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There has been a signifi cant up-
tick in interest in project-based 
approaches to education. Some 

of this may be due to the work of organi-
zations that advocate for project-based 
work, such as the Buck Institute and 
the George Lucas Educational Founda-
tion, while some may be due to a grow-
ing recognition of the need to provide 
more engaging education to today’s media-
enmeshed children and youth. Some could 
also be due to the perception that project-
based approaches can address many Com-
mon Core State Standards (CCSS) or de-
velop 21st century skills more broadly. 

Whatever the reasons, it is important 
that we not get swept up in it as a fad, 
but rather take a thoughtful, evidence-
driven approach. Project-based educa-
tion has lots of potential for literacy 
development, but also potential pitfalls. 

Three ways project-
based instruction could 
go terribly wrong
1. Lack of clear conceptualization.
Literacy has a long history of using 
terms so differently or broadly 
that eventually it seems any-
thing “counts.” Consider 
“balanced literacy.” To 
some, this means balanc-
ing lots of opportunities 
to read connected 
text with explicit 
i n s t r u c t i o n  i n 
phonics and other 
knowledge and 
skills; to others, 
it means a bal-
ance of reading 
to children, with 

children, and by children (following 
Margaret Mooney’s 1990 book); still oth-
ers apply the label to instruction that does 
not appear to me to be balanced by either 
meaning. Whole language, guided reading, 
writers’ workshop, direct instruction, and a 
number of other terms have been used to 
label a wide variety of approaches and prac-
tices that may be quite far from what popu-
larizers of these terms intended.

Project-based learning is in danger of that 
same semantic spread. For example, I recently 
heard an assignment in which students were 
asked to make a diorama related to a book 
they’d read described as “project based.” To 
address this, I urge all of us who use this or a 
related label to be very clear in what we mean 
by it. In my mind, for instruction to be project 
based, students must work over an extended 
period of time to meet a purpose beyond 

satisfying a school requirement, such as to 
address a problem or create something to be 
used in the local community. We do not all 
need to agree that is a necessary characteristic 
of project based, but we do need to articulate 
what we mean by the term.  

2. Limited alignment to standards. To-
day’s teachers and students cannot afford 
to spend large amounts of time engaged 
in an activity unaligned with standards. 
But standards have not been a substantial 
emphasis in much of the instantiation of 
project-based approaches. Instruction must 
be carefully designed to address specifi c 
standards while maintaining the character-
istics that make it project based.

Anne-Lise  Halvorsen and c o l -
leagues described the development 
of standards-aligned projects in a 2012 

www.reading.org28 ReadingReading  TodayToday November/December 2014November/December 2014

T HE ENGAGING CLASSROOMHE ENGAGING CLASSROOM



scholastic.com/teacherstore




