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H ow many of us remember our teachers presenting information 
to us that we passively received and 
then repeated through repetitive test-
ing?  Our grades were based on test 
performances, with grades serving as 
an extrinsic reward and/or punish-
ment.  This style of education is still 
the predominant mode in todayôs 
schools.      
 In contrast, Skyview School be-
lieves in a project-based approach to 
learning where students are actively 
engaged in their learning through a 
compelling, interactive, and dynamic 
curriculum.  While we have used pro-
ject-based learning for the past twen-
ty-one years, classrooms around the 
world are beginning to catch on.  Re-
searchers have documented what 
Skyview has long understood - stu-
dents become more engaged in learn-
ing when they have a chance to dig 
into complex, challenging, and some-
times even messy problems that 
closely resemble real life. PBL 
goes beyond generating student inter-
est.  Brain research supports the use 
of well-designed projects that encour-
age active inquiry and higher-level 
thinking.  Students' abilities to ac-
quire new understanding are en-
hanced when they are making mean-
ingful connections through problem-
solving activities. 

What is project-based learning? 

It is an instructional model that in-
volves students in investigations of 
compelling problems that culminate 
in authentic products, which Skyview 
refers to as Celebrations of Learning.  
Projects make for stronger classroom 
learning opportunities, varying wide-
ly in subject matter and scope, and 
can be delivered at a wide range of 
grade levels.  They grow out of chal-
lenging questions that put students in 

an active role such as problem solver, 
decision maker, investigator, and 
group leader.  Projects serve specific 
educational goals; they are not a di-
version or an adds-on to the "real" 

curriculum. 

How does project-based learning 
relate to inquiry? 

Inquiry encompasses a broad range 
of activities that give reign to our 
natural curiosity about the world.  
Within the context of education, in-
quiry takes on a more specific mean-
ing.  Teachers who use inquiry typi-
cally encourage students to raise 
questions, plan and carry out investi-
gations, make observations, and re-
flect on what they have discovered.  
However, even within a single class-
room, inquiry activities may take 
place along a continuum, from more 
structured and teacher-directed in the 
beginning to more open-ended and 
student interest-driven in the end.  
Students typically have a choice 
when it comes to designing their pro-

ject, which allows them to pursue 
their interests and engage their curi-
osity.  In the course of answering 
their own questions, students often 
investigate topics not identified by 
the teacher. 

How does it relate to MI? 

 Students choose their own projects 
based on their individual interests 
and strengths.  Students succeed 
within the classroom and beyond, 
because project-based learning al-
lows them opportunities to apply the 
multiple intelligences in completing a 
project.  Our society values individu-
als who can solve problems creative-
ly, using multiple thinking strategies, 
so why shouldn't we encourage stu-
dents to do the same?  Unfortunately, 
traditional teaching strategies tend to 
focus on verbal/linguistic and mathe-
matical/logical intelligences alone.  
This can create frustration and bore-
dom for people who are comfortable 
with and in fact, yearn for less tradi-
tional learning pathways, such as kin-
esthetic, visual, interpersonal, in-
trapersonal, musical, or naturalist.  
Project-based learning allows the 
teacher to assist students in develop-
ing all of their intelligences, making 
learning a part of living, not just a 
preparation for it.  The theory of MI 
offers eight ways of learning styles.  
Armed with the application of the 
multiple intelligences, teachers pro-
vide enough variety in the activities 
they offer so that the greatest learning 
potential of each student can be 
tapped.  

What are the challenges facing 
teachers? 

Teachers who are using project-
based learning love the approach and 
see first-hand the positive benefits it 
has for students.  



This is not to say there are not sig-
nificant challenges that must be ad-
dressed for the learning to be mean-
ingful and engaging to the students.  
Teachers must have the capacity to 
think on a big scale and take the time 
to ñmapò out all the multiple layers 
that need to be integrated seamlessly.  
Teachers must be comfortable taking 
on many different roles in order for 
the process to be authentic.  They 
must do more coaching and modeling 
and less "telling", allowing students 
to take "wrong turns" en route to 
completing a project.  Indeed, teach-
ers must be willing to take risks to 
overcome initial challenges, finding 
they are learning alongside their stu-
dents as projects unfold.  Traditional 
instructional strategies may still be 
used, making teachers adept at multi-
ple teaching styles and approaches.  
Some of these include: 

§ Recognizing situations that make 
for good projects. 

§ Having the time and resources to 
ñmapò out a compelling project 
that is academically rigorous. 

§ Selecting and integrating a varie-
ty of instructional strategies. 

§ Structuring problems as learning 
opportunities with student 
choice. 

§ Collaborating with colleagues to 
develop interdisciplinary pro-
jects. 

§ Managing the learning process 
over a nine to eighteen week 
timeframe.    

§ Integrating the multiple intelli-
gences where appropriate.  

§ Developing authentic assess-
ments. 

As they wrote our Charter, Skyview 
Schoolôs founders fully understood 
the challenges teachers face with 
both planning and implementation of 
project-based learning.  They realized  
teachers would need time to plan and 
prepare PBL activities.  This is the 
primary reason Skyview School has a 
four-day week and two weeks off for 

each break.  Without this essential 
planning and preparation time, the 
curriculum would fall flat, resulting 
in reduced student engagement and 
academic outcomes.  This schedule 
also provides vital rest time for the 
teachers, almost like a mini sabbati-
cal, in which they can return each 
quarter refreshed and charged with 
new ideas and energy.   

What are the benefits of the PBL 
model? 

A growing body of academic re-
search supports the use of project-
based learning in schools to engage 
students, cut absenteeism, boost co-
operative learning skills, and improve 
academic performance.  We see these 
benefits in:  

§ Increased attendance, growth in 
self-reliance, and improved atti-
tudes toward learning. 

§ Academic gains equal to or better 
than those generated by other 
models, with students involved in 
projects taking greater responsi-
bility for their own learning than 
during more traditional class-
room activities.  

§ Opportunities to develop com-
plex skills, such as higher-order 
thinking, problem solving, col-
laborating, and communicating.  

§ Access to a broader range of 
learning opportunities in the 
classroom, providing a strategy 
for engaging diverse learners.  

§ Overcomes the dichotomy be-
tween knowledge and thinking, 
helping students to both "know" 
and "do." 

§ Encourages the development of 
habits of mind associated with 
lifelong learning, civic responsi-
bility, and personal or career 
success. 

§ Integrates curriculum areas, the-
matic instruction, and commu-
nity issues. 

§ Assesses performance on con-
tent and skills using criteria 

similar to those in the work 
world, thus encouraging account-
ability, goal setting, and im-
proved performance. 

§ Creates positive communication 
and collaborative relationships 
among diverse groups of stu-
dents. 

§ Meets the needs of learners with 
varying skill levels and learning 
styles. 

 For many students at Skyview 
School, the appeal of this learning 
style comes from the authenticity of 
the experience.  Students take on the 
role and behavior of those working in 
a particular discipline.  Whether they 
are making a documentary video 
about an environmental concern, per-
forming a play to highlight the histor-
ical significance of their community, 
or designing habitats on local animals 
they have studied, students are en-
gaged in real-world activities that 
have significance beyond the class-
room.      
 As Skyview School begins the final 
stretch of our twenty-first year in op-
eration, we are proving that high aca-
demic outcomes are accomplished 
when project-based learning and the 
multiple intelligences are woven to-
gether to create a rich learning expe-
rience for the students.  Through an 
active approach to teaching and 
learning, students over the years have 
assumed greater responsibility for 
their education and their lives.  In this 
way, in addition to developing study 
habits that will serve them well for 
years to come, Skyview students are 
also developing important life skills 
as family and community members 
and as informed and active citizens.  
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I  f we were to reflect on teachers who had an im-
pact on us when we were 
young, many of us would 
have a teacher or two that 
stands out among the rest! 
However, do they stand out 
because they had a positive or 
a negative impact on us? Of 
course, we remember the neg-
ative ones, but do they re-
member us? What was it that 
made the experience nega-
tive? Hopefully, we remem-
ber a teacher who had a posi-
tive impact!  What was it that 
made that experience posi-
tive? These childhood memo-
ries, both negative and posi-
tive, are often etched in our minds 
forever. These memories may still 
be painful, and yet they may have 
played a part in shaping who we 
are today. This is a profound truth 
that teachers must respect as they 
work with the children in their 
care. 

Sometimes, our adult behaviors 
can make this difficult, including 
judging, lecturing, giving orders, 
interrupting, not listening, dismiss-
ing, giving unwelcome advice, 
yelling, not acting interested, not 
paying attention, not following 
through, not maintaining confiden-
tiality, and criticizing. When asked 
in a study what teachers could do 
to help create positive student-
teacher relationships, teens said it 
came down to two things: listening 
and showing that they care. These 
two can create an environment that 
is conducive to learning, encourag-
ing students to open up about pos-
sible problems they may be having. 
However, really listening and 
showing we care can be difficult  
due to our busy teaching schedules. 
Nevertheless, we recognize that 
they are essential to the long-term 

growth and health of the students. 
From grade six through twelve, a 
typical student spends 6,480 hours 
with teachers. Imagine being in a 
classroom, day after day, with the 
same instructor for a yearðitôs two 
years at Skyview!  If you were to 
think back to your days in school, 
was there a teacher everyone want-
ed to have? Now think of a teacher 
whose class you dreaded! When 
teens are asked about their positive 
learning experiences, they almost 
always say the same thing:  ñI had 
a really good relationship with that 
teacher,ò or ñThe teacher was so 
nice.ò  
As teachers at Skyview, we un-
derstand the value of our relation-
ship with our students. We know 
we need to connect with students 
and consequently, we use numer-
ous strategies and approaches to 
help this along. 

When we are most effective, we 
are reaching out to meet a particu-
lar student when needed, demon-
strating mastery of the subjects we 
are teaching, and maintaining high 
standards for both our work and 
our behavior.  In addition, we must 

respond to a studentôs personal 
interest or talent, share a com-
mon interest or characteristic 
with a student, and be willing to 
reveal our own vulnerability. 
A supportive relationship with a 
teacher is a significant factor not 
only to the success but to the 
well-being of the student. We 
have the responsibility of main-
taining an awareness of our rela-
tionships with students; noticing 
if a student who usually partici-
pates is suddenly shutting down, 
and discreetly share that obser-
vation with the student outside of 
class.  We must be willing to re-
pair any strains by listening to 
student feedback, apologizing 
when necessary, and thanking 
students for honest communication. 

At Skyview, we are fortunate to 
have grade-level teams consisting 
of two teachers and two full-time 
aides, so that we can spend time 
developing these crucial relation-
ships.  When a situation arises that 
requires extra time, either teacher 
or aide can step out and process 
with the student, thus listening to 
and caring for them.  
In the 5th/6th grade, we recog-
nize the importance of these rela-
tionships, knowing that their im-
pact increases not just the well-
being of the student but the well-
being of the teacher, as well.  We 
want to create a positive environ-
ment for our students which results 
in higher academic achievements 
and social/emotional skills, giving 
them what they need as they grow 
into adults. 
If we all strive for better relation-
ships, particularly with our 
preteens and teens, the world will 
be a better place. 
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M ath instruction has changed in many ways 
since we were in elementary 
school. In the past, math was typ-
ically taught by the teacher intro-
ducing a new concept and doing 
drill-style worksheets until the 
students showed mastery. As 
teachers, we struggle with this 
style of instruction, often not feel-
ing confident in our own abilities 
as mathematicians. Much like our 
own students, as students our-
selves, we would forget concepts 
as soon as we moved on to the 
next topic. As educators, we now 
know that this style of teaching is 
not best practice; in fact, when 
instruction is not targeted to spe-
cific learning styles and strate-
gies, it fails many students, and 
this cannot be truer in the subject 
of math. 

At Skyview School, we strive to 
teach concepts in whole-class les-
sons, through a variety of ways, 
targeting different learning styles 
and intelligences. Bridges (K-5) 
and College Preparatory Math (6
-8) are comprehensive, problem-
based curricula which revisit all 
grade-level concepts throughout 
the whole year, so students can 
maintain proficiency throughout 
the school year. Bridges helps 
students develop a concrete un-
derstanding by introducing the 
concepts through visual models 

(number lines, number racks, pat-
tern blocks, geoboards, fraction 
pieces, money, and base-ten piec-
es.) This deeper understanding 
and practice of number sense help 
students tremendously as we 
move into more complex con-
cepts such as multiplication or 
fractions. 

Besides the introduction of con-
cepts through whole-group in-
struction, students are given am-

ple time to practice new skills, 
demonstrating their learning in a 
variety of ways; this cannot be 
accomplished with repetitive 
worksheets. They also get time to 
work with the teacher in a smaller 
group (or even individual) set-
ting.  In our Intermediate 3-4 
classrooms, we have workplaces 
structured with games that stu-
dents work on with a friend, tar-
geting their skills. Workplaces 
are high-interest and accessible to 
all learners. They are never too 
easy or too hard, and students 
love choosing a different work-
place every time. They are also 
free to choose technology and 
work on a variety of skills 
through Xtra Math or TenMarks. 
When students are engaged and 
working independently this al-
lows time and space for the teach-
er to give attention to small 

groups of students who need help 
with a specific skill. This allows 
for targeted instruction, where 
each child is getting exactly the 
support they need within a small-
er, more comfortable environ-
ment. 

At Skyview, we are lucky to 
have classroom aides who can 
support students through all phas-
es of instruction. During whole-
group lessons, they can move 
around the classroom and help 
students see a concept in a new 
way. While students are in inde-
pendent work time, they can help 
students one-on-one, ensuring 
that everyone is on task, or they 
can pull an additional small group 
or individual student to hone spe-
cific skills.  
Although we all survived and 
even learned during our own 
math experiences during elemen-
tary school, we educators at 
Skyview School know that what 
our students are able to learn 
math in a supportive, dynamic 
environment.  By learning math 
as a challenge, as fun problem-
solving, rather than as a repeti-
tive, memorization-based chore, 
we hope to be creating a love and 
excitement for math in our stu-
dentsðsomething that will take 
them into their higher learning 
and even into adulthood! 


