ILLUSTRATIONS BY ENRIQUE MOREIRO

Project-Based Instruction

A Great Match for Informational Texts

By NELL K. DUKE

ew comments have come in on several students’ blog

posts. The students look on excitedly as the teacher

shows the comments on the Smart Board. Dontae

mentions that a neighbor stopped him the other day
to talk about the blog. Several students ask the teacher to check
on the number of hits the blog has received.

Nell K. Duke is a professor of language, literacy, and culture, and a profes-
sor in the combined program in education and psychology, at the Univer-
sity of Michigan. Her work focuses on early literacy development,
particularly among children living in poverty. The author and coauthor of
numerous journal articles and books, she has served as a coprincipal
investigator of projects funded by the Institute of Education Sciences, the
National Science Foundation, the Spencer Foundation, and the George
Lucas Educational Foundation, among other organizations. This article is
adapted from her book Inside Information. Copyright © 2014 by Nell K.
Duke. Reprinted by permission of Scholastic Inc. All rights reserved.

This blog created by third-graders provides information about
plants and animals that live around their school. While their blog’s
target audience is people who live near the school, they are excited
to see comments from people in other parts of the region as well.

Students were inspired to start the blog after learning about
Ayana Elizabeth Johnson, who writes a reader-friendly informational
blog about marine life, primarily in the Caribbean. The students
created their own blog, imitating many of Johnson’s techniques.
Afterlearning about how to observe plant and animal life, and then
observing the area around their school, each student chose a plant
or animal of interest—such as moths, maple trees, snakes, and squir-
rels, to name a few—and researched it using a variety of informa-
tional sources. Like Johnson, the students also interviewed people
about their interactions with local plant and animal life. Even in their
urban area, they found evidence of a rich array of wildlife.

Over the course of the project, their teacher taught informa-
tional reading and writing skills as well as content. For example,
the teacher taught students how to organize the information they
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gathered and plan their writing using a planning map. The teacher
knew that this strategy helped address part of a state standard for
third-graders to “group related information together” when writ-
ing, but the students focused on learning the strategy to help serve
the project in which they were so engaged. Indeed, students were
engaged throughout the project—even, to the teacher’s delight,
during revision and editing. Students’ usual refrains of “I'm done”
were replaced with tireless efforts to make their blog posts as
informative, clear, and clean as possible before posting them on
the Internet for their school neighbors—and all the world—to see.
What I just described is project-based learning.* In this
approach, students work over an extended time period for a pur-
pose beyond satisfying a school requirement—to build some-
thing, to create something, to respond to a question they have, to
solve a real problem, or to address a real need. For example, stu-
dents might work to plan, plant, and cultivate a garden to help
feed the hungry in their community; develop a guidebook for
visitors at a nature preserve; study the problem of wasting food
and then develop a plan to reduce waste in the school cafeteria;
or research and write a history of their local community. Along
the way, teachers build knowledge and teach skills, but in stu-
dents’ minds, the knowledge and skills serve to meet the project’s
goal (while in the teacher’s mind, they may also address specific
state standards and meet district curriculum requirements).

Understanding Project-Based Learning

In part because it often addresses real-world opportunities and
problems, project-based learning is typically interdisciplinary.
For example, developing a guidebook for visitors at a nature pre-
serve may involve work commonly associated with social studies,
such as surveying visitors about their interests and researching
the history of the preserve, as well as work commonly associated
with science, such as observing and describing plant and animal
life in the preserve.

Projects often involve a great deal of reading and writing, as in
the guidebook project, for instance, which could entail writing
surveys; reading, analyzing, and writing up the survey results; read-
ing and synthesizing historical documents about the preserve;
recording observations; and writing the guidebook itself. Students
usually must communicate, both orally and in writing, with people
outside of the classroom, such as the ranger of the preserve. Within
the classroom, considerable speaking and listening are typically
required as students work together to achieve project goals. These
days, students often also use a wide range of technological tools.

Project-based approaches have been around at least since the
beginning of progressive education. In the early 1900s, scholars
such as John Dewey and William Heard Kilpatrick argued that
learning by doing and making instruction purposeful for children
would result in more powerful learning.

Although such approaches are not new, the time is especially
ripe for them. First, the skills entailed in project-based learning
are consistent with the so-called “21st-century skills”—creativity,

*Educators often ask about the difference between project-based learning and
problem-based learning. Problem-based learning can be seen as a subtype of
project-based learning, in which students work through a series of steps to generate a
solution to a problem. Problem-based learning often occurs over a less extended
period of time than other forms of project-based learning and is more likely to include
simulations rather than a truly real-world context (although | believe that a truly
real-world context should be in place when possible).

In a project-based approach, students
work over an extended time period
for a purpose beyond satisfying a
school requirement.

critical thinking, and collaboration, among other skills—that are
in demand for work and citizenship.

Second, as discussed later in this article, research is increasingly
showing that project-based approaches improve students’ knowl-
edge and skills. Some common components of project-based
approaches also have support in research. For example, research
suggests that reading and writing for specific purposes, beyond just
acquiring basic skills and meeting certain school requirements, is
associated with stronger reading and writing growth.? Moreover,
project-based approaches often involve writing for specific audi-
ences beyond members of the classroom. Research suggests that
students actually write better under such circumstances.?

Third, project-based approaches are more engaging than many
traditional kinds of instruction.* Although motivation and engage-
ment in schooling have always been important, they are more
important now than ever.
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Standards expect much more from students than in the past; for
students to engage in the hard, cognitive work necessary to meet
these demanding standards, they need to be motivated and
engaged in their learning.

Fourth, project-based approaches are particularly well suited to
addressing today’s standards. For example, in the Common Core
State Standards (CCSS) for English Language Arts and Literacy in
History/Social Studies, Science, and Technical Subjects, one of the
anchor standards for reading calls for students to “integrate and
evaluate content presented in diverse media and formats, including
visually and quantitatively, as well as in words,” as students are
likely to do in projects. Likewise, an anchor standard for speaking
and listening calls for students to “present information, findings,
and supporting evidence such that listeners can follow the line of
reasoning and the organization, development, and style are appro-
priate to task, purpose, and audience.” And an anchor standard for
writing calls for students to “conduct short as well as more sustained
research projects based on focused questions, demonstrating

Scholars such as John Dewey and
William Heard Kilpatrick argued
that learning by doing would result
in more powerful learning.
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understanding of the subject under investigation.” Similar expecta-
tions can be found in many state-specific standards.®

Projects typically involve interacting with some or many infor-
mational texts. To my knowledge, all states—those that have
adopted the CCSS and also those that have not—now expect stu-
dents to spend considerable time with informational texts, or texts
that convey information about the natural and social world. The
CCSS draw from the National Assessment of Educational Progress
(NAEP) 2009 reading framework in calling for “balancing the read-
ing of literature with the reading of informational texts” in the ele-
mentary grades.® Similarly, the CCSS follow the NAEP 2011 writing
framework in calling for 35 percent of elementary students’ writing
to be informative/explanatory and 30 percent to be persuasive,” an
enormous increase over what had historically been expected.

Colleagues and I have long advocated for greater attention to
informational text in elementary education.? In 2000, I published a
study documenting that a mere 3.6 minutes per day of instructional
time in first-grade classrooms involved informational text, and even
less—1.4 minutes per day—in low-socioeconomic-status school
districts.’ In the decade that followed, I saw many signs that atten-
tion to informational text was on the rise (for example, in the degree
to which publishers were producing and selling informational text
for young children), but in actual classroom practice,'® attention to
informational text at the elementary school level remained lower
than I thought it should be.*

Then came the CCSS and many subsequent revisions—
whether toward CCSS or not—to state standards, many of which
placed greater emphasis on informational text than in previous
iterations. You might think I would be thrilled with the greater
attention to informational text that these standards are bringing.
Iam, in a way, but I am also experiencing a bad case of “be careful
what you wish for” I am seeing a lot of instructional mistakes and
misconceptions relating to using informational text with elemen-
tary-age students. When I called for greater opportunities for
students to read and write informational text, I did not mean:

« Handing students difficult books without context on topics that
may not be of inherent interest.

¢ Requiring students to write “reports” and “persuasive essays” for
no particular reason other than satisfying a school requirement.

e Carrying out informational read-alouds no differently from
fictional narrative read-alouds.

¢ Asking students a barrage of low-level questions about infor-
mational text content.

o Having students spend time developing “conventions note-
books” about informational text rather than actually using
those conventions to achieve real communicative purposes.

o Administrators focusing rigidly on the percentage of informa-
tional text teachers are using, with little regard to the content
of those texts or how they are being used.

I do understand why this is happening. Many educators,
including myself, received little training in teaching with infor-
mational text in pre-service education. Many have experienced
little or no professional development on the topic. And, in general,

*For more on the lack of content in the elementary grades, see “Content on the
Cutting-Room Floor,” in the Summer 2014 issue of American Educator, available at
www.aft.org/ae/summer2014/wattenberg.



Many educators, including myself,
received little training in teaching
with informational text in pre-
service education.

researchers, publishers, and administrators have been slow to
meet the pressing needs in this area. To that end, I hope this
article, and my book from which portions of it are drawn, Inside
Information: Developing Powerful Readers and Writers of Infor-
mational Text Through Project-Based Instruction, can play some
small part in helping educators move toward higher-quality
informational reading and writing instruction. (See Table 1 for
a description of how project-based literacy instruction differs
from traditional literacy instruction.)

Why Project-Based Learning Works

Research on project-based learning suggests positive effects on
academic achievement and attitudes.! For example, Pedro
Hernandez-Ramos and Susan De La Paz studied eighth-graders’
learning about the westward expansion and their attitudes related
to that learning.' One group of students experienced a project-
based approach in which they created documentaries on the
topic. The other group experienced more traditional forms of
instruction. Pre- and post-assessments of content knowledge,
attitudes, and engagement revealed that students experiencing
the project-based approach had developed greater content
knowledge and reported much higher engagement in learning
history than students in the traditional instruction group. Stu-

Table 1: How Project-Based Literacy Instruction
Differs from Traditional Literacy Instruction

Traditional Literacy Instruction

Project-Based Literacy
Instruction

Students read, write, and learn
because you told them to, their
parents want them to, and/or
they think they should.

Students read, write, and learn
because there is a real-world
problem to solve, a need to
address, or a question to
answer.

Students attend to lessons
because they're supposed to.

Students attend to lessons
because doing so will help them
achieve their project goal.

Students complete their
homework to obtain a sticker or
avoid negative consequences.

Students complete their
homework because it helps
them get one step closer to
their project goal.

Each student works on his or
her own writing, which may be
unrelated to that of his or her
classmates.

Whether writing individually or
collaboratively, students work
together toward a common
writing goal.

Reading, writing, and each
content area are taught in
different parts of the day.

Reading, writing, and one or
more content areas are often
integrated.

Students read discrete texts
largely unrelated to each other.

Students read many texts on
the same topic or closely
related topics.

Students read informational
text because they were asked
to do so.

Students read informational
text because they want or need
information.

Students write informational
text for implicit purposes, for
you, their classmates, and
perhaps themselves.

Students write informational
text for explicit purposes and
for audiences beyond the
classroom.

Students revise for a better
grade.

Students revise to communi-
cate more clearly and convinc-
ingly to their audience.

Students revise and edit
because they are in the revising
and editing phase of the
writing process.

Students revise and edit

because they want their work
to be as credible and polished
as possible for their audience.

Students are tested on what
they have learned.

Students apply what they have
learned.

Students look forward to
receiving a grade on their
writing.

Students look forward to
sharing their writing with the
target audience.

Students learn to read and
write.

Students learn to affect the
world around them through
reading and writing.

dents who experienced the project-based approach also demon-
strated greater historical reasoning skills and learned more
complex information related to the topic.'®

It’s important to understand that project-based learning is for
all students, not just for older students or gifted students. Some
educators in high-poverty districts have told me that this kind of
teaching “justisn’t practical for our students.” The research so far
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does not support that position. Studies include first-graders
through high school students, students with learning disabilities,
and students in high-poverty school settings.

In fact, in a study of a project-based approach to teaching social
studies and contentliteracy to second-graders, my colleagues and
I'were able to statistically close the gap between students in high-
poverty school districts—who experienced project-based units—
and students in wealthy school districts—who did not—on
standards-based measures of social studies and informational
reading skills."* Although that study was small in scale, it is certainly
promising with respect to the use of project-based approaches with
young children in high-poverty settings.

In amore recent study, we randomly assigned 48 second-grade
teachers in high-poverty, low-performing school districts either
to use four project-based units we had developed to teach social
studies and some informational text skills, or to teach social stud-
ies as they normally would.'® Even in their first year of teaching
these units, with no prior experience teaching in a project-based
learning approach, teachers who taught our project-based units
had students with higher achievement on standards-aligned
social studies and informational reading measures than students
in the comparison group. Further, the more strongly the teachers
implemented the projects, the higher growth students made in
informational reading and writing and in motivation.

How to Include Project-Based
Learning in the School Day

Asnoted earlier, project-based learning is often interdisciplinary,
and it often involves both reading and writing (as well as speaking
and listening). So where does it fit in the school day? Science
time? Social studies time? Reading time? Writing time?

One option is to have a time of day (e.g., just after lunch) or a
day of week (e.g., every Friday) specifically devoted to project-
based learning. This may allow you to sidestep, to some degree,
labeling the project within a particular content area.

Another option is to place it in the block that makes the most
sense in terms of topic. For example, a bird guide for alocal nature
sanctuary might be created during science, whereas a proposal
about creating bike lanes might be developed during social stud-
ies. Of course, to place project work in a particular content-area
slot, you need to make sure that it really foregrounds that disci-
pline—otherwise, there is a danger it will supplant the important
work you need to be doing in that content area.

You may be wondering what to make of the fact that project-
based learning involves reading and writing instruction within
the same block of time. You may remember a time when read-
ing, writing, and the content areas were often integrated, for
example, under the auspices of thematic teaching, but today
this is the exception, not the rule, in U.S. elementary class-
rooms. Typically, there is a time devoted to “reading” and a
separate time of the day devoted to “Writers’ Workshop” or
“writing.” And it’s not just that reading and writing are sepa-
rated temporally; they are also separated conceptually. I often
observe a Writers’ Workshop in the afternoon that bears no
clear relationship to the reading students experienced in the
morning. For example, in reading time, students might be read-
ing one genre, and in writing time, they might be writing
another. In reading, there might be a lesson about chunking
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Project-based learning is for all
students, not just for older students
or gifted students.

words to decode them, but in writing time the strategy of

chunking words to encode them is not presented.

What I find most vexing about the temporal and conceptual
separation of reading and writing in elementary school schedules
is that I rarely meet anyone interested in defending it. I think we
all know at some level that reading and writing are reciprocal
processes and that instruction is likely to be most powerful when
they are treated as such. Indeed, research reveals a variety of ways
in which reading and writing are integrally related.'® For example,
a recent meta-analysis (quantitative research synthesis) found
that writing instruction actually improves reading,'” and, not
surprisingly, another study found that more effective teachers
have students writing more of the time.'®

A careful read of state standards documents often reveals ways
in which theylend themselves to integrating reading and writing.
Consider, for example, this pair of first-grade standards from the
CCSS (emphasis added):

= Reading Standards for Informational Text, Standard 8:
Identify the reasons an author gives to support points in a
text.

= Writing, Standard 1: Write opinion pieces in which they
introduce the topic or name the book they are writing about,
state an opinion, supply a reason for the opinion, and pro-
vide some sense of closure.



Or these pairs of standards from grade 5 (emphasis added):

> Pairl:
= Reading Standards for Informational Text, Standard 2:
Determine two or more main ideas of a text and explain how
they are supported by key details; summarize the text.
= Writing, Standard 8: Recall relevant information from
experiences or gather relevant information from print and
digital sources; summarize or paraphrase information in
notes and finished work, and provide a list of sources.
> Pair2:
= Reading Standards for Informational Text, Standard 6:
Analyze multiple accounts of the same event or topic, noting
important similarities and differences in the point of view
they represent.
= Writing, Standard 7: Conduct short research projects that
use several sources to build knowledge through investiga-
tion of different aspects of a topic.

These close connections between reading and writing standards
at the same grade level lend support to instructional approaches
that integrate reading and writing, as projects can do.

So the fact that project-based learning allows us to integrate
reading and writing is one of its strengths. Now, as educators, you
may be required to, or just choose to, continue to devote separate
parts of your students’ day to reading and to writing, in which case
your project-based time may be the one part of your day that does
not have that separation. Or you may find that project-based
learningleads you to reorganize your day without separating read-
ing and writing. Your decision should be based on the constraints
and preferences of your teaching situation.

Designing Project-Based Units

The first step in designing a unit to address informational reading
and writing is to think about your instructional goals. These are
not the goals students will have for the project, but rather the goals
that you have for the unit as a teacher. They may include:

e Addressing specific standards for informational reading and
writing.

« Developing specific knowledge, attitudes, and/or skills beyond
those identified in the standards.

o Building on strengths and addressing weaknesses you have
observed through assessment or observation.

o Having students read and write a specific genre or genres.

e Addressing standards in one or more specific domains (sci-
ence, social studies, mathematics).

« Taking advantage of specific student interests and assets (par-
ticular areas of strength or expertise).

o Capitalizing on families’ interests and assets.

Ideally, a unit arises from a combination of several of these
goals. For example, you might have done some writing prompts
at the beginning of the school year that suggested a strong need
for more instruction in teaching informative/explanatory writing.
You might then have identified several specific standards that deal
with informative/explanatory reading and writing that you want
to address. You might also have noticed that, despite your best
efforts, students in your class who are not native to the United
States feel marginalized in the classroom and school, so you want

to develop a project that will position them as experts and change
others’ knowledge of and attitudes toward them. You are also
cognizant of some geography standards for the grade level that
you want to address.

These factors might give rise to a “Country of Origin” project.
In this project, each student would conduct research, write, and
present an informative/explanatory text about his or her country
of origin or another country of his or her choice. Each student
would make a presentation to an audience consisting of not only
classmates but also other students in the school and key invited
members of the local community.

With your instructional goals in place, itis time to identify the
students’ purpose for the project. To that end, I like to start by
thinking about the situations outside of school in which people
read and write the kinds of text I want students to read and write.
For example, I might ask myself, “In what situations do people
read and write how-to or procedural text?” (Some answers: when
they are building something, when they are learning how to oper-

The close connections between
reading and writing standards lend
support to instructional approaches
that integrate reading and writing,
as projects can do.
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ate something, when they are cooking, when they are carrying out
procedures in a lab, and so on.)

With those kinds of situations in mind, I think about a real-world
problem that could be solved, a need that could be addressed, or a
question that could be answered with thatkind of text. For example,
I might think, “Because many senior citizens in our community
don’t know how to operate some of the digital devices they would
like to use, students could write directions for how to operate them.”
Or I might think, “Because the city’s science museum has designed
exhibits with investigations for visitors to carry out, students could
design and write procedures for how to do that” I think deeply
aboutwhatis interesting and engaging to students, as that is essen-
tial to a successful project.

A project’s purpose can be close to home, as in those examples,
or it can be far away, as in projects about ensuring adequate clean
water supplies in another country, protecting endangered habi-
tats across the globe, or teaching children elsewhere in the world
about U.S. history. When coming up with a purpose, you should

The most important thing is that
students see the project as having
a real purpose for reading, writing,
and learning.
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consider problems, needs, or questions in your school, in your
community, around the country, or around the world. You may
also wish to consider your connections and resources (people you
know in the community, partnerships with your school, and so
on), businesses and organizations in the community, students’
and families’ interests and assets, and upcoming events and
opportunities.

Regarding this last point, sometimes it is not a problem or need
that gives rise to a project, but an opportunity. Perhaps your stu-
dents have kindergarten buddies, and you see an opportunity for
them to write books to read to those children. Perhaps there is a
festival coming up in the community, and you see an opportunity
for students to share what they’re learning with people who would
be interested. The most important thing is that students see the
project as having a real purpose for reading, writing, and learning
beyond just satisfying a school requirement.

Once you have identified a purpose for the project, it is time
to think, ideally along with students, about the final product they
will create. (The final product could be a written text, such as a
book or magazine, or it could be a video, an audiofile, or some-
thing else.) If, for example, the purpose of the project is to
encourage people to make greater use of alocal park in danger
of being shut down for lack of use, persuasive texts make sense.
And, from there, you must determine the type of persuasive
text—fliers or advertisements for the park, a letter to a newspa-
per or local online news site, a promotional video about the park
(based on a written script and storyboard), a pamphlet about
the park, and so on.

Resist the temptation to keep falling back on books as a format
that students write. Although I have observed many successful
projects in which students produced books, I have also seen suc-
cessful projects in which they produced other types of text. Con-
sider the following types of text: pamphlets, brochures, booklets,
magazines, blog posts, guides, advertisements, fliers, posters,
signs, commercials, promotional videos, informative or docu-
mentary videos, promotional websites, informative websites,
letters, and e-mails.

Informational text written for a project should have an audience
thatis going to read, view, and/or use the text students produce for
itsintended purpose. That audience will vary by genre. For example,
an authentic audience for a procedural or how-to text would be
people who don’t know how to carry out a particular procedure and
want or need to know how to do it; an authentic audience for a
persuasive text would be people who could potentially be per-
suaded or convinced by the argument students make.

Aword of caution: sometimes educators develop projects with
fake, or inauthentic, purposes and audiences. For example, one
project I came across had students create a travel brochure to
persuade people to take a vacation on a planet in the solar system
other than Earth. Given that no audience of which I am aware is
actually going to take a vacation to another planet, to whom are
students actually writing and for what purpose? The audience and
purpose are undermined.

Although these kinds of projects may seem motivating—and
they are likely better than writing for no purpose or audience at
all—research suggests they are not as compelling as reading and
writing experiences that address a real question or solve a real
problem for a real audience.



Structuring Project-Based Units to Develop
Informational Reading and Writing

I generally advocate that elementary school teachers and stu-
dents new to project-based instruction begin project-based
units with 15 to 20 sessions, and approximately 45 minutes per
session. (I use the term “session” rather than “lesson” because
there is more going on than just lessons.) The units are made up
of five major phases; the first and last phases are typically only
one session each, and the middle three phases may be five to
seven sessions each:

1. The projectlaunch phase establishes the purpose of and audi-
ence for the project.

2. The reading and research phase mainly involves building
necessary background knowledge and gathering information
for the project.

3. The writing and research phase primarily focuses on drafting
the product of the project and conducting additional research
asneeded.

4. The revision and editing phase involves making improve-
ments to the product.

5. The presentation and celebration phase involves reaching
the intended audience with the product and celebrating that
accomplishment.

These phases are not rigid—students will do some writing dur-
ing the reading and research phase and some, or considerable,
reading during the writing and research phase—but they provide
a general guide.

Within each session, [ recommend a three-part structure:

e Whole-class lessons (10-15 minutes): The teacher provides
explicitinstruction about one or more teaching points aligned
with the standards and related to the unit project, often reading

aloud a text or text excerpt as part of this teaching.

« Small-group, partner, and/or individual work (25-30 min-
utes): The teacher provides instruction and support for
needs-based small groups and/or circulates throughout the
classroom coaching students as they engage in work related
to the unit project.

¢ Whole-class wrap-up (about 5 minutes): The teacher pulls the
class back together as a whole, reviews key instructional points
from the whole-class lesson, and leads the sharing of student
work as it reflects those key points.

Why these three components with these time allocations?
Regarding the whole-class lesson, research shows over and
over again how valuable it is to provide explicit instruction in
what we want students to learn, whether it is comprehension
strategies, writing strategies, vocabulary, text structures, writ-
ing mechanics, or the like.!* The whole-class lesson is a time to
do that, as well as to use other research-supported instruc-
tional techniques, such as text-based discussion and sharing
of mentor texts.?

Regarding the small-group, partner, and/or individual work,
we know that students need lots of time every day to engage in

Projects with inauthentic purposes
are not as compelling as reading and
writing experiences that address a

real question or solve a real problem.

reading and writing with the teacher available to coach and sup-
port individually and in small groups.?! We want this to be our
largest chunkin a session because research shows that one of the
characteristics of more-effective schools and teachers is that they
have students in small groups more of the time and spend more
time engaged in coaching, rather than telling.* We also want
students to be engaged in cooperative or collaborative activities
during this time, as a number of studies indicate that this signifi-
cantly increases literacy achievement.

Although I do not know of any research specifically testing
the impact of the whole-class wrap-up, I believe it too is an
essential component of project sessions. Many students need
review and reinforcement of content they have been taught in
whole-class lessons.* They also need opportunities to reflect on
how they applied that content during small-group, partner, and/
or individual work time and to see how others did so. I think of
the whole-class wrap-up as allowing us to pull a thread through
from the beginning of a session to the end. So, for example, if
you did a lesson on ascertaining the meaning of unfamiliar

(Continued on page 42)

*For more on strategies to reinforce learning, see “Strengthening the Student
Toolbox,” in the Fall 2013 issue of American Educator, available at www.aft.org/ae/
fall2013/dunlosky.
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Project-Based Learning
(Continued from page 11)

words while reading, the wrap-up would be an opportunity for
students to share occasions during their small-group, partner,
and/or individual work when they came across words that were
unfamiliar to them and how they tried to figure out their mean-
ings. Whole-class wrap-up is also a great time to remind students
of the purpose of and audience for their project—the reason for
all their hard work.

nformational text has long been neglected in U.S. elemen-

tary classrooms. Although I welcome a move toward

greater use of informational text, this move must be made
carefully.

Project-based approaches may help us avoid many of the

potential pitfalls of informational reading and writing instruc-

tion. Among other things, that’s because projects often involve

Although | welcome a move toward
greater use of informational text, this
move must be made carefully.

solving a problem, addressing a need, or answering a question—
purposes for reading informational text. Moreover, projects
often involve conveying solutions to problems, using text to
address needs, and communicating answers to questions—pur-
poses for writing informational text.

This is not to say that project-based learning doesn’t have
potential pitfalls of its own. (For example, it often does not suffi-
ciently incorporate specific research-supported instructional
practices, such as those discussed earlier in regard to whole-class
lessons.) And it is also not to say that project-based learning can
only be used with informational reading and writing; it can be
used with noninformational genres.? But it is to say that for infor-
mational texts, project-based learning is a great match. d
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