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Final Report
PBL For WOTP and Beyond

Contributing PDIG participants:

● Pierrefonds Community High School- Michelle Anne Daigle, Andrew Devine, Natasha

LoBasso

● Beurling Academy - Sarah Lynn Macaskill

1. Project Description

The goal of the project was to allow for teachers from Pierrefonds Community High

School who teach Alternative Learning Pathways (ALPS) the opportunity to meet and work

collaboratively to design units that align with Project Based Learning (PBL). The team was

greatly successful in developing units of learning for English Language Arts, Social Studies, and

Science and Technology. The participants of the PDIG benefited from the expertise of Sarah

Macaskill, Beurling Academy’s PBL coordinator. Sarah was generous with her insight and

resources as she shared with us her expertise and effectively framed for us the vision, philosophy,

and methodology behind PBL design. Her approach allowed us to engage in meaningful

discussion and reflection and further challenged us to reconceptualize our approach to how we

engage our students in learning.

Time proved to be our greatest challenge as when I had initially proposed our goals for

each session, I had not yet fully understood the scope of PBL. The breadth of what it takes to

develop PBL learning opportunities quickly became clear during our first meeting wherein we

were presented with examples from Beurling’s repertoire. While my initial goal was to have each

participant create a new unit and to revamp an old non-PBL unit for the selected subjects (ELA,

social studies, and science), we quickly realized that if we intended to produce quality pieces,
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this was simply not feasible. After discussion, we opted to rethink our goal and each produce one

well-designed unit per subject along with corresponding materials as needed. Incidentally, we

produced an additional science unit and also took time to discuss the PBL approach to

assessment, which proved to be deeply meaningful. While we produced fewer units, we made

them interdisciplinary or allowed for the prospect thereof.

Synthesis of journals (sessions 1-6)

On Thursday February 3, we met as a PCHS ALPS team to virtually conference with Sarah

Macaskill, PBL coordinator at Beurling Academy. We were engaged by Sarah in an interactive

and highly informative presentation which grounded our understanding of PBL. From there, we

reflected upon our current practices to establish what aligns with PBL and how our approach to

learning and execution of learning tasks could be modified. We came up with the following take

aways:

A) PBL is student-centered and driven - it is less about the teacher imparting concrete knowledge
an facts and more about allowing students to explore what they know, find answers to questions
and issues that have a direct link to them, and then reflecting on their learning process and
journey.
B) PBL fosters critical thinking and risk-taking by allowing greater control over the learning
process

C) It naturally promotes the development of skills like time management and self-regulation by
involving students in the development of goals and due dates

D) At the heart of developing meaningful and effective PBL, is the driving question - it must be
relevant to the student's and is the focal point of the project. The students can use it to guide their
inquiry and learning and further ground their path (returning it to check their focus and
progression)

E) Finally, the PBL is highly visual. Students should see the driving question, and interact with
something like a white board or bulletin board wherein they can physically adjust and changes to
their plans (KWL + Ideas  + Next Steps)
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Each PCHS teacher was able to ask Sarah questions to confirm their understanding. We then

presented and discussed units we currently have and brainstormed how they can be made more

PBL. This was done for science, social studies, and English.

The afternoon segment was dedicated to developing a plan for how the science units could be

reworked according to PBL. We felt it would be easier and more collaborative in this case to

focus on the same themes (nutrition as unit 1 and sex ed as unit 2). We worked to establish

essential learning, driving questions, and student products across the pathways for each of these

topics.

We ended our meeting with the goal of further reflecting on how the principles of PBL could be

applied to our teaching and thinking about how the strengths of our students could be used to

conceive of meaningful projects for them in science, English, and Social Studies.

We developed an understanding of why PBL is an effective way of engaging our students, how

to conceive of learning opportunities that are PBL, and further determined which areas of

learning we would like to focus on modifying and crafting in future PDIG meetings.

Following our first session, it became very clear that our initial goal of each producing three new

PBL units and each modifying three existing units was overly ambitious. Following considerable

reflection, my colleagues and I thought it would be more fruitful to reduce the amount of units

we want to produce so as to ensure their quality. Some time was dedicated to re-conceptualizing

our plans and how we intend to use our time going forward. In learning from Sarah's expertise,

we came to see that PBL can be as structured or loose as is needed in order to challenge the
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students in question. We discussed ways in which to get community partners involved, how to

construct meaningful driving questions, and fleshed out a step-by-step plan for teachers to use as

a roadmap to their projects. While we made significant progress regarding development, there

are still aspects that need to be further fleshed out.

Following this particular segment, I was very excited to try out elements of PBL with my group

and while my above unit is not something I can launch with them this year due to time

constraints, I launched a segment of a variation of it with great success!

My group was thoroughly engaged with developing the PBL board and while I initially guided

them in their thought-process, they soon took control and without being prompted to do so, got

out their seats and came up to the board to organize their ideas. Students who normally doubt

themselves, were engaging in research so that they could participate rather than remain

uncertain. Students who typically struggle to work with others made an active effort to produce a

visual map of what they knew, what they think is needed in terms of knowledge, and ideas on

how to proceed. This engagement was sustained for an extended period of time and they

continued to talk about it once we started preparing for the end of class. I was thoroughly

impressed by their work but also experienced a surge of motivation and satisfaction. I cannot

wait to continue working on this with them.

On March 10, Natasha and I each focused on further developing our respective social

studies/ELA PBL units. Once the unit frameworks were complete, we crafted documents that

could be used by ourselves and other teachers interested in using the units with students to

support their learning. Something that we recognized via comparison/contrast of our respective
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units is the extent to which these units could be adapted and structured as needed. While

Natasha's group is younger than my own, it became clear that with some minor adjustments

made, her unit could be adapted to meet the needs of my own grouping. Similarly, mine could be

modified in the same way to be done with hers.

With regards to the degree of structure we envisioned for our units, this is also something that

could easily adjusted. My unit on Truth and Reconciliation unfolds in two parts (first half and

2nd half of the year). The first half is heavily structured, detailing the product to be produced.

Interestingly enough, in a rather organized way, the work we will do in the 2nd half of the year

has much less structure, allowing for exploration of pertinent topics that interest the students on

an individual basis.  Without necessarily being conscious of the decision I made, in opting for

more structure during part 1, I scaffolded the approach for students to be more independent and

critical during part 2.

Once our units were complete, we worked to brainstorm possibilities for our science units in

preparation for the subsequent release day. We each made significant progress when it came to

fleshing out our ideas and unit goals.

Sarah was an asset and of utmost importance throughout the day as we reflected on how to make

our various milestones appropriately PBL.

Something that was discussed among the team was the delicate nature of the topic of sex

education. Something that we reflected on was reconciling the need to give students a "voice and
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choice" as per the PBL mission, while simultaneously providing information that is accurate,

valid, and scientific. We ultimately decided that with regards to this project, the voice and choice

would manifest not through the information, but through the dissemination thereof. This is a

challenge that math, social studies, and science teachers have expressed in the past. We feel that

focusing on product-design is what will allow students experience PBL as it is intended all the

while allowing teachers to meet curriculum and content-based requirements.

After conferring about what we had produced in relation to science and determining the elements

therein which needed to be adjusted to thoroughly make the various aspects PBL, we discussed

and reflected upon the need to reconcile the teacher desire for structure with the student need for

being at the forefront of the inquiry process. Whereas we all have a natural inclination to create

step-by-step supporting documents in the form of handouts, this is inherently counter to PBL.

Ultimately,  we cannot create scaffolding tools until we know where students  are choosing to

take the project and in what ways they will need support.  Teachers being more comfortable with

less structure will allow students to improve their critical thinking and feeling of ownership over

their learning.

We also discussed approaches to evaluation and rubric development. What became very apparent

was the importance of making students part of developing learning targets and success criteria, as

well as self-evaluation and feedback through conferencing  and reflection. Non-evaluative

reflection will help the students and teachers to determine whether or not learning targets are

being met. PBL is not about making it to the end and looking at a percentage mark, but rather the

focus should be on progress and the process whereby students are acquiring and deepening skills.
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This skillset is important in a real life context. Students must be given time to improve upon their

work following conferencing and feedback sessions, both teacher-led and individually

completed.

For our final session, Sarah led Natasha, Andrew, and in the actual creation of a learning

assessment tool that focuses on learning targets. This tool is meant to be structured in such a way

where regardless of the product the students choose to create, any teacher can use it because it is

based on the content-knowledge the students acquire through the project, not on the execution or

success of the product itself. The tool includes questions using the phrasing "Can I...?" which is

meant to guide students in self-reflection prior to evaluation/conferencing. Using the phrasing

"Can I..." makes the tool student-friendly and allows the student to consider their level of

comfort and understanding, providing them the chance to seek out clarification and frame their

request for support in a more pointed way. All too often students indicate they require support by

saying "I don't understand" without pinpointing exactly what they are struggling with. The tool is

also for teachers in that it includes statements as markers for success to help the teacher assess

the degree of understanding. As previously mentioned, we learned about the importance of

conferencing frequently with students and providing feedback on their progress.

2. Project Goals

In the end, we produced a bank of units and corresponding materials and resources that include:

● 2 interdisciplinary ELA/Social studies units, one of which spans the year and is broken

into two parts

● 4 science units, one of which is interdisciplinary with ELA
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It is important to note that while each contributing teacher teaches different levels of ALPS

classes (Crossroads/modified grade 7, WOTP3, WOTP1 and VEEP/modified grade 9), each unit

can be adapted as needed based on the needs of a teacher’s student group.

Each unit also has varying degrees of structure, which reveals the flexibility and universality of

PBL as a whole. The premise is that the students’ voice and choice is at the forefront of the

inquiry and is rooted in students’ identifying their prior knowledge and seeking answers to the

questions they derive as meaningful to them, with opportunities for feedback and reflection

embedded throughout. This proved to be difficult for us to internalize at times because it requires

that the teacher relinquish a certain degree of control. I found that as I crafted my units, the more

that I interacted with the precepts of PBL, the more comfortable I became with rethinking my

role. As such, my first unit is markedly more structured than the ones I more recently developed

amid our 6 sessions together. In sum, while we technically only partially met our project goals

because of the contrast between what we wanted to produce with what we actually had the time

to create, I firmly believe that what we produced is well-conceived and will provide meaningful

experiences for growth for both students and teachers.

3. Project Outcomes

Participating in this PDIG gave my colleagues and I the opportunity to engage critically

and reflexively with our own methods and understanding of how we engage students. Working

with Sarah Macaskill and having the opportunity to ask questions, be exposed to examples she

has created or seen executed successfully, hear feedback, and receive support was motivating and

renewing. While PBL requires a lot of investment in terms of time and effort, it is also rewarding
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and exciting as the shift in teaching approach signals a call for students to actively engage in

their learning and have input into the trajectory of the unit. We have learned how to appropriately

frame and scaffold for students the various “milestones” within our units so as to them to

develop and practice the skills critical thinking, solution-focused thinking, identifying needs and

expressing what kind of support they need, anticipating and planning for setbacks, giving and

receiving feedback and engaging with the community. PBL thus aligns nicely with not only the

goals of WOTP and ALPS programs, but also with the IB learner profile and with our team’s

work toward enhancing collective efficacy within the school.

4. Reinvestment

As was previously mentioned, PBL is flexible and regardless of stream, can be used to

augment teaching and learning. The units produced by my colleagues and I will be shared with

the PCHS ALPS teachers via shared Google Drive folder. They will also be shared with our

school board’s WOTP consultant John LeBlanc, and Monqiue Thirwell, our board’s consultant

for Inclusive Education with the intention that they distribute the content we produced with the

wider alternative learning community within LBPSB.

Teachers who choose to access these resources will be able to use them and modify them

as needed and in so doing, gain experience in how PBL can be used to motivate and engage

students. Hopefully this snapshot of what PBL entails will encourage other teachers to seek

opportunities for professional development. To this point, I think it would be beneficial for other

teams to carry out this project as it benefits everyone involved. PBL enhances community

connection, develops real-world skills within students, and enhances within the school

community a sense of collective efficacy.


