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ABSTRACT

Project-based learning (PBL), a form of learningtthas its roots in medical
schools, has been frequently studied at the secpratad undergraduate/graduate
levels. Few studies of this learning approach Hasen conducted at the elementary
level. This study addressed the question of whaept-based learning looks like and
how it is implemented in the elementary years,tasxists within the context of a
whole school. A qualitative case study design wsed for the study. A purposeful
sample of K through 6 elementary staff was intereie over a period of 8 months.
Analysis of the data showed that teacher masterycaritent; scaffolding to
developmental levels; and flexibility in planningeke key elements in implementing
and managing the project process. A defined séearhing lenses and an agreed
upon philosophy at the whole-school level also gme@ras significant factors in

implementing the PBL approach.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

Experiential learning is not a new concept; probleased learning (PBL), an
approach included in the experiential learning fgmihas been used as a design
methodology for over 40 years in the areas of seigengineering, medicine, and
economics (Barneveld & Strobel, 2009). Other eigmial-based learning features,
which have their roots in the traditions of Kilpekr (1918, 1921) and Dewey (1938),
were embodied in the trend of “discovery learnitigt occurred in the late 1960’s
and early 1970’s (Thomas, 2000). In the last twoadles, researchers have reviewed
evidence, reflected upon, and made hypotheseswhysome of these past learning
models failed to gain wide acceptance in educalipraetice.

One theory is that these models did not base tpeagrams on a
comprehensive understanding of what drives leametivation nor gave enough
attention to the foundations of knowledge thatra@eessary to participate in projects
or problems that can be more cognitively challegdBlumenfeld et al., 1991). Other
authors and researchers have noted the gaps betpastnmodels that utilized
‘projects’ and the modern conception of PBL, whiglaces specific emphasis on
authenticity, constructivism, and the necessithadic learning skills in order to fully
participate in the learning process (Thomas, 2000).

While wider use of such models of learning appdarvary with national

priorities and ideologies (Chard & Katz, 2000), tleeent rising interest in the PBL



model is accompanied by emerging research thatsldokdefine the criteria and
factors associated with successful project-basachileg models and to address the

various misconceptions that are adversely assacveité failed models.

Defining Criteria of Project-Based Learning

Dr. John W. Thomas performed a meta-analysis, @tgg by the Autodesk
Foundation, of existing research on the projecetidsarning method (2000). Based
on the recognition that multiple forms of experiahtearning exist and have been
implemented in various ways and under various ¢mnd, Thomas first analyzed
existing research pertaining to the different dfeess forms and selected those that,
based on existing practice and theory, appear t@ lzen overlapping set of core
components. His final analysis included reseahelt assumed the labels of “Project-
based Learning”, “Project-based Instruction”, “Hewb-based Learning”, and
“Expeditionary Learning”.

Thomas (2000) identifies themes within each of #@d@ove models to
defineProject-Based Learnings the overarching approach. Though there sigisd
not exist one exclusive set of characteristics,nta® (2000) defines the following five
criteria as being present in a PBL curricull@entrality, where the project is the
center of the curriculunDriving Questionand/or ill-defined problemConstructive
Investigationghat utilize inquiry, knowledge building, and ragmn; Autonomyor a
shift from teacher-directed to student-directedre®; andRealismwith a focus on
authentic problems and questions in which solutitrasve the potential to be

implemented.



Chard and Katz (2000) also made evidence-basé¢uhadisns between more
traditional, systematic instruction and authentiojgct-based work, with a focus on
this process in early childhood education (defiasahildren ages three to eight). In a
project-based environment, teachers not only héliglesits to acquire skills but
provide multiple opportunities for students to apftlose skills; learning is primarily
driven by intrinsic motivation, or interest and atvement in the project; children are
offered a choice in how they learn from a varietactivities and help determine their
own level of challenge; children take on the rofeh® expert in the classroom and
capitalize on their proficiencies; and the teachad children share accountability for

learning, progress, and achievement.

Projects

There are two different strands of research in dhea of implementation,
management, and assessment research. The fast stfprocedural facilitation” —
determines the features, materials, requiremergshnblogies, and assessment
strategies associated with productive inquiry amckimum achievement on the part of
students, and the effective combinations of tho$be second strand focuses on
collecting data on the nature and effectivenessgodssroots” interventions, those
projects that have been designed and implementedessfully by individual or
groups of teachers in the classroom or within assubf the school (Mergendoller &
Thomas, 2000; Thomas, 2000). This study will ingsge those components
associated with the first strand, procedural fedibn.

Hmelo-Silver (2004) identified some of the barsien implementing the PBL



model in a K-12 environment. In medical school,evéh much of the existing

research has been done, learning revolves arounthtegrated, interdisciplinary

curriculum organized around problems as opposedutgect domains. In K-12

education, teachers must assess students in sp&difject areas and problems often
do not map neatly onto subject-area divisions. |émenting this model requires

careful planning in shorter classroom periods. sdsh, there is a great need for
evidence-based instructional strategies that detraiaswhich elements of PBL are
important for particular kinds of outcomes, allogirducators to make informed
choices in adapting PBL to particular contexts.

Kuhn and Pease (2010), in conducting an experimhestudy at the
undergraduate level to identify effective composesftproblem-based learning versus
lecture/discussion, found that a key componentrivirdy the procedural process is
student focus on engagement with the problem, venetkperienced collaboratively
or individually. Kuhn and Wirkala (2011), who carmded a similar controlled-
experimental study of problem-based learning in iddia-school population, also
found that engagement was key to activating thenieg process and that
collaborative versus individual work did not appeaact as an independent variable.

Both of the above studies address one of crilesst voiced assessments of
the constructivist, discovery, problem-based, eepéial, and inquiry-based learning
methods — that such learning models are assocratbd’'minimal guidance” on the
part of the teacher, and that this lack of guiddiads to acknowledge structures that
make up human cognitive architecture (Kirschnereler, & Clark, 2006). In

counter arguments, Chard and Katz (2000), Kuhn Rease (2010), and Kuhn and



Wirkala (2011) address this critique as a misurtdasng and counter by describing
scaffolding as a key element involved in the PBlogaiss. Advocates state that
activation of background knowledge and elaboratiom essential components in the
PBL process and that these elements are imperageause of the most recent
research compatibility with human cognitive arctiitee (Chard & Katz, 2000; Kuhn

& Pease, 2010; Kuhn & Wirkala, 2011).

Researcher’s Stance

My interest in project-based learning seems toehlaappened incidentally,
while |1 was working as a Graduate Assistant in @féce of Teacher Education at
University of Rhode Island. Part of my duties udgd arranging practicum
placements for students in the education progranm;hwentailed familiarizing myself
with various public schools in the districts of Rleolsland with which we had a
working relationship. At times, | was asked tolpup former student placement
information to be used on forms for program vesfion or for student teaching
placements. It was during such an occurrence lttcame across The School A.
When | saw its location in South Kingstown, riglown the road from the university,
| became curious and wondered why | had never gebaard of the school.

After a visit to the school's website, | found thhe school was a public
charter school. Their mission statement readsobewis: "This charter school is a
multi-age learning community which fosters a pasdmr learning in all students so
they can reach their full potential. The schoolizés a project-based curriculum

integrating academic disciplines, emphasizing $aesponsibility and environmental



sustainability, in small classroom settings to prepeach graduate to be a responsible
citizen in the global community.” | had never falhy heard of a project-based
curriculum, and so did some informal research om tibpic. | instantly became
interested in the concept. The idea of teachindest in an “authentic” way, put into
a connected and real-life context, was inspirihgthe current literature, there was a
great emphasis on completing a project as the stinen@&presentation of everything
that students have learned over the course ofrtheqb process. This approach made,
and still makes, much sense to me. | had, and baee elements, bits and pieces of
the idea, in more traditional public school classns (including my own), but | knew
that existing structures and expectations, bothencontext of learning-level and at an
institutional level, made this a more challengimgl &&ss common approach for public
school teachers. | wanted to witness first-handi @gvelop an understanding of how
this approach could, and has worked, in a pubémehtary school setting.

The following spring semester, | enrolled in theldr Study course required for
my Master’s Degree; it is this course, which regsiia research field study, along with
successful completion of the Comprehensive Exam,uual course for earning a
Master’'s Degree in the Elementary Education prografmew walking in that | was
interested in observing and figuring out how projegsed learning could work at the
elementary level; | immediately thought of School(fAr confidentiality purposes |
will use the name School A), and how | could turp imterests into a workable field
study. When | turned in my proposed study to ngfgssor, | was told that what |
wanted to do - a critical observation and analydiproject-based learning at the

elementary-level - would take longer than the 3 thsrallotted, and sounded more



like a Master's Thesis. My professor advised thaiscuss my interests with my
advisor, which | did soon after. With my advisoagproval, | decided to pursue the
Master’'s Thesis course, which would satisfy the pletion of both the Field Study
course and the Comprehensive Exams.

Later in March of that same semester, | reachedooand arranged a meeting
with Mr. Brady, the current director at School Ahad previously sent him an initial
proposal for a study via e-mail and explained ntgnests and ideas for cooperating
with School A. When we met in mid-March, Mr. Brasgemed amenable to the idea
of my coming in to do research in the role of atipgrant-observer, pending on my
completion of a more streamlined research propo$&y. proposal was finalized
toward the end of May, with a proposal date settf@ end of September. After
successfully defending my proposal on Septembe2@%2, | then only had to wait
for my proposal to receive IRB approval (as my aesk involved human participants)
before | could begin my field research. After iigcey approval in early November
2012, | began my research at School A later thattino

| completed my field research, which concludedhwpiarticipant checks, in
June 2013, seven months later. From February tp Malso completed my student
teaching in Grade 1 at a public elementary schodRhode Island. | had finished
translating all interviews before the spring semestnd began analysis of the
interview data that summer. In August 2013, kereed an offer to teach third grade
in the East Providence school district, which legated. The first year of teaching is a
veritable journey of navigating a slew of respoitgibs and tasks that | can only

characterize as being where the real teacher edndaggins. | contemplated whether



to continue working on my thesis during that fiysar. When | sought the advice of
one of my committee members, she advised againspunsuing both at the same
time.

After further reflection, | decided that attempgtito complete my thesis and
serve as a first-year teacher would distribute mgnéon between the two, and | felt
each deserved as much of my full attention as plessiAs such, the fall semester of
2013 | was granted a leave of absence until thexsemof 2014. While | did take time
away from analysis of the data, completing my stwdg never too far from my mind,
and | had no intention of not picking up my dataiagintil the following summer.

In February 2014, during public school's wintercaaon, | decided | had
enough immersion in that first year to continue kimgy on my data analysis, from
where | had previously left off in August. | begammmitting some weekend hours to
further coding the data and archiving literature review. At the end of May 2014,
about a month before the end of the school yeaetlwith my advisor to discuss my
progress and next steps. | left feeling that | wasthe right track and knowing the

steps that | needed to take in order to move fatwar

Justification for Study

Thomas (2000) identified a gap in research oniriegtutionalization of PBL
and on PBL-based whole school change. Specificdlhomas stated the need to
describe factors that influence conditions underctwviPBL thrives and spreads in a
school setting and becomes a viable part of th&idisand community, and the

“ingredients by which PBL becomes a spearhead fmi&school change”.



My own literature review turned out few studies BBL at the whole-school
level, particularly at the elementary level. Ferthore, | was not able to find any
existing studies on PBL at the elementary levelirtharter school. This study
investigates how various contextual elements iotesgth and influence the function

of PBL in a charter school.

The Approach

Case studies have been criticized for lackingu$e of random assignment in
order to select populations to be studied, and nor controlling environmental
variables in order to determine specific causatoues. In response, case studies -
when conducted according to an established protecme extremely valuable in
investigating complex social units consisting ofltiple variables that are of potential
importance in the understanding of a particular etialed phenomenon and providing
a more holistic account (Merriam, 2009; Yin, 2003).

| do not make any claims that the results of #tisdy will be objectively
transferrable to other environments. Rather, the of the case study is to provide a
rich and thick description of findings in a detdiland logical manner, so that the
reader has the choice to contextualize elemeritsea$tudy to his or her own situation
if determined to be valid (Guba & Lincoln, 1981).

The research questions were investigated througluaitative case study
design. This design was an ideal fit for the siutlye to the nature of the research
subject — an innovative program (project-basedniag) within an individual charter

school that serves a K — 8 population, an examipée“bounded system”. In addition,



the research questions lend themselves to moreptidjualitative inquiry due to the
potential range of factors/elements that exist d@hed various interactions and
relationships therein (Merriam, 2009).

The specific case study type is Intrinsic andrlnsental. In other words, the
purpose is not to come to understand abstract mahgir generic phenomenon nor to
theory build, but to provide insight into a parteuissue or to provide a different
perspective on a particular generalization (Merfi&f09). Though drawing from
other qualitative research sources, | primarily tle® case study methodology and

design as described by Merriam.

Research Questions

The following overarching question was proposeldng with four sub-
guestions or topical ideas. The research procedstd the development of two
additional sub-questions that provided more in-deptalysis of the data. As noted by
Ely et al. (1991), “because qualitative researcdersend on the field to help them ask
guestions, it is not a good idea to enter the fralth questions that are too specific, or
too tight, or too slanted” (p.56). These guestipravided a broad lens through which
to examine the subject of study, and a groundeddation on which to build an
inductive analysis.
Overarching questionWhat does project-based learning look like and hewit
implemented in the elementary years, as it exiglBnmthe context of a whole school?
Sub-questions:

1. What are the identified common criteria by whethrent PBL is defined?

10



2. What practices are being used for implementotgnning and managing projects,
and what are the challenges present therein?
3. How does the PBL process change according todesi developmental level?
4. What are the contextual factors that underlee RBL model at an institution-wide
level?

¢ What makes this approach successful in this school?

e What type of teaching environment does the PBL approach make

possible?

11



CHAPTER 2

REVIEW OF LITERATURE

Theoretical Frames

The study that | present here attempts to address PBL functions at the
elementary level within a whole-school conteXs with any area of study, there are
multiple dimensions and perspectives that framggbbject. This study was informed
by three primary theories, each falling within @tolict paradigm — learning theory,

socio-cultural theory, and organizational theory.

Constructivism (Learning Theory)

The first, constructivism, is a learning theorgttis most widely known by the
work of Jean Piaget (1953) and Lev Vygotsky (1968)onstructivism, in both
individual and social contexts, supports the sdierand philosophical underpinnings
of the project-based approach. A related theocpmstructionism, which is distinct in
its definition by the manipulation of objects.

Constructivism, proposed by Jean Piaget, propdtisas knowledge is not
transmitted from teachers to students, but con®duby students themselves when
interacting with the environment. The two primaypes of constructivism -
cognitive or individual (Piaget, 1953) and socMygotsky, 1962) - are both inherent
in project-based learning as defined by Thomas {ROOSimilarities between

individual and social include inquiry teaching mmdb and students creating concepts

12



built on existing knowledge (Powell et al, 2009241).

Disequilibrium - the state of being uncomfortabben one has to adjust
his/her thinking (schema) to resolve conflict (Pdve¢ al.,, 2009, pp. 26-27) - is the
catalyst for constructivist learning. When disdéipuum occurs, individuals either
assimilate information (bring knowledge to own, stixig schemas) or accommodate
information (change schemas to accommodate newnmafiton) (Piaget, 1953).
Scaffolding a unique type of internalization oetgng it” will occur when children
are asked to perform a task that has some meanoh@r@ granted assistance. This
idea is called the zone of proximal developmengppsed by Vygotsky (1962, p.
244). Language usage in the classroom is the mgsbrtant process in a social
constructivist setting (p. 245). Inquiry must barefully planned and organized,
especially for the less prepared students who raely background knowledge and
problem-solving skills (Wolk, 1994, p. 332). Realmeaningful knowledge based on
one’s ability to accept, reason or acquire infoiorgtimplies that the individual has

constructed personal meaning in the process afileg(p. 248).

Socio-cultural Lens (Cultural Theory)

The socio-cultural perspective was a significamts| through which the data
collected was analyzed. Jerome Bruner’'s psychih@ll approach to viewing
education greatly influenced the direction of myalgeis. Bruner (1996) identifies
nine tenets as the bedrock of the culture of edwutaiThough not all need to be
addressed, there are six that | found to be péatiguuseful in helping to interpret the

meaning behind my findings.

13



The first is the perspectival tenet, reflecting @amareness of the varying
meanings that can be interpreted through a paaticobmponent or finding. For
example, School A’s emphasis on environmental acthsresponsibility can be seen
as philosophical underpinnings of the staff; asuntiation for School A’s curriculum
structure; or as a means, from a leadership pergpeto unite staff purpose and
motivation around a set of ideas and practices.is Itthe interaction between
individuals and a culture that give this tenet niegn This tenet can also be observed
to an extent through the words and actions of ta#, $n terms of how they cope with
varying view points (Bruner, 1996, p.13).

Bruner’'s (1996) constructivism tengpeaks to the pedagogical underpinnings
that underlie the project-based learning approachthe views of staff at School A.

In Bruner’s view, reality is constructed by mangividuals, shaped by traditions and
symbols of a particular culture. Bruner offersedimition of the purpose of education
as “helping young people to better use these wiat®nstruction, and helping them to
better adapt to the world and help change its ms®E®as necessary” (p. 20).

The interactional tenefpeaks to a sub community that is necessary f@inas
on a knowledge or skill. Bruner (1996) makes timintction of such interactions
promoting “real learning”, which he believes doest nccur under the historically
institutionalized one-way transmission model. Aed by Bruner, a sub-community
fills several learning needs: models ways of dangnowing; provides opportunities
for emulation; offers running commentary; providesaffolding for novices; and
provides a context for teaching deliberately (p. ZLhe School A’s staff and students

appeared to function as such a sub-community ftiwidual learners.

14



The externalization tendocuses on the main function of collective culture
being the production of external works, or “oeutr@ghich he attributes back to the
French Cultural Psychologist Ignace Meyerson. Theskks produce and maintain a
sense of group solidarity; provide a record of rakefforts; and promote a sense of
the division of labor that goes into a product.eTatter encourages metacognition on
a group’s overall progress to encourage discusgBmner, 1996, p. 22). The
greenhouse; the garden; and the chicken coop ampmas of physical ‘works’ that
provide a sense of unified purpose for the membeSchool A; these artifacts also
reflect the ‘division of labor’ - students firstabight of and then worked with staff to
create these products. Both staff and students fwdgs in maintaining these external
works that are an inherent part of School A’'s aetof social responsibility and
environmental sustainability.

The institutional tenetcognizes that cultures are composed of institgttbat
specify roles, status and respect. Cultures achamge systems, and goals are
achieved through a mix of volunteerism and coerdiBruner, 1996, p. 25). As
became apparent in the creation of the learning@mwent, teachers at School A are
granted certain responsibilities and experiencavatars that give them the sense of
freedom to shape the goals of School A.

A final relevant tenet is that aflentity and self-esteemwhichidentifies
education as a crucial contributor to the sharednpmenon of self, a concept
dependent on cultural context. Bruner (1996) ifiestthe two components of self as
agency and evaluation. Agency consists of Willidames’ notion of an “extended

self’, composed of things, activities, and placgeng with a privately-constructed

15



self. Through the extended self, cultural influesidetermine a sense of responsibility
and skill sets. Evaluation, or self-efficacy, ffeated by available supports. Bruner
posits that the question needing to be asked byotsls, what contributions do they
make to the person in terms of agency and selees?e He cautions of an
overshadowed emphasis on performance and burei@ucdamands. Student
investment in the learning process and reflectrmseas two prominent themes in the

research, affecting students’ and teachers’ senselfqp. 35).

Organizational Learning/“Learning School” (Institutonal/Organizational Theory)

While the fact that School A is a charter schochswnot a primary
consideration in my choosing as to where to conthetstudy, this fact became ever
more significant throughout the data analysis pecelhere clearly existed factors in
the culture and inner-workings of this institutithrat were effects of, and also helped
to shape, School A's charter school status. Thsticcanalysis painted an image of a
young institution (about 10 years old) that hadezignced, and was still experiencing,
an evolution in its approaches and its identityeraglified through an emphasis on
community learning and reflection. Towards “tmeleof my analysis and reviewing
relevant literature, | came across the idea of mmgdional learning, proposed by Peter
M. Senge, director of the Center for Organizatidredrning at MIT's Sloan School of
Management.

Organizational learning is not a new concept; @rggBateson, who was a
biologist and systems theorist, provided a semiioahdation in the 1960’s. Chris

Argyris, a professor of education and organizafidsehavior at Harvard, became

16



interested in the concept beginning in the 1976merging with a definition two
decades later that comprised two key featuresviahglals must be problem-solvers
with the ability to detect and correct errors “iretexternal environment”, and those
individuals must be able to reflect critically dretr own behavior and self-correct any
identified discrepant behaviors that could negéagivefluence the organization
Organizational learning is a continuous processutin which individuals “develop
new perspectives, create new ways of working tagethnd devise practices and
structures...a strategy for long-term success” (Reed.,, 2001, p73).

Peter Senge, who was a student of Argyris, prevadéamework for creating
a learning organization, identifying five discipti®m by which these organizations
operate: 1.Systems Thinking, which integrates therofour disciplines, and involves
seeing the self as part of the whole. Systemsitignallows detection of patterns and
interrelationships within a complex whole (Kofman 8enge, 1993); 2. Personal
Mastery, which requires continual development amdrpretation of personal vision;
3. Mental Modelsa deeply ingrained concept of the self, are uguatly detected
when a discrepancy exists between action and wokdgreness of mental models
provides an opportunity for an individual to invMgate how long-held perceptions
affect one’s behavior and decisions; 4. Sharedoviis a reflection on goals, values,
and missions that are shared throughout an orgamzan which individuals are
committed and show motivation to act on this visiand 5. Team Learning,
which speaks to teams of individuals who are all, to @agidegree, committed to
personal mastery and eliminating mental barriensl who show a high degree of

collaboration and maximize collective ability (Send994).

17



Schools and educators showed great interest igeg&eframework, which led
him to also eventually utilize the term “learningheol”. Most schools struggle to
fulfill this role; the doctrine is difficult to puinto practice for any organization (Reed
et al.,, 2001, p.2). A true learning school attesrtp answer the key question: “How
can we guarantee that every child has access tontdst effective teaching?” As
identified by Senge, there are several componéatstiust be incorporated in order to
effectively answer this question. Most importatite school must represent all
involved parties - teachers, students, parentspa@tipstaff, and the business
community. In addition, staff teams must be emped¢o make site-based decisions,
such as setting critical goals, allocating resasiresd organizing solutions (Reed et
al.,, 2001). Senge makes the point that all disap within a given institution exist
on a spectrum. The analysis of participants’ eigoees and views presents evidence

of each discipline as it exists within the school.
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CHAPTER 3

METHODOLOGY

This study employed purposeful sampling of a ueigase, i.e., defined by its
rare attributes of occurrence in the specified phemnon of interest - project-based
learning at the elementary level, within a chas@nool. The unit of analysis was the
teacher and other school members in the boundeadnsysof the classroom and the
charter school, School A, located in Rhode IslaAtithe time of the field study, the
school was host to 172 students in grades K — B aldssrooms grouped by mixed
age - grades K and 1; grade 2; grades 3 and 4egfadnd 6; and grades 7 and 8. The
study focused on teachers of the elementary lemels grades K through 6. The
school population also consists of one director; ®acher’'s assistants; and a
maximum nine-member school council, composed @&dlstaff, three parents, and up
to three community members, which determines therallvdirection of the school.
The school was specifically chosen because grdgect-based curriculum approach,

as stated in the school’s mission statement.

Participant Consent

In order to fulfill ethical responsibilities, | ok all steps to develop a trusted
researcher-participant relationship, providinggatticipants with a clear description
of the purpose of study, description of procedudesation, etc., as well as offering

voluntary participation and the option to withdréem the study at any time without
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consequence (Merriam, 2009). During a staff mgatinwhich | was not present, Mr.
Brady, the director of the school, had briefly meméd and described my study.
Teachers were made aware that they would be iagetonsent forms, which they
could sign and provide upon our first meeting, hey chose to participate. As
mutually agreed during a preliminary phone conuesal met first with Mr. Brady
and provided him the consent forms, which we hackedy | would collect the
following week. That same day and with Mr. Bradg&mission, | began
communicating with teachers via e-mail regardinigesitling days and times for first
observations and interviews. Again, | made clbat teachers needed to respond only
if they wished to participate.

During the study, | received consent from sixha hine teachers in the school.
| observed and interviewed 5 teachers (excludmegsixth teacher, who teaches the
7/8 step-level; initially, | provided a consentrfoto the 7/8 teachers, in the event that
| wanted to interview and observe the transitioonmfrupper-elementary to middle
school). With the exception of the 3/4 step-leviel, which case both teachers
consented to the study, | interviewed and obsefivéelacher from each “step level”
(combined grade level, with the exception of 2nddgy, which stands alone). | also
received consent to interview Mr. Brady, as wellRechel Phipps, the founder of

School A.

Data Sources and Collection
Observations

| had previously identified areas of inquiry fobservation, using the
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aforementioned research questions as a guide arttheal reference. Observations
were conducted from the perspective of a particqodaserver. Teachers at School A
were informed as to the purpose of the study anme werare of my presence, though |
did not actively engage or participate in classroactivities during school hours.
Observations lasted between thirty minutes to ang.hDuring the span of December
2013 to the end of January 2013, | was able to nmketal of eleven separate
classroom observations; three project shares (btteea/1 step level; one at the 3/4
step level; and 1 at the 5/6 step level); and chea council meeting.

The researcher’'s notebook was used to take notedagsroom observations
and a school council meeting that | attended. edus livescribe notebook and pen,
which also allowed me to record some audio durimgeovations, as well as the school
council meeting. When observing the project shdrescorded using my cell-phone
video camera to document the event. All planndd/ities for the day, along with
additional reflection notes, were kept in a fieldkwgournal. As Bogdan and Taylor
(1984) emphasized, | made best effort to recordaaiujtional detailsis soon aftethe
observation as possible. On a couple of occasaftes leaving an observation, |
recorded my thoughts and reactions, while driving, an audio recorder. The
researcher’s notebook includes my reflections duthre course of observations and
interviews, as suggested by Merriam (2009), in WHicecorded in parentheses any

observer commentary (marked OC).

Semi-structured Interviews

| conducted one in-person, semi-structured ingsvviwith each teacher
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participant, the director, and the founder of Sé¢hAo all except one of these

interviews took place over the three-month on-siiedy period (November 2012
through January 2013). | conducted an interviewh whe founder of School A in

August 2013; this interview was not in my origimabposal, but became of interest
after completing the participant checks in May dnde 2013.

The number of interviews per participant was redufrom three each (the
number proposed) to one each, due to schedule iarel donstraints. Participant
checks for these interviews were conducted wittbatlone of the participants, from
May to June 2013. The gap in time between intersiand the participant checks was
again due to schedules and timing; | was completmg student teaching from
February through May 2013, and was not able to mait participants in-person
before that time.

The only participant who did not complete a pgraat check was Beth, the
K/1 teacher. We had scheduled a participant chebich was then cancelled due to
other obligations per Beth's request. | reachedmoultiple times via phone and e-
mail, and sent Beth an electronic file of the “pew” that was created for each
participant check. She failed to respond to thiegeests.

The interviews for teachers, the director, andfthender each included four
open-ended questions, to encourage the collectiamooe meaningful. All interviews
included questions related to participants’ thoagit project-based learning as part of
the curriculum; experience with the project-bas@graach; and background and

experiences before coming to School A.
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Data Analysis & Document Examination

| transcribed all interviews and participant creeWthin a week or two after
completing, and archived them within the digitalhave (Evernote database), which is
password-protected. Interviews and participantckbewere organized by their
respective titles and name of each participant (lder, 2009). All tasks were
recorded by date in a field log, along with anyeasot- additional thoughts and
preliminary analysis — that arose while transcgftine interviews.

All interviews and participant checks were therloagded to SaturateApp, a
free coding and analysis software available throtghwebsite. Using the constant
comparative method (Glaser & Strauss, 1999), infdion was coded and then
organized into categories and themes, which bedaosler through analysis (Corbin
& Strauss, 2007Creswell, 2003). lIterative rounds of data reductmver a period of
several months, began with open coding directlynftbe interviews and participant
checks. A coding frame containing all codes anfindiens, along with notes and
guestions, was kept updated throughout the ergite ahalysis process.

In the later stages of data analysis, a set afoed codes was transferred to an
online visual thinking tool called Webspiration; das were then organized by
preliminary categories through concept mapping.tufRéng to the coding frame,
codes were then examined based on level of analgsjsdescriptive versus topic.
Codes that were too descriptive were assignediopia code (or category), and topic
codes that were lacking in specificity were alseegia “descriptor code” to allow for
more in-depth and uniform analysis. This appraaainors the use of In Vivo coding,

which calls for a mix of finding word patterns/ugiwords used by participants as a
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way of coding, and interpreting by topic (CorbinS&rauss, 2007).Topic codes, or
categories, were then assigned to themed bins,hwigftected the initial research
guestions, and additional sub-questions that adlosig the course of data analysis
(Merriam, 2009).

In addition, profiles were created for each pgtiat. These profiles were
created based on autobiographical descriptionsghda on the School A website, as
well as a careful reading through interviews. T®files provide a general
description and professional and educational backgt in order to place each
participant’s thoughts and ideas into context.

Classroom and project share observations weredatdee with teachers in
advance. Observation notes were collected anddedan the researcher’s notebook
using a livescribe pen and notebook. These nog&es then uploaded and archived in
the digital archive. The documents collected fromachers were classified and
organized according to content (e.g. graphic omgniunit overview; etc.) and
compared to interview content reflecting design RBL lessons or activities;
implementation methods; assessment methods; oxampdes of a project product.
The collected documents and classroom observatianad in the type and extent of
information offered; however, they provided valwalihsight in substantiating data

collected from the interviews.

Reviewing Literature

Before and during data analysis, various liteedumwere collected and

examined for relevant information pertaining to tlaforementioned research
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guestions. The literature provided a foundatiomtich to build my analysis, as well
as an illumination of the data findings, which urrt provided further direction for
data analysis. The focus of the literature revievariably moved from being more
descriptive, in terms of the project-based learmpngcesses, to more analytical as it
relates to the inner-workings of the institutiondatine cultural and organizational
processes at work. Documents included a mix of -pmgewed research articles,
media articles, and research-based texts (LeCo&pteissle, 1993). Public records
— school data available from the Rhode Island Diepant of Education website - were
also examined.

Document authentication was performed throughtifieation of the author,
place, and date of writing (McCulloch, 2004). Alichived articles were given an
identifying summary, and organized according toidop the digital database in
Evernote. All notes taken from written documentsevscanned and uploaded to the

digital database, and artifacts were also photdgd@and uploaded (Merriam, 2009).

Trustworthiness

Three strategies were used to ensure the trustwesth of this study.

Triangulation

Methods triangulation is one strategy for incregstredibility of case study
results (Guba & Lincoln, 1981). Three sourcesathdollection were used in order to
ensure triangulation: The semi-structured intergietive documents collected from the

field; and classroom observations. The documemisadservations were studied for
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substantiation of the content of the interviews.

Participant Checks

Each interview was initially analyzed, and simildeas were grouped together
by theme or category, forming a “pastiche” (see éqpx A). In-person participant
checks were scheduled with participants, duringctvithey had an opportunity to
clarify any comments, elaborate upon ideas or askstipns. Two participants,
Rachel and Beth, were sent the “pastiches” throgewghail, with an opportunity to
review and comment. Rachel responded with no mddit comments or

clarifications. Beth did not respond to the e-mail

Audit Trail

The researcher kept a field log on the codingrasdarch process, along with
copies of revised coding frames, in the developnoémategories and themes. After
each interview, the researcher documented anyctiftes or further notes in the field
log. These reflections and notes helped guidedihection of research and next

actions.

Limitations

This study has several limitations. First, onheadnterview took place with
each participant. An additional interview after mnan-depth data analysis would
have helped to further validate the conclusionswdra Furthermore, not all

participants took part in the in-person participgheck, which may render these
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participants’ thoughts and ideas less valid. Adddlly, the documents collected
varied in nature among teachers, which may havéevesl triangulation of the data.
Documents were usually offered by the teacherskea@ for by the researcher if being
discussed during the interview; a pre-establisheidoff documents to be requested
from each participant was not provided, mostly thuthe researcher’s desire to create
an environment of open rapport with minimal demamghe part of the participants.
The number of observations per classroom also diabased on availability and

scheduling conflicts, which may also weaken tridation of the data.

Participant Profiles

The resulting sample of participants included beas who teach grades K through 6
at School A; School A’s Director; and School A’'supder. For the purposes of
defining profiles, middle-aged is defined as agead@ older, while young is defined
as age 39 or younger. Following is a descriptibeazh participant. All participant

names have been changed to respect confidentiality.

Beth [

Beth is a middle-aged, white teacher who teaches af the two K/1 step-level
classes at the School A. She received her undkrgta and master's degrees in
Human Development and Family Studies from Univgrsit Rhode Island with a
concentration in Early Childhood Education. She been teaching for 23 years, and
joined the School A in 2004 after teaching pre-sthend kindergarten. Prior to

teaching, she worked with children and adolescémtsugh an anti-bullying and
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personal safe educational program.

Susan(!

Susan is a young, white teacher who teaches tlee2sal step-level class at The
School A. She received her undergraduate degre@nman Development and Family
Studies from University of Rhode Island with an IaChildhood certification. She
has been teaching for 9 years, and joined the $&hao 2006. Prior to working at
School A, she worked and volunteered as a staff Imeerand teacher at a Mental

Health Center, and also taught as a substitutdnod® Island.

Sam[]

Sam is a young, white teacher who teaches onbeoBB#4 looped classes at The
School A. He received his undergraduate degre&l@mentary Education from
Wheelock College with a focus on math and sciende. has been teaching for 9

years, and joined the School A in 2005.

Mel [

Mel is a middle-aged, white teacher who teaches anthe 3/4 looped classes at
The School A. She received her undergraduate dagr&lementary Education and
Sociology from Stonehill College, and her gradwdggree in School Counseling from
the University of Hartford. She has been teaclind5 years, and joined The School
A in 2004. Prior to teaching at School A, shegtat at an independent school in

Massachusetts!
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Tina [J

Tina is a young, white teacher who teaches onthef5/6 looped classes at The
School A. She received her undergraduate degreElamentary Education and
English from the University of Rhode Island. Slas Ibbeen teaching for 7 years, and

joined The School A in 2006.

Mr. Brady [

Mr. Brady is a middle-aged, white school directéte received his undergraduate
degree from Amherst College, along with a graddaigree from Central Connecticut
State College and a CAGS degree from Boston Urntyer®ir. Brady joined The
School A in 2006, after serving as a school direatoNew Hampshire and starting
and working at a K-12 charter school in Delawake taught middle-school science

in Connecticut and Massachusetts prior to becommgdministrator.

Rachel [

Rachel is a middle-aged, white interior architesctd founder of an online
organization meant to “build bridges between peaple divine, and each other". She
founded The School A, in collaboration with a grafpparents, from 1999 to 2002.
She received her undergraduate degrees in Fireealid Interior Architecture from
the Rhode Island School of Design and her gradiedeee in Divinity from Andover
Newton Theological School. In addition to her euwtr roles, she has served as a

pastor and a college chaplain.’
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School A

School A was opened in 2002 as a charter schail uhlizes a project-based
curriculum. Integrated academic disciplines ancemphasis on social responsibility
and environmental sustainability are at the core¢hef school’'s mission. The main
building, situated on twenty acres of land, cordgdine classrooms (step-levels 2, 5/6,
and 7/8) and administrative offices, and a secarggndicular building contains four
classrooms (step-levels K/1 and 3/4). The schooticues to expand and renovate its
property for educational purposes. The schoolgs@iudents into step-levels, similar
to the concept of looping (students spend two gtadels with the same teacher or
teacher(s) in a multiage setting). The step-leaelSchool A are grouped and named
accordingly: Grades K and 1 Explorers; Grade 2 Atlwers;, Grades 3 and 4

Discoverers; Grades 5 and 6 Investigators; Gradexl B Navigators.
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CHAPTER 4

FINDINGS

Figure 1.1 Themes and Catego

PBL @ Elementary
Level in Charter
School

Learning
Environment
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Implementation
and Management-
Balance

Question 1: Whch of the common criteria, by which current PBL isdefined,is

identified at the School A?

Thomas (2000) defines the following five criteria being present in a PE
curriculum:Centrality, where the project is the center of the curricy Driving
Questionand/or ill-defined problen Constructive Investigatiorthat utilize inquiry,
knowledge building, and resoluticAutonomy or a shift from teach-directed to

studentdirected learning; ar Realismwith a focus on authentic problems and ques
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in which solutions have the potential to be implated. The analysis of data collected
from participant interviews, as well as observagiaimearthed several components of the
PBL approach at School A that could be categorizeder the criteria identified by

Thomas as essential.

Authenticity - Realism

“ Authentic:Conforming to an original so as to reproduce esadettures; worthy of
acceptance or belief as conforming to or basedots’t (http://www.merriam-
webster.com/).

The idea that project-based learning providesudheatic, real-world, and “more
meaningful” learning experience for students andchers is one that was voiced
across participants. Its relevance became paatigulevident when participants
discussed addressing or interacting with curreat-werld issues and those directly
related to students’ lives. Tina, the 5/6 teachecalled a project that was created to
directly appeal to an issue that was an integrdlgfaher students’ lives; an issue that the
students, up until the project, had not had mucambpportunity to consider at a higher
level of thinking.

Tina: ...and it started off as, because at this, &gls are so funny about their

food; they eat all day long, and they complainutibe food that they're packed,

and you know they end up wasting a lot...and theptwa trade, but we can't
share food and all this stuff, and you know thepdpthese little snack packs and
that drives us crazy, so we wanted to get toittes of having as little waste in
our lunch as possible; and so the kids, for thet few days, we had them sorting
their trash like okay, how much of what you eatg@ng into the trash, the
compost, the recycling, are you not eating, sg ttauld sort of see everyday...
how much waste they were generating, and so wetltht for a while and

collected data, and then, | mean it was grossjuveped the garbag®bserver’s

Comment: Lauren laughsut in front of them, and they were like, yolkidding
me right. Observer's Comment: Tina laughs
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The students’ reaction to the task is especiaflyartant - it sounds like it could
be one of disgust or surprise. Both often stermftbe unexpected, a characteristic of
life outside the classroom. Because the projesbiglosely related to their every-day
lives, it becomes a more authentic task, albedgraponent that up until that point in time
had remained unexamined by the students. Othendemhave had the experience of the
unexpected learning opportunity or “teachable mdimeReal life is often unpredictable
and chaotic; relevant learning, focusing on perfomoe and long-term retention, can also
embody these qualities (Barneveld & Strobel, 20B8ant & Tamim, 2013). Beth
recounted an incident in her K/1 classroom thastHhates this point.

Beth: ... mean we have a filter to clean it besgait's not a vernal pool it's an

aquarium...but um so that's something that we doyetrme, but it turns out

differently...sometimes, like one year we had, wantirealize we had toads and
frogs...and one year we had a very interesting little creain there...and - with
the tadpoles - and one of the children said soimgbout, it was one child knew
that it was a um dragonfly larvae, | didn't kndvat, | was like, "are you sure?",
and so we came back after a weekend, and allnthi&adpoles were gone, and all
that was left was that little creature, and wekbmbit up...we looked it up, it was
very sad for the children...l think there wereelikhaybe five left, which ya know

did develop and everything....but it was also adyesson...about what happens

in nature... ya know the this, and we looked itompthe Internet and they call the

dragonfly larvae the sharks of the vernal poolseathey eat everything in
sight...so, so it always turns out a little bit diiént.

Several participants referenced this authentic*reality-based” learning
experience when reflecting on and describing thiews about project-based learning at
School A. Sam and Mel, the 3/4 co-teachers, votbeslview several times, reflecting
on the objectives of such an approach.

Sam: ...um we also, everything that we teach we lihanake it more of a

larger picture mentality or how does it apply tmuy..and others around you, and

| think that makes it more meaningful for the kiaisd that makes them more
enthusiastic to do everything....| was gonna sayoatnlike a reality-based
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learning... Mel:...create, yeah, reality-based leagnin ya know being able to

sort of take out what's in your...and just to tefmom it...and that could be from, it

doesn't have to necessarily be a social changawronmental it could be just
like learning how something is designed.

The acknowledgement of a reality-based learningcgss was often explicitly
linked to students’ environments, both in and a&sf School A.

Mel: “And so, again tying into the social respdnil#ly and having them having

the kids sort of think outside of themselves a@meirtown interests and combine

their ideas and then think of the larger ya knowtype”...(Sam: “...yeah |
think...there's that and then also just not jostthings you need to know but why
you need to know it...and how it applies to yowas move forward, | think that
especially with some of the certain projects makeslike | said more
meaningful...”)

This connection to students’ environments outsitithe classroom aligns with
Newman’s exploration of authentic learning, whiclnsist of three criteria: a)
construction of knowledge; b) disciplined inquiand c) value beyond school (Newman,
1996). Newman (1996) expressed the view that atith@ccomplishments build on

prior knowledge accumulated in the field, and amtiteachievements have aesthetic,

utilitarian  or personal value apart from documemtin competence.

Central Theme — Centrality

Thomas (2000) defines centrality as the projeatgpeentral to the curriculum.
The projects that students complete are helpetheir centrality through the use of
themed frames or learning lenses i.e., social respiity and environmental

sustainability.
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Learning Lenses

This notion of connections to the world “outsidetlltemselves” (the students) is
an idea not limited to the notion of authenticiuch authentic connections overlap with
the specific learning lenses through which Schodadhapes its entire image, those of
social responsibility and environmental sustainghbil The effects of these lenses are
evident in some degree in almost every aspect tio@cA’s functions, including
its curriculum and project contexts; mission; phgbstructures; and in the voiced values
of the teachers and staff at School A. Mel and Paowided the following overview of
an almost entire year's worth of connected contensocial studies and science at the
3/4 step-level.

Mel: ...so, for example um this year we're talkimgat the age of exploration in
social studies but at the same time we, beforewieaalked about oceans um and
the ecosystems and sort of human impact on thanscand natural resources, so
at the beginning of the year they did natural ueses and um oceans and then
sailing and navigation and then um from there, tueth they talked about natural
resources in the ocean and what we turn those.and then we also talked about
how native Americans in their culture used natuveaburces to survive...and then
that sort of led us into how the exploitation @ftural resources and why there
was a need to travel and explore and go acrosscden um which then went into
food chains and how the food chains got disrupteia result of beaver fur trade
and cutting down trees and so forth and then gieech exploration, and then their
navigation, where we'll do space and then we'lingo, for social studies we'll do
um the beaver fur trade and um sort of colonimatizve'll go up to the
revolutionary war this year and then also witht isaya know the basic species
which sort of ya know high traffic from one plate another, so um we sort of
develop a year that's kind of centered on a coti@mes... like exploration and
exploitation and natural resources and then kihdito.our social studies and
science in to it.

The themes of exploration and exploitation of ratuesources, as examples of
both social responsibility and environmental sunsthility, provide a contextual window

through which students learn and shape their vigfwgorld history and its connection to
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the human decisions on the environment. Such atitheonnections span grade levels.
In K/1, Beth recounts such a connection that ithenpresent and physically contextual

i.e., the backyard of the school.

Beth: ...but we are interfering in nature and welizeathat..ya know, that ya
know a lot of these tadpoles are not gonna surnvinghat pond...they're gonna be
food for somebody...but um so we're interfering timat way, but it's
minimal...interference...

These contextual learning lenses are very muabnaocous consideration in the
development of authentic curriculum, as voiced lyaTin reference to the “No Waste

Lunch Project”.

Tina: Um, one project we did that we really enphysve were trying to think
about, it was the first project of the year...av@were trying to think about how
to get the kids to connect a little bit more tor amission here, which is the
environmental sustainability and social respotigibiand we decided to do this
unit called No Waste Lunch...

Further cementing the relationship between thadds authentic curriculum is
the emphasis that students become active memberxighty and work to create change.
The idea of activism was especially prevalenthat 3/4 step-level, as seen through the

narratives of Mel and Sam.

Mel: ...next year's rotation is about sort of tirea change um through sort of
systems and um they do, they study governmentsange do how government
creates change and then we have how citizensreatecchange and so the kids
uh, there's a process in which they sort of know lgovernment does it, we do,
we have a set of books about service learningcantmunity service, they go to
an art museum and look about how artists take cfoa social, environmental
problem...and share it with the world and so fortth and then they write a
persuasive letter to their, their senator or repnéative advocating for hunger,
usually there's some sort of bill on the flooramtjng it...so um and one of them
was, there's like um there was a consolidatiomnofoenefits on the floor, | forget
what the proposal was (Sam: they were trying td&S8UAP last year) yeah, | mean
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they, there um, the entitlements were gonna bebgwed, | don't even know if
that totally went through, but SNAP would be thtalevastated...and they do a
community service project on their own...so they mmigo a lot of kids
volunteered at a pet shelter, and so they go enptiocess, they do a home
component that is a process on their own, whexe ¢jo and they either volunteer
or they raise money and then they document theicgss...of doing community
service.

Students as active members of a society, worlongnake a change, appears to
correlate with levels of high student engagemerd an “authentic’ commitment to
learning (Blumenfeld, 1991; Baker & White, 2003;dlsh et al., 2013). Mel, who
previously worked at a montessori-style school,edoSchool A’s themed approach
provides an opportunity for higher levels of thimi

Mel: | think that the big difference between thehool and what | did previously

is the sort of the connection to the communityd.that um the higher level of

thinking involved and the sort of, that environrta@mand social responsibility
pieces to it that no matter what we do, like's ihvasive species it's sort of like
they're always sort of analyzing their role angirtichoices...and how that impacts
other people...

School A’s approach to project curriculum is ategration of real-world issues
that seeks to engage children and make a conndmiwoveen their daily lives and that of
a much broader world shaped by human history aedept actions. Dewey (1916;
1938) proposed a project-based approach for sciemmwe in which students solve
problems; develop skills of thinking; problem solgj creativity; accessing information;
guestioning; making conclusions; and negotiatidme Tevel of higher-order thinking that

accompanies all of these skills seems to be maidyesccessible through the integration

of real and connected problems that affect humare global scale.
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Inquiry - Driving Question

One of the most critical criteria that is congmle mentioned across the research
is the importance of the driving question or inguio launch and sustain a project’s
momentum (Blumenfeld et al.,1991; Chard & Katz, @0Thomas, 2000; Akinoglu et
al.,, 2008; Kuhn & Pease, 2010; Kuhn & Wirkala, 201 Mr. Brady described the
guestioning process that is used at the beginninghe® project, which sometimes
involves students brainstorming questions abowtraqular topic.

Mr. Brady: ...they list questions too, you know..attare your questions if you

were asked to, at the end of the project, hopefkillils have answered these

guestions...so it's a way of organizing.

Mr. Brady also described witnessing students gegaeguestions after returning
from an experience, such as a field trip. Genegatjuestions based on personal
experience is important, because young childred terstill be in the “egocentric” stage,
and allowing them to freely explore helps build wections between themselves and the
world around them (Piaget, 1953). Beth gives aecdatal example of what inquiry
based on experience looks like in at the K/1 séxell The K/1 step-level studies the
butterfly life cycle every year, a departure frome tusual alternating content every other
year, which is done within the Social Studies ao@i&e curriculum at School A.

Beth: ...it gives us an opportunity to talk abewal ya know what does a butterfly

need?...ya know what do you need?...would youdppy if you were in a little

netted cage ya know without your family and yauldn't go anywhere and
what do these butterflies wanna do, they wanbttogMexico.

Children are able to directly experience the calphenomenon, which begins in

the field behind the School A. The K/1 studentsrheabout how to locate and find

monarch cocoons, which are then brought back tockhgsroom for question-building
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and observation. Tina more clearly articulateddheing question component. In the 5/6
step-level’'s exploration of consumption of energlye describes the question that drove
the at-home and in-class projects.

Tina:...and then the kids did two things, they laadat-home project and an in-

class project, they looked at the classroom artbivelaat are ways we can reduce |

ike our sort of ecological footprint...now we cange energy, cause that's sort of

what it all comes down to...

The process of teaching kids how to generate their, higher-order questions is
a different type of inquiry, and one that Tina nid be a challenging component of the
project process. Student questions are used@asnative assessment, as well as an entry
point in creating a “what we need to know” listtlwthe goal being to answer most or all
student inquiries by the time the project is codeldt One thing that was noticed by the
researcher amongst participants was the minimateete to additional or new questions
being generated as a result of projects. The iHewever, that children continually

guestion and research through the project is imhere interviews with the teacher

participants.

Problem Solving - Constructive Investigation

Critical explorations are experiences in teachamgl learning that a teacher
utilizes in order to engage learners in subjecttenahat is real and may be physically
present in the classroom; the idea of “crucial esaiions” is attributed to the early
childhood educator Eleanor Duckworth (Cavicchi dt, 2009, p.191). Critical
exploration has its roots in constructive invedima which leads to students solving the

real-world problems that exist in their school, l@mand local community (Powell et al.,
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2006). Tina reflects on her 5/6 students’ investima finding ways to help reduce
energy waste in other places besides the classroom.

Tina....and at home, they came up with the plamways they could conserve
energy, electricity, or create less waste at hoaral it was so awesome, cause
they did some, like, they looked into like laptopsrsus desktops and energy
consumption and like made an argument for thatkn@v the pencil sharpener
plugged in, even though it's not being used, e®tsuming energy...ya know they
really looked at the minutiae of thingshe parents like remember like, how
come my daughter is making me line-dry my clotireDecember instead of
using the, the dryer? So to me it was just, yanktloey really went deep into
figuring out what their role is in conserving am it was just, it was awesome...

This type of involved problem-solving is not sohiag solely done at the
individual level, but also encouraged in collabm&atgroups. Sam reflects on how the
problem-solving of social problems is an inhereatt pf the project process at School A.

Sam: | would say the project um, there's like yaw especially for that one,
what is the problem, and we talk about all theetimw to solve problems, so they
just know how to do it a lot on their own and thespecially when we put them
all together they do really wonderful things sowéuld say just the social
responsibility curriculum part of it...helps natlp um, just | think that helps out a
lot  with the projects at this  school, to be honest

There is a recognition by the teachers that tleenthof social responsibility
integrated throughout the curriculum also providesatural foundation on which to
introduce and grow the cognitive skills involvedsiolving problems. Sam described

this curriculum in more detail.

Sam:...we have this ABCDE, so like what's the [@ababout, brainstorm a
solution, choose one, is it safe, is it fair, villvork, do it, evaluate, and then
friends again, so when we read these books likeitaBity Green...we read a
story and it says ya know, and the kids identifgatvis the community
problem...what are the things that they try taasolve the problem, what um
solution did they choose, did it work, and so wtially when we read those
books, we have those conversations, we sort at ché..the ABCDE, all of

that community problem within the book.
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Teaching conflict resolution as part of the curtien creates a related scaffold
through which higher-order problem solving can bensferred and built upon
throughout the project curriculum. In additionléarning how to identify problems
and to form questions about their environment, exttgl must have the collaborative
skills needed to solve problems and construct mwistin a group, an approach

supported at every step-level

Question 2: What are the identified practices formplementing, planning and

managing projects, and what are the major challengepresent therein?

The Importance of Planning (A Cyclical Starting Pont)
Teachers portrayed the planning process as theuflaupon which the
project-based process rests. Without proactivanhg, the project-based approach

cannot be successful.

Structured in an Unstructured Way

In one respect, planning provides a structural stppWhen asked about the
critical view that project-based learning is toeogended and doesn’t provide enough
structure (Kirschner et al., 2006), Tina conveyeat {planning is strongly correlated
with structured guidance, an important componenhefproject process.

Tina....um, yeah | mean | think it's the most tvaging part is maybe people

that think that they're doing PBL, like, let tHall to the wayside...and see it as
just this open-ended, kids doing whatever theytw@abe doing, but...no"".
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Mr. Brady also voiced his perspective on clarifyithe assumption that
because projects are reality-based and influengedtudent interests, projects are
unstructured and left open to chance.

Mr. Brady:...but the hope, | mean | think what ybiithd is that the project

learning is, that the misconception sometimesha t think it's actually, it

takes, it's very structured, but in an unstructunay...it almost takes more
planning and | think on teachers to create a ptdyased approach as opposed
to take a text book and teach a structured lesson.

Mel also reinforced this idea when she discuskedvork of anticipating the

problems that can arise from an approach in whiehetseems to be more potential

opportunities for question and error.

Flexibility

However counterintuitive, it is precisely for thedynamic and often
unpredictable nature that there is a need to tlghguplan the project steps and
process well before implementing the unit. Bothl Med Tina provided a similar

perspective on this process.

Mel:...you have to be incredibly organized and Iwshnned out...and very
often you will get into a project that you do fibre first time and you will
realize it's not like it's not as organized or iaould have been done
differently and so it's um ya know do you deciddahe midst of a project do
you need to adjust and how can you adjust or dojyst redo it for next time
because you have to be, you have kids going dffifferent areas and getting
kids to that pace at different ways and gettiregritwhat they need you have to
be really really organizedand really well prepared, um and sometimes that's
really hard to do when youre doing ya know euvaEng else.

Tina: | mean that's like my major focus when I'pp@aching every lesson,

and ends up being like | can never plan enougbu-have to plan for it but,
you have to plan for it but it changes moment toonmant.
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The idea that a project changes from moment to embralludes to some
sacrifice of control by teachers. The looseninghi$ control lends itself to a more
flexible and ongoing planning process. This wapesespective voiced across step
levels. At the K/1 level, Beth discussed how anpkd project idea could change
because none of the children show interest indba of doing a diorama, for example.
She notes the importance of keeping flexible pl&éts that the project really can
emerge to be what this group of children wants ibé¢.” This constant re-planning is
emphasized multiples times by Tina, one of the te&hers, who states that one is
planning throughout the whole project and changingweaking project components
throughout the entire process.

While it's apparent that planning well in advansea crucial aspect of the
project process, the element of flexibility once fhroject is implemented is essential,
much like building a tall building that is still Ebto give and bend according to

changing weather elements.

The Big Picture

As noted earlier under the sub-topiearning LensesSchool A curriculum is
planned out in a themed fashion, with social stsidied science serving as the primary
subject foundation for project-based content. Mstussed this approach in planning
curriculum.

Mel....and then we develop, | guess you'd say rhoat connect the

theme...through the year and then we sort of maptiand web it out so they
kind of intertwine, especially social studies @otence.
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Working backwards from an overarching theme orictom planning
curriculum was voiced by participants across steplb.

Susan:...so they may be represented in differexysywor a variety of ways

each year, but they may be different but it'd #té over, same overarching

theme or topic, still trying to - hit those fogagints...the topic questions.

Susan mentions the focus points and topic questfodriving question is one
of the essential, if not the most essential, agatementioned by Thomas (2000) in the
criteria of the project approach. As previouslyaabin the topic of Inquiry, teachers
did not highlight the idea of the driving questiohhis does not mean it's not in use,
but that it did not arise in the data as the defjrfeature of the project-based approach
at School A.

The planning of curriculum is collaborative andndowhole-staff, while the
specific project planning seems to mostly exist agsv individual or co-teachers at
the same step-level. Tina voices the approacHhatonpg the curriculum as a whole
school.

Tina:...so as a school, we came up with this Kugloeight continuum of what

topics we'd be covering...the big ideas...tha&ly where we started is with

the big ideas, and then with the big ideas wekthimout sort of like you know
what they need to know previously and what theyééd to be introduced to
and what sort of skills.

After identifying major objectives, teachers fimcys to connect these across
content. The content is connected within a steplleMel speaks to having a content

structure that embodies the standards and the kwdlgelthat the teachers want them

to have as learners move forward within a particatap-level. A similar concept is
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voiced by Beth at the K/1 level, who gave anothaneple of how the curriculum
content transitions from one topic, or unit, to text.
Beth:...and um it sort of comes to fruition ande talk about, ya know the
things that we've learned and, this, so this, tilesproject words...um, luckily,
| mean, I'm really glad that we do fairy tales dadns because they're so
closely related...there's a lot of fairy tales tlake place on a farm.
To maintain a focus on the big picture, the Schostaff uses the elements of

backwards design and actively searches for oppiigano connect content across

subjects for a more holistic learning experience.

Changing/Range of Resources

The availability and collection or gathering okoeirces - texts, experiences,
and people - is just one element of the plannirecess, but an imperative one in
terms of preparedness and planning for projectsis Becomes a more complex
process when one considers the depth of content taednature of “changing
resources” within School A’s curriculum. Tina amkth discussed how project
resources are gathered, and then often changedrdaugto availability and the
students’ interests.

Tina:...| mean the resources are what we gatheutjimaut the years...and the

support is what we can find in the community.its@nd that changes every

year...so it's not like this, like | go to thitle kit that's ready for me...every
year; um, ya know we'll buy some books and haeenthout um - and because
you're trying to make it relevant, you know thogay want not just books, you
want people...and places and things, and those ehdmgughout the years.

Beth:...and the other reason that we want to db, thot just because of the

children that ya know and they're interests, lbsth decause we seem to come

up with new...resources...every year, like oh thian excellent book...or this

would be a great field trip...or ya know you jéistl things, and um, so, things
change a little bit because of that...but it'srathe planning.
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In-flux resources also present an ongoing chadlanghe planning process, an
idea expressed across step-levels. Susan commentdlde absence of a school
library. She noted that while she is fortunatehve her classroom library, there
seems a constant need for more resources, andythéte always bound to collect
one less book than you need”. Tina provides antiaddl perspective, remarking on
her tendency to be “a little bit of a control freak | try to gather them all, cause when
the kids come in and "I did this, and |, and | bl get this and | couldn't get that",
it's like a whole day wasted if they don't comewith the materials they need”.

The absence of a school-wide library requires teathers take initiative to
find their own resources on an ongoing basis. #altally, there was no classroom
observed in the K/1 through the 5/6 levels that bawhputers or other technological
resources available to more than two studentstahe During observations, there
were no computers or other technological deviceged in the K/1 and two rooms.
Two laptops were observed in the 3/4 classroomd,aadesktop computer and two
laptops were observed in the 5/6 classroom. Witidepossible that resources are
brought in as needed or shared across grade lghelgpoint was not mentioned. A
follow-up inquiry would further reveal evidence tife value placed on the use of
technology as a resource, as well as availabifityeds and sources for such tools at
School A.

In the absence of one-to-one instant-access témjyiogathering resources
can also present a challenge in the context of ieexled to source the diverse skill
level of materials needed; this is magnified du¢ht structure of the looped grades,

or multiage step-levels, at School A.
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Sam ...and | would agree that with one of the biggegisotike you said, the

reading abilities for a multiage class that's ohthe tougher things, because

you just - it's not hard to do, but it's just than extra thing that you end up

spending more time on is gathering resourcesaghalies to everybody.”

In a study that examined the perspectives of eracand students utilizing an
inquiry-based approach in science, accessing irdbve resources was reported by
students as one of the most problematic aspe@noject (Akinoglu et al., 2008, p.

210). Similarly, this aspect also seems to posergoing challenge for students and

teachers at School A.

Implementation and Management (Finding a Balance)

Though some proponents of the project-based apiproacluding the Buck
Institute for Education (2014), would argue for fmont-loading or pre-teaching of
content associated with the project, School A’'dfdtas come to slightly different
conclusions based on their own experiences. Mad®Brwas the first to draw the
distinction between the learning of basic skilleopto or distinctly separate from the
project, citing that the project is part of therazwlum but not the entirety of the day.

The need for “pre-teaching” both content and skiéems to be a sentiment
shared most strongly amongst the upper grade tesaaseexpressed by Sam and Tina.

Sam: You have to really do the content and thisdiist altogether, because

you can't just start a unit and say we're, go pittpic and do a project, cause

what ends up happening is that they move on, '‘fiacecommon knowledge
that comes out of here to the next grade level.

Tina: | mean at this school we, we do a lot off@@&ching...ya know we're not

just saying go research...you're seeing actuladyfitst real in-depth research
report that they're giving.
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Sam’s and Tina’s perspectives seem to echo tlzetidd projects can't be left
too open-ended or unstructured; however, leadingamoproponents of the project-
based approach, including The Buck Institute foud¢adion, believe that planning and
structuring a project and teaching the necessarieabthroughout the project process
is the ideal approach. This may be an “easierigtleat the secondary level, where
most basic skills - reading, writing, research, ettave been mastered and instead are
being extended to more advanced concepts. Findingalance is dependent on
teachers’ skills and experience, as well as on imgetudent needs in terms of the

learning of the basic skills necessary to compgbeoject.

Teacher Experts

The most commonly voiced challenge, and acknovdddgecessity, was
the teacher as an expert of the content. Whilendesl to be an expert is important at
all step levels, the depth of study and concepgic&ly becomes more detailed and
abstract as children advance through the elemegtans. This increasing depth and
need to be informed is reflected in the data, antition of being a teacher expert was
discussed primarily by the upper-grade teachers.

Tina:...you have to know your curriculum, you haeego beyond knowing

your curriculum, you have to become an experhings you would have never

imagined you would have to be an expert on...

Teacher expertise in a content area is an eskeatiterion before
implementation, during which the mode of didacéiadhing transitions into more of a

facilitative role
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Mr. Brady:...well it's a different way to teachjrlean obviously the teacher
facilitates more than, it's not just direct teachiit's not out of a text book, um,
so the teacher, as | said, does - the kids allhgeya know certain knowledge,
but after that it's more the teacher is a fatditand having a wide knowledge
of the topic so that they can facilitate them, aotl..always be in front of the
class being the instructor.

Mel gave additional perspective on why being apeeixis so important in the
role of a facilitator, remarking that “if you domgo into a project really knowing your
content, it's really hard to support the kids idong something...that's meaningful.”
The idea of “meaningful” learning is associatedhwain authentic curriculum, and is

connected to School A’s overarching learner obyesti this is addressed under the

upcoming sub-topitearning Objectives

Differentiation

Expertise is not limited to knowledge of contehtteacher’'s commitment to
becoming an expert in the knowledge of his or hedents learning needs also
emerged as an imperative component of the managepnecess. Bruner (1996)
describes four models of mind - imitative learnedsgactic teaching/learning;
thinkers; and knowledgeable teaching/learning. éfeers a multi-dimensional
spectrum for viewing the four models of teachingl dearning, with the y-axis
represented as the intersubjective-objectivisttspecand the x-axis as the internalist-

externalist spectrum.
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Figure 1.2 Bruner’s Spectrum
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Put simply, objectivist theorists view their sutije- the child — from an
outsider’s perspective, similar to an entomologistying a colony of ants, while an
intersubjectvist applies the same theories to tlebras as they do to their subjects.
Internalist theories focus on what the child can dothink he/she can do, while
externalist theories emphasize what adults canodaochiildren from outside; both
theories lend to the creation of how learning stidake place.

Internalist theories are often intersubjectivenature. Modern pedagogy has
been increasingly moving toward this area of thecspm i.e., the idea that the child
should be aware of his/her own though processektreat the role of the teacher is to
help children become increasingly metacognitive. (6B-64). Bruner, however,
emphasizes that “real schooling” is never confitredone model of teaching.
Teachers must have a deep understanding of comtentell as of students’ learning

styles and needs, in order to gauge which modeleathing is best used for a
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particular topic or lesson and set of studentssa8iprovided a simple metaphor for
this cycle of assessment and delivery of instructio

Susan:...ya know there's no two snowflakes ake gjlist like children no two

students are alike, so - because no two childrenalike, ya know you're

continually having to change things or fit to yaokv to meet their needs as
learners um - and be able to adapt your teachingless’

The importance of providing varying levels of dolfing in terms of
clarifying goals and expectations, facilitatingdgsroviding guidance has been voiced
by K-12 teachers using the project-based methoohan form or another (Tamim &
Grant, 2013, p.89). Tina discusses how these dewlkénge according to student
needs.

Tina:...uh you know, this round, I've had to bpesu- | have to scaffold every

thing for this group of learners, whereas last yé®d to really, you know this

group of students had been at School A for a withiey had sort of gotten the
whole gist of how it works, with this one it's fuike | feel like I'm reinventing
the wheel a bit so...sometimes project-based ilegroan feel really open-
ended and sometimes you have to, give them mdte faist.

This ability to be an expert in learners’ stylesl aneeds and to differentiate
accordingly seems in some ways to be helped byntigage approach and the small
size of School A, as indicated by Tina.

Tina:...and that's why | think it works better withe multiage approach, and

we're a small community cause you know that kialyewell...so | can go

around and support that learner as best as | camemt to moment.

At School A, the increased time spent togethertdachers and students
appears to increase the comfort level and betterrmteachers in what is needed to

meet individual student’s needs, potentially insreg students’ success in learning

specified content and skills.
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Facilitating the Learning Process

Teacher expertise and use of differentiation botbrm the teacher’s role as
facilitator, which is evident across step levelenir the beginning of the project
process. The role of a coach and guide servexatlyst in peaking students’ initial
interest and in prompting student-generated idbaataa posed project or problem.
Beth discussed ways that she initially launchesogept to encourage students to think
about a subject from differing perspectives, basetier knowledge of the content and
of young children’s learning needs.

Beth: The first thing that - well, it can be diféat, um sometimes it would be

that, um, | would read a book that would peak rtheterest...or several

books...like at the fairy tales, ya know | stafft ®ading Goldilocks and the

Three Bears.and then | rea&omebody and the Three Blairand then | read

ya know another...ya knowto the Forestor whatever, so | read like a few

versions and that gets them thinking, becausekhew a lot of fairy tales, ya
know, there's more than one way.

In the intermediate grades, Sam and Mel discudsefirst meetings in which
the entire class meets in order to brainstorm golat The teachers’ role as coach,
guiding students’ thought processes and encouragegfive compromise, is evident
in their discussion of the process. Keeping theting open and not immediately
limiting students’ ideas is a key facet of the mex

Sam: So we do, like Mel was saying the first ioiddy meeting is really open, |

mean we know that we can squash any ideas thahowe are not possible but

| mean...they realize that some things aren'tysdad a, | mean we had a list
of maybe like 12, 13 possible things...(Mel: yeaahd then the next meeting

we narrowed it down and out of all of them wedrie, cause we do want their
opinion and their open ideas in there, so we captba lot of them.

The teacher continues this role as facilitatoh@sor she helps students build
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the skills needed to construct an end product. aisispeaks to providing “open-
ended” direction as students begin their researgjeqt at the 2nd step level.

Susan:...and then there's certain things thah@mtaphic organizer um | may,

| wrote those particular pieces because | wanteemt to look for that

information...to kind of direct them...but | alksave it open-ended in that um
interesting facts that they find beyond what Idav

At the younger step levels, both Beth spoke ablo@tfacilitative process of
encouraging and prompting multiple ideas for thejgmt representation, which is a
relatively new concept for younger learners. 8uslgo voiced the idea of helping
students to discover how to showcase their learrgags to avoid them getting “too
far off the beaten path.”

Teachers using PBL in the classroom have citedetament of support and
facilitation in the process as a definitive elemehthis type of learning (Tanim &
Grant, 2013, pp.81-83). In his description of aatlelearning, Newmann (1996)
states "teachers must become a coach, mentor ditatac in a "cognitive
apprenticeship”. Teachers need to be aware ofr pkinvowledge; emphasize
opportunities for higher-order thinking; and off@any opportunities for students to
use varied forms of expression in order to procasrmation (p.7).

Philosopher David Hawkins (2002) proposed a modi¢his type of learning,
where teacher, learner, and subject matter make upangular relationship of
continual interaction and shared trust. Practitisnef critical exploration (e.g.,
Duckworth) find Hawkins’ analysis relevant to theifforts to create classrooms in

which learners actively extend what they notice, dod come to know. Using a
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triangular faom to describe these educational relationships,kiteswsed thpronouns

“I,” “Thou,” and “It” (http://www.hawkinscenters.or-thou-andi.html).

Figure 1.3 Hawkins’ I, Thou, and

Hawkins associated the personal pronouns “I” andotl’" with teacher an
learner (in either order The “It,” the subject matteran be known in various wa'
and depths, of which the learner is mostly unaw While the teacher knows “Ii
more fully, in this triangular relationship, theather is not there to pass t
knowledge to the student. Instead, the teachersseelbring bout a relationshi
between the learner and the “It,” by which the mesrdevelops both in understand
“It,” and in capacity to carry on in relationshiptivit after the teacher’s participatit
with that learner end(Cavicchi et al., 2009, p.198). Whins’ ideas seem to alic
with Newmann’sdescription of a cognitive apprenticesha relationship that i

evident inthe participant: descriptions of their roles in the classro
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Integrated Content

Though the structure and application may difféwe integration of subject
content is an element of the project-based protiestsis shared across step levels.
While the core curriculum for the projects remasnsial studies and science, teachers
routinely look for ways to access various subjexttent and skills in order to deliver
project content. At the K/1 level, this integratiof content is leveraged through
various learning structures of the classroom, diclg the morning meeting; read-
aloud time; and centers.

Beth:...and then as we, to go forward with thgqmip we just integrate pieces
of it throughout the day...so, like | said we niigead a poemat a planning
meeting, we might sing a song a morning meetingt@n afternoon meeting,
we might um - | mean math is really hard, but wesdmetimes include math,
it's just very difficult...because it's so spexifand they're, ya know we're,
we've got to take them from one skill to the niexinath..so...math is hard to
integrate...but sometimes it's um, it's in theldtle bit...but um; but through
the rest of the day when we have center timesybmgonna be one, two of the
centers are going to relate to the project...urherwwe're reading, we're
reading books to them...at read-alouds...and Huene of the books that we
have, the leveled readers...um we have a lot adettbut there are some that
relate to the...to the topic...that we're disqugsand, ya know, they it kind of
gains momentum and we do more and more.

There may be less integration in the earlier ggadee to the necessity to teach
foundational skills more directly. In the internie@ and upper-grades, integration is
more clearly seen to yield learning products, acresbjects, which cohesively tie
back into the project topic or problem.

Mel:...it actually incorporates all subject areagsmthey do a lot of math with

this cause there's money involved, there's dallaction, they actually they

have to read large numbers...we're working oneplatue at the same time...

Sam: And then our class did a math representataurse we were selling those

bracelets that ya know like the live strong onasd we had different colors

available, so we made bar graphs based on whatscpkople ordered and
then how much money each class made and we mbaegraph out of it and
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things like that so um, we did and then we alsanftbere they actually helped us tally
all the orders cause the orders went home withngar@nd we worked on ya know
community building and working together but alsollytamarks and data
collection...and things like that.

At the 5/6 step-level, Tina discusses the procggslanning for integrating
project work into the various content areas.

Tina:...so then we just start planning our aateitin all the different subject

areas, so we're thinking about what kind of mativiies can they be engaged

in to learn more information, what kind of ya kno@ading activities in books
and literatures can we have out for them to |é&anm.

Content integration is not limited to subject raatprimarily taught by the
classroom teachers; collaboration with the art Heacwas also evident. Susan
discusses the insect models that her students mdlkdehe help of School A’s art
teacher.

Susan:...and then from there they went on to &ddkut their interesting

facts...on a separate piece of paper so that'sewme often times it depends on

what they decided.to look at um, from there um, or simultaneousihbsld
say they were building their insect, some outhef $culpting...some of out of
the papier mache as | said, um and that was recause that can ya know
incorporated um art lessons...as well...um because M&c is big a big
advocate on um ya know including all of those atpeand always wants to
be involved, um so he started the process, we sise@ class time on that as
well.

The project-based process provides a structure fearde through which

teachers can brainstorm different ways to integgatiject matter, simultaneously

offering opportunities to form relationships witther specialist teachers.
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Expanded Classroom

Another common theme across steps levels is legrexperiences that take
place beyond the classroom walls. This starthenfield behind the School A, which
is home to a vernal pool as well as a breedingrgitdar monarch butterflies. At the
K/1 step level, Beth describes one way in whichdtedents access this environment.

Beth:...there's a vernal poah. the back of the school...so we go over there

and collect them (tadpoles), and we put them iaguarium and um, and then

um, when we're, when they become froglets...we thkm back to the vernal
pool...and release them.”

All of the step levels participate in field tripspecifically aligned with that
grade level’s project topic. The trip can serveaasentry event to promote student
interest and engagement, as Beth describes inorelat the K/1 unit on farms and
fairy tales. Other times, the trips serve as a wageepen and reinforce a topic that
has already been introduced in the classroom. nSdeacribes the 2nd step level’s
field trip to Breakheart Brooke in Arcadia Park.

Susan:...um we had learned prior to going about nsrdts...um about rivers
um, parts of the river, we went, explored thediah were up to their waists in
water Observer's comment: Susan and Lauren lguiginget about the rain
boots they went beyond that, um collecting spensneim and macro
invertebrates, then they come back um we took nadb pictures um to
document everything.

The information gained can then be brought badk the classroom and
incorporated into further research efforts, streaging students’ comprehension of
content. Another purpose for field trips is asralde to experts in the field. In

connection to the No Waste Lunch project, Tina dbss the 5/6 field trip to the local

landfill.
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Tina....and sometimes it goes a little bigger, axedhave to go bigger, so then
we'll start thinking about...field trips, expereas that they can have outside in
the community...and they they, we went to the dtdm landfill, which is
called the Resource Recovery Center and you kr@awv was our way of
getting out into the field and talking to some entp.

Experiences outside the classroom provide an avémuthe integration of
students’ independent projects. The independemipoaent also appears to increase
through the upper grades, and only in 3/4 did teechegin to discuss an at-home
component connected to the curriculum. In recgltime 3/4 step-level group project
in which the combined classes raised money forisgliiunger in Rhode Island, Mr.
Brady gives an example of an independent projedopeed by a 3/4 step-level
student.

Mr. Brady:...and | know like one of the kids, yadw who likes to draw, did

actually did some drawings and held an art saldeathouse, they raised

money and distributed it to the community, so kies did it, a number of
individual projects that were also community.

During the interview with Mel and Sam, one of tB& Teacher Assistants
(TA), and also the art teacher at School A, becenwa@ved in the conversation about
the hunger project. He had gone to get an exaofeproject product that one of the
groups had created (a cereal-box titled “Hunger-@&l designed to inform about the
issue of hunger in Rhode Island). He appeared gatgas he listened to our
discussion, and he enthusiastically recountedrtiwidual project component.

TA:...but the at-home projects were all differenkelthey picked, one kid

worked at an animal shelter, and they all pickadiralividual thing...(Mel:

yeah that was important to them).

Newmann (1996) describes connections to the woelgbnd the classroom,

and gaining a deep knowledge, as an essentiabparithentic pedagogy (pp.10-11).
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While the expanded classroom provides a real-woolghection, this is also one of
the elements that can serve as a challenge toeesachthe elementary level, as Mr.
Brady noted, “...it's hard, it's hard to get out Ire ttcommunity, especially with this

age kids, that's the problem.”

The Project Share
Objectives

The project share is the culminating learning oppuoty. Mr. Brady provided
an explicit description: “...and then at the enelythll do some sort of a share, we call
it a project share but um ya know they often dorittheir parents who come in during
the day or the evening to - and the kids share wthey learned.”

The project share, not unlike the remainder of ghgect components, is an
essential element of the learning process. Stadeptexpected to share their learning
results and reflections with an audience. Duringparticipant check with Mr. Brady,
| reiterated this point based on our conversation.

Lauren: | think the idea there is that these imhlial students have a choice

and then they get to really share it um with adience, whether that be their

parents or ya know some other portion of the comtyuMr. Brady: right,
they're just good public speakers in the end).

Becoming an effective public speaker is just oméced objective of the
project share. A related objective is a voicedamsthnding of what was learned by
the student. Mr. Brady describes how this expemtatias evolved since he came to

School A.

Mr. Brady:..um but | think there were times whelirdt came that they, I think
some of the projects were, kids did a project thay didn't ya know, I
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remember somebody built a copy of Fort Knox, hkhihat they were studying

at the time...um but didn't know why they, thegtjbuilt it because they liked

it...but they didn't, there was no, what was therlgn that behind it...ya know

so | think we had those kind of discussions...y@vk yes you're doing a

project, but the project should reflect what yeu®arned...and you should be
able to, when | come up and ask you about yoyegptoyou should be able to

explain, to explain it...or to talk about it, yadw, and I'm not sure that was
true at the start.

The share serves as an official reversal of reléise students become the
teachers, the guides, the experts. This developménexpertise and personal
responsibility for one’s own learning is the ulti@aobjective of the project share;
however, it also presents an opportunity to acfilehrn from peers.

Mel: No, | think that the, um, the biggest thirfat I've learned over the years

is that um ya know doing projects is great andtexge and meaningful and

relevant for children um but if you don't do oulmaee, if you don't share the
projects in a meaningful way that allows the kidgeach each other...you're
missing a huge opportunity, so for example likmaoorow, like they became an

expert in one explorer...but they want them tkbewledgeable about all six,

so they're gonna be taking notes during the dtiakst presentations and they're
gonna ask questions and so forth so they can avedly with that knowledge.

The students’ teaching “each other” is an objecthat is mentioned by Mel as
the “ideal” in shaping the learning culture at SamhA. Though the students take the
lead, Mel and Sam describe the collective expeeariche share itself, as well as the
events that led up to and created the culminatixgemence in the 3/4 Hunger
Awareness project share.

Mel:...but it's, yeah it's great, and like lastayeve did it the kids had on

display, our class projects, their personal comtyiservice projects, their art

projects, and they sang "We are the World"...thitagd year, and we raised
like over $6,000.00 collectively and we had unhiadt of the class volunteer,

which is amazing because most people won't edaen gaven, eight and nine
year olds.

The project share fosters meaningful learningughothe development of three
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important aspects: student responsibility for anchership of learning; emotional
investment in independent projects; and an endgsespwhich is to share what has

been learned with an audience.

The Eco Fair

In the prior sub-section Expanded Classroom, Mradg recognized the
challenge of getting out into the community witlerakentary-age children. One way
that the School A has addressed this issue is ghrtlee creation of the annual Eco
Fair, which takes place in May and is held at S¢iWooThe entire public community
is invited to attend the event, during which theimas step levels share their spring
project work. Additionally, local vendors and ongeations are often invited to
provide services that keep with the school’s cémiiemes.

As noted on The School A’'s website, all membershef school collaborate
and each step-level directs a different componétite environmentally themed fair.
The Explorers (K/1) usually run a hands-on arts enadts event. The school sells a
variety of young vegetable plants and herbs grawitsigreenhouse, as well as plants
donated by the local community, an event usually oy the Navigators (7/8). A
raffle is held for prize baskets, often donated lbgal businesses, with proceeds
funding the school and its initiatives, an eventally led by the Discoverers (3/4). A
bake sale is held to raise donations for the s¢hodrious initiatives, a project
usually led by the Investigators (5/6). The Adweats (2% usually run The School A

Grill, which sells hot food and also raises donagifor the school.
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Though participants were not asked about the Ewg Fattended the fair held
in May 2013. Each year, the school year usualtgikes local press coverage. They
also keep the public informed through the schoplblic Facebook page. The Eco
Fair serves as a way to bring the community to 8cAgto publicize its work and to

garner support for its educational efforts.

Question 3: How does the PBL process change accardito learners’

developmental level?

Scaffolding

The consideration of the varying developmentalelevin the elementary
environment was an area of key interest when beaginmy research. From an
elementary educator’'s perspective, it seemed appé#rat there would undoubtedly
be components of the process that need to be deectes!, then pieced back together
and implemented in developmentally-appropriate wasfere the project process can
be accessible to children of elementary age. Tt was clearly evident in
participants’ responses, and the range of scafioégsied across step levels was also
communicated.

The cause for this high level of scaffolding ire throject process is linked to
cognitive development and the level of independskitl, or zone of proximal
development, an idea that can be attributed tontwek of the Russian psychologist
Lev Vygotsky (1962). Vygotsky's theory of the peese and significance of the

zones was even more evident at School A in itsyegglars, as the school was
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originally founded with step-levels that spanneel élguivalent of three grades (i.e., K
to 2, 3to 5, and 6 to 8). Through experience,gagicipants voiced the School A
staff's realization that the addition of a thir@stevel greatly affected the ease of
delivering content, an issue independent of thgeptoapproach. Mel and Sam
elaborated upon this realization.

Sam:...which makes it hard because really when gdalking Kindergarten to

4 it's almost preschool to fifth or sixth gradend you're talking about reading

levels and stuff like and even though it's theryaage, it can definitely much

larger with the skills that they have ya know..usn having um sixth graders
with eighth graders ya know having K with seconddgrs, it was just too
much of a developmental range...to really meet tistsgents.

The level of scaffolding for basic skills is a atecomponent of the teaching
day for the younger step levels, as voiced by Betth Susan.

Beth:...and it's tiring for young children to veritya know because they have

to think about so many things, ya know what isléteer form, where, where,

what do | do with it, where does it go on the pagethe thought...the idea that
they have, just goes away while they're tryingdo. everything correctly...so,
yeah...so scribing is good for them.

Susan:....um again ya know maybe some of the youggedes more so,

especially with this being just second grade..yamknow we'll help them

through the writing process and incorporate othirgs that they're learning in
terms of writing...or grammar and spelling andrsatthat nature.

While the scaffolding of basic skills in readingndawriting is a greater
consideration in the early childhood and intermed&ementary years, when children
are just developing these skills, there are otherelbpmental considerations that
become apparent in the later elementary years. thét 5/6 step-level, Tina
communicated a different type of considerationateal to integration of the project

approach with subject content.

Tina:....and to um - so we're integr - into our mog messages, into our
morning work; it's not all day long, especially @ir grade level, we did it
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really really heavy, like you could see it in exteing we did and the kids were
like, okay we're over this, like yourit's too much...ya know so they're very
aware at this age so you have to either do itswbtmake it fun.

To keep the content accessible and engaging, teac@oss step-levels

scaffold project content and structure accordingthe needs of their students’

developmental levels.

Directed Choice

William Heard Kilpatrick, a former professor ataldhers College, gave life to
the idea of student choice in the first quartethaf 20" century. He believed that a
project being born from a child's own interests ariical to its having purpose.
Kilpatrick saw this as the most valuable by-prodwdt project-based learning.
He stressed the critical importance of allowingdrkn to choose (or plan) their own
projects. In an imaginary exchange, he illustratéy he thought this was crucial:
"Question: Don't you think that the teacher shaftén supply the plan? Take a boy
planting corn, for example; think of the waste arid and fertilizer and effort. Science
has worked out better plans than a boy can makipaitkick: It depends on what you
seek. If you wish corn, give the boy a plan. Bugati wish boy rather than corn, that
is, if you wish to educate the boy to think andnplar himself, then let him make his
own plan” (Wolk, 1994, pp.42-45).

Though the element of choice exists at Schooha,l¢ével of student “choice”
in an elementary-based project appears to havaevanse relationship. The younger
the child, the more content directions availablé the less choice the child has over

project representation. The opposite appears tougewith older children and the
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upper elementary levels, which has a more directedent direction but more choice

of project representation.

Figure 1.4 Age group and project control

Explorers Adventurers e e Mrn
P Discoverers Investigators NavFga_ltn_rs

W

The first of these two viewspplying to the younger grades, is voiced by both
Beth and Susan.

Beth:...one of the differences is that when they @der, they're given more

choices um about how they're going to preserd.kttowledge that they gather

through the project...um so project shares are réifte um, when, because

they come in without having done any projectsu.gan't say to them well do

you wanna do a poster, or a book or, they dorve heny idea what you're

talking about...so we try to touch on all of thdisegs.

Susan:....this particular project, especially & tirade, um and then being the

first project of the year...they, it tends to be mam, ya know...(Lauren:

structured)...structured, yes that's the word.

Clearly, there is a certain level of familiarityity and level of experience,
with the project-based process that contributemaoe teacher control over choice in

project representation. Mr. Brady expresses aaimiew, in which children go from

more open-ended in terms of exploration of conterthore directed in topic, as they
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get older. Rachel, the founder of School A, furtb@idifies this philosophy, although
not explicitly suggesting that older grades (7/8 dimited in content choice.

Rachel:...so at a very young age, kids literallyplere, it's directed

exploring...but the freedom to really just scrattie tsurface is there, then

investigators dig a little more deeply...and thewigators chart their own
course.

This transition from more open-ended content aeds | control over
representation, to more choice of representatiah amarrowed (but deeper) topic
exploration seems to occur at the 3/4 step-leddtl and Sam described the choice
that is given to students when deciding how toesent their learning.

Mel:...and if you want kids to come away with yaokv, yeah it's all really

great if you want ya know kids to ya know studyawvthey want to study, but

then you can't possibly handle 19 different prbjepics...mentally; yeah, but
particularly the project@bserver's comment: staff interruptioparticularly
the project representation and what they actudilyose to do to show their
learning...will definitely depend on the kids.ndawhat they're and what
works...and what they're interested in.

There is a spectrum of choice at each step leeeglending on the project and
its objectives. Beginning at the 3/4 step-levegchers described an independent, at-
home project component, in which students have rtlooece over a topic of interest.

Mel:...and then what happens is, so we decidectimemunity problem, and

then they get to go and they spend about a mdnilorae and they decide a

community problem that's important to them...ahéyt do a community

service project on their own...so they might, sloteof kids volunteered at a

pet shelter, and so they go on the process, theyltbme component that is a

process on their own, where they go and they reib&inteer or they raise

money and then they document their process..iobdmmmunity service.

Along with more open-ended exploration of contdrttth younger and older

students’ understanding of the main objectives ofopic often requires teacher

scaffolding. Susan notes that with the youngeugsothe scaffolding helps to ensure
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that students understood the main points or legraljectives. Tina also speaks on
this point, illuminating the idea of a “fine balanbetween what's the teacher learning,
what's the learning you know you (the studentskehawhave...and where do we allow
the flexibility and freedom of them exploring it neo’

Ultimately, there appears to be some level of edharhoice, in both content
exploration and project representation, betweedestis and teachers. While all of the
teachers interviewed do provide structure for projeontent and direction, the
students’ interests often dictate the ultimatedliom of a project. The act of teachers
shifting project-outcome directions based on sttid®erests is applicable across step
levels, but was particularly evident in the earhyldhood years. Susan expresses this
idea in reference to the study of living organissompleted in 2nd grade, specifically
investigating the lives of crayfish.

Susan:...but again there's certain points that ybat you want them to
learn...then they went over the life cycle, thegrhed about complete and
incomplete metamorphosiswhich is something that | hadn't intended on
doing which was the difference between complet@ iacomplete it's not a
standard or something but it, that's where thgeptdoased learning is always
evolving because we happened to come across sdareation when a child
was studying their um insect or crustacean | guessbeing a crayfish, but
again there's certain points that you, that yomtwwthem to learn...then they
went over the life cycle, they learned about cateoland incomplete
metamorphosis...which is something that | hadmérided on doing which was
the difference between complete and incomplete nbt a standard or
something but it, that's where the project-bassining is always evolving
because we happened to come across some infoormatien a child was
studying their um insect or crustacean.

Beth voices a similar review in regards to thejgmbdirection taken as a

whole group.

Beth: Then they start to be interested and und-the other part about the way
we do projects is it's a little bit emergent..iagoes along because no two
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projects ever turn out the same...ya know, onamuad children is, well almost

all children are interested in doing um playsanda...presentation, but ya

know one group might be more interested in wriinigook, and another group
might be more interested in making a dioramasamnething...so it doesn't it's
not always the same thing.

The idea of a “negotiated project approach” withuryger children was evident
in a case study done by Mitchell (2008) in a fgstde classroom. The teacher used
the project-based approach only in her classrooegaRlless, the teacher was
successful in using the Negotiated Project Apprdacintegrating the standards into
the children’s interests, rather than vice verdas unexpected finding is unique to
project-based research, given that previous stuthee tended to find that teachers
plan project content that will meet the standardfoile taking account of student
interests (Chard & Katz, 2000). This finding susjgean approach for integrating a
higher level of authenticity in the curriculum (5. Teachers at School A appear to
do some of both -using backward design to planegtsjaccording to standards, but

allowing for opportunities to match student intésewith standards as the project

evolves.

Question 4: What are the contextual factors that uderlie the PBL model at an

institution-wide level - specifically, a public chater school grades K-8?

Evolution of Learning Lenses

The School A was founded based on the principle®cial responsibility and

environmental sustainability. While this realitashbeen realized and maintained,
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Rachel's original vision of the general functionedaoperations of the school
environment were different from the current envimamt.

Rachel: Oh my gosh, as | originally envisionedl ihad everything down to
exactly how the physical environment was gonnahegped, ya know, in my
original charter, if you read it, it says that lea¢ the steps will be housed in a
separate building, each building will have altéirreaenergy sources that are
different from the other, so that, and then eaoid | mean | had a whole
funding structure built around this, um and, aadheday it's, your classroom is
your lab - is part of your education, it's partyolur laboratory so kids would
be actually studying different forms of alternatienergy and the different
ways that they interact with both the building ahd environment and then
they'll have opportunities to study all of therause they'll go through all the
steps.

Regardless of changes to the original idea, thmehts of social responsibility
and environmental sustainability weave through 8ti0 physical and pedagogical
structures. At the entrance, one can walk toefteahd just behind the main building
to observe the school garden; walk a bit closet,@re will also see a greenhouse and
chicken coop. These structures are utilized bystndents and staff throughout the
year, interwoven into the curriculum and produciogd that is harvested by the
students and eaten in an annual feast. Plantgrava in the greenhouse and sold to
the community at the annual Eco Fair in May. Whettended the Eco Fair in May
2012, | bought two tomato plants and two hot pegpants - both flourished in my
backyard that summer.

While these structural elements are a model reptaton of School A’s
values, the principles of both social responsipiaind environmental sustainability

shape the direction and the content of the cumriouWithin (and outside) of school

walls. As discussed above in response to Quedtio@entral Theme, these two
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learning lenses are often both integrated intogrogect or unit. Tina explicitly refers
to these two ideas when describing the No Wasteh.ynoject.

Tina: Um, one project we did that we really engy&e were trying to think

about, it was the first project of the year...arewere trying to think about

how to get the kids to connect a little bit maveotr mission here, which is the
environmental sustainability and social respotiigfbiand we decided to do

this unit called No Waste Lunch.

The lenses provide an element of local-directesit@eghe curriculum They
shape the culture and in turn the learning, andh lave clearly expressed in the
school’s mission. Because School A is a charteoalc in which prospective students
are entered into a lottery, families are made avadréhese lenses before children
attend the school. In his review of the existiitgrature on charter schools, Welch
(2011) notes that Merseth and colleagues (2009)ddhat several successful charter

schools were marked by an emphasis on missionahde, and clear communication

of this point to prospective teachers and parents.

Community Focus
Strike (2008) suggests that one might define conitmuas something that

people share in common - shared values, identitgresl goals, etc. In education,
Strike (2008) argues that such a community hasmponments - 1. Shared notion of
basic non-instrumental goods e.g. worth of coreueml(in catholic education as
opposed to Catholicism, for example); 2. Sharedonstmust be expressed through
cooperative activities that realize aims; 3. Shdaedguage, amongst all members (i.e.,
staff, students, parents, etc.) to justify, underdf describe and argue shared

practices; and 4. Shared activities that allow petp succeed together. In simplified
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language, Strike (2008) notes that such "sharedatidmal projects are cooperative
learning writ large” (pp.179-180). It would seehmt a naturally inherent part of
social responsibility would be community focus anstrong sense of cooperation.

Whatever the cause, there an evident emphasisromanity at School A, an
idea that harkens back to the founders’ visionhefualues that School A embodies.
Mel and Sam spoke on this point.

Mel:...and so those are kind of just | think tr@menunity, the culture of the

school um makes it work to a larger degree and ffeah what our school is

about um and about connecting with the greaternconity in a meaningful
way, and | know, like one of the founders talkdmbwt the fact that like, he
almost wished he didn't call it project-basednésy or whatever in the charter
cause he ya know anyone can do a poster on agytitla more about like that
involvement in the community.

Clearly, there has been some retrospective rafteacn the definition of the
curriculum approach; the image of community invoheat is almost as, if not more,
pertinent than the idea of project-based learnthgugh there exists a symbiotic
relationship between the two. The involvement witth community takes place on
multiple levels, from the operation of the schamklie participation in project shares.
Rachel and | spoke about the idea of levels ofroamty and how that operational
involvement is realized at School A.

Lauren: And so, that's interesting because thatseaething that um, that sort

of that connection with the, with the outside commlike the greater

community (Rachel: right) outside of ya know (Relchight) because | think

that there's different levels to the differentagmof (Rachel: yes, they're) how
you would define community (Rachel: Yeah and shaifended, it's intended,
that's why we have community representatives arcouncil.)

Community representatives provide a particulaspective and connection to

the greater community seems to be an important.p&ohool A is a small school and
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community, and keeping these sorts of connectichgeaprovides a necessary avenue
for resources, ideas, and a sense of identityerffaand other community members
are both offered three seats (for a total of sikajihe nine members) on the School
Committee. Strike (2008) contends that small stshbave a unique opportunity to

be democratic, and that there are good reasons iwtgducation, we should seek to
locate significant decision making in the local @@hcommunity. One reason is that
local democratic deliberation is community buildifpg185). Welch (2011) also notes
that charters may be more democratic since theybeamore directly responsive to

immediate, local needs and demands, even if theseadds are for conventional

schooling and success on conventional measuresthkelardized tests (p.62).

In addition to operational perspective, thereriseaaphasis on engaging with
and serving the community through projects, whia#l kltes as the primary objective
of the project-based learning model. When askemlitamemorable projects, Mr.
Brady referenced the 3/4 step-level's Hunger Aweassrproject. Though he couldn’t
remember the exact details, he highlighted the liement of community. When |
asked Mel and Sam about the project during the\iiee, they were able to provide
more focus.

Sam:...and we focus on hunger and the kids dexddg, so this is the

community problem of hunger, what can we do teed and they ya know

come up with some sort of solution to that prohlem

At the close of the participant checks, | presgrdequote by Jerome Bruner
(1996) to each participant - “Education is a comparsuit of fitting a culture to the
needs of its members and of fitting its members @@k ways of knowing to the

needs of the culture” (p.43). | did not give papants any other information or
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prompting, just asked them to respond in whateway they wanted. After thinking
for a few seconds, Mel provided a perspective oroliement with the greater
community.

Mel: “...and it's just when | see the word culttoe | also just think of not only just

our small classroom community, but the school comitgtand ya know the local, we

try to do as much as we can for Rhode Island aewl #fso the just world wide culture,
so and it does, | like how it does have the phcaseplex because it definitely is not a
very easy thing to do.”

As the involvement with community is not new toh8ol A, and has been
integrated into past projects retrospective refbectoy the School A community
allows a refined focus on important aspects of ictemation when working with a
particular sect of the community. Mel and Sam ussed their insights and such a
reflection the second time that they launched tbhedér Awareness project.

Mel:...well | know they did it at home the last tintleough, but again it just
expanded and we also knew like we knew um, wewletimed it a little bit
different, the timing, | think we had done it kimaf during the holiday
season...the previous time which was ya know in saags there's so many
community service projects in your face at thatetiof year...but it's also a
really stressful time...so we decided, | think wecided, did we do it in
January? Sam: | think we did it after the Mel:lydige we did it after...which
from a hunger point | think um usually like Januand February...(Sam:
they're the worst, yeah)...are considered like desert months because
people...like they give sort of November and Deoem.
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Based on their experience, Mel and Sam completgdeaof needs analysis in
order to more effectively support a community nedchis timing not only better
benefitted the community, but because there wasa pdéthora of community service
projects taking place after Christmas, the timifigh® project implementation also
made it easier for the younger students to finchags through which to participate
and serve in the community.

As part of the School A community, parents ar® a@fen involved with the
project process. Mr. Brady spoke about parentasassting and volunteering in
projects and being the primary audience for progthares. The idea of local
community members and parents engaging with thecalum and offering their
services and expertise was also voiced by Susan.

Susan:...um so also it's nice to always incorgotié outside community as

well so if there's a parent that's an expert imething we try to do that as

often as possible...the outside community, unef@mple the eco fair we had

- Henry Meyer from the Kingston water district camind had a discussion on

water conservation which was our topic at thatetimm so he would come

um, we had another parent, well from another leishould say, so not just
the outside community but School A community.

There is a distinction made between the greatemuanity and the School A
community, by both Mr. Brady and Susan. Theredkear recognition of the role that
both “types” of community play at School A. Thealhsize of the school seems to be
conducive to more close involvement with the Schdol community, which
encompasses staff, students, parents, and couecibers, when it comes to daily and
ongoing interactions.  Strike (2008) argues thagatwshould be focused upon in

schools is creating community, not necessarilyrapreasis on decreasing school size;

the reason for this is to combat student alienatind disengagement (pp.170 and
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176).

An emphasis on building community includes involyiparents as part of the
school community through multiple avenues. For gxXamSusan references the
sharing of ideas in the construction of her classrenvironment, specifically her
choice of creating a website as a means of maintagcommunication with the parent
community.

Susan: | always had it in my head...when | fitarted teaching that | wanted

to have a classroom website. So a couple years hgd mentioned that to a

parent volunteer and she said oh | do for onenfpison’s lacrosse team...and |

know that some you have to pay for um and | digntw much about the
website piece and um how technical it could or Mdne so, she introduced me
to Shutterfly...and um, for some reason this ksng (Observer's comment:

Lauren laughs in reference to how long the webisiteaking to load, and |

love taking pictures that's a hobby...so | tendrtap photos of everything...um,

and um, ya know so that parents can see...thaerpgctand feel like they're
here...if they're not able to volunteer.

In addition to values; operational involvementgagement through projects;
and involvement in the school, an emphasis on ststeole in the community is
apparent as a fifth parameter. Reflection on stigielace and role in the greater
community - on a local and more global, interconeécevel - is encouraged at
School A. This becomes a more formalized “assess’ when students graduate
from School A. When asked about a memorable projeachel chose to instead
speak about the connection that is emphasized batwéudents and the greater
community during graduation, a ceremony that ststilisnvolved with annually.

Rachel: Oh my gosh, um that's a really tough onstiyn because the projects

that | was involved in were so long ago, that h'dé&now if | could tell you

exactly what crystallized in that; what | can hanth you is our graduation
because | do that every year, and every yearlbmrbaway; um so | wrote the

graduation ceremony quote on quote, um a long dgeewhen we did our first
graduation and, and there are elements in itafe@tlways present so um we
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try to have somebody come and speak to studeats & position, not a
position of authority but from a position of unmgéng you of sending out into
a broader community.

This connection between the student and the great@munity is further

realized through the collaborative learning disedss the following section.

Collaboration
Vision

Collaboration appears to yield a productive visamnongst staff at School A.
That vision grew from the foundation laid downthg founders. Rachel presents the
founders’ own driving question at the start of finecess.

Rachel....after it was accepted by the state, watvinto the next stage of
development, and that's when we called togetheefdnders so there's, there
founders that eventually worked together well, wihimes project-based
learning mean?

This example of collaborative, purposeful visiaioyded a common starting
place, an idea that has not been lost over thesydarmy participant check with Mr.
Brady, | read aloud his comments from the pastiieated from the content of his

interview.

Lauren: (As dictated by Mr. Brady) They're willitg spend the time cause
they think it's a good way to teach. | think thats the teachers said yes they
needed some training, that's why we had her (&yhard) in. We didn't fully
buy into everything she said. She provided a Hg&pproach and then
teachers went out and actually did a project @ir tbwn. People have to be
willing to see that it's, believe in that it's woit enough to put in the time to
do it. Spent a lot of time just as a staff talkaigput what it is, and ya know we
did that the other day. | think everybody needaeoyou need to be exposed -
you need some sort of - | think it was helpfulh@ve Sylvia Chard in, have
somebody come in and do the training with yolhihk I've got people who
are willing to be open-minded.
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To continue to find common starting places, or own ground, once an
institution has already been set in motion is aessary precursor to fostering
collaborative vision. This vision in turn resuitsrecognition of the need to progress
in a direction fueled by established vision andoaeble decisions. One might label
this vision a philosophy. Mr. Brady echoes thisadn his comparison of charter
schools to more traditional public schools.

Mr. Brady:...l think, that's the thing about cleast that's a little different, |

think because you start with a philosophy...angl llard part of charters is

keeping the philosophy, it's easy to start somegtthecause everyone's all
excited...um, but at least you have a philosophypaper and it says, if you're
gonna work here yes your, this is what you're etque to do, and regular

schools people are hired individually, and it'st neally based on a

philosophy...

Whether or not the reader agrees with Mr. Bradgmparison, his recognition
of the importance of a set of beliefs and goalg tivates and propels individuals
forward as a group is a key is an imperative charstic of a successful leader. A
study of charters found that leadership providedabyninistrators and governing
councils was critical to schools’ success; this w@ssistent regardless of sample size
(Fox, 2002, p.5; Malloy et al., 2003, p.335

A related facet that supports whole-staff "buy-is'the relatively equal level
of idea-generating and decision-making autonomyntgch to each staff member.
Aikin (1942) argued that the most innovative sdban the Eight Year Study took
two important steps: they took stock of local comryuwants and needs, and they
involved their whole staffs in collaborative dissims around the school models.

Successful schools in the age of accountabiliey characterized by "collaborative

work and discussion among the school's professbrf@elch, 2011, p.62). Rachel
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clearly articulates this parameter as part of migjireal vision in regards to curriculum
decisions.

Rachel:...the original idea was that each teantight have a favorite project
that would be taught throughout the year but theerybody would have that
curriculum to teach that project and just workattheir students, and what
ended up happening was we deviated a little mmam that than we thought,
because teachers wanted to do, so as long aswhsat teacher- and
administrator-driven, then that's fine.

Rachel emphasizes that the original vision evgiwwas “fine”, because it
rested on the collaborative visions and actionghef entire staff - teachers and
administrator. Yet the willingness to abide byatigular vision, even amongst all
members of an organization, is not enough to growomganization or sustain its
mission. Time is an element that must be investdd. Brady echoes this idea in his
thoughts on what makes an approach successfulrwihi institution. Tina also
references the idea of time spent together adfardtan she, as a side note, discussed
her formal training in the project-based learning ppraach.

Unified vision; an investment of time; and refiget engagement with
colleagues appear to create a supportive workingramment at School A. This
commitment to collaborate with colleagues and n@akkective decisions based on an
agreed-upon vision is an important element in Sen@fE999) discipline of Team
Learning. Beth gives a parallel view on why Schaatontinues to be successful in
its mission.

Beth:...yeah, um, yeah I think that's the basi's the environment the, the um

- attitude ya know that the school, that everybedgms to have...we're all,

we're all good teachers, and what you need tchiese can talk about what

we're teaching with one another...and if somethingssing, ya know we can
figure that out but basically the idea that weltlesupportive of each other

doing their projects and um, and that we havefitbedom to, to um, create
those projects.
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This is a similar idea expressed in Malloy e{2003) amongst charter schools
teachers, who often used the word expert to descidliow teachers. Teachers
highlighted a culture of commitment and motivatiamong colleagues: “You can’t
help but work to your highest potential at all tshe(p.233). In a review of
the literature, teachers also chose to work inteh@chools because they sought like-
mind colleagues who shared their vision of teactdnd learning (Yongmei, 2012).
The idea of teacher autonomy is also embodied eth’'B statement about the
“freedom to create” the project curriculum. Thouggually taking place at the step
level in terms of specific project collaboratiorth®ol A’s staff always comes together

to create the annual Eco Fair.

Learning

The collaboration at "the top" trickles down te tlearning in the classroom.
Collaborative learning is a natural effect of {®blem-based project that is often
utilized in a project-based learning approachsd the word collaborative rather than
cooperative purposefully. Though both terms hawdla connotations in learning,
there are some differences that can be drawn. Romk (1995) characterizes the
primary difference as being one between knowledge @ower. In communicating
foundational knowledge, in which the teacher i sénter of authority in the class,
cooperative learning is likely to be the methoddjghis same method is also often
used for teaching group roles and teamwork skillsllaborative learning is closer in
definition to the social constructionist view thiadbowledge is a social construct.

Collaborative learning can still take place in #ngaoups, but may have fewer
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defined roles and involve more open-ended, complexasks

These types of interactions function both at daher-student level, as well as
at the student-student level. Again, this comeskhia purposive design that at least
had its origins in the founder’s vision. Rachetd&es the type of reciprocal learning
relationship that she envisioned for the teachegchool A.

Rachel: It was really important when | interviewadachers, that they

understood themselves as learners that they sawstilves as learners in the

classroom, that they thought they could learn fiads as much as kids were
learning from them — if it was a top-down appraatkasn't going to work, it
really had to be a collaborative environment.

Within the student body, this type of learning parposefully taught and
encouraged. Sam communicates that skills in cotktlve learning are necessary in
order for a group-based project to be successiiile elements of compromise and
creativity are also evident in the approach usethen3/4 step-level. Sam describes
the process of accommodating multiple project idEasthe Hunger Awareness
project.

Sam:...we wanted to do a food drive...slash get fomh the Johnny Cake or

donate food and then also do a fundraiser so Wk&ewell let's just do it all

together in one night, so everyone got to haveér tidea fulfilled but not,
within a reasonable way.

Aside from success via group discussions that tegufoducing a product in a
group, another stated value is children as colkibos with and teachers of each other.
This emphasis on collaboration in the curriculuncdrees particularly visible when

students graduate from the 7/8 step-level. Inlmioating act, students are asked to

create and present, as a group, a “gift” to the mamity; the community could be

81



School A or the greater community outside of SchdolRachel describes this idea,
giving examples of projects by past groups of stigle

Rachel:...and then last but (not) least, becausgre Navigators, we ask them
to give a gift, either to the community, meanihg tSchool A community or
the community-at-large meaning the world andatggroup effort, they have to
decide what it is that they wanna give and thgurg out what to do ya know
how they're gonna do it; so the first year thegneaup here and they went to
the steel yard and they built a weather vaneHerschool and it was intended
to go on top of the building | think it sits irt;si either on top of the building
now or it still sits in the garden...and it's alloalb what School A is so if you
look at all the elements of it they really didamazing sculpture, and then the
second year they put in the garden ya know, aed the third year...so it
tends to be (Lauren: so they're really buildirgytre building the school, and
um and they're always present, and if you heathtbhare what their thoughts
are behind their class gift, we call it a clas®, gim they are thinking about
how do we weave and stay, ya know how do we wegmesence, something
that we can come back to, something we can sesthing we can watch and
grow, ya know it's really taking the values of 86hA and putting it in action
and it's sort of their first - | don't wanna séit first foray, because they've
been Navigators, but in terms of giving and cdntiing and completely
leaving something on their own, it's a pretty g endeavor.

The culture of collaborative learning, embracedtégchers and students, is
evident not only in the words, but in the physisalicture of the school itself. The
school is continually shaped and built by teachetsidents, parents and other
community members. The Navigator's class gift eslly serves as an authentic
assessment of students’ abilities to draw on ptgkitls developed in previous step
levels, to come together and create a productehaes a lasting presence and impact

on the school community.

Common Values and Beliefs

In a review of the charter school literature, Mgllet al. (2003) found that

teachers were drawn to charter schools becausepiiegived increased freedom,
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flexibility, and empowerment. Teachers also sought charter schools because of
their desire to work in schools that shared a simgéiducational philosophy to their
own. In the case study research, teachers empglatiat the school mission was the
glue: “Our mission unifies us. We're all on the sat@am.” (p.234).

Through analysis of the data, patterns emergdd¢vaaled the importance of
unifying values and beliefs that shape and moveStieool A community towards
short- and long-term goals. These values andfbefielude the previously mentioned
central themes of social responsibility and enwimental sustainability. As Mel
elaborated upon multiple times, these central tiseane the foundations that drive the
project process, as opposed to the other way around

Mel....I mean |, ya know what was true in projectéd is kind of, people's

opinion 1 think...but for us, the project processs ya know had to fit with the

mission of the school...which is different thewlpaibly projects anywhere else
or in a lot of places so it had to fit that socedponsibility and environmental

sustainability...which involves being with the cmmity and thinking on a

higher level..so from, it always comes back to like consumer @é®that you

make, ya know and why are you making those ya kigust comes back to
sort of that greater goal of the school.

The concept of unification is not an easy facesuistaining an organization,
but having a clear mission and goals allows membersontinually return to these
concepts and reflect upon their decisions and @&tid his idea is inherent in Senge’s
Shared Visiondiscipline (1999). Mr. Brady also spoke about thgportance of a
school having an embedded philosophy.

Mr. Brady:...so um how do you, so it's a wholeund thing, not just what it is,

but within the thing, how do you get a schoola@ll the same philosophy...ya

know you can get individual teachers...that happahthe time...in a school,

but you, that's how | said the difference herdt'ss the whole school it's
embedded in the school...rather than this tedotrer, this teacher here...
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This philosophy is not an idea that was put dowrpaper and then handled as
an abstraction. Rather, this is an idea thatssudised in context, on a regular basis,
by members who have a stake in the operation armess of School A.

Rachel:...well basically the question that we ¢atlcouncil) asked last night,
ya know what makes School A School A, if we toah&ol A and put it in the

middle of an urban environment could it exist & wok School A and put it in

the middle of another country could it exist if kmow what | mean so those
were questions that we asked ourselves just totsayet to the sort of nut of
the meat of what makes School A School A um andigfaitely decided that

those three tenants (social responsibility; emrmmental sustainability; and
community) make School A School A, and then weidbst the culture make
School A School A and the values make School A0BchA and that we could

be School A just about anywhere if we were tru¢htwse things that we, ya
know, the parameters that needed to be in place.

Reflection

Reflection on professional practice and the lear@pproach is clearly evident
at School A, though participants did not directheak it on as a subject. Recognition
of explicit mental models by individuals is an innf@mt indicator of an organization
that promotes ongoing learning and improvementsrpiocesses (Senge, 1999). An
intricate part of exploring mental models is aniwi@lal’s reflection on how his/her
values and ideas affect his/her behaviors and idesiswithin an organization.

Rachel was the only participant to specificallgntion the idea of reflection. In later

data analysis, her verification of reflection asiatnicate component of the School A
culture became increasingly relevant.

Rachel:...so | think that the thing that I'm alwdfown away by is the School

A is the reflectivity that's invited and encourdgand supported...if you reflect,

reflection is a huge part of School A | don't kndwou got that but to look

back and to look at what we did and how it, yawmehat happened ya know

the learning can be right there um even if ondbhtside someone would say,

oh my god that was such a failure ya know, if gom't, if you don't accept the
consequent failure, it's not failure it's learning
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This appreciation of “failure” as an opportunityr flearning seems to be a
necessary catalyst for the successful growth 0b8lcA. Rachel spoke on this further
during the course of our interview.

Rachel:...and | think that's another thing thahd&t A does, it really fosters

risk um and doesn't penalize ya know you don'tdae't see - | don't believe

in failure doesn't believe in failure everythirga learning experience and a

learning opportunity and even if it doesn't loakel a success when it's

finished.

As the founder, Rachel’s attitude for encouragimg taking of risks without
fear of retribution seems to have laid a stronghétation for authentic investment by
staff in implementing and experimenting with a teag approach that is outside of
the mainstream of more traditional public schoodl$ie teachers across grade levels
showed evidence of reflective practice many tinigeughout the interviews, though
the focus of that reflection varied. This drive itierpret and improve practice is
parallel to Senge’®ersonal Mastenydiscipline (1999). For example, Tina reflected
often on the need to differentiate her teaching.

Tina:...but my views of how I've changed is it'doa of work (Observer’s

comment: Tina laughs.ya know before | knew about it, ya know evergypo

does projects, but to do the true project appraésia lot of work, you really
have to know your learners...and, um, ya knowréalizing all of the things |
have to do differently and that | assume they kaowd that they really don't.

In another instance, Tina reflected on her impletatgon of the project
approach.

Tina:...ya know I think a challenging part is jssirt of when you sit back and

reflecting, I'm always wondering is this - youalevays is this, am I truly doing

PBL, is this what it's supposed to look, is thight for this group of

learners...is this the best way that I've put togetbr them to learn; and | do

think it is, because when you have the kids aeg'td older, they will always
think back and reflect and remember a projectttiey chose themselves.
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Though not directly referencing the project apphpaboth Beth and Susan
reflected on their own experiences and practicedagators, though through different
lenses. Beth reflected on best practices and pitipg weaknesses in the teaching
craft through guided reflection. She was also megtitant to admit her bias towards
teaching English language arts over math, and Halenge she finds therein in
incorporating math into project work.

Beth: Yeah - including math, so um, and maybe'dhjast because, ya know

math isn't my thig...ya know I'm much more into literacy and what haggpen

ya know | think that happens a lot with element@gchers...ya know...some
of them are really into math and some of them'areso it might be easier for
someone else but for me it's definitely a chakeng

On a different note, Susan reflected on how paperiences strengthen her

present experience as a teacher.

Susan:...but it's also nice because | don't regesing those experiences
(Observer's Comment: behavioral development cegnieecause it's also
enabled me to work with those children who mighavédn some of
those...difficulties here at this schoolm and given me more confidence to
deal with some of those things...because theyot amywhere near the
population that | was working with before, howevga know, in your
experiences you develop and ya know gain...mahs skd strategies.

In addition to reflection on individual practicegme teachers - and Mr. Brady
- made reference to reflection from a whole-schpmobpective. Mr. Brady mentioned
a staff meeting in which teachers reflected on bests to individualize the project
approach, an ongoing conversation. Tina and Samraflected on the effectiveness
of the project approach.

Tina: Yeah, and | was actually wondering what weedalking about because,

even at the end of the year I'm like, what's shreng ask me? I'm like, I'm still

right now wondering if the way I'm doing PBL thedb and right way...always,

so I'm always changing it...but ya know, hopefutey always, they'll walk
away with, | would think education in general i@y frustrating process,
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because you're trying for this year, and for raevito years so that feels a little
better..and you're always wondering...are they getting langt out of this, is
anything connecting and making meaning for thend ga know you cross
their path 4 years later and they tell you sorttke Isnippet, and you're like,
they are like...part of this community.

Sam reflected on School A’s approach to teachargent and skills prior to
launching the project.

Sam:....like | said even in here when we talkedualttoit was literally like the

day before we had just talked about how um weattirgy better at doing it
where it's more of the content first and then getito go off and explore on
your own um, and then now of course we have thweenetandards coming
in...so it's sort of we have to redo this all againusofine tuning and getting
better is going to be another concept for the nexple of years as well.

Mel and Tina also reflected on the assessmentmédthe project approach
and described it as one of the greatest areasnfmovement as a whole school. Mel
discusses the performance assessment piece, ahdgh@arners responsible for their
own, and other’s, learning.

Mel:...so | think um, | think it's um project-baksevork is really um very
exciting, it's relevant, it's fun um but therdiattother component (assessment)
that | think sometimes gets missed...um and we'tdith it as well, and | was,
it took me a really long time to figure out howdo that well, because there's
so much in the project share environment, theeisuch balls and energy like
bouncing off the walls..@bserver's comment: Sam and Lauren lguam:
yeah)...like to get them to actually concentrateeach other is very hard, so
um it takes times to sort of figure out how tottat well.

Tina also reflected on the formative assessmertgss, which is also brought
up as a particular challenge further in the analysi

Tina:...and um ya know it's probably the one awbare we have to work on
the most because we have all these rubrics famgri.and readingand math,

but a lot of it is checklists, like doing, like gubeing able to follow a
process...of creating a project, and then um afldtis a reflection from them
as a learner...and a lot of it's just like anecdoif@rmation, for us...we haven't
gotten, but we are working as a school on beconundhaving more formative
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assessments, but um, a lot of it is just basedlservation and...and their
reflections.

Tina notes that the students’ reflections are @sed form of assessment. This
is an important overlapping idea, one that shovesd taflection is highly valued by
teachers as a student-learning objective as vié#l elaborated upon this idea, and
described the development of a new idea for a suimeneeflective assessment that
would help teachers and the community to gaugdathger-term learning, in regards
to students developing individual ideas and opisiwithin the frame of the school’s

central themes.

Mel:...and we just did this thing, we've been itakabout, | don't, do your
know on NPR they do thishis | Believe...and there's a kid portion of that,
and one of the teachers, who's been very much Yie've gotta get these
Navigators to do d&his | Believeand during a faculty meeting it came up that,
we - it's very hard to say okay well how are wandasocial responsibility and
environmental sustainability, like how can we kiotldocument that we're
doing that and the kids are moving forward, ane a@f the ideas we
brainstormed is doing something like that, whéieyttake the knowledge that
um they're gaining through content areas, and tiweyire going to be forming
opinions and beliefs about that and that, so vee tive did our first attempt at
it, but we had very little time to do it, whereethwould say okay this is what
you leaned as a discoverer, what is one valueebefbyou have, and they
wrote aThis | Believe.so | think, um, at some, | wanted some more tionet
was a very quick and dirty thing at the end of year. We had talked about
what if people could do that, as they left eadp ghey did arhis | Believe
from their experience at that step and then thatldvbe a culmination at the
end...but again that was like that 's very muctin@brainstorm process...

This idea reflects the summative and reflectiveeasment that Rachel
described as being part of the graduation cererab®ghool A.

Rachel:....and then we ask students to um sharstt@my usually it's written,

reflection of their time at School A; and um tldea behind that, it wasn't

originally a reflection of their time at School Awas originally a reflection of

their - and it may actually still be written agedlection of, of what they've
learned and what they are taking out with themimtotthe world.”
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Reflection by teachers and students is supportddeacouraged at School A.
This value fosters the voicing of new ideas, bdttha individual and group level, in
turn yielding organic change through personal amdraunity growth, as defined by

the students and teachers.

Student Investment

There is an evident belief amongst staff thatgupased learning provides
the opportunity for deeper student investment aldarning process. An investment
implies that an individual has a valuable stakeh@ outcome of a situation. In a
review of the literature that investigates teachpesspectives of the inquiry-based
approach, it is reasonable to think that studeis have a greater investment in their
learning value the outcome - deeper knowledge; emastf a skill; increased self
awareness; increased self confidence; etc. — anaviimg to put forth the time and
effort to realize a much deeper understanding efdbntent area (Akinoglu et al.,
2008; Mitchell, 2008; Rust, 2005; Grant & Tamim 130.

Participants voiced several elements of the pt@pproach that promote this
sense of investment in one’s learning, the moselyidoiced being student voice and
choice in the topic of study or the direction ok tproject. Tina and Susan both
mentioned the fact that students get to chooseend interest, within the context of
a unit, for more in-depth study. Mr. Brady spokea“level of learning” that grows
out of being able to take a self-directed approabtel expanded on the individual
project component of community service that is eagjed at the 3/4 step-level.

Mel:...so they decide what they're gonna do aed they have to decide okay
um and then they decide what they're gonna, hew/rédhgonna show it, so for
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example do they make, did they show their learrttmgugh a poster or a
scrapbook...I'm trying to think, | think my groupade a scrapbook last
year...and then what happens is, so we decidedhemunity problem, and
then they get to go and they spend about a mdnilorae and they decide a
community problem that's important to them...theyadlcommunity service
project on their own...so they might, so a lotkads volunteered at a pet
shelter, and so they go on the process, they donge component that is a
process on their own, where they go and they reibinteer or they raise
money and then they document their process..iobdmmmunity service.

The element of choice and self-directedness presnmivnership over learning,
a sense of intrinsic self-motivation, an idea sufgzbboth by Kilpatrick (1925) and
Dewey (1916; 1938). Both Susan and Rachel desttie value in such ownership
as  “responsibility  over learning” that leads to fgwebtivation.
Susan paints a poignant image, through word cham€evhat choice and
student-direction can look like in a primary elenaey classroom. She recounts her
class’ experience after returning from the field to Breakheart Brooke.
Susan:...whether it is that caddis fly or theayfish and how cool it was and,
ya know they want to show me the picture that tS8ayn or um ya know tell
me all of the things that they learned in theirargroup...and um it kind of
sets that focus for them, a small obsess@insgrver’'s comment: Lauren and
Susan laughkind of if you will, ya know everything's like dgou have more
information about this?
The phrase “small obsession” was one that jumiiiethe page and conveyed
a sense of excitement and attachment to learnthgsan used the phrase more than
once in the same interview.
Susan:...they went, they explored, they came baue&, discussed our
experiences, they did some journaling...um they oaturally just kind of
ended up be - having a slighthut a slight obsession on whatever something
that they really connected with there... whetheeyt found a lot of this
particular insect or they, they're the ones tbanhd it at this place...they have

this attachment um and then they came back akdga started stu - ya know
there, where | said you could choose one thatliiteu
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During the participant check, Susan seemed to Wwachange her choice of
words, though the message remained consistent.

Lauren:...and it is actually when | chunked it tdget it's still
chronological...(Susan: mmhmm)...there's a whbigne and a reason to the
design of the extraction, but yeah | was basicalyng to group together
similar ideas; so if there's one that you disagneth...(Susan: yeah, the
obsession, the obsession)... a slight obsessionsa(s yeah, meaning, that
wasn't, | don't like that word choicePljserver's comment: Lauren laughs
yeah, you used that twice, | thought it was realtgresting kind of (Susan:
Yeah | wonder how much coffee | had that mornin@bgerver’s comment:
Lauren laughk..(Susan: yeah a topic of choice or interest aceald we -
change that to? Because | think obsession iabit like over) right, well no,

| can definitely make that note, but | thoughtvds interesting because | think
it - ya know obviously you're seeing how excitbdttthey get over particular
topics, their idea; but | think that's maybe wigati were trying to convey
(Susan: right; and | believe that one was an eadyning conversation with
you.) Observer's comment: Susan lauphs

This sense of excitement resulting from hands»qeeence is also referenced
by Beth. She reflects on the experience of the $tlidents in finding monarch
caterpillars behind the school in a field, bringthgse caterpillars into the classroom
to observe and discussing the changes that take.pla

Beth:...ya know, and they it's exciting to theya .know one group has already

seen this, the other half of the class hasn'tadyreseen this, they find the

caterpillars themselves... they bring them in,can we, ya know so it's an
exciting thing.

At the older step levels, Tina also gives evidententrinsically-motivated
student engagement in learning through a displagtaedents’ commitment to, and
their thorough investigations of, a project undttencouraged students to find ways to
conserve energy at home and at school.

Tina....and at home, they came up with the plaways they could conserve

energy, electricity, or create less waste at hoarel it was so awesome, cause

they did some, like, they looked into like laptopssus desktops and energy
consumption and like made an argument for thakngav the pencil sharpener
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plugged in, even though it's not being used, itsuming energy...ya know
they really looked at the minutiae of things.”

Tina further validates a student’s investmentulgioan anecdotal memory of a

parent conversation.

Tina:...the parents like remember like, how comedaughter is making me
line-dry my clothes in December instead of using, the dryer? So to me it
was just, ya know they really went deep into figgrout what their role is in
conserving and uh it was just, it was awesomeahyg was cool.

As founder and parent of a child who attended 8kchg Rachel remarks on
what she sees as the long-term benefits of stuaemérship in learning - a deep sense
of self-esteem and pride in the place that cretteske opportunities.

Rachel:...so if there's anything that I'm, thexghihat I'm probably most proud
of, and | would describe to people when | tellnthabout School A, is that kids
love being there um they love learning and theyntam their autonomy
through it and they, the self esteem that theyfrgen that is a deeper kind of
self esteem than the good job ya know you did e@atgjob on that it's
something that they actually feel and believe allbemselves as a value um
and I'm, that I think I'm most proud of - | foundt last night that my youngest
daughter, | didn't know this, but there's a Faoc&balumni group that has 50
kids in it and my daughter started it and | wés,li'Em, | had no idea that you
did", "oh yeah, | was just like, just somethinglitl", so ya know, she's in
college yeah, and | found out because Hilary Gastép level teacher) is ya
know the co-administrator...

A student-initiated alumni group that connectsnthback to their peers from
elementary and middle school years suggests thadests valued both the

relationships built at School A, as well as thejgrtbbased experiences that they

experienced while students.
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Embedded Philosophy
Acculturation: “...the process of cultural and psydgical change that results

following meeting between cultures” (Sam & Berr@19, p.472).

With a clear, existing set of values and beliefs, institution also creates
invisible and visible boundaries that must be cedsg an “outside member” is to
become an accepted member from the inside. S{@kK@8) notes that learning
involves initiation into a community's practicescharacteristic activities - under
supervision of an accomplished member, a form ofterg/apprenticeship (p.183).
Tina illustrated this point of initiation when sispoke about the, sometimes, stark
process of acculturation that can occur when stiggdand families, enter School A in
the later elementary years.

Tina:...so, when you're new in the upper gradesgust feels different...it

changes the dynamics a lot...because we kind ofilikeay sound weird, but

you're sort of indoctrinated into this culture ®hool A...and that's over a

long period of time too like, we have like ya knavgort of morals and values

that we believe should be a part of education, smavhen they haven't had
that or they've maybe had that very traditionataight-forward type of
education, it's hard for them to...transfer over.

Tina further elaborated on the acculturation ahbstudents and families, and
the conflicts that can arise as a result of diffgivalue sets.

Tina:...yeah, like I've had kids before who umkyew in our charter it says

we are we practice nonviolent strategies for sgvproblems, and ya know

telling people that you can't talk to me, it's aathoice ya know in this school,
| mean there's just been issues that have risemithpfamilies where it's like,
that's okay that that's your family's value systbat at school this is our value

system...it's a non-negotiable, your child car'at..another child this way, so
it's hard.
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In response to the Bruner quote during the paditi check, Tina also
discussed how student values change as they gat alod how differing values need
to be addressed and met.

Tina:...basically what this quote is saying, iatthiour culture has these needs,

and the people in the culture have the needstrayddon't always necessarily

match up, but they're both morals and values,@® dho you...get everyone's
needs met, right, | think; and | think that's neting, especially being a fifth
and sixth grade teacher because the needs otuliate, as in age group, is
dynamic and changing from when | started teacliiegght years ago...so um,
and maybe the needs that need to be addresséd atge level were more
things that would be addressed or into in likeesgh, eighth, and ninth
grade...just them as they're little age culturdifierent, and they don't come in

- | think this is an interesting quote to thinkoab for our school, because as a

school culture we have these values...and padamts always pick this school

for those values...so but they're also an impontant of our culture, so | do

think that's an interesting quote because evemgththey're not there, cause of
our school culture...we still need to meet thettleass as a family and as

people.

Tina’s reference to parents making (or not) a cans choice is a significant
one, and Welch (2011) mentions that survey androtlaa from Buckley and
Schneider (2007) demonstrate parents' great interekaracteristics like location and
heterogeneous composition. Parents, then, arenggierhaps more for "fit" than for
innovative, unique designs (p.60). This might tigkaited to the relative newness of
charter schools, and conceptions about what chseteyols can offer over traditional
public schools.

The phenomenon of acculturation is not relegatedttidents and families.

New teachers also feel or experience the presaismech morals and values, which is
in many ways apparent in the surrounding routingscedures, and physical
environment of the school. Susan speaks to tleia ahd compares her experience at

School A with that of her previous experience &sagher at a mental health facility.
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Susan:...so um it was interesting because um tuewya know peace tables

and such that you'll see in some of the othersobesn, classrooms and...and

we didn't ya know these children went from zercsitcdy um ya know in a

fraction of a second at that school...whereasstti®ol ya know they're talking

more about...and have more of those skills...so, yarknow and composting
and recycling and all of that.

There seems to exist a paradoxical, yet not whdigplaced relationship,
between being “indoctrinated” into a culture thisoavalues the unique contributions
of its individuals; the keys seem to be buy-inte tulture, and autonomylhe idea
of cultural transition also arose when Rachel anlis¢ussed the subject of trying to
implement the project-based learning approach widéim existing institution, namely a
traditional public school. Rachel gave a view thabke to the necessity of a careful
and strategic process.

Rachel:...so | think the only way that you could thhat is if you very, very

carefully took the culture you were going into ha@iplete buy-in and um,

and then took the parts that were really amazingutathem and blended
them.

She goes on to give the opinion that this typeutfural change, however, is
most effective when it occurs from the “ground ugfijfting the locus of control from
the top to the bottom.

Rachel:....and sometimes the environment will dai,thha know if a school is

struggling and people are really at their wits] érthink that might be a ripe

time to go in with something like this becauses tbould bond and shape and
encourage and support and create something neimor sort of a phoenix
rising kind of a situation, but | think that if m@one just saw this as a quick fix
and said, "oh let's just subscribe to this cutacuor concept or whatever", um
| think you'd get a lot of resistance becausdéé community didn't ya know
it's basically a whole issue of top-down versusugd-up.”

In Rachel’s view, acculturation, in terms of a neWwilosophical approach

meeting an established set of values, cannot reakdyr unless there is a full and
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long-term commitment to ultimate change; this dasasuccess of the organization.
She states that it cannot work as a “bandaid apprbaWelch (2011) notes that in

order to gain acceptance as a capable organizi@brutilizes “ best practices” in the

field, new institutions often disregard internahcerns about efficacy and efficiency;
this tendency toward field-wide conformity is whastitutional theorists refer to as

isomorphism (p.56).

Acculturation at School A can be equated with rfuiress — an awareness of
values and principles that are woven throughoupthsical design of the school, the
daily operations, and its curriculum. The projbased approach seems almost
secondary; School A’s continued success appeabe toted in the whole-school
collaboration from the ground up, creating an optitearning environment based on a

ongoing, reflective needs assessment of its members

Learning Environment

The environment of any institution is undoubtesiiyaped by those in decision-
making roles. At School A, this privilege is gradtto all vested members - the
director, the teachers, and the entire school ahuhough the first two undoubtedly
hold more sway over the more immediate learningrenment created day in and day

out.

Role of Leadership

Senge (1999) emphasizes the role of the prindgmder as a steward and

leader, in which a horizontal approach to managénsemportant. In reflecting on
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his own role as a leader, Mr. Brady identifies fgrevision of teacher support as a
primary action.

Mr. Brady: | think you have to support teachershbya know, | mean we
don't have a lot of money here, so some of itametarily...but ya know give
them the freedom to purchase the items that thiek they need...to produce
the, to do their job...umm... and the others is atkiyow just, you have to buy
into the philosophy in order to provide, whethiebe the planning time or ya
know, people come with various requests for things

Mr. Brady aligns support with providing some fread whether that is capital
resources or more intangible resources, such amipkatime. As a school director,
his philosophy was shaped by William Glasser’'s éeglip management approach,;
Mr. Brady completed the Choice Theory/Reality Tipgr&ertification through the
William Glasser Institute. Choice theory is a sem@ment for external control,
operating on the theory that we can only contral @un behavior (Glasser, 1998).
Mr. Brady describes his own approach as a "kindeaflership in an indirect way
rather than a top downand kind of influencing or suggesting”.

In a case study of teachers in a charter schbelptincipals who provided
resources and other forms of job-related suppeitigd teachers who felt appreciated
and valued as colleagues (Malloy et al., 2003, $.23ina validated Mr. Brady’'s
ideas about his role when she communicated hisngiiess to provide this type of
support, describing him as “very flexible” whencame to asking him for necessary
time to plan curriculum. Not least is Mr. Bradyislief that a leader must completely
buy-in to the school’'s philosophy.

Mr. Brady: | think it's, first of all, as | saidthink you have to buy in to the

philosophy of the school, ya know, here, and I, buy into the philosophy
of project-based.
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The commitment and belief in the philosophy of x&ning approach and in
the school’s value system ensures that leadersteathers are speaking the same

language, an important component of a shared adunehtventure (Strike, 2008).

Teacher Autonomy

With horizontal and indirect leadership comes Hi@alar set of expectations
for teachers. Without a top-down and directiverapph, all members must assume
greater responsibility for making decisions and lengenting solutions. During the
participant check and after summarizing Mr. Bradgadership approach, Mr. Brady
re-emphasized a particular point.

Mr. Brady:...the other part of that is the peolpéze are willing to accept that

responsibility...ya know, | need this, | need tlukay so, it's be trusting I think

of the teachers, that they're going to use ihendorrect way, and give them the
power to kind of do it.

This acceptance of responsibility and giving oiveo seems to be the gateway
to increased teacher autonomy. The approach agfhsRachel’s original vision of
responsibility for School A’s teachers.

Rachel:...but what we also found was that it wedly crucial for teachers to

have, if they were gonna do so much writing ofirthevn curriculum it's

critical that they're passionate about what tleet@gaching, and so selecting the
faculty and then allowing them to follow the thinthey're passionate about
became a really important piece of making thatkwor

The freedom to create and passion for teachindgoaces that contribute to a
teacher's sense of autonomy. Such ownership ideaviin interviews with the

participants. Beth speaks of the privilege andllehge inherent in this type of

autonomy, specifically in writing curriculum.
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Beth:...the basic thing is that teachers have umptivilege and challenge of
writing their own curriculum...you have to meee titandards, but you get to
choose how you're gonna teach things, what yowgomna teach.”

In a review of teacher perspectives in charteoslsh) one of the most reported
areas of neglect was ongoing professional develaprokteachers. This does not
appear to be an issue at School A (Fox, 2002, (Staff seem to be provided with
resources to better do their job, importantly ie tbrm of training in the project-based
approach. This training did not come right away; fact, it took the teachers’
collected voices to advocate for this training, athicoincided with Mr. Brady’s
entrance as Director at School A.

Mr. Brady: | don't know, well | mean | came in 8ays ago...um, that's when

we had Sylvia Chard in, so | think that was - tb&chers said yes they needed

some training, that's why we had her in...so thest felt they needed a

common place, cause the teachers had been kindhef..felt they needed

somebody, before | came, they organized it...4weth teachers went out and
actually did a project on their own, things likeat, so they actually had
training...in a way to do it.

Tina discusses this initiative from the teachesht of view.

Tina:...and actually it was funny because | wasdhe who got her in here, |

was on the learning committee at the time...we saveed for us to sort of

unify and sort of define more what project-bassating was.

Both Tina and Mr. Brady also speak about the imgias providing a “starting
place” or a model, from which teachers as a whaiel (individually) were given the
freedom to further modify the approach accordinghi@ir needs. As Tina explains,
there were other systemic elements that needed toisidered after the training with

Sylvia Chard, before teachers could fully implemambodified approach based on her

methods.
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Tina....and she was like, the guru, not the gurit and you know we don't do

her approach in its entirety, we figure out whattmeans in terms of our

being a K through eight charter school...that thés focus, but in that we're a

public school.

An important point is that the training stemmededily from the teachers’
voiced desire to have a better understanding anmeé omaform approach to this type of
teaching and learning. Furthermore, unlike marpgmm launches and trainings, in
which all teachers are expected to follow the praguniformly, teachers at School A
clearly had the power to modify. This may be aad@ne when teachers are being
trained in a method of delivery, such as the ptoggproach, and not a specific
curriculum. Furthermore, size of School A’s stiafffar less than the average public
school district. Regardless, it appears that teaclat School A are respected as
decision-making colleagues and given the freedonst,tand support to glean those

components of an approach that work for their ctass and school, and to make

modifications according to professional judgment.

Teacher Attitude

Every participant with whom | spoke displayed whatld be categorized as
general “positive” attitudes towards teaching amedrhing. Examples are wide-
ranging, and focus on various factors. For exampéan reflected on the benefit of
our interview sessions and being able to talk thhothe overarching approach and
vision of School A.

Sam:...I mean like | said I'm really glad that yeudoing this because ya know

the year gets going and you just get sort of fikenel vision...and it's nice to

just stop and do this because it's just niceltotteough things and that's what
we've been trying to do...I'm sure it's good feergbody.
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Beth displayed a sense of empowerment behind aetipe, remarking upon
her ability to create in an environment that supgpsuch initiatives.

Beth:...so we're not - you don't need to have saahe hand you the social

studies curriculum...and say teach this book..gan - and for me ya know

that's why | don't want to teach in a traditiosethool...is | don't want anybody
telling me, |1 want to be creative, and part of teason | want to teach, the
biggest reason I think is the children but...prit is it gives you a chance to

be creative...and ya know and if | couldn't da.ttend | think that School A,

creativity is encouraged.”

Tina conveyed her excitement at finding an envitent that more closely fit
with her ideas of what teaching could resemble.

Tina: But, yeah, | sort of, when | was at URI, dnglas doing my placements

and you know, these public schools, | was alwagsd | didn't even know

about charter schools then, | always knew I, intlidee myself in a sort of
traditional environment...and | was really excitegen | had found this place.”

Susan commented on the ‘controlled chaos’ thastexin the elementary
classroom with a sense of optimism.

Susan:...um this child may need paint...this ciildy need, ya know, pipe

cleaners this child ya know wanting more clay @msthing breaking on this

one and you're just running around like a chickath your head cut off, but
it's fun...and it keeps you young.

Interviews with teachers using similar inquiry-edsapproaches have shown
that they too prefer the project approach to tradi#l methods and observe
improvements in motivation and enthusiasm amongr tstudents, which may
positively correlate with teachers’ generally pesitreflections (Rust, 2005, p.653).
Specifically, charter-school teachers describednd®dves as having an “espirit de
corps”, different from teachers in more traditiosehools; these positive relationships

with constituents also correlated with small clase (Fox, 2002, p.6). While no

direct cause has been investigated, there seemdalgnamic set of variables at work
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that promote a positive attitude amongst teachecseased teacher autonomy, student
engagement, and a relatively small community emehgeugh data analysis as

possible reasons.

Other Teacher Motivators

In addition to teacher autonomy and student imeest, Sam and Mel
expressed another motivator that aligns with thejept-based approach. Sam
mentioned the “bigger picture” learning that goksg with teaching a set of skills.

Sam: But the | mean the good thing is even thogmhdo do all that and it
really feels like you're doing the right thing feach of them, like when you get
done with the unit you're like | we really, thegtgvhat they needed to get and
like, more of the bigger picture which is reallyndéla nice instead of just the
skills...so that's been, | mean it's very rewagdah the end of it so, which is
nice.

During our participant check, we revisited theaid# project-based learning
being a more authentic form of learning; Sam re{egsjzed this idea, describing the
approach as human-centered, an expansion from fthguated student-centered
approach.

Sam:...but it's just, the, ya know but even ggttdback to your authentic part

from the other one, is just that it does feelh& ¢nd that they're getting what

they should as a human not just as a student yav kih makes a big
difference.

Mel also commented on the rewarding aspect ofogegrr coming together in

its summative form, calling it a “rewarding thingfter dealing with the perceived

“craziness” of the project process.
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Internal Challenges
Time

Participants voiced some challenges that arisenwisng a project-based
approach, some of which have been addressed iopeesections of the results. The
most voiced challenge by teachers was the sensehéie is not enough time to
accomplish all that the project approach entalls.a study that surveyed middle-
school teachers using the project-based approaehsicience curriculum, time was
also found to be one of the most problematic a{@é&oglu et al., 2008, p.208).
Tina and Beth both spoke about there not beinggmdime to do all of the planning
required (which Beth mentions is “true of everytiln and that there is a need for
continuous, uninterrupted time.

Part of the time-consuming challenge is the bieafltopics that one covers as
an elementary school teacher, with the added dapths involved in knowing a topic
area in order to facilitate a project. Sam and Tath spoke about this idea.

Sam: | would say it's um the hardest part for mmeach year you have to do is

you just need to know your content really veryplgdefore you get into it

um...not that that's hard | mean | end up doiniguit it's, that's probably the
most time-consuming thing...would just be knowimg because that just takes

a lot of the work.”

Tina: A more challenging experience with projettsiean, in general the most

challenging part about a project is being an expen the topics, especially ya

know at the 5th and 6th grade level, it's stithteically the elementary school
model, | teach all the subjects all day long, disdvery challenging to prepare
quality curriculum in all the subject areas.

While the sensation that there’s not enough tisne common theme amongst

educators, this feeling seems to increase in aisasthools where many decisions are

made by consensus amongst all or most staff memliber@ comprehensive survey of
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charter schools, teachers valued participationhm grocess but also admitted that
consensus building was time consuming. Furthernmaey teachers noted that they
served on several committees and managed resddiesbother than classroom
instruction - although they enjoyed playing mukipbles, they knew they were at risk
for burnout (Malloy et al., 2003, p.236). The timeeded to create a true learning
school is a repeating theme - time needed for iagat shared vision; for working
together in teams; for reflecting on practice; dodthinking of school as part of a

larger system (Reed, 2001, pp.11-12).

Standards and Assessment

Using a more innovative approach and still meegith@xpectations as a public
school can pose a challenge. Charter schools prase accountability through 1.
Academic scores; 2. The provision of a distincviserto the community served; 3.
Compliance with bureaucratic rules and regulatiamg} 4. Financial compliance with
use of public tax dollars (Paino et al., 2013, f)SOEach of these areas poses a
potential challenge to a developing charter schawhile none of these areas was
mentioned in depth by participants, the subjecstahdards and the state assessment
did surface. Beth and Tina gave two different @ydls of their opinions of the
standardized assessment.

Beth:...and as long as you're doing, meeting thadards, which we are, |

mean | don't put a lot of, I'm not really intottesores and all that and those

NECAP things | think in a lot of ways that's a weasf time, but, ya know it

does show...those kinds of assessments...the agséssments...show that we

are doing really well.

Tina: | think you need to...(Lauren: right)...I tkirassessment is definitely
important in that, and with science, ya know, véthence it's sort of like we've
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hit, it's almost like before they've done the podj we've, they've mastered or

we've they've been exposed to all those GLE’s.

Tina also spoke about the challenge of implemgntine reality-based
learning, at the 5/6 step-level, that is charasterdf the project-based approach.

Tina:...but it's also hard to make sure the lewyns as real and relevant as

possible while still meeting all these expectadidimat you have to meet...as a

public school...so that's what | struggle with.

This experience is often attributed to the incedagpolitical pressure on
teachers to incorporate standards-driven instrnctamd assessment into their
curriculum, which can cause challenges for teachdrs seek to understand the
teaching processes that support their adoptionrojfeq-based learning (Mitchell,
2008, p.340).

There seems to be greater agreement on the caotypbéxassessing projects
on an ongoing basis. Mr. Brady noted that the derify of assessment increases in a
project that doesn’t primarily use paper tests thaiduce a concrete score. Tina
further discussed this idea, conveying that “its like, you're not telling them to go
from point a to point b, they're making the patimd how do you assess that path.”

In order to assess the many components involvedgroject, and taking into
account different ability levels, Mr. Brady empleesd the need for teachers to have a
solid idea of “what makes a good project” beforepliementation of the project

process.
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External Barriers
Rachel and Mr. Brady gave their views on what therceive to be barriers to

adopting and scaling the project-based approach.

Lack of Teacher Support

To start, Rachel believes teachers are often diaged from caring, after
trying new things that don’t necessarily align wgtandardized measurement and
failing to receive support from administration.

Rachel: | could give you a cynical answer...and uldogive you (Lauren: a

little less cynical) yeah, what | hope is the aeswm; my cynical answer is

that it's cult - it's enculturally grained, it'saalturated and ingrained that going
to work is work, not play, and that when you gamark, your job is to deliver
something that's measurable and that's your asttyym, my not cynical
answer is that people have gotten burned by triggwg things and discouraged
from caring and in that model um they lose motomatto actually try the
things that they think would work.

Rachel believes that a change or shift in cultpeskpective relies on breaking
down barriers of fear and control. Teachers masebistant to a change that feels like
a critique of their current teaching and a threathieir identity. As Chard and Katz
(2000) have warned, we as educational researchers b tendency to polarize
different approaches to teaching, which may cagaehiers to hesitate or resist making
changes (Dresden et al., 2007Rachel challenges this threat, discussing the
conflictive motivations that can arise between pgmassionate and caring and fear of
being penalized for working outside of dictatesniraistrict, state or federal

administration.

Rachel: Yeah, | think people go into teaching biseathey deeply care |
believe that, everyone, | mean I'm a teacher, ey, énd professionally I'm
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not quote-on-quote - | mean | am professionaltgacher but, but it's not my
only profession um so when I'm outside and commrend out of a uh culture |
have a little more ability to stay myself when imthe culture, | think when
you're in a culture um | think that deep caringy gan get hurt, you can get ya
know it's hard to teach and then let go of ya knalwat you can't control, |
think the pressures of teaching and measurabtomés and all of that can be
daunting because | don't think that the suppodgleere for teachers to have it
not be daunting um and scary ya know and honesitil tell you that anytime
fear gets involved things get messed up so youhasge to, you have to do
what you believe and just sort of let go of thengls that you can't control
cause otherwise they'll make you scared.

Lack of Unifying Philosophy

More recent research has found that stronger, moceessful schools are
characterized not only by successful responsegtayral accountability, but internal
cultural accountability as well (Welch, 2011, p.62n building upon core ideas
inherent in the research (Malloy et al., 2003; $e11®99; Strike, 2008; Welch, 2011),
the “glue” for such internal cultural accountalyildan be sourced from an institution’s
unifying mission, vision, and/or philosophy. Mrrdgly provides support for this
perspective, observing the “lack of unifying phopsy” that he has experienced in

public schools.

Mr. Brady:...public schools don't have a philospph the school which is
interesting, when you think about it, they're jushey're supposed to produce
good learners...and educate, but what does thah nme- there is no general
overall approach or philosophy, matter of fact,ople usually foster
individuality in public schools...ya know, say kg as you're doing your
thing and doing it well, but if you do more to jiaist makes it a better, just a
better - if you can pull everybody together...mdst public schools, and that's
why | got out of it are...are very, all the sameryéraditional, and not
necessarily traditional, but you don't have a whallture of on, you're not
always on the same page...it's hard on...in theipliise policy in a public
school to get everybody on the same page...trekpow they don't want kids
to misbehave.

Mr. Brady also reflects on the idea that establisimstitutions must often wait
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for certain staff members to leave in order to &ean environment where all
members are aligned with a school’'s mission antbgbphy.

Mr. Brady: ...and | was involved in my own thingsiuse | probably wouldn't
have been as far as | am in my thinking, but Inwig€ould go back now and
see what we could do with that, boy it would b&cfaating, | bet we could...at
a regular public school; there's no reason yott,dafust takes a while to get
there sometimes...and you gotta wait for certaircitees to leave and you
change, and | was there 12 years so | had hirest ofothe teachers at that
point.
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CHAPTER 5

CONCLUSION
An array of connected themes emerged in the ttatae can be summarized in
the following tables. Each of the research quastie termed a “driving question”

that guided the formation of the themes.

Table 1.1 Common Criteria

Driving Question/Macro| Categories/Micro Theme Evidence
Theme
Common Criteria Authenticity - Realism Connectiegrning

Context-based

Meaningful learning

Reality-based learning

Central Theme - Activism

Centrality Environmental sustainability

Social responsibility

Inquiry — Driving Experiences

Question Asking to answer questions

Role as consumer

Problem Solving — Problem-solving
Constructive Investigating roles
Investigation Conflict resolution
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Table 1.2 Planning, Implementation, and Management

Driving Question/Macro

Theme

Categories/Micro theme

Evidence

Planning, Implementation

and Management

, The Importance of

Backwards design

Management - Balance

Planning - Cyclical Flexibility
Big picture
Resources

Implementation and Facilitation

Teacher experts

Differentiation

Integration of content

Expanded classroom

The Project Share

Objectives:
e Basic Skills
e Engagement

e Lifelong learner

Audience
e Parents
e Eco Fair
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Table 1.3 Change in Process According to Developah&leeds

Driving Question/Macro | Categories/Micro Theme Evidence
Theme
Change in Process Scaffolding Adult support
According to
Developmental Needs Basic skills
Main points

Directed Choice

Freedom of choice

Conformity to group

choices

Levels of exploring
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Table 1.4 Contextual Factors

Driving Question/Macro

Theme

Categories/Micro Theme

Evidence

Contextual Factors at

Institution-wide level

Evolution of learning

Original vision

lenses

Community Focus

Collaboration

Vision

Learning

Common Values and

Embedded philosophy

Beliefs

Reflection

Student investment

Learning Environment

Role of leadership

Teacher motivators
e Teacher autonomy

e Bigger picture

Teacher attitude
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Table 1.5 Challenges

Driving Question/Macro | Categories/Micro Theme Evidence
Theme
Challenges Internal Challenges Time
e Planning

e Depth and breadth
of content

knowledge

Standards and Assessme

External Barriers

Lack of teacher support

Lack of unifying

philosophy
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Discussion
"A successful innovation may be one that recon@ies existing ideas that
stakeholders value, but have not yet become peadnhoovation can be an evolution,

not necessarily a revolution” (Welch, 2011, p.63).

Ray Budde, who coined the term charter, envisicmetsbvement to empower
groups of teachers to develop educational charéerd innovative educational
programs to local school boards. Albert Shankessident of American Federation of
Teachers, expanded Budde's suggestion to enti@lscfMalloy et al., 2003, p.3).
Schools are socially conceived institutions thatextraordinarily difficult to change.
Charter schools are only the most recent iteratibra dong history of American
educational reforms, most of which have had liignificant impact on the basic
structure of schooling (Tyack & Cuban, 1995). Betjbased learning, however, has
its roots in mastery/apprenticeship learning, aad twought onto the American scene
by Dewey and Kirkpatrick in the early 20th century.

The above quote by Welch seems to reflect whatoeasarred at School A.
While project-based learning is not a new ideds ibne that is widely
promoted amongst progressive educators; a quick tas some of the leading
educational websites and social networking site&€dutopia; Edmodo; ASCD
(formerly the Association for Supervision and Ceutum Development); and The
Buck Institute for Education being just a few — anteader can find multiple articles

and group discussion boards aimed at describingrthetice and benefits of project-
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based learning. The approach is becoming morelaoptiboth whole-school levels
and with individual teachers trying out the apptoac their classrooms (Mitchell,
2008; Nargund-Joshi et al.,, 2013; Selmer et al.,1420 Rust, 2005).

While quantitative research studies that supppecsic best practices for project-
based learning are still scarce (seemingly due h® ihherent complexities in
controlling environment and other confounding viles), particularly at the
elementary level, there have been more studiesghaiol and articles written in the
last decade (based on my findings) than in previtacsaides.

What is the definition of a “successful innovati®dnAs success pertains to a
charter school, | return to Paino’s (2013) list fotir expectations - 1. Academic
Scores; 2.Providing a distinct, community-basedviser 3. Compliance with
mandated rules and regulations; and 4. Financiadptiance with use of public tax
dollars. If these four areas are being met, cammater school can be considered
successful?

In May 2013, the Board of Regents for Elementangd &econdary schools
renewed School A’ charter for another five years.regards to state assessment, the
School A is one of the top-performing schools ie #tate. The School A was also
recognized by the Department of Education as orsxof-five Green Ribbon Schools
nationwide for 2013, honoring its efforts to redw®vironmental impact and costs,
promote better health, and ensure effective enmemal education
(RlIcharterschools.com). In regards to the standeddstate assessment, New England
Common Assessment Program (NECAP), School A has bmee of the top-

performing schools in the state, in looking at de¢eased by the Rhode Island
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Department of Education (RIDE) in 2008.

Of course, there are other factors to considéosriming a more holistic picture
of School A. In 2012, the student population aidd A was 145 students, about a
qguarter of the size of many public elementary sthooRhode Island, not taking into
account the middle-level grades. The size of ScAowas purposeful and part of the
founders’ vision for a more community-based schddthool A is also not without its
potential faults; a media article published in 20i®ormed of a lawsuit that
was brought against School A by another districtRhode Island. The lawsuit
guestioned whether or not School A was “sendindg’bsttidents that the school found
difficult to educate or who were disabled. Schdoland the district approved a
memorandum of understanding in 2012.

The other half of a successful innovation is tiheai of doing something that is
viewed as new and different. Welch (2011) defim@sovations in this case as
practices that significantly depart from the corti@mal instructional mold and
significantly alter conventional teaching strucsjrike schedules and subjects (Tyack
& Tobin, 1994). In particular, pedagogical innowas are instances where
organizations like charter schools are able to étlgy practices that are new within
the publicly funded school system (Welch, 20116p.3Nelch further remarks on the
fact that college entrance requirements; standeddapplicant tests like the SAT and
ACT,; state accountability systems; and ubiquitowsept, student, and teacher
expectations of "real school® are common obstaclesvard pedagogical
transformation. A central obstacle to all typessadfiool reform is that "organizations

seek legitimacy by aligning themselves with the tiinBons of their social
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environments" (p. 59).

Looking at its individual parts, the School A magt be considered overly
“innovative” on a more global scale - project-basearning has been remade in the
image of educators for years (although still natcticed on a mainstream level), and
various forms of experiential learning have beerpleamented in other public,
independent and charter schools; the ideas of Isomsponsibility and
environmental sustainment are embraced in othecagmal institutions; looping is
used widely in other countries, such as Finland; small, community-based schools
have existed in some form since the dawn of Amarex@ucation. Perhaps the greater
picture, just as in creating the projects at Schois the more important question.
School A appears to be able to take each of tliEses and to integrate them into
a greater, innovative whole that thrives and sw@wiv

While these elements are more than relevant aporiant to consider when
assessing the success and degree of innovatiorchaiolSA, this study primarily
sought the perspectives of the participants who at heart of the
institution, responsible for making the decisionsd #aking the actions that control the
inner workings and yield results. While I initiplchose the School A because of the
project-based learning at the center of its culuity the themes of constant reflection,
collaboration, and vision stood out amongst tha datlected on project-based criteria
and processes. | turn the focus back to the conokpuccessful organizational
learning. The data, qualitatively, supports a degf action in each of Senge’s (1999)
proposed disciplines - 1. Systems Thinking; 2. ®emkMastery; 3. Mental Models; 4.

Shared Vision;and 5. Team Learning. ConsiderBygstems Thinkingwhich
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integrates all five concepts, in which an organaraexamines itself as being part of a
complex whole, many of the School A staff realizedplace as part of the greater
context of educational models.

Through a socio-cultural lens, Bruner (1996) dedirantinomies as pairs of
large truths, which when looked at closely ard stile but contradict i.e., pragmatic
versus logical resolutions. One of these is egperng the world. Bruner remarks on
the “situatedness” of school and learning, and rem#at what a school actually
teaches cannot be separated from how a schodluetes in the lives and culture of
students. He contrasts a higher ‘authoritativétyposed knowledge that services to
undermine legitimacy, a type of hegemonic expeegmehether intended or not), with
the active search for an authoritatively univengaice that gives legitimacy to the
broader culture.

In relation to this “universal voice”, Welch (201Iotes that the truly
innovative schools (examining charters and thobedls in the Eight-Year study) that
were markedly different and produced increasedeaement for students did not
sustain growth to scale. The Eight-Year Study sftbthat institutional pressures may
make drastic, radical changes difficult to achiearel almost impossible to scale
(p.61). Both Mr. Brady and Mel made comments altoet‘bigger picture” or School
A’ approach not necessarily being the best fit &irschools that use the project
approach. There is not one best way. All ways tnimgs considered according to
contextual factors.

Bruner notes that schools provide a powerful opmity for exploring the

implication of precepts for practice, a consciouslyare platform for asking how and
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why educators enter into practices. There is @ meeecognize and return to the first
antinomy of education, that of the function of ealimn - is the goal to reproduce the
culture or should it enrich and cultivate humaneptiel? According to Bruner, both
should constantly be considered in light of pragic Before, or after, such practices
become habits that shape biases and predispositMimgllessness is an impediment
to change. This notion leads to the idea of tin lmf “countercultures” that serve to
raise consciousness and meta-cognition of parhtgpaas well as self-esteem.
Schools that are an example of countercultureesasvcenters of cultivation for new
awareness about what it's like to live in a modsatiety - not simply trying to
reproduce the culture as has always been dones tyfiiee of participatory reform (p.
84) seems to be evident at School A. In respomgsbd quote by Bruner during our
participant check, Mr. Brady gave the followingwi@oint:

Mr. Brady:...my first reaction is it kind of says ymever get out of the box;
well, it's saying you fit things into what's theras I'm reading it; you might
need more context but - if you're fitting the cuét to its members, and you're
fitting the members to the needs of the cultuey o you change, how do
you do something different, why - are charterdedént from regular public
schools, or should we - the culture, rote learningean it's not as simple as
that...so | guess my initial thought is that | d@gree with it, just because it's
talking about fitting things, people into a givevay already, that already
exists...unless I'm reading it wrongOl{server's comment: Mr. Brady
laughg (Lauren: no, there's no wrong or right, thatieey interesting thought,
because | didn't um, | mean like obviously | didmve that interpretation
when | read it, but that's not...so in your, lustjcurious, just in your words
how would you define School A as sort of...from &y nascent roots, how
might it stand in contrast to this quote) | prolyatan't use the same kind of
words, but | guess you gotta define what cultgréirst of all, but | mean...|
guess I'd more like to think we're trying to mégad changes to the culture of
the education.

Based on Mr. Brady’s perspective, it would seesat the use of project-based

learning at School A is a part of a grander goakmaourage a participant-driven
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society, serving as a tool in a vehicle for cultueform. Bruner (1996) notes that
cultures have always been in the process of chaRgecedures in place for absorbing
change reasonably are different for various cututmut united “faith in ability to

change for the better...knowing a final and settled ean never be attained”, seems

to be a central unifying value in practice at S¢h@.97).

Possible implications for field

For schools interested in reform, one of the npasgnant lessons that can be
gleaned from this study is the level of power, adaity and ongoing initiatives, that is
held by the teachers at School A. Welch (2011)roents that the most salient lesson
from the Eight-Year Study was that it "focused aople rather than programmatic
permanence, recognizing that the most direct aneedal way to improve education
is through educating educators and then workingréate organizational systems that
support and sustain their continued developmen62(p Bruner also believes that the
ultimate action for reform rests with teachers .3

The community - staff, students, family, and lodmlsinesses - are also
involved in supporting the school’'s mission andinfluencing its decisions. Reed
(2001) notes that a successful learning school dvaovite such members of the
school community - students, parents, support ,sthffsiness leaders, council
members; ordinary citizens to become valued membiecentral planning or school
improvement teams. This type of involvement wocileate community connections

leading to increased community involvement in stlaativities (pp. 11-12).
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New Questions and Suggestions for Further Research
What are best practices for helping elementary stath to develop the art of
inquiry?

The ability of students to generate their own ¢oas was not found to be a
significant challenge brought up in the literatore project-based learning; however,
considering the importance of questioning in projesed learning, this would be a
skill worth exploring in further research, partiadl at the elementary level.
Additional research can also be done on other, nmepecific evidence-based
instructional strategies that demonstrate whichmelgs of PBL are important for

particular kinds of outcomes.

What are the best options for individual or group$ teachers who want to use
project-based learning but are not part of a greasystem that embraces the idea as
a whole?

Geist and Baum (2005) asserted that "projectscarapatible with other
curricular approaches, [and] can complement or ed@and support other classroom
activities" (p.32). There is also evidence thaflKteachers using the project-based
approach apply it through several different modesrades - reinforcer, extender,
initiator, and navigator - supporting the idea ttiegtre is not just one form or approach
(Grant & Tamim, 2013, pp.84-89). Garran (2008)oatsknowledges that the No

Child Left Behind legislation (NCLB) has resultadincreasing rigidity in curricular
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requirements. Test-driven schools leave littleetifar project-based work; however,
the author (a middle school social studies teaaharCape Cod charter) contends that
there are ways to modify projects - coordinatinghwother teachers or using
cooperative groups to reduce amount of work fohestadent (p.10). More in-depth
research needs to be done on how teachers havesbeesssful in integrating PBL

into an already existing system.

Can PBL exist on a spectrum?

A question posed by Grant and Tamim (2013), teaalso relevant to this
study, is can PBL exist on a continuum? Thoma®@2thdicated that centrality was
an important criterion for true project-based |&agnbut this question is particularly
relevant in elementary classrooms for two primaggsons (particularly since all
subjects are traditionally taught in one classroatnch makes the beginning
implementation of the project approach a formidaagk). An area of future research
interest might be a study that looks at the efiectess of student learning in project-
based learning used primarily in one subject veesusnore integrated approach; a
variable for consideration would be a charter stlmoanore traditional public school
setting.

A related area of interest is whether the progggproach is more or less
effective at the elementary level when contentiskiat are needed to complete the
project are pre-taught, versus an approach theadates the content and skills in

more sequential fashion, once the project hasdrbaen launched.
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APPENDICES
APPENDIX A — Excerpt of Participant Check (“Pasgthfor Mr. Brady
Interview with Mr. Brady

There's...a level of learning that comes out of
being able to do this kind of approach

Part of the curriculum is also that the kids have to learn their basic skills.
The project-based part of the curriculum ties

into the rest of it, but it's not the whole day.

it's more science or social studies, the

project part, they'll have a general topic and work on it -

it can be other areas, but it's often those. |

like the fact that the kids learn how to do

research, and those skills have to be taught. Yes

you're doing a project, but the project should

reflect what you've learned, and you should be

able to, when | come up and ask you about your

project, you should be able to explain. | mean | think that kids
learn how to have basic skills and they also learn how to think -
that's the importance piece.

You (students) have a choice of how you want to do it

Individual students will have the ability to go out

and research pieces of that topic on their own

at the end they all do some sort of a share, we call it a project share, but -
they often do it for their parents it's really kind of neat to see the kids
sharing what they learned with other people they're very good at

public speaking, they're very good at talking

about their ideas...um, more so than other places

just having the opportunity to talk and to share, and to talk

about something you know about, is important
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