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When teachers look into new initiatives and ideas in education, it 

makes sense for us to look at what practices are already in place, evaluate 

them, use data to drive major changes, and implement change in our 

classrooms that will help our students achieve their learning targets and 

goals. Some teachers have more autonomy when it comes to designing their 

method of instruction; however, when exploring the options for their 

pedagogy, finding the right fit can be a bit experimental. Experimental in 

that it follows real-world data, evaluation, testing, and application in a 

reflective process. This process that so many teachers use to evaluate the 

efficacy of their practice is not so far off from an option they may use with 

their students.  

Project-Based Learning (PBL) has several interpretations and 

methods of implementation, including and sometimes excluding Problem-

Based Learning methods and ideas and models of integrating it into the 

classroom and with the arts. I will explore the general consensus definitions 

of Project-Based Learning with special consideration to Problem-Based 

Learning components that overlap. PBL is a series of complex tasks that 

include planning and design, problem solving, decision making, creating 

artifacts, and communicating results (Mergendoller, Markham, Ravitz, & 

Larmer, 2006, p. 583). PBL “looks like” students designing a project for an 

authentic purpose. This project may be written, oral, visual, or multimedia with discovery as a result of the 

project (Gidcumb, n.d.). Additional authors (Gijbels, Dochy, Van den Bossche, & Segers, 2005) add that PBL 

has certain defining features: 

● Learning is student-centered. 

● Learning occurs in small groups. 

● A tutor is present as facilitator or guide. 

● Authentic problems are presented at the beginning of the learning sequence. 

● The problems encountered are used as tools to achieve the required knowledge and the problem-solving 

skills necessary to eventually solve problems. 

● New information is required through self-directed learning. 

Many of these features will reappear and/or align in a subset of PBL and Arts Integration (AI) 

processes. As we work our way through beginning to understand PBL and how it might marry with AI, let’s 



keep the Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts definition of AI in the back of our mind: “an approach to 

teaching in which students construct and demonstrate understanding through an art form. Students engage in a 

creative process which connects an art form and another subject area and meets evolving objectives in both” 

(ArtsEdge 2018). This makes the learning visible and incorporates equal attention and emphasis on both the 

core content standards and the arts standards. The final product can be a performance, visual art product, 

musical product, and/or a combination.  

Your “front-loading” and foundation for PBL begins with understanding and implementing the Inquiry-

based learning practices and processes into 

your student’s daily routine. Inquiry is a 

request for information. It involves an official 

effort to collect and examine information 

about something. It is the act of asking 

questions in order to gather or collect 

information (Merriam-Webster). This process 

is authentic and intrinsically motivated 

because it is student-centered. It also explores 

real-world questions and issues, emphasizes 

the 4 C’s (communication, creativity, 

collaboration, and critical thinking), and is 

based in constructivism (Gidcumb, n.d.). If 

inquiry is all about asking those questions that gather knowledge, which may lead to additional questions and 

data collection, can you see how PBL would need to start there? Teaching your students (and yourself) how to 

do the Inquiry Process is just like anything else we integrate into our 

curriculum; we ask probing questions to determine what our students’ 

background knowledge is related to our learning target/goal that we have 

set for them, and use that data to drive our instruction forward. The Inquiry 

Process involves generating new questions, asking questions/investigating, 

creating hypotheses, construction of new knowledge, and sharing 

discoveries.  

 The Inquiry Process’ five steps can repeat as needed and decided. 

Because the steps are repeated, it was noted that we start PBL with this process, but also structure it into our 

daily routines because of this repetitive and cyclical use.  

If we seek to increase our student’s engagement and retention, and help them develop their College and 

Career Ready Skills, while forging real-world connection, we can look to the inquiry process (McDowell, 

2017). Asking effective questions that will challenge your students and drive them to the learning target 



through their own conclusions is the ultimate practice here. How do we accomplish this monumental task? 

“Wait, what? I haven't been giving my students answers, they solve things for themselves…” If you had that 

thought, you might be right, or you might’ve just had good intentions for your students until really taking a 

closer look at your questioning techniques. The types of questions that we ask our students will give us varying 

results. If we are basing PBL on the foundation of the Inquiry Process, where it’s essentially a cyclical process 

of internal and external questions and 

answers, we need to bulk up our questioning 

skills, teachers.  

 

 

Author of the thesecondprinciple.com website, Wilson 

(2014) offers a lot of great information on questioning techniques 

in the classroom. The types of questions are broken down into 

four main groups; Factual, Convergent, Divergent, and 

Evaluative. These four categories of questioning can be 

evaluated using Bloom’s Taxonomy model for the order of 

Thinking Skills;  from the lowest order starting with 

Remembering, Understanding, Applying, Analyzing, Evaluating, 

and finally, Creating (Blooms, 1956).* See the Blooms Chart at 

the end for some great question example aligned with the levels.   

Factual questioning finds answers that are straight-forward, and generally right or wrong. These are the 

quick “yes” and “no” answers teachers ask to check for understanding, although I’d argue if a “yes” or “no” 

really tells us if they are understanding. The next level of questioning is called Convergent. Convergent 

questions give acceptable answers that are within a finite range. These types of questions do not go much 

deeper than the Factual ones, but they do require the student to generate more than a “yes” or “no”. For 

example, “What is the character doing?”. There would be a right and wrong answer here and it may require a 

brief sample of evidence and description from the student. To push our students even further, the teacher can 



ask Divergent questions. Divergent questions will explore a variety of answers and solutions. They are more 

open-ended and have more indirect answers. In the previous example, this may look like “What else could the 

character be doing?”. This question will require the students to evaluate, understate, and remember several key 

points of information, then provide an alternative option that fits the information known and that would 

logically transpire. The last level of questioning is the deepest, Evaluative. Evaluative questioning contains 

answers that requires evaluative judgement.  

With a strong questioning tool kit, you and your students are ready to break into PBL. The essential 

elements to PBL are: key knowledge and understanding, success skills, challenging a problem or question, 

sustained inquiry, authenticity, student voice and choice, reflection, critique and revision, and public product 

(Gidcumb, n.d.). *Refer to the Project vs. PBL chart at the beginning. Through the PBL process, we can use a 

simplified chronological checklist: 

1. The teacher sets the stage. 

2. Students take on roles. 

3. Students gain background knowledge. 

4. Teachers and students work to collaboratively establish criteria. 

5. Students accumulate materials. 

6. Students create their projects. 

7. Students prepare to present. 

8. Students present their projects. 

9. Students reflect on the process and evaluate projects based on the criteria established in step 4. 

10. Student revise, edit, and present again if necessary. 

 When the teacher is setting the stage, they are presenting the ‘Entry Event’ to the students. This is the 

attention-grabber that will identify the problem, lead to asking essential questions, and could also include a 

content lesson or other learning activity. As the students move to the investigation and planning stage, they are 

brainstorming, researching, planning, and determining the criteria for success (done collaboratively). This may 

also include a content lesson or other learning activity. As the students begin the creation process, they gather 

their materials and begin constructing their projects. Through this process, they will be learning as they go and 

will need to make revisions as they explore the materials and reflect on the process in their plan. To accomplish 

this learning as you go style, you need to embed opportunities for feedback. Once the students are ready to 

present, the format is preselected so that they have prepared for the anticipated audience. After the presentation 

of projects, students will reflect on the process, and again the teacher should predetermine the reflection process 

so that students are familiar with it.  

Remember that this is a process. It is a way of how you choose to teach and how you chose to have your 

students learn. When considering working arts integration into PBL, the process is the same. Plan out the 

standards you are choosing when developing your entry event and essential questions. Align the standards so 



that the combination is natural. Or work 

the arts standards into the creation step of 

your PBL process. Teach your students 

selected materials and techniques as they 

learn or as background knowledge. Arts 

integration will equally teach and assess 

the Core and Arts standards. As the 

educators, you have the greatest 

understanding of your curriculum, your 

students, and your current expectations. I 

recommend beginning with what you 

know and what your students are ready to 

learn. Plot out that journey and building 

the steps and process with support and appropriate changes. This process has a lot of frontloading not just at the 

beginning of the lessons, but more so at the beginning of the process. Be gentle and responsive to your students’ 

needs and goals.  
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