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5 Classroom-Tested Techniques to Help All Students — and Their Teachers — Succeed

Today’s students don’t just need knowledge
— they need the skills to solve real-world
problems, adapt to change, and think critically
in an age defined by rapid innovation.

That's where Project-Based Learning (PBL) comesiin.

In classrooms across the country, educators like John Spencer are proving that when we give students the
opportunity to explore, design, and create — something powerful happens — they become more engaged,
more confident, and more prepared for the world beyond school.

This guide offers 5 practical, classroom-tested techniques to help you implement project-based learning that
works — for you and your students.

THE CASE FOR PBL IN AN Al WORLD “As Al advances, it's not

our job to outpace it —

In an era of automation and Al, the most valuable skills are the ones machines .
it's to double down on

can't replicate: collaboration, creative problem-solving, and resilience.

what makes us human:
Project-Based Learning develops these human-centered skills by putting creati\./i.ty, em.pat.hy,
students in charge of solving complex, authentic challenges. and critical thinking.
According to PBLWorks, PBL helps students “gain knowledge and skills by 2 John Spencer,
working for an extended period of time to investigate and respond to a real- 2 educator, author,
world, engaging, and complex question.” That kind of learning isn't just engaging ) PBL expert
— it's transformative.

Recent research confirms it. PBL improves student outcomes across subjects and student groups, especially for
historically marginalized learners (Edutopia, 2027).

Supporters say PBL also gives students a meaningful why behind their learning. As K-12 Dive notes, when students
understand the purpose behind their work, motivation and retention increase dramatically (K-12 Dive, 2023).

WHAT YOU’'LL LEARN:

1) Why PBL is essential in the age of artificial intelligence

2) How to structure meaningful, student-driven projects

3) Common mistakes educators make — and how to avoid them

Ready to get started? Let's getintoit. »
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STRATEGY ONE

1) start With the End Goal — Authentic Products & Audiences

advocacy campaign.

A video A grant proposal
PSAona to improve
local issue B campus safety

STRATEGY TWO

PBL works best when students are designing for real outcomes — not just
submitting assignments to a teacher.

Author, educator and PBL expert John Spencer John Spencer emphasizes
starting with the end: “If you want students to do meaningful work, you have
to make sure they know it's going somewhere.”

Instead of a traditional essay, think: an op-ed, podcast, public proposal, or

Real-world audiences raise the stakes — and the quality — of student work.

A redesigned
school lunch menu
with cost analysis

Build in Scaffolding Without Killing Student Voice

One myth about PBL is that it's too “loose.” But successful PBL
has structure — it just looks different from traditional teaching.

Break the project into smaller chunks, with clear deliverables
and support at every step.

REDUCE COGNITIVE LOAD WITH:

Project Mini-lessons
timelines and on key
milestones concepts

“It's not about adding more
to your plate. It's about
rearranging your plate,”
says Spencer.

Graphic organizers
and student
checklists
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STRATEGY THREE
@ Use Design Thinking to Empower Student Creativity

At the core of Spencer’s approach is the LAUNCH Cycle, a framework that guides students through inquiry,
ideation, and creation.

“Design thinking helps students move from problem to prototype.
It teaches them to empathize, brainstorm, and iterate,” he says.

This structure doesn't stifle creativity — it ignites it.

Design thinking also helps normalize failure. When students revise, improve, and test ideas, they build resilience
and confidence in the process of learning.

Let's breakdown what LAUNCH stands for:

Look, Listen, Learn
Start by observing the world. Students identify problems, explore questions, and examine their surroundings with curiosity.

Ask Tons of Questions
Learners dig deeper. They generate as many questions as possible and select the most meaningful ones to pursue.

Understand the Process or Problem
Through research, interviews, and inquiry, students gather context and deepen their understanding of the issue.

Navigate Ideas
This is the brainstorming phase. Students explore multiple possibilities, think divergently, and develop creative solutions.

Create a Prototype

Students move from idea to execution by building a tangible product, model, or solution. It's messy — but meaningful.

Highlight and Fix

Reflection and revision are key. Students test their work, gather feedback, and iterate to improve their prototype.

Lz C B> F

“This isn't about getting it perfect the first time,” Spencer says.
“It's about helping students learn to think, revise, and grow.”

The LAUNCH Cycle empowers students to own the entire creative process — not just the final result.
It supports differentiation, encourages multiple approaches, and creates space for productive struggle.

By guiding students through these phases, teachers help build resilience, independence, and a deeper
connection to learning.
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STRATEGY FOUR
G Rethink Time, Pacing & Feedback

Traditional instruction often emphasizes “coverage” — rushing through content without true understanding.

PBL demands a different mindset.

"Slow down to go deep,” says Spencer. “You can’t cover it all.
But you can help students uncover what matters.”

Instead of daily grades, use checkpoints, peer review, and self-assessment. This not only improves learning —
it builds metacognition and ownership.

STRATEGY FIVE

Connect Projects to Student Identity & Agency

PBL is at its best when students see themselves in the work.

Ask: How does this project connect to students'’ lives, communities, and values? What choices do they have in how
they approach it?

“When students do work that matters to them, their confidence grows.
Their curiosity grows. Their voice gets stronger,” says Spencer.

Offer multiple entry points and options for demonstrating learning. That's what makes PBL both equitable and
empowering.
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3 Common PBL Pitfalls and How to Avoid Them

"D " Proiect Projects that come after the unit, instead
essel rojecis of being the learning vehicle itself.
o t Don't bog students down with daily grades.
Ver-asschsi Focus on progress and process.
Use group roles, reflections, and peer
reviews to ensure all voices are heard.

Unequal participation
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MORE IDEAS & RESOURCES

Ready to bring PBL to life in your classrooms?
Go deeper with these additional learning experiences:

PODCAST EPISODE

Voice & Choice: Using PBL to
Help Kids Own Their Learning

Explore PBL myths, success strategies, and stories from John's own
classroom on this episode of The RocketPD Podcast. Available on
YouTube and all podcast platforms. 2> Watch now

LIVE-VIRTUAL COHORT

e PBL by Design with John Spencer

PBL by Design: Empowering
Student Engagement & Real-
W

Bring your team and join John live for this multi-session cohort to go
deeper on the LAUNCH Cycle and design your own student-centered
projects. 2» Save your spot

LAUNCHPAD COURSE

Using PBL to Spark Real-World Learning

Take this self-paced video course with John Spencer. Includes structured
lessons, a downloadable workbook, and certificate of completion.
2> Try LaunchPad

PBL is more than a teaching strategy. It's a mindset shift.

In the age of Al, deeper learning,
real-world thinking, and student TO GET STARTED:

voice aren't just nice to have —
they're non-negotiable. © Download the PBL guide and workbook

© Enrollin the self-paced course
@ Join our upcoming cohort with John Spenc

You don’t have to add more to your
plate. You just have to rearrange it.

Let’'s help every student do work that matters. Learn more at RocketPD.com




The work you do matters

Thanks for being a part of the
RocketPD Professional Learning Community.

For more about what we're building, or how we partner with schools
to empower K-12 teachers and staff, vvisit us at RocketPD.com.

Click to visit us at RocketPD.com
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