ganized method ol discovery. When Barb and five others wanted to
learn basic biology. they asked the life science advisor to organize a se-
ries of classes for them. The learners were given some books by the ad-
visor, from which they chose one to be their “text.” They met with the
advisor once a week and asked questions (using the questioning peda-
gogy mentioned in chapter two). The advisor helped them set up lab ex-
periments, but again, the lcamers had to determine the input. The cur-
riculum is not organized around what the teacher wants to teach, but
what the learmers want to learn. As of this writing, the group was cross-
breeding fruit fiies to determine some genetic traits. Barb said. “If last
year I would have been told that I would be crossbreeding flies. I would
have said you're nuts.” She finds this very interesting even though
there is uncertainty about the outcome, As Barb put it, “if you leurned
something abouli it, it is the right answer.”



65 CHAPTERT

Barb ulso tinished a project regarding church confirmation. Because
she was to do community service for her confirmation class, she com-
bined that with the school requirement for community service. Barb did
24 hours of service at the school helping the advisors with inventory of
science and shop equipment. helped at church dinners and events, vol-
unteered to help the elderly. and taught first graders at Bible Camp. She
also wrote a paper about confirmation that was accepted as a project
meeting standards in inquiry into culture. Her paper alluded to “how
cultures influence refigion, especially through the family,” and how our
socicty has guestioned religion. Actually, Barb decided to not get con-
firmed with her class because she said that she "won’t do something 1
don't understand why I'm doing it.”

The project did earn her some project credit. This is an iltustration of
one way the school allows for students to apply learning from any av-
enue, and does not subscribe to the peculiar conceit that students have
to learn what the teachers are teaching in the classrooms in order to be-
come good citizens. It is a good illustration showing how various other
activities that teens often engage in may also become projects. The
Minnesota New Country School docs not discriminate as to the loca-
tion where learning takes place. Travel with family. 4-H. Scouts, music
lessons from people in the community, a self-designed workout and
health plan, all may become validated through the project process as
meeting standards.

Burb also became part of another self-organized group that met
weekly to debate issues importtant to the group. There were ten learn-
ers who wanted to participate. They met to organize their own rules.
They chose the topics. A paraprofessional aide met with them to be the
referee. The group devised the rules. If a person broke the rules they
could be removed from the group. The topics chosen for debate in-
cluded the war on terrorism, creation versus evolution, cloning hu-
mans, drug and alcohol legalization. and the behavior of Bill Clinton.
After five debates, Barb documented her research. her opinions. reflec-
tions on the process. and handed in a booklet that earned her .5 project
credits. She also validated standards in inquiry into current U.S. affairs
and communications.

Barb also joined the speech team at the traditional high school in the
commumnity through a pairing agreement between New Country and the
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local district. She did original oratory on th.: topic “The Negative Effects
of Vaccinations in Children.” To do the job. she had to research public
health statistics and health science resources. She had to write the
speech, then memorize it. She used Internet resources, books, journals,
and the local high school coach as her resources. Barb was awarded
fourth place at the sectionals, qualifving her to be an alternate to the
state speech competition. She felt that New Country allowing her to use
her time as her own and doing public presentations helped her improve
immensely. Other than getting project credits for the contests, her
speech competitions also were counted toward the state standard in
speech and the number of public presentations needed for graduation.

Barb has become engrossed in a compelling number of interesting
projects. But the most compelling and interesting thing about the process
is the encouragement of pursuing a passion, and the encouragement of
reflection. Barb certainly exuded the aura of a passionate learner in her
interview. She was almost giddy with enthusiasm about her projects and
about the freedom to pursue what she felt interested in at the time. Her
reflections showed maturity beyond her vears. In her reflections on the
debates with schoolmates she mentions the necessity of sharing each
other’s views, “even if you don’t agree.” She noticed the difficulty that
exists when trying to change another’s point of view. especially when re-
ligion is involved. Yet she said that she appreciated the opportunity to lis-
ten to other’s opintons, and felt that the group got over the attitude of dis-
liking someone because they held a different view or belief.

In her confirmation paper, she had many a wise question. perhaps too
many questions for many parents. T need to choose, | need to decide
on my own what I feel is true and right. Tt isn’t in my nature to accept
things without question.” said Barb. She may very well be voicing the
inner urge of every teenrager in America. Giving voice to young learn-
ers, allowing them to be the questioners. allowing them to find answers
meaningful to them, is the purpose of a student-centered curriculum
and methodology.

Paul, age 14. second year at Minnesota New Country School

Paul is a local boy who was also homeschooled for his elementary
years, and is in his second year (traditional eighth grade) at New Country.
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Because of his homeschooled background. Paul and his tamily thought
that the project-based systerm would be a better fit for his middle and high
schooi experience.

Paul said that in his first vear he did not understand the expectations
well. even though the school puts first-year students through a “boot
camp.” or orientation. ol one week, where they expericnce a teacher-
led project and a pseudo project in order to learn the process. Paul said
that he had difficulty understanding the depth ol work and understand-
ing needed to meet a standard. According to Paul, his first projects were
“simple and not well done.”™ The same was said for his first public pre-
sentations. In the second year, he was able to complete some unfinished
projects from the first vear, and he fclt he understood better how o
meet standards. He said that he is better at “learming what [ want to do
and what needs to be done to get credits and standards.” He also related
he was better at cxamining resources and knowing what he needs to get
a project completed. The process. said Paul. “takes time to learn and
mavbe there needs to be more teacher-directed projects first.”

Paul feels he made improvements in meeting standards in projects
undertaken in his second year. Even though he chooses what he is in-
terested in now. he knows that he will have to cover other topics later
in order to graduate. Most projects done by Paul in his first year were
not integrated. but were topical within a standard. Last year, the sev-
enth grade vear, he did more “unit classes™ designed by advisors and
student teachers (student teachers had to design some units in order to
get credit for student teaching. as many would be going into traditional
schools after their experience at New Country). These units were cre-
ated to give learners opportunities to meet standards where they were
needed or wanted. Again. it must be mentioned that the school designs
these around student needs and desires and not teacher needs and de-
sires. The “classes™ are really more for information about possible top-
ics, questioning, and discussion. As a result of those expericnces. Paul
did a dissection project. The “lab™ led him and others through dissec-
tions of frogs. starfish. #nd pigs. Then each student did a report on
some aspects of interest. Paul did a PowerPoint presentation on his dis-
section project. and presented it at a presentation night.

Another project done in this manner was a unit about myths. From
reading about myths of the Greeks. Norse sagas. and Asian cultures,
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Paul chose as a project “Dragons in Myths around the World ™" From
these mini-course events. Paul learned how to research, glean knowl-
edge from resources, and structure his products to the standards in the
Profiles of Learning, Leamers need some directional projects to get the
process started. especially middle school level learners. who may not
have done much in-depth research and writing before. As long as the
projects offer choice to pursue some interest of the learner, they will
lead the learner onto the correct path. If teachers design all earty proj-
ects with little learner choice. there may be motivation problems.

The project Paul did in which he shared the whole process was called
“World War I in Film.” Following the project proposal process. Paul
stated his interest was in the reality of events as they are peortrayed in
film. He also wanted to know how World War I began and ended, and
why the Pearl Harbor attack drew the U.S. into the conflict. Paul be-
lieved that by doing a history project he would have more knowledge
of his past through history. The resources Paul considered were recent
movies about World War 1. Internet resources, and people (the course
advisor and group discussion, primarily}. The curriculum areas that this
project would partially meel were communications. interpretation of
the arts, recorders of history. themes of U.S. History, literature and arts
analysis and interpretation. World History and Cultures. and Human
Geography. He felt that the project would be worth .5 credits.

Paul prepared a paper on what he learned. After viewing a number of
recent movies about World War 11. researching the Internet for reviews
and documents about the events covered in the movies, Paul reached
some conclusions about how Hollywood portrayed World War Il in the
movies. He also used the library to read about some of the events when
he could not find Internet sources.

What did Paul leamn. other than some facts about World War 11?7 Two
comments in his reflections on the movies: *A moment in history is im-
possible to re-enact no matter how many written accounts have been
made. No matter how big a budget you have. it is impossible.” And.
“History many of the times has contradictions in the first place.” It ap-
pears as 1f Paul has been able to learn that analyzing history is no sim-
ple thing. Quite an accomplishment for an cighth grader.

The assessment team of two advisors and another adult determined

that Paul’s history in film project was worth .3 credits. and he was
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given an “A.” When asked about the grade. Paul said that he knows it
doesn’t mean much in the long run. but he was happy to know that the
committee thought that he did a good job.

During the summer months. the advisors at New Country otter learn-
ers opportunities to participate in the advisors™ “passions.” Each advi-
sor and some paraprofessionals design an activity that is fun for them
and offer learners opportunities to participate in order to devise proj-
ects. For example, last summer advisors designed a bike trip, a camp-
ing event {based on the Survivor television show). and an archeologi-
cal dig. Paul participated in the bike trip and the survivor episode. From
the bike trip he was able to parlay the experience into a physical edu-
cation and health project. From the survivor event, he was able to doc-
ument learning in biology (they did a water sampling and ground wa-
ter project during the week). and a self-designed astronomy project.
which he presented.

In order to follow his interests and passions, as well as meet stan-
dards, Paul was working on the following projects:

» A community service project, where he tutored elementary stu-
dents at the local elementary;

* Anon-going reading project, where he expects to read 10 books by
the end of the year;

* Personalized math. an on-going yearly project where he Jearns Al-
gebra One via a computer program called Accelerated Math:

* A physical education-health wellness plan (he attends a local com-
munity recreation center a couple times a week. where he partici-
pates in bike riding and other sports). which he will document by
the end of the year for credits and standards:

* A biography of Theodore Roosevelt (which he will present at the
next presentation night);

» An economics/stock market challenge simulation, which is a
eroup competition designed to learn the workings of the American
gconomy and the stock market:

» A book writing project, where Paul will study famous authors in
attempt to determine what makes a good short story, then he will
write some of his own (this is part of his book reading project, as
well);
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* The orchard group. which planted hindreds of apple trees and will
cventually create a student-run business; and

* Being in the school play, which he hopes to document towards par-
tial credit for a Theater Arts validation.

Paul saxd that the project-basced svstem gave him even moré freedom
than when he was homeschooled. He likes the fact that the advisors
don’t always tell him what he has to do and that he can go any route he
wants to accommodate the curricutum. His parents seem to be happy
with him having more treedom, yet having some input into what he is
doing. Paul certainly has developed a great deal of interests and sell-
motivation through investigating his passions rather than learning
through a teacher-ordered cumiculum,

Chelsey, age 16, fourth year at Minnesota New Country School

Chelsey started at New Country when she was in seventh grade.
Chelsey thought that the New Country School would offer her more
opportunities to learn via a hands-on method, so she and her parents
opted for the project-based school rather than the traditional school.

Chelsey said that it “took a vear to figure things out.” but now finds
the new way of learning interesting and fun. The project she shared was
one she devised to accommodate a standard she knew she needed to do.
but knew she couldn’t learn “from books.” She is a visual and tactile
learner. so needed to find ways to learn about human biology and the
cardiovascular system differently. She found a resource that allowed
her to learn human physiology from a homeschool resource called “The
Physiology Coloring Book.” Although this may seem childish from the
name, the work expected of the learner is sophisticated and complex,
suitable for high school age students.

When Cheisey started the project, she wanted to know about the
heart and why people have heart attacks. Therefore, most of her pro-
posal questions centered on those themes. Chelsey thought that know-
ing about the cardiovascular system would benefit her in her own life.
but that the information could also benefit other persons by educating
them about the heart. She cited the Physiology Coloring Book as a
source, but also listed her family doctor and medical books as possible
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sonrces. She felt that she could meet partial standards in biology and in
community health. and obtain one project credit.

The project entailed Chelsey working her way through the resource.
discussing what she did not understand with the life-science advisor,
and reflecting upon what she learned and how she learned it. In the
process, Chelsey found she became interested in more than the heart
and iungs, and she did more than she had anticipated. Consequently.
when her project was assessed. she was awarded 1.25 project credits.

Chelsey reflected upon the independent learner and life performance
rubrics in relation 1o this project, thereby using metacognitive tech-
niques. For example, Chelsey said, “my documentation for this project
was much better than it usually s for other projects.” She also stated.
“I was very proud of myself for coming up with a way to prove that 1
learned something. . . . 1 feel this isn't quite post high school work. but
it is something that many people in high school learn about, and it has
hetped me understand different things about myself. For the tasks T did
set for this project. [ completed them when I had the deadline set, but [
should, and could. have set more tasks for this project and it would
have helped me get it completed sooner.”

Chelsey also wrote a two-page reflection on what she had learned
about the content. She commented. © Leaming about science or science-
related arcas has never been something I've really enjoyed doing be-
cause it was always hard for me to learn it. and when [ first started this
project I thought that it would be the same way. Tt would go in one ear
and straight out the other. But I was proven wrong.”

Chelsey wrote commentaries on cach of these chapters: respiration.
kidney function. digestion, the nervous system. the endocrine syster.
metabolic physiology, blood and the defense system. and reproduction.
The project represented learning about most of the human systems. She
synthesized the information and wrote in her own words what she
learned from each of the chapters. The summaries are well written and
guite complete. The project certainly seemed worthy of the 1.25 cred-
its and awarding of validations for her biology standards.

Other projects that have engaged Chelsey over the year have been:
the Super Mileage Car competition, a family bike trip through state
parks. serving on the Student Senate, a project on car maintenance, re-
search into Bev Doolittle art works. the dissection project (which led
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her to the physiology project). and singiig in a choir group. From all of
these she has received or expects to receive project credits and expects
to meet standards not as of yet met. Having a passion for learning has
led Chelsey to learn state standards in ways that met her icaming:'[\«'le
and were very meaninglul to her. o

Ida, age 18, fourth year at Minnesota New Country School

1da came to New Country as a ninth grader with a sccond grade read-
ing level. Her first comment, cven before T could ask any further ques-
tions, was “If I wouldn’t have had this school, 1 would have quit.” She
had been in Spevial Education since the elementary grades. and re-
marked that her middle school years were very difticult for her. Being
a special education student in a middle or high school is demeaning 'dn;i
hurtful. she said. Although special education teachers mean well. they
do not have time to spend with students. Having to go to class with 01hi
ers, when she had difficulty reading, meant falling further and further
behind and teeling more and more inadequate.

When she came to New Country, 1da was able to spend much more
time with the special education teacher, who quickly realized that Ida
first needed to learn to read before anything else would be accomplished.
Ida was given various levels of reading as she progressed. and because
the project-based system does not require classes to be attended. Ida
could spend as much time as she determined necessary on her reading
plan. Some days. she said. she would spend the whole day reading and
working on her spelling. On other days she would spend an hour or two.

Having been given the special time and « special program to fotlow.
Ida soon increased her reading level. In Minnesota, all students have to
pass tenth grade level reading. writing. and math tests in order to arad-
uate. Ida passed the reading test. on her sixth try, in this. her lasrkvear.
Her reading level is now evaluated at the ninth grade level. )

Ida stated very emphatically. “kids like me need more schools like
this.” The personal attention and the ability to devote time 1o what is re-
ally necessary are the two attributes of this model that paid dividends
for Ida. In the project-based model, reading and passing the basic skitls
test becomes a project—an ongoing project from year-le-year—until
mastery is attained.
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The project [da shared was her senior project. All New Country learn-
ers, in order to graduate. must exhibit what they have learned i a ma-
jor project presented to the public. The senior project must be a 300400
hour project. and must show that the learner has acquired the necessary
rescarch. synthesis. organizational. and presentation skills o be consid-
ered skilled enough to be a purposeful adult. Ida’s senior project grew
out of 4 mission trip she took to Mexico with a church group. While
Mexico. lda witnessed the extreme poverty by working in soup kitchens
and living with a Meaican family, Impressed with the needs of the
poorer Mexican people. Ida dreamed of doing something to help. .

When she returned home, Ida realized that the lives of most Ameri-
cans are very selfish, and she reatized how good life was to her. Al-
though Ida comes from a lower socioeconomic background. and by and
laree would be considered close to the poverty level m the United
Sta;tesk she felt herself privileged in comparison. She had always been
taught o respect what she had, and she realized she had the necessary
resources to give. which primarily consisted of a big heart, willingness.
and time. The time was there because she went to a school that valued
doing community service and offered the time necessary (o put into a
major project.

As a senior project Ida chose a series of charitable activities. She
asked hersclf three questions: how can [ help save the world from
poverty; how can I help to improve the world: and. how can 1 help
make sure everyone gets something for the holidays? Ida proposed that
this project would help her learn how people benefit [rom charities. She
knew that the primary resources would be other people and their will-
ingness to give and help. She did find, however. that it s "hard to get
other people involved.”

Ida came up with six various plans to help people. For the first one,
because it was near the Christmas holiday and she knew people who
had very little. she created the “angel tree™ at the school. The angel tree
is like the sharing trees that can be secn in most communities. but Ida
designed the angels. each with the name of an item for a specitic type
of person, and hung them on the tree. She asked, through the Student
Senate and announcements to the whole student body, that learners take
the opportunity to help the needy. They did so by taking an angel, b.uy—
ing the item written on the angel, wrapping it as a present. and bring-
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ing it back to school for her to give t a needy family. All the angels
were taken, and all the items were dispersed to people she knew needed
them. When asked how she knew who needed the various items. she
said. "L just knew.” In other words, they were neighbors and acquain-
tances. In reflection. Ida said. *I never knew everyvone in the school had
such big hearts.”

For her other projects Ida used as a resource a pamphlet. a guide 1o
charitable giving, given to her by her advisor. She knew what she
wanted but needed contacts and ideas to complete the project. In her
task analysis she was able to select what she could accomplish in the
allowed time frame in order to present her senior project in April. She
also used Internet resources, where she found charitable organization
contacts, and used other students, who gave her some ideas on how to
complete the project. She considered meeting such standards as com-
munity service, history through cultures, world history and culture, so-
cial sciences processes., institutions and traditions in society. commu-
nity interactions, and diverse perspectives.

Ida documented 300 hours of service through the six projects. The
advisors and assessment committee said she had “very good informa-
tion” and that she did “good work.” Advisors gave her suggestions as
she went throughout the process of documenting and reflecting upon
what she did.

Other than the “angel tree.” the other projects undertaken by Ida
were:

Sponsor & Child, where for $26 a month she is a sponsor for a poor
child in Mexico. The money goes for school supplies, clothes.
food. and medications. Ida finances this herself. (Ida works two
jobs in nursing homes to earn money—she works all shifts. in-
cluding during school hours on occasion.)

* The Church trip to Mexico and her work with the poor for a two-
week experience was documented.

* Russian Care Packages, where school supplies are packed in boxes
and delivered to Russian children. Other students in the school do-
nated the boxes.

* Operation Christmas Child, where shoeboxes filled with Toys,

school supplies, hygiene items, jewelry and so forth, are packed for
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various destinations around the world to needy families. Ida col-
lected more than a dozen boxes from the school and community.

« Food drives. where Ida collected for various food pantries around
the small towns in the area. She placed large boxes in various com-
munity businesses and the school, collected the nonperishable items.
and delivered them herself to the food pantries in the communities.

When asked when she completed the charity projects. she said, “I'm
still doing them, and wiil keep doing them.” lda did not see this passion
of hers as just a means to complete credits for scheol. Rather. she actu-
ally lives the life of a charitable person, showing an adult-like pur-
poselulness. Through these projects, not only did Ida complete educa-
tion standards, but also showed herself to be a leader and organizer, a
mediator and negotiator. a coach and facilitator, an advocate and sup-
porter, an implementer and performer, an innovator and designer. a
problem framer and solver. a producer and contributor. All of these life
performance skills were shown in a high degree through these projects.
In assessing learner outcomes. these skills show more value than mere
standardized test scores.

Ida’s other projects in her last year include:

* An on-going reading project:

« Working as a legislative page in the state legislature (where. she
says. she felt out of place with the other “preppie” pages. but felt
she was valued by her legislator):

» Doing Accelerated Math in order to complete basic math skills:

« An Economics project that is teaching her basic life skills, such as
managing a checkbook, home budgeting, etc.

Ida has aspirations of becoming an Emergency Medical Technician,
and is looking into attending a technical training institution next fall.
Ida is an example of a learner who struggled in the traditional sys-
tern. but who blossomed in the personalized approach. She is the type
of person who has a big heart. is energetic and friendly. It is unimagin-
able to think of what would have become of her if she had dropped out
of the school system. There are others like Ida who come to the New
Country School. There are many others in the replication sites. as well.
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A well-documented case is the case of Josh. who came to New Coun-
try in his last year knowing he could not pass the state reading test, The
school had the reading problem diagnosed, he and his advisor devel-
oped a prescription to follow, and he raised his level from a {ourth
grade o tenth grade level in less than seven months. He graduated from
high school. and is now in college.

Thesc are the types of things that are possible when a school can re-
ally personalize. That kind of personalization is not possible if the old
Carnegie units, discipline-oriented classes and delivery method is held
on to. The change to a project-based system can help save the lives ol
many voung people.

Jesse, age 14, first year at Avalon Charter School

Jesse is an example of a learner from a large urban arca that strug-
gled with the large inner-city junior high schools. Jesse is also a rep-
resentative ot a miority group. and is included in order to show that
the project-based model works with all sorts of potential learners.
Jesse is in his first year (indeed, all Avalon learners are in their first
year, as the school began in September of 2001) and would be the
equivalent of a ninth grader. Jesse was, he says. a good student in ele-
mentary. but began to have problems when he went to a large. urban
middle school. He found it hard to “fit in” when he went to the mid-
dle school. which he found very cliquish. Consequently he began to let
his grades slip. He said that he could sce no point to school and that
they asked him to do things he “was not passionate about™ (his words.
without knowing the title of this book). He stopped caring. was often
truant, and in trouble with his teachers. He had a number of problems
with his parents, often running away from home.

When he started at Avalon. he immediately felt he was accepted. He
said the school was made up of a lot of “kids like me.” The school was
much smaller {just over 100 students) and he found friends. As a first vear
tearncr he enjoyed exploring, but did not understand how to apply (jail)*
activities to standards. He did not document time on his explorations and
was often somewhat of a handful for the advisors to keep on task.

After some time at the school Jesse learned to apply interests to proj-
ects that appealed to him. Now he finds projects he is interested in,
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looks at the standards, and tries to expand the project to fit the stan-
dards necessary, He mentioned that he gets so interested in projects that
he spent nine hours one weekend finishing one.

Jesse shared an art project he was truly passionate about. He said he
likes art and that he is a creative and artistic person. He wanted to cre-
ate a sculpture after an exploration with an artist who came to the
school 1o work with learners doing body casting. He proposed doing a
papier-mdché “sculpture” of a human form. The questions he wanted
answered were: how hard is it to mimic the human form: what would
be the response to his sculpture: and. how long would it take? He
thought that it was worth doing so that people would think about what
art is. He said. “there is a fot of junk out there people claim is art. What
is good art?” He hoped there would be some people who would accept
his sculpture as art. In his reflection, he thought that it would not only
he therapy. but also satisty a need for recognition.

In his task analysis Jesse had to think about the resources he would
use. how to make a human form, how to balance the sculpture so that
it would stay upright, and what he could do with his time. He planned
the sculpture with sketches. Jesse then gathered materials. created a
base and found other materials he needed by “scrounging™ around
school. He spent 90 hours over 4-5 months to finish his artwork. He
got validated standards in visual art creation and. because he did a pub-
lic presentation on the work. he met a standard in public speaking. In
his presentation. Jesse reflected that he had never done anything that
big before, and he had trouble keeping the perspective. He was sur-
prised that his presentation was well received —he received the highest
marks across the board. He showed the advisors and the other learners
that he had good presentation skills, that he could apply knowledge,
was organized. and could solve problems. The art project gave Jesse a
boost in morale that has led him to become self-efficacious and have a
higher self-esteem than when he started at the school.

Jesse’s other projects include:

» Working toward getting the city to put up a red light at the inter-
section where many students cross. He has written letters, visited
with city aldermen and police, the state transportation department
and has written letters to the editors of the major newspaper 1n St.
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Paul. He said he is “getting the rur around.” but won’t stop until
at least a vellow caution or crosswalk is created at the intersection.

* A Physical Education project, where he goes to a nearby YMCA to
work on a personal health and wellness plan. He runs. swims.
plays handball. tifts and does calisthenics on his own. He is also
reading about eating healthier and what it takes 1o stay heaithy.

* An Improv project with other learners called Comedy Sports, It
1s similar to the television show Whose Line Is It Anyway? He s
writing a script for a short play or skit. He is learning staging
skills and writing skills.

* Another writing project involving screenplays and scripts for pos-
sible shows, such as television or movies, He said he has 5-6 go-
ing, and he writes on 2-3 topics a day. )

* A choir project with other learners. He is fearning songs to sing for
a presentation and music credit.

* A clothing decoration project, which satisties his creativity and
sense of tashion. )

* A personalized math project in basic math. which he did not pass
in middle school. He uses the computerized Accelerated Math pro-
gram and is tutored by another student,

Jesse is a very articulate young man, one with a sense of who he is
and what he wants. He could very well be an unhappy ninth grader
stuck In a large urban high school, hating everything about what was
happening to him. He gives the impression that going to a small school
with other “kids like™ him and having an opportunity to pursue his in-
terests has allowed him to become an interested, passionate learncr.

Kara, age 15, first year at Avalon Charter School

Kara is not a typical urban student. She may be more typificd as sub-
urban as her family lives 20 miles from the school in a northern suburb
of St. Paul. Why did she come to Avalon? Kara said her middle school
was too large and overcrowded. She said she did not learn anvthing
useful. fr was all fill in the blanks and memorize stuff.” she said.JThcr;
were some fun classes where they “let you do staft.” but they were too
few and far between. Kara also thought that the rules were too strict and
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the school staff “treated everyone like they were just a number.” Al-
though always a good student. Kara felt the need to look for a different
sort of educational setting in order to enjoy her career as a student. She
said her parents just wanted to sce her happy. and knew that she wasn't
happy going to the large school.

At Avalon. Kara finds more openness. more choice within the rules.
and more opportunitics to accomplish activities that hold her interest.
For an example, she said she is going over to Hamline University (a lo-
cal university that alse happens to be the sponsor [or the Avalon Char-
ter School) to work with college level Biology students. She said she
likes the idea that she can work with college age people and that the
University of Minnesota. Hamline. and Macalaster College are all
nearby. She expects to take a number of post-sccondary classes while
5631l in high school.

At Avalon, Kara said she sees her fricnds more often, and that teach-
ers are like “real peoplc vou can get to know, more like friends.” It ap-
peared to Kara that the learners want to help each other more than she
witnessed in other schools. This may be because of another basic prin-
ciple that is inherent in personalized. project-based schools. there is no
competition for grades. thereby no tracks or classes of people. Conse-
guently. there are fewer cliques based upon “achievement.” Why would
learners not help each other? There is nothing lost in being a helper.
This phenomenon of learners being helpful to other learners is appar-
ent in all the project-based schools in the replication sites.

Kara's very first project was a career exploration project. Her choice
was (o satisfy the standard, but she also had a great interest in becom-
ing a veterinarian. She had a part-time job with an animal clinic, where
she cleaned cages, fed animals. comforted animals during shots. and
did some computer check-out for customers. Kara wanted to know
what skills were needed to become a vet. what kind of education and
experience was needed. and what are the expected tasks, She saw this
as having a direct application to her possible life’s work, and she
wanted to know how she could benefit socicty. Kara did a web, linking
all the roles and possible areas to investigate. She listed the steps nec-
essary to research. interview, work at the clinic, look at her personal
skills and interests. develop goals for herself. and do the bibliography.
Her potential resources, and ones she did use. were the Internet, books,
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and intervicws with veterinarians. The standards she would meet would
be in career investiganion. She did not try o fit in other standards. She
decided to write a paper. probably out of school habit, she recognized.

In her reflections. she noted she had increased her research skills. her
communication skills. that the project went smoothly. and that she was
satisfied with what she had done. She wus awarded 3 project credits
and received an "A." Kara does not ask for grades on all her projects.
but did so on this one.

On the life performance and independent learner rubrics. Kara re-
flected about her project. and gave herself high marks on atmost all cat-
egorics. Her advisors agreed. It was obvious that Kara is capable ot he-
ing an independent learner and needs little goading or guidance.

Other projects Kara became involved in include:

* Accelerated Math, where she finished Algebra 1 in four months.
and 1s now approximately half finished with Geometry, possibly
finishing this year. She is happy with the program and the person-
alized means ol tearning math. This shows what a good learner can
accomplish when a school curriculum is not a hinderance.

A reading project where she is part of a Book Club. a self-organized
group of learners who read, meet. discuss various literary works. She

has read between 10 and 15 books. and is reading things she “never
thought™ she would read. The learners submit reflections to advisors
for assessment of the literary analysis standard.

* A community service project that includes school ¢lean up and
serving on the All School Congress. She serves on committees
having to do with field trips. school improvement. and student-
advisor relations,

* Tuking a German seminar with a visiting scholar. They meet three
times & week, use a workbook, are tested on vocabulary and con-
cepts, and then progress to other parts of the workbook. Kara will
also attend a German lestival at a local college. She is presently
creating a poster that will describe the gecography and natural hubi—-
tats of Germany that she will present at a presentation night.

* A garden project, restoring her back vard to a native habitat. Kara
has been rescarching prairie habitats and expects to plant native
plants and tlowers in the spring when the weather permits. She
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expects to have learned about biology and environmental preser-
vation.

o A world literature project. where Kara practices analyzing various
short starics, poetry, and fiction. She is accomplishing this with a
friend, and will work with an advisor who has the background in
literature. This may be an on-going project.

» A physical education and health project. Kara designed her own
plan for fitness, using the nearby YMCA for workouts. She is also
rescarching exercise and cardiovascular and muscular systems to
learn human biology.

+ A Latin project. which is similar to the German project. but does
not have the visiting scholar on a regular basis. Kara says she is
just beginning to learn the basic vocabulary, but already sees how
knowing Latin could benefit her knowledge of English.

Kara has not done much with computer technology as of yet. She
knows how to use the Internet for basic searches. and knows how to use
the word processing applications. She expects to learn other applica-
tions 1n the next three vears.

Kara is “really happy” with the school and thinks it "is the best thing
that happened” to her. She expects to go abroad either her junior or sen-
ior year to study, but to come back to graduate from Avalon.

Mark, age 17, second vear at RiverBend Academy

Mark is another learner who was on a coursc to failure in the tradi-
tional system. He also was struggling in his first months at RiverBend
Academy. a project-based school of 150 students in Mankato, Min-
nesota. But since the first half of last vear until near the end of his jun-
ior year, Mark has been a “star” learner at RiverBend.

Mark is a product of a mixed ethnic background, therefore consid-
ered a minority in Mankato.After not performing in the two junior and
high schools he previously attended, Mark admits he came to River-
Bend looking for an “easy way.” He did not perform in the classroom
settings., with time restraints and teacher-led curricuium.

He thought that maybe he could “get away with not working™ at an-
other school. After about three months. following a heart-to-heart ralk
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with his advisor, Mark began to realize that if he wanted to be some-
thing. he was the one responsible for making it happen. He had o learn
to set goals and work with others in an open setting. This took awhile,
as most of his previous experience was as a passive learner. At River-
Bend. he discovered he had to work to get credit, and the change did
not come easily,

After he took charge of his learning and his life, Mark began to look
into colleges, scholarships, and financial aid. He has set ambitious goals
for himself. Mark has been a self-proclaimed video game junkie for quite
some time. He learned through the project-based methods used at River-
Bend that he could pursue this passion as a leamner and for a possible ca-
reer. His major project to this time, the one Mark has the most obvious
passion for. is developing a video game. In this game, Mark and his co-
horts (he is doing this as a group project) developed characters, settings.
and ohstacles to overcome in a video game of some complexity. Mark re-
searched websites and read books and magazines on video game creation
to get ideas and the know-how to program software, The project required
use of media, graphic, and modeling software. Mark and his friends
learned mostly from experimenting and “just doing it.”

In proposing the Video Game Design project, Mark asked the fol-
lowing questions: what kind of software is needed to create a digital
map: what kinds of weapons can we create: what kind of story line do
we need: and, what is the point of the game? The purpose in creating
the game was to better understand the technology and how to use it to
create games, models, movies, and animations in order to hecome pro-
ficient. Mark mentioned that his main goal in life is to work for Lucas
Arts (headed by George Lucas, of Star Wars fame).

Mark created a web of what he needed to do for the project. He listed
as needs the ability to understand and use Adobe PhotoShop. Movie In-
tro. Flash 5, 3D Max. and G Max software. His tasks included drawing
maps, models, and weapons: developing characters: developing a
rough sample of the game: and then complete the game for presenta-
tion. His resources listed were the Internet websites. downloadable
software, editing programs, and technical books.

The standards that Mark could partially fulfill with this project in-
cluded some portions of technical applications, computer applications.
discrete mathematics, technical writing, and literature and the arts. The
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tinal product was a playable PC video game that coudd be an introduce-
tion to an animated movie. In the assessment. Mark demonstrated to the
committee of advisors and adults how he made the game and how to
play the game. As a result ol the documented 3000 hours he put into the
development of this very sophisticated game. Mark was awarded 6
credits.

1ais project ted to Mark’s awareness that he should pursue computer
graphics and design lor a living. He researched requirements to obtain
scholarships at comp ater graphic art and design schools in New York
City and San Francisco. He considered possible scholarship and com-
petition possibilities, This project, obviously. was not just another proj-
ect. The project became a defining moment for Mark. He is making the
transition from use of amatcur software to prolessional software, Inter-
estingly enough, two of the friends who collaborated with Mark on the
project arc themseives high school students at another high school in
the area. They did it for the passion, but they got zero credit for work-
ing on this because it is outside of their curriculum.

Marks other projects iclude:

* A history project on Auschwitz and World War TT:

« Learning homl 10 create websites and to satisfy a second language
requirement:

¢ A heualth-physical education fitness program;

* Continuing with Algebra IT via a groupiclass.

+ Working with a group to develop a Kiwanis Key Club at the
school. Mark is creating a website for the school Key Club and the
regional tri-state unit. Mark will be attending the international Ki-
winis Club conference in Anaheim this summer, for which he is
organizing fund raiscrs:

* He expects to parlay a summer camping trip to Wisconsin into a
health/PE and geography project for next vear.

Mark has seen many good things happen to him and others since en-
rolling at RiverBend Academy. He is upset about the negative conno-
tations the school often is beset with, such as being a school ~for tos-
ers.” He says it is just another way to be educated which fits his, and

others’. learning stylcs,
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CONCLUSION

All the learners in the schools show a passion for what they are doing.
They have told us that the schools have made a difference in their lives.
Are they aberrations. or are thev typical? I believe you could find sto-
ries like this from any of the learners in any of the project-based
schools. Tr certainly 1s possible to find such stories in any school. as
long as one teacher showed an interest in any one student. But all the
learners I have talked with over the years say similar things about these
schools,

Although not a typical learner, Kara 1s an example of what can hap-
pen to free the spirit within by allowing learners to attend to their in-
terests. Barb is another who would probably exhibit the appearance of
being successful in the traditional system. but who has blossomed into
a happy. gregarious. self-efficacious learner. Paul would possibly be a
successtul student in any venue. All three, Barb. Paul. and Kara. appear
to be grasping for every kind of learning experience possible. 1t is ap-
parent to any person that would talk with these young people thar they
are arc engaged and that they love what they are doing.

Ida. Jesse, and Mark were classified as having some special needs.
and ail found success via the personalized approach. Jesse and Mark
had needs more in the emotional area. and Ida’s in the cognitive area.
but all have made strides in becoming the people they were able to be.
Ida exhibits the heart of a philanthropist. Jesse the soul of an artist,
Mark the technical talents of o professional. All three could have been
lost if they had remained in a traditional school.

Chelsey perhaps represents the middle ground. She may have re-
mained an average student in the traditional system. but without great
aspirations or great interests. It is difficult to say. It is not possible to
know for sure what would have happened. All we know s what has
happened. as attested to by the words and works of the people who
have been through the change.

When hearing stories of the young learners who have been through
same of the changes exhibited here. there is always something that
comes to my mind: the medical practice credo that says, first, do no
harn. Tt appears that the natural style of learning, the exploration and dis-
covery that we all experienced when we were toddlers and preschoolers.
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is upset by the mass schooling methods used. As attested to by the above
narratives. the factory-style, depersonalized method does do harm. It lim-
its the spirit of inquiry and the passion for learmning.

For all of the learners mentioned. it was necessary to change how ed-
ucation was done for them to feel successful. challenged. and fulfilled.
Is the project-based method the only way to do that? Possibly not. But
it alinws for personalization. personal space, choice, greater relation-
ships with teacher/advisors and other adults. greater opportunities to
create family-like reletionships with other learners. and for interests to
surface. No greater role for education can be found than to allow the
passion for learning to come to life.

CHAPTER 8

How Can You Overcome the Obstacles?

The kind of schools we need would help students gradually assume
increased responsibility for friuning their own goals and learning to
achieve them, We want students eventually to become architects of
their own education.

—Eliot Eisner

Having a school in the manner and format conducive to project-based
learning and that creates a passion for learning. is best done by creat-
ing a new school. Reforming an already existing school is very diffi-
cult. There are major obstacles to overcome. Although some schools
have converted to charter status and/or made significant changes, it is
because the school had staff members that saw the need to make the
changes and found converting the best way to do so. Some Jarge high
schools have, or are in the process of, creating small units out of one
large unit to affect options and choices of varieties of learning formats.
There are high schools across America (usually small) that have made
significant changes in their programs to some torms of project-based
learning, service learning. or place-based learning. Many have had sim-
ilar successes as the Gates-EdVisions sites.

However, we have found that utilizing the charter laws in the states
that have such laws is the best way to affect change to a radically dif-
ferent learning program such as pure project-based learning. Although
this manner does not fully fulfill the vision noted in the preface to this
book. it is the place to start. The charter laws were established in or-
der to affect change in two ways: to provide competition so that loss
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of students would force traditional schools to adopt new methods: and
to provide research and development sites so that innovations may be
studied for their effect on student Tearning. Although ten years old. the
charter laws and charter schools are still under fire trom the estab-
lished order in education. and still are beset with pelitical and finan-
¢ial problems. But some research shows that many schools have met
their vonditions for their charter; they have proven they help many stu-
dents achieve who were not achieving otherwise: and they have
tremendous parental and student support. Charter schools have more
autonomy. in that they have more control over “purchasing, hiring.
scheduling, and curriculum™ (Bulkley & Fisler, 2002, p. 5) than trad-
tional school sites. Charter schools generally utilize more testing of
students and are more directly accountable to parent and student needs
than traditional schools (Ibid.). Although some charter schools are not
much more innovative than other schools, chartering more easily al-
lows for the type of innovations discussed in the previous chapters.
Most of the successes may be due to the fact that most charter schools
are small, rather than they use a particular Jearning model. However.
the project-based system pionecred at the Minncsota New Country
School and at replication sites has proven to be a great option for pro-
viding the learning-to-learn skills. the inquiry skills, and even the ba-
sic skills necessary for productive adulthood.

If the previous examples and theories mentioned have caught your
attention. and appear to be a worthy program to adopt. then I suggest
vou do everything possible to affect the necessary changes to pro-
vide the program in your community. Your children will love you for
it. It will not be easy. There is much to overcome. But it is a worthy
ctfort.

There are a number of traditional assumptions about education that
need to be overcome when considering such major changes in delivery
and governance. The first general assumption is that all stakcholders
and the general public know what learning is. This Icads to the as-
sumption that education as it has been perpetrated upon the unsuspect-
ing public for the past 100 vears is as it should be. The reason that this
book begins with discussions on what learning and assessment are s
because of the need to dispel that ussumption. Learning is not what we
had always assumed, nor is it what the traditional system continually
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cspouses. [t 1s more than fearning the thre~ R's. cspecially in the latter
stages of middle and high school.

A second general assumption to overcome is that ali children will
learn and do learn the same discrete pieces of knowledge at the same
time. in the same way and at the samc rate. We know hat is not true.
vet it has become a cultural icon due to the factory svstem and man-
agement ol large numbers in the same setting. 1t is also a product of the
felt need to creale discrele disciplines that need to be imparted by tra-
dittonal dehivery methods. Neither of these assumptions is supported by
rescarch, and they need to be pointed out as merely assumptions, not
realities.

Athird assumption is that tf teachers teach it better, all will learn
it better. For years educators have looked toward various reform
methods (o enhance their delivery, but have not been terribly suc-
cessful becaunse they refuse to change the basic underlying svstem.
People need to see that it may well be the overall system that needs
changing.

A fourth assumption is that the more course offerings. the more op-
tions that are offered, the better the school. What most people lorget is
that students can only take so many of those courses anvway. and that
within the course offerings. there is rarely any choice beyond teacher-
directed curriculum. The courses are all ime based and coverage is of-
ten the overruling element, therefore students rarely can get into a topic
in depth.

Another assumption is that large. comprehensive high schools need
principuls and superintendents to deal with the dayv-to-day management
of students and personnel. Only if they are large. and only if they are
organized into the factory models that now exist. What if schools were
organized differently”? Challenge the public assumption that large
schools are needed 1o help voung people learn the skills required to be-
come a purpaseful adult,

A corollary assumption s that to have good schools. there is a need
for good teachers to become principals and superintendents who have
vision and talent. and that you have to pay megabucks to get them.
Again, only if you need managers in a large. factory-like schools. This
also means that principles and superintendents are forcmen and teach-
ers are workers. Teachers are always relegated to a status of emplovee
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with very little say in the operation of the school. This assumption
needs to be challenged because teachers need to be decision makers, as
thev are on the front lines with the learners every day.

And finally. the assumption is made that if principals and superin-
tendents are good leaders, teachers will teach better. students will learn
better. and scores on standardized tests will be higher. Hence the need
for lcadership programs, credentials. institutes, etc.. that take good
teachers away from the students. This also places a great deal of pres-
sure on the keadership and causes many a principal and superintendent
to leave positions due o stress.

All of the above assumptions are due to the development of school-
as-iesual as a cultural icon, one that must remain the same because,
for lack of a better reason, it is the way it has always been donc.
Theretore. the first obstacle to overcome is a cultural view. Tradi-
tional school remains as it is because it is usual and common. Almost
evervone has gone through a similar program. therefore it iy educa-
tion, Having been taught in the orientation one manner. with a teacher
in charge of curriculum, directing memorization of facts. utilizing
textbook worksheets. and assessing with paper-pencil tests. it 13 easy
for most people to see it as normal, When people hear of doing school
differently. with student-directed projects and teachers as gencralist-
advisors, it generalty does not conjure up a picture of a rigorous
learning experience. Tt sounds like oo much fun, and if it is fun it
can’t be meaningful learning!

This is why different types of learning were referenced in chapter
two. It must be understood thal mere memorization of factual informa-
tion is not the only type of learning. Doing and being are important.
too. If learners can be given the opportunity to learn how to do re-
search. accomplish long-term projects. and create new knowledge they
have a chance of being more purposcful adults. This point must be
made in order to have an opportunity to create a project-based program.

Part of that cultural tradition is voung people being asked what grade
they are in, and having special things organized around this idea of
class. Because of the pecnliar conceir, learning outside of school is not
recognized. Lives ol junior and senior high students are highly con-
trolled. Through sports, music programs. theatre and the arts. student
activities arc controlled through the schools. School is a major cultural
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institution that arouses feelmgs of expectations similar to those aroused
within a religious tradition. And school culture is just as ditficult to
change as a rehigious ritaal,

The economics of school are also aligned on the side of typical
school-as-usual. Students are expected to buy tablets and pencils and
backpacks for their textbooks. 1o buy speciat clothing deals during
“back to school™ sales, and are expecied to ~go back™ to school in the
fuli. Texthook companies make huge amounts of money in selling books
organized around the disciplines and classes of students. Slate [unding
formulas support the standard delivery system. Master contracts support
teachers teaching as they always have. And now testing services are
making huge amounts of money with standardized testing becoming a
national norm. The economic power structure is 1n the hands of the tra-
ditionalists.

Yet. if people were quizzed as to what were their most meaningtul
fearning experiences, they would more than likely say they consisted of
extracurricular activities, out-of-school field trips, and hands-on activities.
Very few remember what they were “taught™ in high school, They only re-
member the relationships and the fun things they did. Yet the general pub-
lic cannot give up the idea that all of what they have forgotien is so very
important for cvervone clsc to experience. What do you say to this?

The best thing we have found to overcome this generalization is to
visit a site that utilizes the form and function of project-based learning.
After seeing how it can work, most people say they would have lToved
to be in that atmosphere for their learming. It &5 so much more a real
world sitaation. To create a school of the nuture of the Minnesota New
Country School. or El Colegio. or Avalon, or RiverBend. the most pow-
erfut element is to have skeptics see how it operates. This is why the
New Country School has hundreds of visitors a year.

People need to see that learners can be productive and purposctul in
what may be termed an open atmosphere. The daily lives of learners arc
not entirely free to do as they please, although they have & great deal of
latitude in designing their day-to-day operations. just as they would if
they were in the workforce. This must be stressed (o overcome the cul-
tural attitude of what schooling ought to be, Show them thal the at-
mosphere is such that learners learn what it is like to live in the real
world., not in the artificial one of typical school.



a1 CEAFTER &

One visitor. a university professor, wrote the tollowing e-mail alter
her visit to the New Country School:

The words [ heard [rom your students made the most profeund staterment
about the education they are expericncing. Repeatedly. 1 encountered
students who spoke of their ability to follow their pussion or were al-
Jows ed the freedom to explore their ideas tully while still meeting the ed-
ucational requirements of the state. One student commented that students
from the school could perform at the level of any other school on a stan-
dardized test but in addition, students a' the New Country Schoel re-
ceived life skills fur bevond those provided in regular K—12 environ-
ments. As [ spoke with students. they were very comfortabic and mature
as thev spoke of thelr aspirations, skills. and interests. In fact. their abil-
ity to dialogue about their education with a complete strunger seemed
toreizn o me given my experience in sccondary schools. The skills (e.g..
project completion. self-direction. time-management, goal setting) the
students were feaming and developing seem to [it the “real world” in a
much more profound sense than our tvpical assessments in the K-12
school years. Watching and listening to veur students provided valida-
tion of my beliets about education.

Testimonials such as this are guite common from visitors. The al-
mosphere should be scen and visitors should talk with the learners.
Talking with the learners is what hooks most visitors. They can casily
see the passion and protectiveness that the program builds m the stu-
dents who participate.

Just as the general public accepts the cuiture of typical school, even
more 50 for the people who work in the system. It is very difficult for a
teacher or principal to view schooling as anything different than what they
deal with on a daily basis, This has been ingrained in them trom the days
of their schooling, and reinforced during their teacher preparation and/or
leadership training. Even though preparation programs mouth the words
of constructivist philosophy. and have novice teachers read about and dis-
cuss orlentation-two and orientation-three teaching. they all end up stu-
dent teaching with traditional teachers who utilize mostly onentation-one
methods. Naturally, they sce this as the “way it is done.”

Yet. educators who know that many children are not served well un-
der the typical, traditional way of doing things c¢reated the project-
based system. Many educators know that they have to really get to
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know their students in order to help themr Many secondary educators
know that if they had time to personalize for students they could do bet-
ter by them. Many know that it they could get technology in the hands
of students, they would become more motivated. Most educators be-
lieve that students need to learn how to lcarn and that they all learn bet-
ter when a passion for learning is present. Yet. they hold on to their pe-
cilicr conceit of cxpecting students to know their subject, and
traditional ways of doing things. because they cannot conceive of ways
to integrate disciplines and personalize within the system. They have o
learn that there is a way to get around the system. that systemic change
is possible in order to do good things for voung people. Change is dit-
ficult for cveryone, but more so when the general culture of u system
or the public at large does not see the possibilitics. We must make the
possibilities seem real.

Changes made in the system too often are merely tinkering around
the edges. One metaphor that seems to [it is “reconfiguring the airplane
while 1t is still in flight.” You can change pilots, you can change the
number of seats, change who serves the clients, even offer a varicty of
drinks and snacks. But in the end it is the same airplane. Only when you
cet grounded and start over can vou create a different flying machine.
Tinkering with minor reforms takes too long and too many learners are
being lost. It is necessary to see that the system can be changed. that
small neighborhood schools, with generalist advisors and with real
world student work. is possible. Then you must convince the parents
and educators in your community.

A major mind-set to overcome is that charter schools arc hurting
other public schools, that they are run by unstable people with tly-by-
night ideas. or even that they are private schools. Or, as was mentioned
early on in the movement. that they will take all the best students and
educators (which would scem to indicate that they are worthy schools)!
School board associations. teacher’s unions. and associations of ad-
ministrators have all worked to stop or moderate the growth of charters,
The reason given. primarily, is to keep the public system strong, Many
educators truly bhelieve that the traditional way is best. and [ have no
problem with that. But another reason may be to save their power and
mfluence in the present system. Tf that is the reason. it is not cood
enough. Young people come first. i
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One thing [ can say from my experience. charter school educators are
some of the most caring and giving in the field. The risk ol foss of se-
curity and the time and effort taken to create and run your own school
are two good reasons not to do this. But the rewards are great. and
heartfelt educators all across the country have taken that risk. Find ed-
ucators who you know love to work with adolescents. who have done
active things with students, who know that they can do better in ditfer-
ent circumstances. Form 4 coalition with them and with community
leaders to get the changes made.

It is not the purpose of this book to give the reader all of the statis-
tics and rationale behind chartering. Information is available in almost
every state. It is the purpose, though, to elucidate the methods needed
to create a project-based system. If working through the present school
board. administration. and local teacher’s union can get the changes
done. then go for it. If not. then make an end run around the system. if
vour state allows for that to happen.

To overcome the stigma attached to charters you will need a very
good public information plan. Public meetings ought to be organized so
that the information can be disseminated. Always take the “high road”
in these meetings. Never bash the public system, as it does serve a pur-
pose and a large number of students. You are providing a choice for ed-
ucators. parents. and learners who have fell a need lor a different way
of learning and teaching.

The primary audience for your information sessions will be parents
of children who have struggled in some aspect of school. These could
be students who have been diagnosed for a special education classifi-
cation and whose parents feel they are not well served. They could be
students who do not feel safe in a large high school, and who want at-
tention in a large school. They could be students who want more access
to computers and technology than is typical in the system utilized n
traditional schools. Or. parents of young people who know their sons
and daughters learn best by hands-on activitics and doing things out-
side the school walls. And many homeschoolers are looking for a way
to have the public education system serve their needs. These are gener-
ally the clients who will listen and who will try a school that is differ-
ent. Welcome them to your meetings and they will help reeruit others
to the movement.
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Business people in the community are ghod allies, Generally they can
see the need for a project-based system. as they understand that is how
most ol the world works, When they understand that young people will
be partners in community development, that voung people will be gain-
ing the learning-to-learn skills necessary to be good emplovees and cre-
ative managers, they will come on board to help. Other professionals
the community may also see the necessity for having a project-based
school that creates an atmosphere of enthusiasm. Local politicians
should he cultivated. especially if they were voted for and backed a
charter law in the state.

[t 15 necessary to have a good coalition of the public in order to over-
come the inertia of large bureaucratic institutions that education has
fostered in the past 100 vears. But it is also necessary to have educators
tead the movement. Teachers who see the need to do things differently,
usually those who have utilized orientation-two practices and see the
need to go a step further. are the spearhead for the movement 1o de-
velop a new school or change the old. Teachers. parents. and local lead-
crs should all be involved in changing public perceptions of what a
learning comununity can be. It has been done in & number of commu-
nities: it can be done in yours.

Teacher leadership is necessary so that new ways of learning and
teaching can be explained. In most cases the new project-based schools
will be led by and controlled by the teachers. If the teachers are added
to the program after the initial vision and mission have been estab-
lished. vou run the risk of having teachers in the school who do not
share in that same philosophy of education. Part of the mission and vi-
ston of project-based scheols, especially charter schools. asks the
teachers to organize and manage the school’s day-to-day operation. The
ones who had the idea to make the shift to project-based learning will
be the most committed ones to the success of the school.

Teacher leadership of this notion is very unique. Yet without the
teacher teadership the model does not give the learners the true model-
ing of real life. cither. Part of the mission of the founders of the New
Country school was to create a means by which leachers could also con-
trol their own destiny. Not only were the learners to have their interests
and needs met but 80 were the teacher-advisors. Choices and control of
destinies, along with accountability, are inherent in the whole system,
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from learners to parents to advisors. The schools being created by the
Gates-EdVisions Project ask that the teacher-advisors develop individ-
ual responsibility. accountability, and ownership of the cducational
process. In the top-down management systems in large traditional
school districts, teachers have very little control over their enterprise.

It was in this light that the founders of the Minnesota New Country
Schoal created a teacher-owned cooperative in order to form a profes-
sional practice organization to have control over personnel and cur-
riculum. The cooperat.ve invites teachers and support stafl 1o become
members of the oreanization in lieu of hiring them. The cooperative
then presents a contract 1o a school board to provide the program and
the personnel. The professional organization is responsible for sceing
to it that professional development plans are carried out and that statt
evajuation is done by peers. parents. and Jearners. In this lormat, ad-
ministrative duties are carried out by either the advisors themselves as
extra duties or the professional association hires administrators. This
makes administrators subject 1o the teacher-advisors, rather than vice
versi. This leaves the teachers in complete controd of daily operations.

Parents are naturally involved in the project-bascd program (see
chapter 6). but they can also be a part of the focal professional organi-
zation, thercby having a part in personnel and curriculum management
decisions. Having such an organization can provide a democratic voice
in the operation of a school program.

The idea of outsourcing the personnel and curricufum may seem
strange. Yet schools outsource a large number of other tunctions:
school lunch. bussing, psychological services. etc. Why not teachers?
This arrangement in public education is very new and is not legally
supported in many ways. Union contracts. which keep the teachers in
position of employees rather than professionals, arc upheld through
master agrecments. The arrangement only exists in the charter sector as
of this writing. However. in the future it may be possible to have regu-
lar school districts make such contracts with teachers. giving teachers
true control over their professional duties.

1L is mot necessary to create a professional teacher™s organization in
order to accomplish the changes to a project-based system. It may he
done through regular channels of change (i¢.. local school boards, lo-
cal administrators. and local union members). I a majority of teachers
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in a traditional system want to affect such changes. they can do so. It
will. however, require a grcat deal of time. effort. and possibly extra
tunds. But the amrplane is grounded every nine months tor a term of two
to three months. If teachers and administrators are willing. the tlving
machine can take on a different shape during summer months.

Small. rural high schools in danger of Josing students Lo a large. com-
prechensive high school in a regional center may also need o take a
2ood. tong look at the project-based. teacher-run schools. The Min-
nesota New Country school, which has no administrator, seven advisors,
and one speciul education licensed teacher, carries on a full curriculum
and offers all kinds of opportunitics tfor learners. It 18 even a more {ull
curriculum if you look at the sources of projects. New Country. with an
advisor as the business and finance manager, with a teacher-owned co-
operative providing services, has operated 1n the black as well. It is pos-
sible to be small and etficient. if the whole of the system is considered.
[t is not possible to do when holding on to some of the old system.

It is necessary to see that learning is more than just acquiring lactual
knowledge. It also is necessary to see that you can reconfigure the places
where schooling is done into small. neighborhoed schools. It is necessary
to see the possibility of having a successful high school without ““cover-
ing” all the disciplines and reorganizing the way teachers teach. It is nec-
essary to believe and understand that tor learners to be successful in the
future, they need life-long learmng and technology skills. Tf vou can buy
into these things, then it possible 1o create a project-based schoot.

[f vou want to sce results like the project-based schools are seeing in
developing a passion tor learning. learning-to-learn skiils, and skills tor
a purposeful adutthood, then 1t is worth attempting. Education 1s all
about the learners. Think outside the box. Do what is best to keep the
passion for learning alive. It is well worth it.
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2001-2002
Project Proposal Form

Name: Date:

Names of others if group project:

Title of the project:

I. Identify the topic to be researched and/or investigated:

IT. List at least three basic information/fact questions you would like to
answer CONCerning your project.
L.

Y]

101
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111. How does vour project apply to lite outside of school” What makes
this project important to the community/world around you? (Al

least two reasons)
l.

[ )

"

IV. Brainstorming (May choose between A and B or do both)

AL Develop a Weh {Attach)
B. Design an Qutline (Arttach)

V. Tasks/Activities to complete this project:

Date to complete by:

V1. List a minimum of three different types of resources vou will use.
At least one of these must be a primary source (living person).

rJ

iy

VII. List the Profiles that will be validated after project complction.
{Need to have the applicable profiles copied, highlighted and

attached to the proposal form.)

2001-7002 PROJEET FRIEOSAl FLRM 152

VIHI. Number of Proposed Project Credits (Must have documented
hours/work to receive credit.)__

IX. Iniricdl Proposal Approval:

Parent/Guardian: Date:

Advisor: Date:

Project Planning Group:

Date:
Date:
Date:

X. Checklist needed to be completed before final approval.

d.
b.
¢. Project Checklist (If needed)
d.

[

Documentation of Project Learning

Timelog

Works Cited/Bibliography(example
found on page 276 of Writers Inc.)
Performance Rubric
Summary/Reflection (Describe the
process of completing. What went

well and what would you do differently?
How did the project affect you as a
student, citizen. and/or tamily member?)

X1 Final Approval,
I agree my child’s project is ready for final approval.
Parent/Guardian: Date;

Advisor: Date:

Project Planning Group:

Date:
Date:
Date:

# Documented Hours:
Actual Project Credits:

Letter Grade:
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Performance Rubric for
Minnesota New Country School
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< Review with parent/guardian/adult triend
-4 Complete documentation of time and learnin

1 Review with project planning team

4 Review with peer {friend)
2 Review with advisor
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PHASE 3

1 Complete most (2/3 or more) of rough work
1 Review with peer ({friend)

4 Review with parent/guardian/adult {riend

J Review with advisor

a Review with project planning team

4 Complete documentation of time and learming

PHASE 4

- Complete rough work

2 Make revisions

< Revicw with peer (friend)

2 Review with parent/guardian/adult friend

2 Review with advisor

41 Complete final product

a2 Complete documentation of time and learning

PHASE 5
2 Complete reflection thoughts
* What went well?
o What problems did I encounter?
¢« What chd I Iearn?
41 Complete any final finishing touches
41 Complete project evaluation
4 Plan presentation
4 Practice presentation
4 Complete documentation of time and learning
4 Review
4 Project planning team evaluation

APPENDIX D

Presentation & Exhibition Evaluation Form
for Minnesota New Country School

Student’s Name

Project Tide

Presentation Skills

[ntroduces self with poise
[dentifies project and significance
Acknowledges resources und mentors

Speech is relaxed and conversational
Speech is oud cnough to hear

Knovwledge & Application Skifls
Provides informative. in-depth history
Reveals a high degree of research
Reveals a high degree of understanding

Organization & Problem Solving

Production process is explained

Promotes undersianding of concepts
Provides logical closure to the questiond(s)

Date
Evaluator
Poor Fair Good  Excellent
! 2 3 4
l 2 3 4
| 2 3 4
Makes clear what 1o expect and look for | 2 3 4
Makes eye contact and speaks to audience | 2 3 4
1 2 3 4
1 2 3 4
Uses Standard English. avoids slang, cte. 1 2 3 4
] 2 3 4
] 2 3 4
i 2 3 4
Provides all correct nformation necessary 1 2 3 4
Respands clearly and concisely (o gquestions | 2 2 4
Presentation 18 organized & casy to follow | 2 3 4
| 2 3 4
Provides insight into problems/salutions | 2 3 4
1 2 3 4
1 2 3 4

NA
NA
NA
NA
NA
NA
NA
NA

NA
NA
NA
NA
NA

NA
NA
NA
NA
NA
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Display and/or Prodict

Demonsirates high level of technology skill
Overall physical quality is high
Arrangement shows artisiry & creatvity

COMML-TS:

Poar

!

Fair

Lt Ta

Good  Excellent

Tad
4

3

ol
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